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Abstract:What are thoughts, or propositions, exactly? I develop an answer to this
question in relation to the Russellian and Fregean views – propositions as facts
and propositions as contents –, defending a Kantian alternative: propositions as
acts. I move from natural or naïve Russellianism and its difficulties to more sophis-
ticated and promising Fregeanism, which can respond to these difficulties but only
at the expense of leaving open serious explanatory gaps of its own. Along the way, I
develop Kantianism as incorporating what is promising in Fregeanism while clos-
ing the gaps this view left open, and present it more systematically at the end.

Introduction

What are thoughts, or propositions, exactly?¹ My aim is to develop an answer to
this question in relation to the two classical views held in the analytic tradition.
These views, which, to this day, constitute the most common on the nature of
thoughts, are Russellianism and Fregeanism, while the answer I defend is Kantian-
ism.

In my reconstruction of these views, I consider their founding figures –Moore/
Russell, Frege, and Kant – and more recent developments of their views. For my
presentation of Kantianism, I use Kant and Analytic Kantianism, broadly con-
strued. From Kant, I focus on the “Analytic of Concepts” in the Critique of Pure Rea-
son, where he provides the essential resources to treat the question of this essay
and where his investigation resides on the appropriate level of generality. The in-
troductory sections and Kant’s Metaphysical Deduction, with its tables of logical
functions of judgment and categories, supplemented by considerations from the
Transcendental Deduction, contain the main components needed to formulate a
Kantian view on thoughts.

My essay consists of four sections, where I introduce the question (section 1),
present Russellianism and Fregeanism from a developing Kantian perspective (sec-

1 I treat ‘thought’ and ‘proposition’ as synonyms. I use single quotation marks to refer to linguistic
expressions. I use angle brackets to refer to concepts and propositions.
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tions 2 and 3), and, finally, present Kantianism more systematically (section 4). I
take myself to be reconstructing a progression of views that, although moving
backwards in terms of historical origin, moves forward in terms of substantive
truth. I move from natural or naïve Russellianism and its difficulties to more so-
phisticated and promising Fregeanism, which can respond to these difficulties but
only at the expense of leaving open serious explanatory gaps of its own. Along the
way, I develop Kantianism as incorporating what is promising in Fregeanism while
closing the gaps this view left open, and present it more systematically at the end.

1 Asking for the nature of thoughts

My question concerns the nature of thoughts. As is generally true in philosophy,
initially, there is some unquestionable phenomenon which is not well enough un-
derstood. Take how Stroud describes the origin of philosophical investigations:

There has to be something we think, something we are trying to understand, some puzzling
phenomenon or aspect of the world. There must be some “data,” so to speak, to reflect on, or
to come to terms with […]. There must be some things we know, or things that are so, or things
that we think and cannot deny, that are firmer than anything that philosophical theorizing
can undermine.²

What phenomenon leads us to the question about the nature of thoughts? The
question arises once we try to gain a philosophical understanding of the phenom-
enon of our thinking, believing, and speaking the way we do. To reach it, we need
to conceive of what it is, exactly, that we think, believe, or say when thinking, be-
lieving, or saying something.

We think, believe, or say things³ we take to be true or false. We can truly
think, believe, or say, e. g., <the Earth orbits the Sun>, or, falsely, <the Sun orbits
the Earth>. The thing we think, believe, or say can be identical across these acts:
we can think, believe, or say it. Besides believing, we can have other attitudes to-
wards it like entertaining, denying, supposing, etc. If we say it, we can do so
through different sentences of the same or different languages, e. g., through ‘the
Earth revolves around the Sun’ in English or ‘die Erde dreht sich um die Sonne’
in German. Finally, sentences are true or false if and only if what is said through
them is true or false.

2 Stroud (2018, 21).
3 I use ‘thing’ as the most general term for anything whatsoever, be it an object, a property, a re-
lation, a fact, an act, a type, etc.
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Thus:

(i) A thought is that which is true or false such that beliefs and (declarative)
sentences are true or false in virtue of the thought believed or said being
true or false.

(ii) A thought can be accompanied by the attitude of believing as well as by
other acts of persons like entertaining, denying, supposing, etc.

(iii) A thought can be expressed through (declarative) sentences persons can
understand and use to say something.⁴

I want to emphasize two more characteristics of thoughts that will prove impor-
tant for the dialectic of this essay. The first is closely related to (ii)–(iii) and
given, as Sellars puts it, by

the idea that one and the same content can exist in many representings by many minds,
which seems to be an implication of the intersubjectivity […] of what we conceptually repre-
sent,⁵

namely,

the fact that different persons, and the same person at different times, can represent the
same, even though the representings (as acts) are numerically different.⁶

Thoughts must not only be able to be the same across different attitudes (ii)⁷ and
sentences (iii),⁸ but also across different persons and times. Different persons must
be able to think, believe, or say the same things, and to do so at different times.
This is implied by the shareability of thoughts.We take ourselves to be able to com-
municate what we think or believe, mostly through what we say and write – e. g.,
in science and philosophy –,⁹ and this, in turn, is something we can do only if we
can think, believe, or express numerically the same thoughts as others, and can do
so at different times. Thus:

(iv) A thought can be numerically the same across persons and times and
hence shared.

4 See Salmon & Soames (1988, 1); Soames (2014b, 91–92); King (2014a, 5–6), King (2019, 1).
5 Sellars (1967, 60–61/§5).
6 Ibid., 88/§1.
7 See King (2019, 1).
8 See Soames (2010, 2–3), King (2014, 5), King (2019, 1).
9 See Frege (2003/1918–1919, 48–50/68–69).
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What is among the clearest expressions of this can be found in Frege. Take “On
Sense and Referent”, where he notes: “[b]y thoughts I do not understand the sub-
jective doing of thinking but its objective content which can be the common prop-
erty of many”,¹⁰ distinguishing various acts of thinking from the same thought that
can be thought through them. Or: “one will not be able to deny that mankind has a
common treasure of thoughts that it transfers from one generation to the next”,¹¹
whereby he describes the shareability of thoughts as what implies that they can be
the same across persons and times.

Now for the second additional characteristic of thoughts, which is closely re-
lated to (i). This essay belongs to the debate about structured propositions,¹² name-
ly, propositions consisting of various constituents, as the unstructured approach
has failed with good reason. A proponent of the view that propositions are func-
tions from possible worlds to truth-values (or, equivalently, sets of possible worlds)
individuates, say, necessarily true propositions such that they are true in all possi-
ble worlds. In this way, necessarily true propositions are not individuated precisely
enough to distinguish what are distinct propositions of this kind – e. g., <2+2=4> and
<bodies are bodies> –, yielding the incredible result that all necessarily true prop-
ositions are identical. However, we can think, believe, or express all kinds of nec-
essarily true thoughts. In light of this failure, there was a return to structured
propositions in Frege and especially Russell,¹³ as their proponents could individu-
ate propositions more precisely exactly by reference to their constituents.

I thus consider propositions as individuated by various constituents forming a
true or false unity,¹⁴ which raises the questions of how to understand the nature of
these constituents and their unity within a proposition. Different ways to answer
the former question amount to the central difference between Russellianism and
Fregeanism, while answering the latter arguably forms the main task for any view
on the nature of thoughts. Russell gives a classical formulation of this problem of
the unity of the proposition in Principles of Mathematics:

Consider, for example, the proposition “A differs from B”. The constituents of this proposition,
if we analyse it, appear to be only A, difference, B. Yet these constituents, thus placed side
by side, do not reconstitute the proposition. […] A proposition, in fact, is essentially a

10 Frege (2002/1892, 29 n.5/33 n.5). All translations are mine, having consulted standard editions.
11 Ibid.: 26/29.
12 See Schiffer (2003), King (2007), Soames (2010), King & Soames & Speaks (2014), Hanks (2015),
Moltmann & Textor (2017), King (2019).
13 See Soames (1987).
14 See Schiffer (2003, 15), King (2019, 2).
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unity, and when analysis has destroyed the unity, no enumeration of constituents will restore
the proposition.¹⁵

It is this essential unity of their constituents that distinguishes thoughts from mere
aggregates like lists and – as can be added to Russell’s description – amounts to
thoughts’ representing things as being some way, or predicating something of some-
thing, so that they are true or false in the first place. E. g., <the Earth orbits the
Sun> is distinguished from a list containing <Earth>, <Sun>, and <orbiting> exactly
by a unity where, say, <orbiting the Sun> is predicated of <Earth>.¹⁶ Thus:

(v) A thought consists of various constituents forming a unity truly or falsely
representing things as being some way.

Here is how Stroud puts this: “A list or collection of objects is not a thought that
something or other is so.”¹⁷ Both Stroud’s remark and my talk of representation
involve a distinction between thinking, believing, or expressing a thought and
the way things are. If and only if things are the way they are thought, believed,
or said to be, then the thought is true; otherwise, it is false. Thoughts possess ob-
jectivity, or objective purport: they are about things and true or false of them de-
pending on how these things, as objects of our thoughts, in fact are.

In the third Critique, Kant connects the shareability (iv) and objectivity (v) of
thoughts such that only what is objective can be communicated:

[N]othing can be generally communicated but cognition and representation insofar as it be-
longs to cognition. Since only insofar is the latter objective and has a common point of refer-
ence with which everyone’s power of representation is compelled to agree. […] [C]ognition, as
determination of the object with which given representations (in whatever subject it may be)
should agree, is the only kind of representation which holds for everyone.¹⁸

Thoughts can only be communicated in virtue of their representational relation to
objects, as objects of representations are their common points of reference. Cogni-
tive acts, as exercised by persons, are singular and concrete occurrences happen-
ing at times. They are token-acts. What is common between token-acts such that
what we think, believe, or say can be shared will have something to do with the
objects of our acts and our relations to them through these acts.

To play this role as common points of reference and allow communication,
these objects must be objective, namely, independent of subjects and acts of cogni-

15 Russell (2010, 50–51/§54).
16 See Soames (2010, Ch. 2), Soames (2014a, 25–33).
17 Stroud (2018, 102).
18 AA 5:217.

Kantian Thoughts. Towards an Alternative to Russellian and Fregean Propositions 81



tion.¹⁹ We think, believe, or say things we take to be true or false independently of
us and of our acts of thinking, believing, or saying them. What can be communi-
cated, Kant writes in a letter, is “referred to something that is valid for everyone,
which is distinguished from subjects, i. e., to an object.”²⁰ In thoughts, or judg-
ments, as Kant mostly calls them, we purport to represent what is so “in the object,
i. e., regardless of any difference in the state of the subject”.²¹

The connection between shareability (iv) and objectivity (v) establishes the
proper focus for any view on thoughts, namely, on acts of thinking, believing,
and saying as cognitive acts in relation to empirical objects. If thoughts are true
or false of objects, the topic is cognition; and if these objects are independent of
subjects and acts of cognition they will, typically, be empirical and we know
about them through sense perception.

I accordingly focus on thoughts de re, not de dicto or de se; empirical, not
mathematical or logical; and simple or non-compound where, typically, properties
are predicated of objects. At the same time, I confine myself mainly to metaphys-
ical and semantical issues concerning the representational or referential nature of
thoughts.

2 Overcome from a Kantian perspective:
Russellianism

In “The Nature of Judgment”, Moore puts his view as follows: “A proposition is
composed not of words, nor yet of thoughts [=acts of thinking], but of […] possible
objects of thought”, which “may come into relation with a thinker”.²² Russell, too,
describes what “may occur in any true or false proposition” as “an object of
thought”.²³

For Moore and Russell, constituents of propositions are objects and properties,
i. e., referents of cognitive token-acts relating to objects or properties, say, through
predicates.²⁴ Russellian propositions are facts constituted of such objects and prop-
erties, namely, referents of cognitive token-acts truly or falsely relating to objects
and properties, or facts, say, through sentences.

19 For this notion of objectivity see Hoeppner (2022b).
20 AA 11:515 (1 July 1794).
21 CPR, B142. See Sellars (2002b, 274).
22 Moore (1993a, 4).
23 Russell (2010, 44/§47).
24 See Schiffer (2003, 18).
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By contrast to a list of constituents A, difference, B, the proposition <A differs
from B> is such that, as Russell remarks, “[t]he difference which occurs in the
proposition actually relates A and B”,²⁵ which makes it nothing other than the
fact that, actually, A differs from B.²⁶ Thus:

Russellianism: Thoughts are facts. Thoughts consist of objects and properties
we can relate to through token-acts of cognition so that thoughts, as constitut-
ed of such objects and properties, are facts we can truly or falsely think, be-
lieve, or express through token-acts of cognition.

Russellianism can be described as naïve or natural response to the requirements
that thoughts can be the same across different attitudes (ii), sentences (iii), persons
and times (iv), as implied by the shareability of thoughts.²⁷ To have this ability, dif-
ferent persons must be able to think the same things, and to do so at different
times.

For Russellianism, the same in all these contexts are objects and properties, or
facts, that can be thought, believed, or expressed through cognitive acts. We can
think the same thing across different attitudes, sentences, persons, and times be-
cause in all these contexts we relate to the same objects and properties, or facts.
We can think, believe, or say the same thing: <the Earth orbits the Sun>, by relat-
ing to the same objects and properties, or facts: to Earth, Sun, and the relation of
orbiting where the Earth orbits the Sun, or, equivalently, to the fact that the Earth
orbits the Sun.

Russellianism uses two explanatory levels:
acts;
referents.

Hereby, things are admitted that are part of an ordinary understanding of our
thinking, believing, and speaking anyway, namely, cognitive acts as exercised by
persons and the objects, properties, or facts, they relate to.

This illustrates truth (arrow=true relation):

RussellianismT

act of cognition ⇒ object(s)-properties/fact

25 Russell (2010, 50/§54).
26 See ibid., 49/§52.
27 See Moore (1993a, 4).
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Regarding true thoughts, what can be thought, believed, or expressed through cog-
nitive acts are objects and properties, or facts. Such acts are true because the
thoughts they relate to are, meaning the objects and properties, or facts, related
to actually exist. By collapsing thoughts into facts, Russellianism collapses the
truth of thoughts into the existence of facts.²⁸ Russellian propositions are about
their referents by containing them as constituents.

Russellianism implies that cognitive acts are the acts they are by relating to
their referents. Referents individuate acts. To use a distinction given by Sellars,
this is a variety of

the idea that intellectual acts differ not in their intrinsic character as acts, but by virtue of
being directly related to different relata. Thus the thought [=act of thinking] of X differs
from the thought [=act of thinking] of Y not qua act of thought, but qua related to X as opposed
to Y.²⁹

The idea is that cognitive acts are individuated extrinsically through their relation
to something other and independent. The specific form this takes depends on what
are construed as these independent relata. In Russellianism, they consist of objects
and properties, or facts. More precisely, individuated are act-types: A cognitive
token-act is of a certain type by having certain objects and properties, or facts,
for its referents. For instance, a token-act of thinking, believing, or saying <the
Earth orbits the Sun> is of that type by relating to Earth, Sun, and the relation
of orbiting where the Earth orbits the Sun, or, equivalently, to the fact that the
Earth orbits the Sun. Such a token-act of cognition is in turn individuated through,
additionally, its exercise, actual or possible, by a person, at a location in space and
time, and in contextually relevant relations to objects and properties, or facts.

Prima facie, that what can be thought, believed, or expressed through cogni-
tive acts are objects and properties, or facts, seems appropriate for true thoughts.
But already in illustrating falsity, difficulties emerge (arrow=false relation):

RussellianismF

act of cognition ⇒ [no/other object(s)-properties/fact]

Regarding false thoughts, there is nothing thought, believed, or said. If a thought is
false, there is no fact thought, believed, or expressed, so that Russellianism forces
us, as Russell himself later criticized, “to admit that when we judge falsely there is

28 See Moore (1993b, 21).
29 Sellars (1963, 41).
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nothing that we are judging”.³⁰ But this view cannot be right even on its own
terms, since there would be nothing by which these acts are the acts they are.
After all, referents individuate acts. This yields one of two incredible results:

Either there can be no falsity since a thought can only be thought, believed, or
expressed if there is the appropriate fact for it. However, we can think, believe, or
say false things.

Or, if there can be falsity in some sense after all, there is only one kind of it in
that every false thought is just empty. However, again, we can think, believe, or say
all kinds of false things. To think, believe, or say <2+2=5> or <bodies are points> are
different ways of getting things wrong.

The inability to do justice to the possibility of false thoughts is a fatal flaw of Rus-
sellianism as originally conceived. Thoughts cannot be identified with objects and
properties, or facts, cognitive acts relate to.

In this respect, a more recent variety of Russellianism developed by (early)
Scott Soames, among others, fares better.³¹ It says that propositions are not facts
constituted of objects and properties related to in cognition, but rather n-tuples (or-
dered sequences) of such objects and properties, e. g., <the Earth orbits the Sun> is,
say, {Earth, orbiting, Sun}. Regarding both truth and falsity, thoughts are n-tuples
of objects and properties thought, believed, or expressed through cognitive acts.
They differ in that for a true thought there is, additionally, the fact constituted
of the objects and properties, while for a false thought there is no such fact.

This illustrates truth and falsity (line=relation of thinking/believing/expressing
thoughts; arrow=true/false relation):

Russellianism (Soames)T

act of cognition – n-tuple of object(s)-properties ⇒ fact

Russellianism (Soames)F

act of cognition – n-tuple of object(s)-properties ⇒ [no/other fact]

Even if the objects and properties thought, believed, or expressed through cogni-
tive acts do not constitute the appropriate facts, as with false thoughts, there are
still the same n-tuples of these objects and properties (if they exist). Cognitive
acts are of the type they are and truly or falsely represent the objects and proper-

30 Russell (1966, 153).
31 See Soames (1987).
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ties they do by relating to such n-tuples, which, in turn, truly or falsely represent
these objects and properties on their own.

While this modified Russellianism indeed allows for falsity, the presentation
above points to even more fundamental difficulties:

First, formal constructions like n-tuples are not the kind of thing truly or false-
ly representing objects and properties, or predicating properties of objects. Just
like lists, n-tuples typically do not represent anything, or do not predicate anything
of anything, so that there is no reason to suppose that those n-tuples that are sup-
posed to be propositions do. As Soames himself recently put it:

The problem is that it is hard to see how any formal structure of […] any […] sort could be that
proposition [that A is different from B]. […] [T]here is nothing in any abstract structure we
might construct, or explicitly specify, which, by its very nature, indicates that anything is pre-
dicated of anything.³²

Once this difficulty is recognized, it can be seen to spread to Russellianism as orig-
inally conceived: referents of cognition typically do not represent anything either.
We can, of course, interpret referents or n-tuples of objects and properties in
this way and use them as representations, but then they do not truly or falsely rep-
resent on their own, but only through acts of interpretation that will themselves
need to be related to propositions that truly or falsely represent, setting off a re-
gress.³³

Second, for any proposition there are various candidate n-tuples that could be
identified with that proposition – for <the Earth orbits the Sun>, say: {Earth, orbit-
ing, Sun}, {Sun, orbiting, Earth}, {orbiting, Sun, Earth}, etc. – but no principled way
of deciding which one it really is.³⁴ Consequently, this variety is not even able to
individuate true propositions, whereas Russellianism as originally conceived
does this straightforwardly by reference to the objects and properties, or facts,
they are identified with.

Moreover, and generally, Russellianism in either variety cannot appropriately de-
scribe acts which cannot sufficiently be characterized by reference to objects and
properties, or n-tuples thereof, thought, believed, or expressed through such
acts. Besides acts of thinking, believing, or expressing false thoughts this holds for

32 Soames (2010, 31). See King (2007, 8–9).
33 This applies to the (Tractarian) variety of Russellianism developed by Jeffrey C. King – see King
(2007), King (2014b) –, who identifies propositions with facts constituted of objects and properties
we interpret as (sentence-like) representations of other facts. See Hanks (2015, 61–63).
34 See Schiffer (2003, 16), King (2007, 7–8).
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– act-types without referents like uses of empty names (‘Odysseus’);
– distinct act-types sharing the same referent like uses of co-referential names

(‘Morning Star’/’Evening Star’).

In Russellianism, neither can be properly individuated. Thus, assuming proposi-
tions are constituted of objects and properties, or n-tuples thereof,
– for a proposition like <Odysseus returns> there simply is no proposition if

there is no referent (Odysseus);
– for pairs of propositions like <the Morning Star is the Evening Star> and <the

Morning Star is the Morning Star> these are the same proposition if the refer-
ent is the same (Venus).

However, we do think, believe, or say something if we think, believe, or say <Odys-
seus returns>, as we do think, believe, or say different things if we truly think, be-
lieve, or say, informatively, <the Morning Star is the Evening Star> (a=b) rather
than, trivially, <the Morning Star is the Morning Star> (a=a).

The difficulties for Russellianism are due to admitting only two explanatory
levels, namely, acts and referents. This compels a transition to Kantianism and Fre-
geanism, which, by adding a level of contents, can do justice to the acts Russellian-
ism is unable to capture. What we think, believe, or express on these views in
false, empty, and co-referential thoughts are representational contents. In closing
this section, I begin to sketch how Kant’s notion of content can be understood
as responding to the possibility of falsity, while, in the next, I introduce Frege’s
view as responding to the possibility of co-referential thoughts. Then I relate it
to Kantianism.

By contrast to Russellianism as originally conceived, take how Kant describes
false judgments: “a cognition is false if it does not agree with the object it is refer-
red to, although it does contain something [=its content] that could well hold of
other objects.”³⁵ If truth consists in “the agreement of the cognition with its ob-
ject”,³⁶ what makes a judgment false is that it does not so agree with its object.
But even if its object cannot individuate the cognition as Russellianism requires,
there is still something about it that makes it the cognition it is – it could be
true of other objects, after all –, namely, its content. Kant’s description of falsity
reveals a third explanatory level and provides good reason to introduce it.

35 CPR, A58/B83.
36 CPR, A58/B82.
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Accordingly, introducing the “Analytic of Concepts” Kant distinguishes from
act and object, additionally, the representational content of the act characterized
as its representational relation to the object:

– content of cognition, i. e., […] its relation to the object;³⁷
– content of cognition (relation to its object);³⁸
– [cognition’s] content […], i. e., […] relation to some object […].³⁹

Once such a distinction between act, object, and content is recognized,⁴⁰ the pos-
sibility of falsity falls into place. If an act’s content is construed as independent of
the represented object’s existence and it being the way it is represented to be, an
act can, in virtue of its content, represent an object even when there is no such
thing.

3 Advanced from a Kantian perspective:
Fregeanism

In a letter to Frege, Russell writes:

[I]n the proposition ‘Mont Blanc is more than 4,000 meters high’ […] we assert the object of
the thought, and this is […] a certain complex […] in which Mont Blanc itself is a component
part.⁴¹

With this statement of Russellianism, Russell replies to a letter where Frege had
elaborated:

[…] Mont Blanc […] is not itself a constituent of the thought that Mont Blanc is more than
4,000 metres high. […] The sense of the word ‘moon’ is a constituent of the thought that
the moon is smaller than the earth. The moon itself (i. e., the referent of the word ‘moon’)
is not part of the sense of the word ‘moon’ […].⁴²

37 CPR, A55/B79.
38 CPR, A58/B83.
39 CPR, A62–63/B87.
40 See Sellars (1967: 36/§3, 59/§1).
41 Frege (1980b, 169) (12 December 1904).
42 Frege (1980a, 93) (13 November 1904).
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For Frege, constituents of propositions are senses of cognitive token-acts represent-
ing objects or properties, say, through predicates.⁴³ Fregean propositions are senses
constituted of such senses representing objects and properties, namely, senses of
cognitive token-acts truly or falsely representing objects and properties, or facts,
say, through sentences.⁴⁴

In “On Sense and Referent”, Frege distinguishes from the referent of a sign
and the sign itself, considered as possessing a certain (perceptual) “shape”,⁴⁵ the
sense of a sign, considered “as a sign”,⁴⁶ i. e., in the “way in which it signifies some-
thing”.⁴⁷ Fregean senses are ways of representing referents through cognitive acts,
or their representational contents. One can

think of there being connected with a sign (name, combination of words, written mark), be-
sides that which is signified, […] the referent [Bedeutung] of the sign, also […] the sense of the
sign, wherein the mode of presentation [Art des Gegebenseins] is contained.⁴⁸

Senses are perspectival in that they contain a specific way in which the referent is
represented by and presented to the thinker. They are abstract in that they can be
the same across persons and times (iv). By being independent of token-acts
through which they are thought, believed, or expressed, and of minds generally,⁴⁹
senses are shareable among thinkers.⁵⁰ Finally, they are independent of the exis-
tence of objects and properties that can be represented, so that, by contrast to Rus-
sellianism, cognitive acts can have contents even without referents.⁵¹ Thus:

Fregeanism: Thoughts are contents. Thoughts consist of abstract contents
(singular or general) by means of which we can represent objects or properties
through token-acts of cognition so that thoughts, as constituted of such con-
tents, are abstract (propositional) contents by means of which we can truly
or falsely think, believe, or express objects and properties, or facts, through
token-acts of cognition.

43 See Schiffer (2003, 22).
44 For simplicity, unlike Frege himself I assume the Tractarian idea that the referent of a true
thought is a fact constituted by the referents of its constituent senses (rather than the True).
45 Frege (2002/1892, 23/26).
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid., 24/26.
48 Ibid.
49 See Frege (2003/1918–1919, 46–51/66–70).
50 See Frege (2002/1892, 24–25/27).
51 See Frege (2002/1892: 24–25/27–28, 29–30/32–33).
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Fregeanism can be motivated in response to difficulties of Russellianism. As Ste-
phen Schiffer puts it:

Think of the Fregean as a theorist who began as a Russellian, encountered problems with her
position, and then developed Fregeanism as the antidote to those problems.⁵²

This, in fact, happened to Frege. He says himself that once he had held identity to
be “a relation between names or signs for objects”.⁵³ Frege had tried to capture this
difference by taking the informative claim ‘a=b’ to be about the signs ‘a’ and ‘b’ and
as saying that they are different signs for the same object. But then he notices: this
relation of identity “would hold between the names or signs only insofar as they
named or signified something”, where this “connection of each of the two signs
with the same signified object” is “arbitrary”⁵⁴ and can express no cognition of
the object. If sign-types are individuated through their referents, as in Russellian-
ism, there can be no difference between informatively and trivially true claims of
identity. Thus, if one sign for an object differs from another for that same object
only through its (perceptual) “shape”⁵⁵ – ‘a’/’b’ – and not “as a sign”⁵⁶, i. e., in
the “way in which it signifies something”,⁵⁷ the difference between such identity
claims is lost. But if one introduces, besides the referent and the sign itself, the
sense of the sign, this difference can be captured as follows: while ‘a’ and ‘b’ in
an expression of the thought <a=b> relate to the same referent, they do so in differ-
ent ways. Consequently, informatively true thoughts of the form a=b can be seen to
differ from thoughts of the form a=a and considered cognitions of their objects.

Frege’s notion of sense as the way in which signs signify their referents forms a
counterpart to Kant’s notion of content in terms of the representational relation
cognitive acts have to their objects.⁵⁸

Both Kantianism and Fregeanism can respond to the requirements that
thoughts can be the same across different attitudes (ii), sentences (iii), persons
and times (iv), as implied by the shareability of thoughts.⁵⁹ To have this ability, dif-
ferent persons must be able to think the same things, and to do so at different
times.

52 Schiffer (2003, 19).
53 Frege (2002/1892, 23/25). See Schiffer (2003, 19 n.11).
54 Frege (2002/1892, 23/26).
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid., 24/26.
58 See Sellars (1967, Ch. 3), Tolley (2011).
59 See Burge (2005, 28–30).
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For Kantianism and Fregeanism, the same in all these contexts are contents
that can be thought, believed, or expressed. We can think the same thing across
different attitudes, sentences, persons, and times because in all these contexts
we relate to the same representational content. We can think, believe, or say the
same thing: <the Earth orbits the Sun>, by relating to the same content: <the
Earth orbits the Sun>.⁶⁰ Correspondingly, representational contents are what is
thought, believed, or expressed in false thoughts like <the Sun orbits the Earth>,
in empty thoughts like <Odysseus returns>, and in co-referential thoughts like
<the Morning Star is the Evening Star>. Introducing contents, if convincing,
straightforwardly solves the difficulties confronting Russellianism.

This is essentially due to using three explanatory levels:
acts;
referents;
contents.

Alongside things that are admitted as part of an ordinary understanding of our
thinking, believing, and speaking anyway, namely, cognitive acts as exercised by
persons and the objects and properties, or facts, they relate to, additionally, Fre-
gean senses or Kantian contents are introduced for explanatory reasons. How
these representational contents are introduced and how well they can be ex-
plained amounts to the main differences between Kantianism and Fregeanism. I
begin with Fregeanism.

This illustrates truth and falsity (line=relation of thinking/believing/expressing
thoughts; arrow=true/false relation):⁶¹

FregeanismT

act of cognition – representational content ⇒ object(s)-properties/fact

FregeanismF

act of cognition – representational content ⇒ [no/other object(s)-properties/fact]

Regarding true and false thoughts, what can be thought, believed, or expressed
through cognitive acts are representational contents. Such acts are true or false be-
cause the thoughts they relate to are, meaning they relate to true or false represen-
tational contents.

60 See Burge (2010, 34–42).
61 For simplicity, unlike Frege himself I assume that empty thoughts are false (rather than neither
true nor false).
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Fregeanism implies that cognitive acts are the acts they are by relating to their
contents. Contents individuate acts. To again use the distinction given by Sellars:
Cognitive acts are individuated extrinsically through their relation to something
other and independent. The specific form this takes depends on what are con-
strued as these independent relata. In Fregeanism, they consist of contents.
More precisely, individuated are act-types: A cognitive token-act is of a certain
type by having a certain content.⁶² For instance, a token-act of thinking, believing,
or saying <the Earth orbits the Sun> is of that type by relating to the content <the
Earth orbits the Sun>. Here, too, such a token-act of cognition is individuated
through, additionally, its exercise, actual or possible, by a person, at a location
in space and time, and in contextually relevant relations to objects and properties,
or facts.

Fregeanism has an enormous explanatory advantage over Russellianism: it
can distinguish acts which cannot sufficiently be characterized by reference to ob-
jects and properties, or n-tuples thereof, thought, believed, or expressed through
acts of thinking, believing, or expressing, say, false, empty, or co-referential
thoughts. But this advance depends on introducing independent representational
contents for explanatory reasons, the explanation of which in turn proves difficult.
I am specifically thinking of three explanatory gaps:
(a) Existence. Supposedly, Fregean thoughts are independent of cognitive acts ex-

ercised by persons and of objects and properties, or facts, in space and time.
But how do independent abstract contents exist and how do they relate to acts
of persons and objects and properties, or facts, in space and time?

(b) Access. Supposedly, we think Fregean thoughts, relate to them through prop-
ositional attitudes, and express them through sentences, which acts in turn
truly or falsely represent objects and properties, or facts. But how do persons
have access to independent abstract contents so that they can think, believe, or
express them?

(c) Representation. Supposedly, Fregean thoughts truly or falsely represent ob-
jects and properties, or facts, and by thinking, believing, or expressing such
thoughts, cognitive acts in turn truly or falsely represent these objects and
properties, or facts. But how do independent abstract contents truly or falsely
represent objects and properties, or facts?⁶³

A crucial task in elaborating a convincing view on thoughts consists in retaining
the explanatory advance over Russellianism that was gained in Fregeanism by in-

62 See Burge (2005, 29–30), (2010, 34–42).
63 See Burge (2005, 51).

92 Till Hoeppner



troducing contents, while at the same time providing explanatory resources to
close the gaps that come with admitting Fregean thoughts.

A first step in this direction is to identify the source of these difficulties for
Fregeanism. I suggest that it consists in supposing that thoughts are mind-independ-
ent, and, using Sellars’ distinction, that cognitive acts are individuated through con-
tents extrinsic to them rather than through intrinsic features. It only proves diffi-
cult to understand how contents can exist (a), how persons can access them (b),
and how they can truly or falsely represent objects and properties, or facts (c),
if they are supposed to be independent of and extrinsic to minded subjects and
their cognitive acts. To say it with Burge: “The problem lies […] in the postulated
independence of sense, or representational thought content, from thinkers.”⁶⁴

Above, gap (c) was already shown to apply to Russellianism. These difficulties
for Fregeanism and Russellianism have the same source. Granted a need to explain
propositions’ truly or falsely representing objects and properties, or facts – instead
of treating it as a primitive –,⁶⁵ supposing that thoughts and their constituents are
mind-independent dooms both Russellianism and Fregeanism.⁶⁶ Neither the mind-
independent objects and properties constituting Russellian propositions nor the
mind-independent contents constituting Fregean thoughts are the kind of thing
that could possess the required unity and truly or falsely represent objects and
properties, or facts:

First, distinguishing between kinds of constituents as attempted by Frege and
Russell, implying that one of them is responsible for this unity – the assertive role
of predicates in Russell⁶⁷ or their unsaturated sense in Frege⁶⁸ –, merely shifts the
issue to how this constituent can accomplish a true or false unity among constitu-
ents. How the unity of thoughts is different from lists of exactly the same constit-
uents cannot be sufficiently explained by simply attributing a predicative nature to
one of them and a uniting power to this nature.

Second, and more fundamentally, Russell’s and Frege’s attempted explanations
must remain mysterious supposing the mind-independence of thoughts. Both try to
understand the unity of thoughts independently of cognitive acts as exercisable by
persons, mainly to secure their shareability (iv) and objectivity (v). But if anything,
only exercises of abilities by persons are suited to explain representational fea-

64 Ibid.
65 As does, e. g., Schiffer 2003.
66 See Schiffer (2003, Ch. 1); King (2007, Ch. 1); Soames (2010, Ch. 2), Soames (2014a, 25–33); Hanks
(2015: Chs. 1, 2).
67 See Russell (2010, Ch. 4: “Proper Names, Adjectives, and Verbs”).
68 See Frege (2002: Essays 1, 3: “Function and Concept”, “On Concept and Object”).
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tures like truth and falsity, whatever possesses them.⁶⁹ After all, we are trying to
understand the successful or failed representation by minded subjects. Being in-
stances of such representation,⁷⁰ truth and falsity must explanatorily be referred
to cognitive abilities and acts of persons. As Russell himself later put it: “there
could be no falsehood if there were no minds to make mistakes”⁷¹; and, generally:
“there can be no truth or falsehood if there are no minds to judge”.⁷²

I suggest that key to retaining the explanatory advance from Russellianism to Fre-
geanism is a reversal in order of explanation where cognitive acts’ truly or falsely
representing objects and properties, or facts, is no longer explained by reference to
mind-independent propositions, but, conversely, thoughts’ truly or falsely repre-
senting objects and properties, or facts, is explained by reference to intrinsic fea-
tures of cognitive acts. Thereby, thoughts are construed as mind-dependent cogni-
tive act-types, depending on possible token-acts of cognition, which promises to
render intelligible not only their representation of objects and properties, or
facts, but also their existence and our access to them. Thusly individuating cogni-
tive acts intrinsically requires giving an analysis of them as representing objects
and properties, or facts.

The two explanatory orders can be presented as follows (arrow=direction of
explanation):

Classical Views: Russellianism-Fregeanism
acts of cognition ← thoughts (mind-independent)

Alternative View: Kantianism
acts of cognition → thoughts (mind-dependent)

Although such a reversal in order of explanation has recently been suggested
anew,⁷³ and Soames, among others, has suggested identifying propositions with
cognitive act-types,⁷⁴ it yields a traditional view. Its most prominent and elaborated
form can be found in Kant.

69 See Burge (2005, 50–54); Soames (2010, 55–67); Soames (2014a: 25–26, 32–33), (2014b, 95–97); King
(2019, Part 3); Hanks (2015, Chs. 1–3).
70 See Soames (2014c, 167).
71 Russell (1966, 152).
72 Ibid., 149.
73 See Soames (2014a, 32–33), (2014b, 95–97); Hanks (2015: 3–6, 20–22); Moltmann & Textor (2017,
vii).
74 See Soames (2014c, 91–97), (2014d: 228–231, 239–244); Hanks (2015, Chs. 1–3).

94 Till Hoeppner



4 Kantianism: Thoughts as act-types of judgment
in relation to sensible intuition

For Kant, “[t]hought [Denken] is cognition through concepts”,⁷⁵ where concepts are
referred to objects through judgments. In the “Analytic of Concepts”, he analyzes
our capacity for thought by investigating what representational abilities and acts
are required to realize this purpose of the understanding.⁷⁶ Judgments are “func-
tions of unity among our representations”,⁷⁷ i. e., cognitive acts of combining rep-
resentations that thereby constitute a true or false unity.⁷⁸ They are exercises of
cognitive abilities shared by persons (iv), and, unlike lists or complex concepts,⁷⁹
form an objective unity of representations truly or falsely representing objects
and properties, or facts, independent of subjects and acts of cognition (v).⁸⁰

A judgment’s unity can be constituted in various ways, depending on what rep-
resentations, particularly what concepts, are combined in what way. Different
token-judgments can combine the same representations in the same way, instanti-
ating a common act-type of judgment. E. g., different token-acts of thinking, believ-
ing, or saying <bodies are divisible> can combine the same concepts (<body>, <di-
visibility>) in the same way (predicating <divisibility> of <body>), making them
different token-acts of the same act-type of judgment.

For Kant, constituents of propositions are cognitive act-types of representing
objects or properties in judgment, say, through predicates. Kantian propositions
are act-types of judgment constituted of such act-types of representing objects or
properties, namely, cognitive act-types truly or falsely representing objects and
properties, or facts, say, through sentences.

Thus:

Kantianism: Thoughts are acts. Thoughts consist of cognitive act-types (singu-
lar or general) through which we can represent objects or properties by exer-
cising token-acts in judgments so that thoughts, as constituted of such act-
types, are cognitive (propositional) act-types of judgment through which we
can truly or falsely think, believe, or express objects and properties, or facts,
by exercising token-acts of judgment.

75 CPR, A69/B94. See A68/B93.
76 For a similar, illuminating account of a transcendental linguistics see Sellars (2002a, 268/§31),
(2002b, 281/§§40–41). For a summary see Hoeppner (2020, 253–254).
77 CPR, A69/B94.
78 See CPR, B140–142, A293/B350, AA 9:65.
79 See AA 11:347; 24:386, 462; 28:830; 29:21, 1025.
80 See CPR, B142, 11:515.
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Regarding true and false thoughts, what can be thought, believed, or expressed
through cognitive token-acts are act-types of judgment. Such act-types are true or
false because their tokens are. Thus, same as in Fregeanism, what can be thought,
believed, or expressed through cognitive acts are representational contents. But
unlike in Fregeanism, act-types individuate contents, not vice versa. No relation
to an independent content individuates an act. Rather, being an act with certain
features and thus of a certain type makes it an act possessing a certain content
that represents certain objects and properties, or facts.

Kantianism implies that cognitive acts are the acts they are by possessing in-
trinsic features. Features individuate acts. To again use the distinction given by Sel-
lars: Cognitive acts are individuated intrinsically through their own features (and
not, as in Russellianism and Fregeanism, extrinsically through their relation to
something other and independent). The specific form this takes depends on
what are construed as these features. In Kantianism, they consist of shareable cog-
nitive abilities exercised in token-acts. More precisely, individuated are act-types: A
cognitive token-act is of a certain type by consisting in the exercise of certain gen-
eral (shareable, repeatedly exercisable) cognitive abilities.⁸¹ E. g., a token-act of
thinking, believing, or saying <bodies are divisible> is of that type by exercising
the abilities to represent bodies as divisible, namely, using the concepts <body>,
<divisibility>, and predicating <divisibility> of <body>. Here, too, such a token-
act of cognition is individuated through, additionally, its exercise, actual or possi-
ble, by a person, at a location in space and time, and in contextually relevant re-
lations to objects and properties, or facts.

This illustrates truth and falsity (line=type-token relation; arrow=true/false re-
lation):

KantianismT

act-type of cognition
| ⇒ object(s)-properties/fact
token-acts of cognition

KantianismF

act-type of cognition
| ⇒ [no/other object(s)-properties/fact]
token-acts of cognition

81 See Burge (2010, 34–42).
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By contrast to Fregean senses, Kantian contents are conceived in terms of represen-
tational features of cognitive token-acts through which they truly or falsely repre-
sent objects and properties, or facts. No mind-independent contents are introduced
for explanatory reasons. Rather, representational features these token-acts them-
selves share, making them acts of a type, are analyzed.

This allows, in principle, to close the gaps of Fregeanism by transitioning from
token-acts to their types:⁸²
(a) Existence. There are act-types of judgment in virtue of there being actual or

possible token-acts of judgment possessing shareable features. Act-types exist if
actual or possible token-acts of these types exist. If there is a token-act of think-
ing, believing, or saying <bodies are divisible>, then there is the corresponding
act-type representing bodies as divisible.

(b) Access. We think, believe, or express act-types of judgment by exercising
token-acts of judgment possessing shareable features. We have access to act-
types by being able to exercise token-acts of these types. If we are able to exer-
cise token-acts of thinking, believing, or saying <bodies are divisible>, then we
have access to the corresponding act-type representing bodies as divisible.

(c) Representation. Act-types of judgment truly or falsely represent objects and
properties, or facts, in virtue of their token-acts doing so. Act-types possess rep-
resentational features in virtue of token-acts of these types possessing them. If
token-acts of thinking, believing, or saying truly represent bodies as divisible,
then the corresponding act-type truly represents bodies as divisible.

But clearly, considering (c) reveals that there is still a gap left open. Namely, the
crucial question for Kantianism becomes this:

How exactly do token-acts of judgment (thinking, believing, or saying) truly or
falsely represent objects and properties, or facts?

In Soames, there is no answer to this question. Instead, he treats the notion of
predication as a primitive, even though, supposedly, it single-handedly explains
representation.⁸³ But to assume cognitive token-acts to be representations such
that they can transfer their representational features to types is almost as unsat-
isfying as to assume abstract contents to be representations such that they can
transfer their representational features to cognitive acts,⁸⁴ as done in Fregeanism
and justly criticized by Soames.⁸⁵ Even if Soames adequately locates representation

82 See Soames (2014b: 95–96, 101–102, 104).
83 See Soames (2010, 81).
84 See King (2014c, 135); Speaks (2014c, 161).
85 See Soames (2010, Ch. 2), Soames (2014a, 25–33).
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in acts of mind, it continues to lack explanation. Representation, again, is treated as
a primitive, inherent feature, even though, this time, of cognitive acts.

By contrast, Kant actually analyzes cognitive abilities and acts into their fun-
damental aspects, which, moreover, being construed as abilities and acts of combi-
nation, seem suited particularly well to explain the unity of thoughts. Unlike in
Russellianism and Fregeanism, the unity of Kantian thoughts appears to be ex-
plainable, at least in principle, by being tied to cognitive acts that Kant, unlike
Soames, gives a proper analysis of. I now turn to this analysis.

Referring concepts to objects that are independent of us and of our cognitive
acts ultimately requires sense perceptions of objects, or empirical sensible intu-
itions, as Kant calls them.⁸⁶ In judgments, we essentially refer concepts to objects
of intuitions. This involves the elementary capacities to use concepts and to have
perceptions. A cognition through concepts requires,

first, fundamental abilities and acts of judgment, presented in the table of log-
ical functions;⁸⁷

second, fundamental abilities and acts of a synthesis of intuition, presented in
the table of categories.⁸⁸

Now, what acts need to be exercised in token-judgments in order to refer concepts
to objects?⁸⁹ In a key passage from the Metaphysical Deduction Kant argues the fol-
lowing:

The understanding can make no other use of these concepts than to judge through them.
Since no representation but intuition refers to the object immediately, a concept is never im-
mediately referred to an object, but always to some other representation of it (be it intuition
or itself already a concept). Judgment therefore is the mediate representation of an object,
i. e., the representation of a representation of it [the object].⁹⁰

Due to their generality, concepts can apply to various objects, and their reference is
always mediate. Concepts are general in that they stand for kinds or properties of
objects.⁹¹ They always refer to objects mediated by the representation of a kind or
property. Because they are in need of mediation by other representations, concepts

86 See CPR, A68/B93, B158.
87 See CPR, A70/B95.
88 See CPR, A80/B106. – For my comprehensive and detailed reconstruction of the Metaphysical
Deduction see Hoeppner (2021). For a summary see Hoeppner (2022a, 461–477).
89 For the following sketch I have reused and modified some material from Hoeppner (2022a: 465–
474, 481–482). I thank de Gruyter for permission to do so.
90 CPR, A68/B93. See A69/B94.
91 See CPR, A320/B376–377.
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are essentially predicates: “predicates of possible judgments”.⁹² As cognitions
through concepts, judgments require, first, a mediated representation of the object:
a predicate-concept.

For this, another representation specifying or individuating the reference of
the predicate is needed: a representation the concept is predicated of. Thus, judg-
ments require, second, a mediating representation of the object: a subject-represen-
tation.

These two roles demand a third in any judgment true or false of objects and
properties, or facts: an act of combination. Otherwise, predicate-concept and sub-
ject-representation merely relate to each other like the component concepts of a
complex concept, or the entries in a list, and do not form a unity where concepts
are truly or falsely referred to objects and properties, or facts. Thus, judgments re-
quire, third, a mediation, in its simplest form of the predicate-concept by the sub-
ject-representation in predication, or, generally, through combination.

If the mediating subject-representation is itself another concept, then it only
specifies that reference, and its own will require mediation in turn. As a concept,
it can, again, only refer to objects mediated by the representation of a kind or
property. Purely conceptual representation leads into an infinite regress of medi-
ated reference. The only way to stop it is to eventually refer concepts to represen-
tations immediately (say, demonstratively) referring to and individuating objects.⁹³
The only such representations, for Kant, are sensible intuitions as had by persons
in space and time.⁹⁴ Thus, judgments require, fourth, some reference to an imme-
diate representation of the object, i. e., to (at least possible) sensible intuitions as
their ultimate subject-representations.⁹⁵

This hints at how, ultimately, judgments have to refer to individual objects to
even be cognitive token-acts that are true or false of objects. Eventually, individual
subjects need to truly or falsely refer token-acts of judgment to some individual
object(s) of perception, where both the cognizing subjects and their object(s) are
to be located in space and time.

Kant thus analyzes a cognition through concepts in terms of fundamental act-
types we need to exercise in any token-judgment. Above four features are individ-
ually necessary and jointly sufficient for referring concepts to objects (read from
bottom left to bottom right):

92 CPR, A69/B94.
93 For a similar, illuminating argument concerning the dependence of descriptive on demonstra-
tive identification see Strawson (1959, Ch. 1). For a summary see Hoeppner (2020, 248–249).
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mediation (combination)
/ \

mediated representation mediating representation — immediate representation
(predicate-concept) (subject-representation) (sensible intuition)

|
object

E.g., the thought=act-type of judgment and any token-act of thinking, believing, or
saying <bodies are divisible> truly represents bodies as divisible by involving pred-
icate-concept <divisibility>, subject-representation <body>, by predicating <divisi-
bility> of <body>, and by referring these concepts, ultimately, to possible intuitions
of bodies.

Correspondingly, above four features of judgment form the headings of the
table of logical functions of judgment:⁹⁶

mediated representation (predicate):
quantity

mediating representation (subject): mediation (combination):
quality relation
immediate representation (sensible intuition):

modality

To elaborate:
i) The quantity of judgment consists in quantifying a subject-representation

through a predicate-concept where the predicate-concept represents objects re-
ferred to through the subject-representation as of the same kind or as sharing
some property. The elementary variants – quantifying in a universal, particu-
lar, or singular way – are expressible as ‘All S are P’, ‘Some S are P’, and ‘One/
This S is P’.

ii) The quality of judgment consists in specifying a predicate-concept through a
subject-representation where the subject-representation represents specific
kinds or properties of objects. The elementary variants – specifying in a pos-
itive, negative, or infinite way – are expressible as ‘S is P’, ‘S is not P’, and ‘S is
non-P’.

iii) The relation of judgment consists in combining the representations in the judg-
ment so that they form a unity truly or falsely representing objects and prop-
erties, or facts, through concepts. The elementary variants – predication, com-

96 See CPR, A70/B95; AA 24/2:577; 24/2:929.
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bination of two or several predications – are expressible as ‘S is P’, ‘If S is P
then T is Q’, and ‘Either S is P or S is Q…’.

iv) The modality of judgment expresses the relation of judgment to object, ulti-
mately depending on sensible intuitions as ultimate subject-representations
of judgment, giving it modal status. The elementary variants – the possibility
(in conceptual thought), actuality (in sensible intuition), or necessity of a judg-
ment’s truth – are expressible as ‘S is possibly P’, ‘S is actually P’, and ‘S is nec-
essarily P’.

Since mediate reference of concepts to objects requires sensible intuitions, Kant
also needs to explain how they in turn represent individual objects and their qual-
itative and formal properties. According to Kant, an act of synthesis brings about
the “unity of intuition through which an object is given”,⁹⁷ namely, “that unity […]
which must be encountered in a manifold of cognition insofar as it stands in rela-
tion to an object.”⁹⁸

Kant’s elaboration of synthesis takes, again, the shape of an enumeration of
(mostly sub-personal, sub-conscious) representational abilities and acts individual-
ly necessary and jointly sufficient for constituting this unity of intuition. The fun-
damental act-types of synthesis are apprehension, reproduction, and recognition.⁹⁹
The token-acts of these act-types combine a manifold of sense-impressions given in
receptivity.¹⁰⁰ Representing objects in sensible intuition requires
i) apprehending a manifold of sense-impressions “as such”¹⁰¹ by “running

through the manifold and then taking it together”,¹⁰² i. e., to apprehend it as
the representation of a manifold of sensible qualities, thereby representing
the perceivable qualitative properties of an object of sensible intuition, e. g.,
the color, weight, etc. of a body;

ii) reproducing the homogeneous (spatial or temporal) parts of an intuition, i. e.,
“to grasp one of these representations [of parts] after the other”,¹⁰³ and “re-
produce them while going on to the following”¹⁰⁴ so that “a whole representa-
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tion”¹⁰⁵ originates, thereby representing the formally homogeneous whole of
an object of sensible intuition, e. g., the extension and shape of a body;

iii) recognizing the unity of above acts of apprehension and reproduction as partial
acts of the same act of synthesis, i. e., to have “consciousness of that unity of
synthesis”¹⁰⁶ and thus recognize “that what we think is the very same […]
in the series of representations”,¹⁰⁷ thereby representing the unity of objects
and properties as they are represented through these acts, say, the unity of
a substance and its properties, e. g., the unity of a body and its qualitative
and formal properties;

iv) relating to the object on the basis of a manifold of sense-impressions, i. e., pre-
sentations of simple sensible qualities such as color, weight, etc. produced by
objects of sensibility¹⁰⁸ given in receptivity as the passive ability to receive
sense-impressions within certain forms¹⁰⁹ (space and time), due to which sen-
sible “intuition contains manifoldness [of sense-impressions]”.¹¹⁰

The synthesis of intuition is the foundation for Kant’s account of the categories:
concepts of objects in general representing the most general characteristics of ob-
jects of intuition.¹¹¹ They are “concepts of synthesis”¹¹² in that they are formed re-
garding above act-types of synthesis, which determine their contents. The contents
of the categories derive from fundamental acts of synthesis.¹¹³ Correspondingly,
above four features of synthesis form the headings of the table of categories:¹¹⁴

reproduction:
quantity

apprehension: recognition:
quality relation

relation of synthesis to object:
modality
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To elaborate:
i) The categories of quantity – <unity>, <plurality>, and <totality> –, concerning

“objects of intuition”,¹¹⁵ originally consist in reproducing a homogeneous (spa-
tial or temporal) part of an intuition, a plurality, or a totality of such parts, rep-
resenting homogeneous parts or wholes of objects of intuition.

ii) The categories of quality – <reality>, <negation>, and <limitation> –, also con-
cerning “objects of intuition”,¹¹⁶ originally consist in apprehending the form of
intuition (space or time) as filled by sense-impressions, empty, or partly filled,
representing the reality or lack of reality of perceivable properties of objects
of intuition.

iii) The categories of relation – <substance-accident>, <cause-effect>, and <com-
munity> –, concerning “the existence of these objects [of intuition] […] in re-
lation to one another”,¹¹⁷ originally consist in recognizing the unity of acts of
synthesizing one, two, or several intuitions, representing the objective unity of
one, two, or several objects of intuition and their properties.

iv) The categories of modality – <possibility>, <actuality>, and <necessity> –, con-
cerning “the existence of these objects [of intuition] […] in relation […] to the
understanding”,¹¹⁸ express the relation of synthesis to object: the conformity of
the object with the synthetic (categorial) and sensible (spatial and temporal)
form of cognition, its connection also to the matter of cognition (sense-impres-
sions), or its necessity.

With logical functions of judgment, acts of synthesis, and categories at my disposal,
I can finally sketch Kant’s considered view on the unity of thoughts. Judgments not
only depend on the possibility of sensible intuitions for their reference of concepts
to objects. Furthermore, the unity of judgment needs to conform to the unity of in-
tuition: the combination of representations in a judgment by which it is true or
false of objects and properties, or facts, has to conform to the combination of
sense-impressions and homogeneous parts in an intuition by which it represents
an object with its qualitative and formal features. The representations in a judg-
ment
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belong to one another in virtue of the necessary unity of apperception in the synthesis of in-
tuitions, i. e., according to principles of the objective determination of all representations in-
sofar as cognition can come from it […].¹¹⁹

These principles of unity in intuition that representations in judgment must con-
form to are the fundamental acts of synthesis, i. e., the original contents of the cat-
egories. Only intuitions relate to something distinct from us and from our cognitive
acts since only they incorporate sense-impressions as what is given independently
of thought. By constituting unity of intuition, the acts of synthesis originally consti-
tute our representational relation to objects as distinct from ourselves and from
our cognitive acts. Thus, if judgments are to refer concepts to objects, their unity
must partake in the unity of intuition. Judgments only truly or falsely represent ob-
jects and properties, or facts, if their unity conforms to the synthetic unity of intu-
ition. The unity of perception ultimately explains any possible representational re-
lation to objects whatsoever.

The categories are “concepts of an object in general by which its intuition is
regarded as determined in regard to one of the logical functions for judgments”.¹²⁰
In virtue of being synthesized by acts of synthesis, sensible intuitions contain the
original contents of the categories. By reflecting on these acts, we form the catego-
ries as general concepts representing the most general characteristics of objects of
sensible intuition. Now, the applicability of specific categories to sensible intuitions
determines the specific exercises of judgment through which to think the objects of
these intuitions.¹²¹ If something is only thinkable through a specific categorial
characteristic, i. e., if it requires to bring intuitions of it under a particular catego-
ry, this commits to judge of it using the corresponding logical functions if the judg-
ment is to be objective. Whatever is categorizable only as a reality must be judged
through an affirmative judgment; as a substance: the subject-concept of a categori-
cal judgment; as a cause: the antecedent of a hypothetical judgment; etc.

Judgments exhibit propositional unity only insofar as the way they combine
representations conforms to the synthetic unity of intuitions. Subject-representa-
tion and predicate-concept in a categorical judgment, say, need to be combined
in the way the acts of intuitively representing a bearer and its properties cohere
in the synthesis of intuition, i. e., how they cohere in the representation of an indi-
vidual object. If, e. g., the intuitive representings of divisibility and a body only com-
bine in synthesis such that the body is represented as the bearer of divisibility, and
not the other way around, then the concept of body must be the subject-represen-
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tation in the corresponding judgment, the concept of divisibility its predicate-con-
cept.¹²² Only then does the unity of judgment conform to the unity of objects, which
is nothing other than the unity represented by the synthetic unity of intuition.¹²³

This, ultimately, is how Kant explains the unity of propositions. Act-types of
judgment truly or falsely represent objects and properties, or facts, in that they
conform to the unity of perceptions of objects and properties. The unity of percep-
tion, as what puts us in touch with objects and lets us know about them, deter-
mines what can be predicated of what and thus how thoughts can truly or falsely
represent objects and properties, or facts, in the first place.
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