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Priestley and Kant on materialism
Udo Thiel

Department of Philosophy, University of Graz, Graz, Austria

ABSTRACT
Kant maintains in the Critique of Pure Reason that both materialism
and spiritualism cannot explain our existence. This paper argues that
Kant’s relation to (psychological) materialism is more complex than
this rejection suggests and is usually thought, and it evaluates this
relation in a new and more positive light. The paper shows that
Priestley anticipates some of Kant’s arguments against rationalist
psychology, and that Kant’s rejection of materialism does not
commit him to an immaterialist metaphysics of the soul. These
arguments involve a discussion of the problem of the unity of
consciousness and of notions such as simplicity and identity.
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Kant argues in the Critique of Pure Reason that materialism is “incapable” of “explaining
my existence”.1,2 Several commentators, including, notably, Henry Allison, take Kant’s
rejection of materialism to be a “refutation”, suggesting that Kant attempts to prove
that materialism, as a metaphysical thesis, is false. In this paper, I argue that Kant’s relation
to materialism is more complex than is usually thought and that it is not as negative as is
usually thought. In order to establish this, we need to have an idea of what kind of materi-
alism constitutes the object of Kant’s critique. Scholarly treatments of Kant’s critique of
materialism tend to neglect this issue and ignore actual eighteenth-century materialist pos-
itions that form the background to Kant’s treatment.

In fact, when Kant discusses materialism, he does not merely refer to this position in
general terms or refer to German or French materialists of the time, which is what one
may perhaps expect.3 Instead, it seems that his favourite materialist philosopher is
Joseph Priestley. Kant rarely mentions other materialist thinkers, such as Diderot, for
example.4 In focusing on Priestley, however, Kant picks out the most important and
influential materialist thinker of his time. Unlike many other eighteenth-century mate-
rialists, Priestley does not present his materialism as a kind of dogma, but carefully and
extensively discusses the pros and cons, considers objections, analyses the opposing pos-
ition and relates the issue to the science of the day. It is surprising, therefore, that Priest-
ley does not seem to play a major role in accounts of eighteenth-century materialism and
that Kant’s relation to Priestley has hardly been examined in any detail.5 Indeed, as we
shall see, Priestley anticipates some of Kant’s arguments against rationalist psychology,
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involving issues such as the unity of consciousness and notions such as simplicity and
identity.6

1. Psychological materialism

The term “materialism” here refers not to a cosmological thesis about the nature of the
universe but to a theory about the nature of the mental, also referred to as “psychological
materialism”.7 In the eighteenth century, this thesis about the materiality of the human
soul or mind was often discussed under the title of “thinking matter”.

By the 1770s, materialism had become a powerful force, partly because of develop-
ments in physiology and the related development of a new, dynamic concept of
matter. Both of these aspects are important to Priestley’s own materialism. Priestley’s
materialism must, of course, be understood as part of a development to which thin-
kers such as Charles Bonnet, with his Essai analytique sur les facultés de l’ame
(Copenhagen 1760) and his Palingénésie philosophique (Genevia 1769) and, especially,
David Hartley, with his Observations on Man (London 1749), belong. Both Bonnet
and Hartley reject materialism in spite of their naturalistic tendencies when explain-
ing mentality. Priestley takes up their ideas, however, and cites both in support of his
materialist metaphysics. For reasons of space, we cannot take into account Priestley’s
relation to his predecessors here or be concerned with genetic questions concerning
the development of Kant’s thought or the question of whether Priestley had
“influenced” Kant’s thought in a particular way. Rather, our concern is with systema-
tic relations of aspects of Kant’s critical philosophy to the most important version of
materialism of the time.

Still, we should briefly consider the question of what Kant knew about Priestley’s
thought, and what his overall assessment of Priestley was. These questions cannot be
answered simply and straightforwardly, however.8 Kant makes clear at least that he is
“familiar with what Priestley […] maintains”.9 Indeed, there are several references to
Priestley in his writings and lecture notes.10 The Critique of Pure Reason devotes
almost a whole page to Priestley’s thought.11 Kant here presents Priestley (correctly)
as a thinker “who is devoted only to the principles of the empirical use of reason and
is disinclined to all transcendent speculation”.12,13 For Priestley, Kant says, “the interest
of reason […] is diminished by the exemption of certain objects from the laws of
material nature, which are the only ones that we can know and determine with pre-
cision”.14 Despite his rejection of materialism, however, Kant values Priestley highly
as a person and as a philosopher. The remark that Priestley is a “well-meaning
man”15 might remind us of Kant’s dismissive comment on the “good Berkeley”.16

However, Kant praises the consistency of Priestley’s thought17 and emphasizes that
Priestley is a “highly respected” thinker, not only “because of his piety” but also
because of his judiciousness (“Einsicht”).18

Other contemporary critics of Priestley did not share Kant’s positive assessment. Not-
withstanding his explicit commitment to the Christian religion, which he thought of as
compatible with a materialist metaphysics, Priestley was accused of atheism. Defenders
of substance-dualism such as Thomas Reid did not think highly of Priestley’s intellectual
abilities. Thus, in stark contrast to Kant, Reid thinks that Priestley “surely mistook his
talent when he attempted to write on abstract subjects”.19
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Priestley’s most important philosophical writings on materialism, such as Disquisitions
Relating to Matter and Spirit, appeared towards the end of the 1770s and were not pub-
lished in French or German translations prior to the first edition of the Critique of Pure
Reason.20 Priestley’s Letters to a Philosophical Unbeliever of 1780 came out in German
in 1782.21 However, there were several, sometimes extensive, early German reviews of
Priestley’s writings. Christoph Meiners, a Göttingen philosopher at least tending
towards materialism, plays a special role in this context.22 Perhaps most important are
the German translations of Priestley’s three essays on David Hartley’s Observations on
Man, mentioned above. These essays appeared as introductory tracts in an abbreviated
edition of Hartley’s Observations, which Priestley published in 1775, titled Hartley’s
Theory of the Human Mind. Priestley’s essays are important in that they emphasize the
materialist tendencies in Hartley and, in 1778, they appeared in German in the first
volume of the Magazin für die Philosophie und ihre Geschichte, edited by Michael
Hißmann, a colleague of Meiners’ at Göttingen.23 Thus, a concise account of Hartley’s
theory of the mind was available to the German public, an account, moreover, that inter-
prets Hartley’s theory in Priestleyan materialist terms. Further, Hißmann’s own version of
materialism is for the most part in terms of Priestley’s account.24 It may not be possible to
determine precisely what Kant’s sources were for his knowledge of Priestley; it is plain,
however, that Priestley’s materialism was very much present in the German-speaking
world of the late 1770s.

Any analysis and evaluation of Kant’s relation to Priestley’s psychological materialism
must take into account the general philosophical differences between the two thinkers. In
stark contrast to Priestley, Kant, of course, is not “devoted only to the principles of the
empirical use of reason”, although he is, like Priestley, “disinclined to all transcendent
speculation”.25 Moreover, we need to take into account the difference between the empiri-
cal, transcendental and noumenal aspects that are relevant to Kant’s analysis. Notwith-
standing the systematic differences between the two thinkers, Kant is quite close to the
thought of the materialist philosopher on a number of issues. We shall look, in particular,
at the role of consciousness or inner sense, at the concepts of unity and simplicity and their
relation to the question of the materiality of the soul and, finally, at the relation between
materialism as a methodological position on the one hand and as a metaphysical thesis on
the other. We shall see further that, in contrast to what has been maintained in the litera-
ture, there is no such thing in Kant as an “ontological commitment” to the immateriality of
the soul.

2. Consciousness of mental states and consciousness of unity

Priestley argues that consciousness (or “intuition”, “inner feeling”) is not able to tell us
anything about the essence of the soul, and this includes the question of its materiality
or immateriality. According to the view that Priestley rejects, however, there is an inner
feeling which assures us of the simplicity and the immateriality of the soul. If this were
right, then there would be (inner) experiential evidence for the thesis of immateriality.
Priestley objects that one must distinguish carefully between that which is directly given
through consciousness and what can be inferred from what is given in consciousness.
Priestley’s statements about what it is that is immediately given through consciousness
vary, however. On the one hand, he writes several times that consciousness is an “internal
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feeling” through which we know only of individual thoughts and feelings; that is, of “what
passes within our own minds”.26 Like Hume, then, Priestley seems to hold that inner
experience gives us access only to “our ideas, and the various affections of our ideas”.27

According to this, the subject of thought itself is not an object of immediate consciousness
or inner experience. Rather, our views of the essence of this subject of thoughts and feel-
ings have to be inferred from what is immediately given through consciousness. Clearly, in
this view, the thesis that the subject of thought is a simple and immaterial substance, too,
would have to be argued for and cannot be accepted on the basis of a mere appeal to inner
consciousness.28 On the other hand, there are several passages in Priestley which suggest a
different view. Here, Priestley seems to maintain, now unlike Hume, that there is a feeling
of the unity of the self.29 However, Priestley argues, as we shall see in Section 3, that even
such a feeling of unity can provide no evidence for immateriality.

Kant, too, speaks of the empirical consciousness of representations and of its relation to
the thought of the unity of the self. Empirical consciousness of representations or empiri-
cal apperception is, for Kant, an awareness of mental states. As Kant puts it, “empirical
consciousness […] accompanies different representations” and “is by itself dispersed
and without relation to the identity of the subject”.30

The consciousness of oneself in accordance with the determinations of our state in internal
perception is merely empirical, forever variable; it can provide no standing or abiding self in
this stream of inner appearances, and is customarily called inner sense or empirical
apperception.31

Thus, inner sense or empirical apperception, by itself, does not provide us with a represen-
tation of a unitary subject,32 for “all the determining grounds of my existence that can be
encountered in me are representations”.33 In inner sense I do not encounter a unitary self
beyond the representations. “For in that which we call the soul, everything is an continual
flux”. Inner intuition “gives cognition only of a change of determinations”. There is “no
intuition of the soul itself, as an object” but only “the intuition of its inner state” or its
“inner determinations”.34 Kant calls the self “as empirical consciousness” or of inner
sense the “psychological self”.35

These comments on what is given to inner intuition seem to agree with Hume’s corre-
sponding remarks, according to which we perceive only a multiplicity of perceptions but
never a self beyond the perceptions. Priestley’s relation to Hume on this issue is ambiva-
lent, as we saw. On the one hand, like Hume and Kant, he thinks of consciousness as an
“internal feeling” through which know only “what passes within our own minds” and
which does not concern the subject of thoughts and feelings. In other passages,
however, he assumes, unlike Hume and Kant, an immediate (empirical) awareness of
the unity of the self.

There is, then, no such thing as an immediate feeling of unity, according to Kant. The
unity of consciousness that is required for the possibility of experience must be a matter of
the understanding. For Kant, the “necessary unity of apperception”36 as a condition of
“thinking in general”37 belongs to “the transcendental logic”. There is nothing in Priestley
that corresponds to this idea. Unlike Kant, Priestley holds (as we saw, at least in some pas-
sages) that empirical consciousness can reveal the unity of the self. For Kant, unity, under-
stood as the necessary unity of apperception, needs to be distinguished carefully from
empirical apperception, which is “by itself dispersed”.38 The unitary self is a purely

132 U. THIEL



intellectual representation, as it necessarily “occurs in all thinking”.39 It “precedes a priori
all my determinate thinking”.40 In this sense, the self of pure apperception has a mere
“logical significance”.41 Therefore, Kant calls the self of pure apperception the “logical
subject of thinking”42 or simply the “logical self”.43 In short, while Priestley believes (at
least according to some passages) that the unity of the self is given to us through an
immediate feeling, Kant holds that that unity is not an object of empirical intuition, but
a necessity of thought.

3. Unity and simplicity

Priestley distinguishes between the thesis about unity and the thesis about the simplicity of
the thinking subject. While he accepts that there is a feeling of the unity of the subject, he
argues that the simplicity and immateriality of the soul cannot be inferred from the feeling
of unity. Priestley concedes that unity is not just a matter of a (perhaps illusory) feeling,
and holds that the thinking subject is in fact a unitary entity. There is a real unity that cor-
responds to the feeling of unity. Priestley writes that it “can be inferred from this is, that I
am only one person, one sentient and thinking being, and not two persons, or two sentient
or thinking beings”.44 A sentient being, Priestley argues, cannot be divided into two sen-
tient beings, as this would destroy the one “system of intelligence which we call the soul of
man”. Again, however, Priestley argues that the simplicity, immateriality and indestruct-
ibility of the soul do not follow from this oneness. For it is, of course, possible, Priestley
writes, that the soul of man “may be so divided, or dissolved as to become no system of
intelligence at all”.45

Thus, Priestley’s position is that the (alleged) simplicity of the thinking subject is
neither an object of direct inner experience nor something that can be inferred from
our consciousness of representations or from the feeling of unity. While he holds that
unity can be an object of direct inner consciousness or a “feeling”, statements about the
nature of the thinking subject require reason and argument. Priestley believes that
reason and argument do not lead to simplicity, however, but, as we shall see, to the
idea of the soul as a complex and material entity.

For Kant, too, the “dogmatic spiritualist” is someone who “thinks he perceives immedi-
ately in the ‘I’ […] the unity of a thinking substance” and who assumes a “consciousness of
the immaterial nature of our thinking subject”.46 As noted above, for Kant, however, there
is no such thing as an immediate empirical consciousness of unity and no “consciousness
of the immaterial nature of our thinking subject”. Kant argues, further, that the logical
unity of the self that is a necessity of thought cannot be used as a basis for inferring the
simplicity of the soul, as a substance. Priestley holds that the simplicity of the thinking
subject cannot be inferred from the feeling of unity (which, in contrast to Kant, he
accepts). Similarly, but in a different systematic context, Kant argues that one cannot
infer the simplicity of the thinking substance from the “necessary unity of apperception”.47

It is true that Kant several times characterizes the self of pure apperception or the logical
subject of thought as “simple”.48 This simplicity, however, has nothing to do with any sim-
plicity of the soul as a substance. “I am simple signifies no more than that this represen-
tation I encompasses not the least manifoldness within itself”.49 This simplicity is, then,
“merely a logical unity” of the subject.50 In short, “the simplicity of consciousness is
thus no acquaintance with the simple nature of our subject”.51 Even the mere

INTELLECTUAL HISTORY REVIEW 133



substantiality of the soul, Kant argues, cannot be inferred from the logical simplicity of
consciousness. “It is not possible at all through this simple self-consciousness to determine
the way I exist, whether as substance or as accident”.52

Thus, in different ways, both Priestley and Kant reject the inference from unity to the
simplicity of the subject. In the eighteenth century, this by-now forgotten similarity
between the thought of the materialist and the transcendental philosopher was noted
and emphasized. In his Grundsätze der Logik und Metaphysik of 1794, Johann Georg
Heinrich Feder refers to an argument against spiritualism according to which “only the
unity of the logical subject follows from the unity (individuality) of thinking, willing
etc., but not the unity of the metaphysical subject or substance”.53 Feder then ascribes
this argument, presented in Kantian terminology, to both Priestley and Kant: “Vergl.
Priestley p. 86 sq. Kant Crit. der R.V. 460 ff. 769ff. 812 ff.”54 Feder is very much aware
of the general philosophical differences between Kant and Priestley. Like many present-
day commentators, however, he thinks (mistakenly) that Kant eventually opts for the
immateriality of the soul. At least he does so with the qualification that, for Kant, the doc-
trine of the immateriality of the soul must not present itself as a “science”.55

4. Unity and materiality

Priestley deals extensively with a standard objection to materialism, according to which
the alleged materiality of the soul is not compatible with the unity of consciousness and
the self. On this view, if we assume the soul to be material, then every single material par-
ticle of which the soul is composed must be able to exist for itself and to have its own con-
sciousness. Otherwise, so the objection continues, the combination of those particles could
not result in an entity that is capable of thought and consciousness. If, however, every
material particle had its own distinct consciousness, the objection argues, there would
be a multiplicity of conscious entities, which would not constitute a unity and which
could not be combined into a unitary entity. If the soul were material, the objection
says, the soul would not only have no consciousness of itself as a unitary entity but
could also not be a unitary entity. As it is obvious, however, that we perceive the soul
to be a unitary entity and that it must be a unitary entity to perform its operations, the
soul cannot be material. This objection to materialism can appeal to the fact that materi-
alists, too, do not deny the unity of the soul and of consciousness. This means, according to
the objection, that materialists ascribe a property to the soul that is not compatible with the
latter’s alleged materiality.

Indeed, we saw that Priestley, too, thinks of the soul or the human mind as of a unitary
entity and that he even speaks of a consciousness of this unity. He argues, however, that
this is not incompatible with the materiality of the soul, as unity and materiality are not
incompatible. Priestley rejects the very premise of the objection, according to which the
assumption of the materiality of the soul requires that every single material particle of
the soul must have its own distinct consciousness, as unconscious material particles
cannot make up a conscious whole.56 Priestley argues in very general terms against the
principle behind the argument of this objection to materialism. This is the principle
that we cannot ascribe that to a whole which is not also present in all the parts that
make up the whole.57 Applying this to the special case of the soul or the human mind,
he argues that ascribing consciousness to the nervous system as whole does not mean
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that we must assume that the individual parts that make up this whole must each have
their own distinct consciousness. Rather, he argues, thought and consciousness require
a system of material parts. For, first, we know from experience that consciousness
occurs only in connection with material entities and, second, the subject of consciousness
cannot be “simple” because of the complexity of consciousness. This complexity requires a
system of interconnected material particles; in other words, a brain or nervous system.
Thus, the unity of the self and of consciousness is not at all threatened, according to Priest-
ley, by the materialist view of the soul. Rather, the materialist can provide a better expla-
nation of the unity of consciousness and the soul than the defenders of the immateriality of
the soul are able to do.58

What is very odd is that some scholars ascribe this objection to materialism that Priest-
ley criticizes and rejects to Kant who, they claim, makes use of this objection in his own
“refutation” of materialism, maintaining, moreover, that Kant argues pretty much like a
Leibnizian here.59 In fact, however, like Priestley, Kant argues against this objection if,
of course, not in the same way as Priestley and without subscribing to materialism in
the process. Kant argues that it is not possible to prove that materiality is incompatible
with the unity of thought and consciousness and that, therefore, it is not possible to
prove on this basis that the thinking subject must be simple and immaterial. Kant
begins by reconstructing the immaterialist argument as follows.

[1] For suppose that the composite were thinking; then every part of it would be a part of the
thought, but the parts would first contain the whole thought only when taken together. [2]
Now this would be contradictory. For because the representations that are divided among
different beings (e.g. the individual words of a verse) never constitute a whole thought (a
verse), the thought can never inhere in a composite as such. [3] Thus it is possible only in
one substance, which is not an aggregate of many, and hence it is absolutely simple.60

Kant points out that the “so-called nervus probandi of this argument lies in the proposition
that many representations have to be contained in the absolute unity of the thinking
subject in order to constitute one thought”.61 He argues, however, that one cannot
prove this proposition “from concepts”. It is not an analytic proposition. “There can be
no insight into the necessity of presupposing a simple substance for a composite
thought”.62

For the unity of a thought consisting of many representations is collective, and, as far as mere
concepts are concerned, it can be related to the collective unity of the substances cooperating
in it (as the movement of a body is the composite movement of all its parts) just as easily as to
the absolute unity of the subject.63

Second, the proposition cannot be proved “synthetically and fully a priori from sheer con-
cepts”. This is obvious, Kant notes, when one considers “the ground of the possibility of
synthetic propositions a priori”, as established earlier in the Critique of Pure Reason.64

Third, it is impossible also to derive that proposition a posteriori or “from experience”.
“For experience gives us cognition of no necessity, to say nothing of the fact that the
concept of absolute unity is far above its sphere”.65

According to Kant, rational psychology, in its attempts to prove simplicity and imma-
teriality, concludes the questionable proposition (mistakenly) from pure apperception,
namely from the fact “that we demand absolute unity for the subject of a thought only
because otherwise it could not be said: ‘I think’ (the manifold in a representation). For
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although the whole of the thought could be divided and distributed among many subjects,
the subjective I cannot be divided or distributed, and this I we presuppose in all think-
ing”.66 This notion of the unity of apperception or logical simplicity as presupposed in
all thinking leads us back to the relation between unity and simplicity discussed above.
On this, Kant states, in agreement with Priestley and against rational psychology, that
“the simplicity of consciousness is thus no acquaintance with the simple nature of our
subject, insofar as this subject is supposed thereby to be distinguished from matter as a
composite being”.67

5. Spiritual matter and a common ground of spirit and matter

As indicated above, materialist positions became more powerful in the course of the
eighteenth century, which was partly due to the development of a dynamic concept of
matter. On this view, matter is not essentially passive and inert (as immaterialist philoso-
phers of mind had held) but is endowed with active powers. Priestley argues vehemently
for such a dynamic concept of matter.68 Matter is not solid and impenetrable and without
powers of its own. Rather, powers such as attraction and repulsion are part of its consti-
tution.69 As matter thus understood is penetrable, Priestley argues, it is possible to ascribe
to it properties and capacities that used to be thought of as genuinely “spiritual”.70 He con-
cedes that his position amounts to a certain “spiritualization” of matter and that it, strictly
speaking, negates the very distinction between spirit or mind and matter. He does not see
this as a problem, however, and writes:

If I be asked how upon this hypothesis matter differs from spirit […] I answer that it no way
concerns me or true philosophy to maintain that there is any such difference between them as
has hitherto been supposed.71

Indeed, he thinks it would make no difference if others prefer to call “spirit” what he calls
“matter”, as this is merely a verbal matter.

If they chuse to call my matter by the name of Spirit, I have no sort of objection. All that I
contend for is such a conjunction of powers in the same thing, or substance, by whatever term
it be denominated.72

Obviously, then, Priestley simply negates mind–body (substance-)dualism. He opts for a
monism, according to which the mental (or “spiritual”) and the physical are appearances
of one and the same substrate.73 Of course, for Priestley, this common substrate of mental
and physical properties is an object of possible experience.

Kant, by contrast, distinguishes between mind and matter, at least in the sphere of
objects of possible experience (appearances).74 He does so, however, merely in the sense
of “the difference between an object of inner sense and that which is merely thought of
as an object of the outer senses”.75 According to Kant, that which appears to us as
objects of the outer senses is matter; inner sense, however, “gives, to be sure, no intuition
of the soul itself, as an object” but only its “inner determinations”.76 For Kant, as matter
and mind are to be conceived of merely as objects of outer and inner sense, respectively,
they can be nothing but mere appearances. As Kant says, “external things – namely matter
in all its forms and alterations – are nothing but mere appearances”.77,78 Similarly, the
thinking subject, “which is the object of this [inner] sense, can only be represented by
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its means as appearance”. In other words, Kant accepts a kind of “dualism” of mind and
matter for the sphere of appearances. He emphasizes, however, that this dualism holds
“only in the empirical sense”; that is, only in the sphere of possible objects of outer and
inner sense.79,80 Kant thus reduces the mind–matter divide to a difference between two
distinct ways of accessing objects of possible experience, i.e. to outer and inner sense.

For Kant, the dualism of mind and matter makes no sense, however, when considered
independently of the sphere of appearances. Rather, he argues that we must think a poss-
ibly common, but in any case unknown, ground of both kinds of appearances. Like Priest-
ley, then, Kant speaks of a common substrate of both physical and mental appearances;
unlike Priestley, however, he holds that this common substrate (“the transcendental
object”) is not an object of possible experience. In this “transcendental sense”,81 therefore,
the mind–matter divide must be given up.

The transcendental object that grounds both outer appearances and inner intuition is neither
matter nor a thinking being in itself, but rather an unknown ground of those appearances
that supply us with our empirical concepts of the former as well as the latter.82

As far as the common or transcendental ground of both kinds of appearances is con-
cerned, then, the rationalist arguing for immateriality is no better off than the materialist.83

The essence of the mind, “in the transcendental sense”, cannot be explained by any of the
rival metaphysical doctrines. The rationalist, as well as the materialist, Kant says, should
admit, rather, “that he does not know how to explain the possibility of a thinking
nature”.84

6. Materialism as metaphysics and as method: “physical” and
“transcendental hypotheses”

It is important to note that Priestley’s position is more modest than some of his radical
rhetoric may suggest. In the last analysis, he does not at all claim to prove a thesis
about the essence of the soul. We saw above, first, that, for Priestley, the nature of the
soul is not accessible to immediate inner consciousness. We saw, second, that, according
to Priestley, the (alleged) simplicity and immateriality of the soul or mind cannot be
inferred from what is given to consciousness. This applies, no matter whether we think
of inner consciousness as relating only to mental states or hold that this consciousness
is a feeling of the unity of the self. We can add now, third, that Priestley does not even
attempt to prove the materiality of the soul. For Priestley, we can no more establish a dem-
onstration of materiality than we can prove immateriality on the basis of what is given in
inner consciousness. Although in places his terminology may suggest that he thinks of the
materiality of the soul as a matter of absolute certainty, and although it is clear that he
firmly believes that the seat of thinking is the brain, his arguments aim only at showing
that the materialist thesis is highly probable. His main argument is, in short, as follows:

As far as we can judge, the faculty of thinking, and a certain state of the brain, always accom-
pany and correspond to one another; which is the very reason why we believe that any prop-
erty is inherent in any substance whatsoever.85

It is plain that this does not suffice for a demonstration of materiality, and Priestley accepts
that. For Priestley, materialism remains a highly probable hypothesis, based on experience,
what Kant would call a “physical” hypothesis.86
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Do Kant’s rejections of materialism, saying that the latter is “incapable” of “explaining
my existence”,87 amount (a) to a “refutation” of materialism as a metaphysical thesis, and
(b) to a commitment to the immaterialist view of the soul? This question indicates that we
must distinguish between psychological materialism as a metaphysical position about the
nature of thinking substances on the one hand and as a matter of method on the other.88

Priestley sees materialism clearly in terms of both metaphysics and method. Materialism,
to him, claims, first, that the soul is a material substance and, second, that the soul can and
should be investigated in terms of an empirical method of observation and experiment. In
other words, he thinks of the soul or mind as an object of a physiological psychology.

In evaluating Kant’s position on materialism, however, the distinction between meta-
physics and method makes a crucial difference. In terms of the question of method, we
saw that Kant clearly argues against materialism as a position that would be capable of
“explaining my existence”. In the sphere of appearances, the materialist method would
ignore the perspective of inner sense. From a transcendental perspective, Kant points
out, the formal unity of apperception cannot be explained by materialist means, i.e. it
“allows of no explanation from something composite”.89,90 An explanation from the per-
spective of materialism alone would, for Kant, reduce the subject to an object of the outer
senses. The subject can, of course, be viewed as such an object. Kant distinguishes between
“that which we call the soul”,91 insofar as it is accessible empirically through inner sense
and can become an object of empirical psychology, and the human being, i.e. the thinking
being as an object of the outer senses. “The thinking being (as a human being)”, Kant
writes, “is at the same time an object of outer sense”.92 Materialism, however, would
view the subject exclusively from this perspective. On the other hand, Kant concedes
that we must not neglect “the thinking being as a human being”. This means that an expla-
nation from the inner perspective of immaterialism would not be acceptable to Kant
either. As Kant points out explicitly, “spiritualism” is just “as unsatisfactory” as “a way
of explaining my existence” as materialism.93

Kant’s relation to psychological materialism as a metaphysical position is to be evalu-
ated differently, however. It has often been claimed, wrongly in my view, that, in terms of
metaphysics (ontology), Kant does not remain as agnostic as it may seem and that he does
not only argue against materialism but also argues positively for the immateriality of the
soul, or is at least philosophically “committed” to the thesis about immateriality.94

We noted above that, for Kant, the common ground of mental and physical properties
is not and cannot be an object of possible experience.95 Therefore, he argues that, “in a
transcendental sense”, neither dualism “nor the pneumatism that is opposed to it on
the one side, nor the materialism on the other side, have the least ground”.96 The
problem of all metaphysical speculations, no matter of what kind, consists in this that
they take appearances for things in themselves and so are unable to resolve the disputes
about the nature of the soul.

If a psychologist takes appearances for things in themselves, then as a materialist he may take
up matter into his doctrine, or as a spiritualist he may take up merely thinking beings
(namely, according to the form of our inner sense) as the single and sole thing existing in
itself, or as a dualist he may take up both; yet through misunderstanding he will always be
confined to sophistical reasonings about the way in which that which is no thing in itself,
but only the appearance of a thing in general, might exist in itself.97
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The dualist (who assumes the immateriality of the soul), but also the spiritualist and the
materialist, should be “admitting, as would be better to do, that he does not know how to
explain the possibility of a thinking nature”.98 It simply makes no sense to speculate (via
“sophistical reasonings”) about how the soul might exist in itself. “For if I wanted only to
ask”, Kant writes, “whether the soul is not in itself of a spiritual nature, this question would
have no sense at all”.99 Therefore, Kant argues, “it will not occur to us to seek information
about what the objects of our senses may be in themselves, i.e. apart from any relation to
the senses”.100 Kant, then, remains consistently agnostic concerning the noumenal ground
of the appearances of inner sense. Therefore, not unlike Priestley, Kant regards material-
ism, spiritualism and dualism as mere hypotheses. Unlike Priestley, however, he does not
think of them as “physical” but as “transcendental hypotheses”.101 If “the assertions of
reason”, such as those about “the incorporeal unity of the soul […] are not to count as
hypotheses”, Kant notes, “then they are not even an issue”.102

Thus, in terms of metaphysics, Kant neither commits himself “ontologically” to the
immateriality of the soul nor does he attempt to show that the mind “in the noumenal
perspective” must be immaterial. He does not attempt to prove that materialism is
false, i.e. to “refute” it as a metaphysical position. He is arguing, rather, that, in terms
of metaphysics, or “in the noumenal perspective”, one must remain agnostic regarding
psychological materialism and its rival positions that support the immateriality of the
soul (dualism, spiritualism).
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