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Introduction

In the Transcendental Aesthetics, Kant introduces the distinction between intuitions 
and concepts. Intuitions are immediate and singular representations. Concepts are mediate 
and universal representations. Concepts refer to the object through their common marks. 
Understanding produces concepts, sensibility provides intuitions. Concepts have their origin in 
the understanding. They are mediate and universal representations. On the contrary, intuitions 
have their origin in sensibility. Intuitions are immediate and singular representations while 
concepts are mediated representations of the object. Concepts refer to the objects of experience 
by their marks. In conceptual representations, the parts precede the whole. The conceptual 
representation is constituted from the parts of the intuitive representation. The concept is a 
representation that contains the marks of the object that operate as characteristics common to 
many things. Concepts refer to the object of experience by their marks. They are predicates 
of multiple objects. Therefore, “... every concept must be thought of as a representation that 
is contained in an infinity of different possible representations (as their common marks), and 
therefore contains them under itself.”2 For this reason, the concept is a universal representation. 
In the process of concept formation, the parts precede the whole. In Transcendental Aesthetics, 
Kant uses this feature of concepts to argue that space and time are intuitions. Kant maintains 
that in the representation of time and space, the parts cannot precede the whole; therefore, 
they are intuitive and not conceptual representations; since the conceptual representations 
are precisely those in which the whole is formed from the parts. These definitions that Kant 
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introduces in the Aesthetics are developed in the Dialectic. Kant explains that genus is the 
representation. Perception is a sensation with consciousness. The concept is the form of 
perception that is obtained through common marks of the object. Concepts refer to the object 
of experience by the common marks of many objects3. The concept is a representation by 
common marks. Concepts refer to the object of experience by their marks. This definition of 
the concept as a representation by common marks is in line with the definition used by Kant 
in his lectures on logic. In short, in the Aesthetics and the Dialectics, and in his logic lessons, 
Kant defines the notion of concept as an abstractive representation.

However, on the other hand, in the Transcendental Logic, Kant defines the concept as a 
function or rule. Kant argues that the understanding is the source of concepts. Understanding 
is the source of concepts, and those concepts are rules of unification. The concept is the 
function of the understanding to give unity to the multiplicity. The concept is a rule of unity 
of the multiplicity of intuition. It is an act of synthesis. This synthesis is produced by the 
pure understanding itself4. The understanding produces different forms of synthesis, and these 
forms of synthesis are the different concepts. In this sense, the concept is a rule. This rule 
is the function that determines the specific way in which the multiplicity is unified. Since 
the understanding is the faculty of concepts, it is also “the law of the synthetic unity of all 
phenomena”5. Understanding is a source of concepts. The concept must be understood as a 
rule, as a function. Likewise, Kant maintains in the Transcendental Logic that “the concepts, 
without intuitions, are empty”. The concept does not have a content by itself.  The content of 
the concept is provided by intuition. 

The question that we pose is how the Kantian definition of concept as abstractive 
representation (according to its presentation in the Aesthetics and Dialectic) is related to the 
definition of concept as function (definition introduced in the Transcendental Logic). If the 
concept is a representation abstracted from the common marks of objects, how can concepts 
be functions that have their origin in the pure understanding? What is the relation between the 
definition of concept as a common representation and the definition of concept as a function 
or rule? If the concept is an abstractive representation, how can pure concepts be essentially 
empty?

In this context of the problem, this investigation aims to show that there is a tension 
between the definition of concept in the Aesthetics and the Dialectic with the notion of concept 
as function, according to its presentation in the Transcendental Logic. Our hypothesis is that 
the Kantian definition of concept considered in the Aesthetics and in the Dialectic responds 
to the way in which empirical concepts are formed. The definition of concept as a function 
that is introduced in the Transcendental Logic responds to a sui generis notion of concept that 
comes into tension with the definition of concept as a representation by common marks. We 
will argue that there is a tension between these two definitions because while the definition of 
concept as function is a novelty of the Kantian system, the definition of concept as universal 
representation is borrowed from tradition.

To argue in this direction, we will proceed in three stages. In the first place, we will 
analyze the definition of concept according to the presentation in the Aesthetics and in the 
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Dialectic. In this section, we will conclude that both in the Aesthetics and in the Dialectic, 
Kant uses the definition of concept as a representation by common marks. As we shall exhibit, 
this means that the concept is an abstractive representation. Second, we will study the definition 
of concept as a function. We will analyze the empty nature of the concept. Finally, we will 
exhibit the tension between the two definitions of the notion of concept. We will state that 
in Aesthetics and Dialectics, Kant uses the notion of concept that responds to how empirical 
concepts are generated but that is insufficient to characterize pure concepts; more specifically, 
this notion of concept does not allow us to understand pure concepts as functions. We will 
argue that the definition of concept as an abstractive representation is inherited from tradition 
and that the definition of concept as function is that of the critical system.

Part I. Concepts as abstractive representations

In Transcendental Aesthetics, Kant introduces one of the central distinctions of critical 
idealism. Intuitions are singular and immediate representations, and concepts are general and 
mediated representations. Intuitions have their origin in sensibility while concepts are products 
of the understanding. Kant explains:

Auf welche Art und durch welche Mittel sich auch immer eine Erkenntniß auf Gegenstände beziehen 
mag, so ist doch diejenige, wodurch sie sich auf dieselbe unmittelbar bezieht, und worauf alles Denken 
als Mittel abzweckt, die Anschauung. Diese findet aber nur statt, sofern uns der Gegenstand gegeben 
wird; dieses aber ist wiederum uns Menschen° wenigstens nur dadurch möglich, daß er das Gemüth 
auf gewisse Weise afficire. Die Fähigkeit (Receptivität), Vorstellungen durch die Art, wie wir von 
Gegenständen afficirt werden, zu bekommen, heißt Sinnlichkeit. Vermittelst der Sinnlichkeit also 
werden uns Gegenstände gegeben, und sie allein liefert uns Anschauungen; durch den Verstand aber 
werden sie gedacht, und von ihm entspringen Begriffe. Alles Denken aber muß sich, es sei geradezu 
(directe), oder im Umschweife (indirecte), vermittelst gewisser Merkmale  zuletzt auf Anschauungen, 
mithin bei uns auf Sinnlichkeit beziehen, weil uns auf andere Weise kein Gegenstand gegeben werden 
kann.6

This dichotomy between intuition and concept works as a foundation upon which is 
built not only the Aesthetics but all the Kantian critical system. There is a general agreement 
that the peculiar critical conception of the distinction between intuitions and concepts is 
“the pillar of Kant’s theoretical philosophy.”7 However, unfortunately, there is a second 
general agreement among the Kantian studies. Scholars agree that in the first passages of 
the Aesthetics, Kant is providing a series of definitions8. Commentators consider that these 
Kantian statements at the beginning of the Aesthetics are not conclusions of any previous 
argument provided by Kant9. Kant introduces the distinction as if it were completely evident, 
and it did not require any further explanation10. For this reason, as Daniel Kolb notes, the 
distinction between intuitions and concepts has been considered one of the weakest points 
of the Kantian system11. Mario Caimi highlights: “it is generally assumed that Kant begins 
by setting forth some definitions, to immediately committing himself to the study of what is 
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considered to be the central subject of the Aesthetic, namely space and time, in §2.”12 Most 
of the studies of this section go in the same direction13.

Moreover, Kant not only assumes the definition of these concepts but the exhaustiveness 
of the distinction. The arguments of the Aesthetic require us to assume that all our representations 
are divided into intuitions and concepts. The distinction between intuitions and concepts is 
presented as an exhaustive one.14 Precisely for this reason, in the arguments of Transcendental 
Aesthetics, it is enough to show that space and time are not concepts, to legitimately conclude 
that they are intuitions.

In the Transcendental Aesthetic, Kant presents the distinction between intuition and 
concept. Intuitions and concepts are two ways in which thinking can refer to objects. Intuition 
is a form of representation in which the object is given immediately. Intuitions have their 
origin in sensibility and concepts in the understanding. Man is not capable of intellectual 
intuition, since humans only know through concepts. Human beings know the object through 
its marks. Concepts are mediated representations of objects. The human intellect can only 
know the object through its common marks. The understanding refers to the object indirectly, 
by means of the common marks of the object. Concepts are representations that have their 
origin in the understanding. Since they refer to the object by their marks, the concepts are 
mediated representations of the object. In conceptual representations, the parts always precede 
the whole. The entire representation is constituted from the synthesis of the parts. The concept 
is a representation that contains the marks of the object that operate as characteristics common 
to many things. The marks of the objects are predicable of multiple objects. For this reason, “…
every concept must be thought of as a representation which is contained in an infinite number 
of different possible representations (as their common marks), and that therefore contains 
them under itself.15”   In the process of the concept formation, the parts precede the whole. 
This is the premise that Kant uses to argue in the Transcendental Aesthetic that space and time 
are intuitions. In the Transcendental Aesthetic, Kant claims:

Der Raum ist kein diskursiver oder, wie man allgemeiner Begriff von Verhältnissen der Dinge 
überhaupt, sondern eine reine Anschauung. Denn erstlich kann man sich nur einen einigen Raum 
vorstellen, und wenn man von vielen Räumen redet, so versteht man darunter nur Teile eines und 
desselben alleinigen Raumes. Diese Teile können auch nicht vor dem einigen allbefassenden Raume 
gleichsam als dessen Bestandteile (daraus seine Zusammensetzung möglich sei) vorhergehen, sondern 
nur in ihm gedacht werden. Er ist wesentlich einig, das Mannigfaltige in ihm, mithin auch der 
allgemeine Begriff von Räumen überhaupt, beruht lediglich auf Einschränkungen.16

Kant argues that the representation of space is not conceptual but intuitive. We make 
a representation of space as a whole. The parts of this whole cannot precede it. The parts of 
the space can only be conceived as limitations of the space as a whole. Kant argues that in 
the representation of time and space, the parts cannot precede the whole; therefore, they are 
intuitive and not conceptual representations; since conceptual representations are precisely 
those in which the whole is formed from the parts17. Kant uses the definition of the concept as 
a representation by common marks to argue that space is not a conceptual representation but 
an intuitive one. The argument is introduced as a disjunctive syllogism. Our representations 
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are either intuitive or conceptual. In intuitive representations, the whole precedes the part, 
in conceptual representations the part precedes the whole. In our representations of space 
and time, the whole precedes the part. Therefore, the representations of space and time are 
intuitive and not conceptual. Kant’s argument is based on a disjunctive syllogism that assumes 
as valid the definition of intuitive and conceptual representations. In this argument, Kant 
presupposes the aforementioned definition of concepts. In the concept, the parts precede the 
whole. For this reason, the representations of space and time are conceptual representations. 
The argument that Kant employs in the Transcendental Aesthetic, requires that we accept 
this distinction. Conceptual representations are those that are obtained in a mediate way, by 
reference to intuition. The representation is obtained from common marks of the objects given 
to the intuition.  In the Transcendental Aesthetic, Kant is employing the definition of concept 
as an abstractive representation. The analogous presentation of the Inaugural Dissertation of 
1770 exhibits this point. According to Kant: “The concept of space is a singular representation 
comprehending all things in itself, not an abstract and common notion containing them 
under itself. What are called several spaces are only parts of the same immense space mutually 
related by certain positions….”18. In the Dissertation, the concept of singular representation 
is contrasted to the notion of abstractive representation. The representation of space is not 
obtained from the marks of spatial singular representations. The argument is that that space 
is a singular representation as it is not abstractive. Certainly, the critical Kantian notion of 
concept was not developed by then. Indeed, they are two different arguments19. However, the 
notion of singular representation is contrasted to the abstract universal representation both in 
the Dissertation and in the Transcendental Aesthetics. This is the definition of concept that 
Kant has in mind in the Transcendental Aesthetic. The concept is an abstractive representation 
of what many objects have in common. 

These definitions that Kant introduces at the beginning of the Transcendental Aesthetic 
are clarified in the Dialectic. Kant explains that the genus is representation. Objective perception 
is a sensation with consciousness. The concept is the form of perception that is obtained by 
means of common marks of the objects. Kant presents the classification this way: 

Bewußtsein (perceptio). Eine Perception, die sich lediglich auf das Subject als die Modification seines 
Zustandes bezieht, ist Empfindung (sensatio), eine objective Perception ist Erkenntniß (cognitio). 
Diese ist entweder  Anschauung oder Begriff (intuitus vel conceptus). Jene bezieht sich unmittelbar auf 
den Gegenstand und ist einzeln, dieser mittelbar, vermittelst eines Merkmals, was mehreren Dingen 
gemein sein kann20. 

The concept is a representation by common marks. This definition of the concept as 
representation by common marks follows that definition that Kant used in his lectures on 
logic. In the Jäsche Logik, we find a definition very similar to the one that Kant provides in the 
Introduction to Aesthetics and in the Dialectic:

Alle Erkenntnisse, das heißt: alle mit Bewusstsein auf ein Objekt bezogene Vorstellungen sind 
entweder Anschauungen oder Begriffe.- die Anschauung ist die einzellne Vorstellung (repraesentatio 
singularis), der Begriff eine allgemeine (repraesentatio discursiva) Oder reflektierte Vorstellung“21 
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Discursive or conceptual representation is a representation by common marks. As it is a 
representation by common marks, this representation is universal. The universal representation 
contains multiple parts, whose multiplicity is prior to the unity that contains it. For this 
reason, the concept contains a multiplicity under it. The multiple elements contained in the 
concept are different from each other. Thus, for example, the predicate red can correspond to 
multiple objects that differ from each other. The concept contains a multiplicity of possible 
representations, insofar as those possible multiple representations that the concept includes 
differ from each other22. Thus, in the conceptual representation, the parts precede the whole. The 
whole is the unity formed from the parts. That totality is always an indeterminate universal that 
can always contain multiple representations under it. The concept is a universal representation 
because it is a representation that is generated from what is common to all the objects that fall 
under it. More precisely, in the process of concept formation we compare many objects and 
make abstraction of their differences. Thus, concepts are always undetermined. Kant holds:

Da nur einzelne Dinge oder Individuen durchgängig bestimmt sind, so kann es auch nur durchgängig 
bestimmte Erkenntnisse als Anschauungen, nicht aber als Begriffe, geben; in Ansehung der Letzteren 
kann die logische Bestimmung nie als vollendet angesehen werden.23

If a certain representation is not a common representation, it is not a concept. 
Therefore, the complete knowledge of the object can only be given by the singular object, 
because “only singular things or individuals are completely determined”. The possibility 
of complete determination is only possible as an intuitive representation; that is, “there can 
only be fully determined knowledge as intuitions (not as concepts).” Thus, with regard to 
intuitions, the logical determination can be complete, but “regarding concepts, the logical 
determination can never be considered as achieved.”24  The conceptual determination 
can never be achieved by concepts because concepts are essentially undetermined. The 
concepts contain common marks of many objects. These common marks, as we shall see, 
are obtained making abstraction of those properties in which the objects differ. 

Thus, Kant defines the concept as a form of representation by common marks that 
are abstracted from other given representations. However, as we shall see, this definition is 
insufficient. Kant defines a priori concepts as rules, functions. The definition of the concept 
that Kant uses is insufficient to characterize the function of the concepts of the understanding. 
Kant uses the definition of concepts as abstractive representations to characterize concepts 
in general, but this definition does not work to express the function of pure concepts. 

Part II. Pure concepts and empirical concepts

The concepts are pure or empirical. Pure concepts have their origin in the understanding 
without reference to anything sensible25.  Empirical concepts are obtained from the data 
provided by intuition. The definition of concepts aforementioned completely suits the 
definition of empirical concepts.  All concepts are formed in a threefold process that involves 
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a) comparison, b) reflection, c) abstraction26. As Béatrice Longuenesse explains, pure concepts 
(and also mathematical ones) follow the model of the generic concept27. In the case of empirical 
concepts, the point of departure is the comparison of the singular objects given in intuition. 
The origin of the empirical concept is in the senses. The first element is the presentation of the 
objects in intuition. I have the representation of certain singular objects. From these singular 
representations, I notice that there are certain marks that belong to one object but do not 
belong to another. However, I also obtain by abstraction the marks that are common to all 
the objects considered. From these common marks, I generate a universal representation, a 
representation by common marks. Kant explains this point with an example28. I see three 
types of trees, a spruce, a willow, and a linden. Indeed, they are represented as three different 
singular objects. The first step is the presentation of the object as a singular representation, i.e., 
in intuition. To form the concept, we compare the objects, and we notice that they differ in 
many aspects. In the case of the tree, they have different sizes, colors, etc. Secondly, we attend 
to the common marks of the object, they have trees, a trunk, etc. Finally, we abstract the marks 
of the objects and form the universal representation, for example, of the tree. The abstraction is 
a pure negative process. We do not “abstrahere aliquid” but “abstrahere ab aliquo”. The act of 
abstraction is only not considering certain marks. It is a pure negative process. In the process 
of abstraction, we disregard the differences between the objects, and we take into consideration 
the remaining properties, those marks that the object has in common with the other objects. In 
these three steps, we obtain from the singular representation the universal representation. This 
process is perfectly in line with the definition of concept that Kant gave in the Dialectic. The 
definition of concepts as abstractive representations presented in the Dialect to characterize 
concepts in general agrees with this process of empirical concept formation. However, as we 
shall exhibit, this definition does not work to express the function of pure concepts. 

Kant maintains that understanding is a source of concepts. The understanding 
produces concepts. As it is well known, this is one the main results of Transcendental Logic. 
Understanding is the source of concepts, and those concepts are rules of unification of the 
multiple of intuition. The concept is the function of the understanding to provide unity to the 
multiplicity. The concept is this gathering form of the multiplicity of intuition. This form of 
reunion is produced by the understanding itself. The concepts “spring, pure and unmixed, out of 
the understanding, which is an absolute unity, and therefore must be connected with each other 
according to a concept or idea.”29 The concept is a function of the unity of the representations. 
The concept is a function of pure thinking to give unity to the various representations. In this 
sense, the concept is a rule. This rule is the function that determines the specific way in which 
multiplicity is unified. Since the understanding is the faculty of concepts, it is therefore also 
“the law of the synthetic unity of all phenomena”30. Understanding is a source of concepts. 
For this reason, Kant affirmed at the beginning of Transcendental Aesthetic that concepts arise 
from the understanding, while intuitions rest on affections. While intuitions are grounded on 
affections, concepts are grounded in functions31. The concept must be understood as a rule, 
as a function. These functions or rules determine the specific way in which the content given 
in intuition is organized. The main function of the understanding is synthesis. The concepts 
are the synthetic functions of the understanding. The function is the act of ordering many 
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representations in relation to a unity. The act of the function is the most proper act of the 
understanding. The understanding unifies the multiplicity according to certain forms of unity. 
These forms of unity, namely: the concepts, are productive. They produce the peculiar forms of 
reunion of the multiplicity given in intuition. Indeed, the concept is empty. It has no content 
besides the content provided by intuition. However, the peculiar forms of the reunion are a 
priori determined. The unity of the pure concept of the understanding does not contain a 
partial representation of the object, as it was the case, for example, of empirical concepts. The 
form of the unity is logical prior to the parts. Certainly, the concept requires the multiplicity to 
have content, but the multiplicity is not logically prior to the unity of the concept. 

In conclusion, the general notion of concept involves comparison, reflection and 
abstraction. The comparison requires considering the content of different representations. 
After that, we disregard the differences. The abstraction “is a pure negative concept”. It does 
not produce anything. The pure concept is productive. It is not made spontaneously by the 
understanding. The pure concept is synthetically generated and not by comparison, reflection 
and abstraction.   

The Kantian definition of the concept as an abstraction of common marks does not seem 
to be a plausible expression of this function of the concept. Kant claimed that the concept is a 
representation obtained from the common marks of the objects. This universal representation 
is generated by comparing different representations and then making an abstraction of their 
differences. This corresponds to the way in which empirical concepts are formed but it is not a 
plausible definition to explain the operation of pure concepts of the understanding. The pure 
concept is productive, but the abstraction does not produce anything.32 Therefore, abstraction 
is a negative concept33. It only leaves out the differences of the objects. Kant seems to use 
the empirical concept formation model to explain concept formation theory in general. The 
problem is that, as Kant himself marks “the use of the pure concepts of the understanding 
would be completely altered, if one tried to treat them only as empirical products.”34.  Then, 
another notion of concept is required that explains the function of the concept as a function. 
The problem with the notion of concept is the narrowness of the definition, which only applies 
to empirical concepts35. 

One of the consequences of this problem is that, as Kemp Smith shows, in the 
Transcendental Aesthetic, Kant does not prove that space and time are not concepts but that 
they are not abstractive concepts. The only conclusion that can be drawn from this argument is 
that space and time are not generic class concepts. It is not shown that space and time belong 
to receptivity and not to spontaneity. Space and time have not been proven to be different from 
the categories36. George Schrader considers that “there is nothing in common between α priori 
concepts and empirical concepts save the name”37.  Lorne Falkenstein is certainly correct to 
observe that Kant’s notion of concept as an abstractive representation is not accurate to define 
the notion of concept required by the Critique38. 

It is perfectly understandable that these two conceptions of the notion of concept differ 
if we take into consideration that the notion of pure concept is a novelty of the Kantian system. 
It is reasonable that the traditional notion of concept formation does not explain the function 
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of the pure concept of the understanding. Certainly, Kant differs on several points from Meier’s 
reading and, even more so, with empiricist logic. However, the conception of it follows the 
line of concepts as abstractive representations. The notion of pure concept is a novelty of the 
system. More specifically, Kant introduces the possibility of empty concepts. 

As it has been exhibited39, the Leibnizian rationalism, disregards the possibility of 
empty concepts. Leibniz holds that we have primitive ideas that can be decomposed into 
simple parts. Ideas can be analyzed into simple elements. These simple ideas are clear 
and distinct. Nature is made up of these simple elements which are “the true atoms 
of nature; in a word, the elements of things”40. Everything we can find in nature is 
a composition of these first elements: the monads. Perception is the temporal unity 
generated among multiplicity41. It is a temporary state in which we do not necessarily 
attend to the unities that belong to this higher unity. This state is temporary because 
it is possible to attend to the unities that compound the higher unity. Intuition is 
the apprehension of the simple elements that compound the multiplicity which we 
temporarily perceive as a unity. Clarity and distinction are the marks of intuitive 
cognition. Cognition is clear when the idea is present to the mind, and the mind is 
capable of distinguishing it from any other idea. In a clear cognition, we can separate 
the representation from another representation. Leibniz specifies this definition of the 
clarity criterion establishing a relation with the principle of non-contradiction: clear 
representations can always be defined with a non-contradictory definition. It is always 
possible to give a non-contradictory definition of a clear representation. This possibility 
of demarcation defines the clarity criterion. However, in clear cognition, I cannot tell 
apart the determinations that make this idea different from the other. Even when I can 
claim that they are both different, I cannot say what this difference consists of. While 
I can state that these ideas are different, I cannot establish how they differ. In this 
case, my cognition is clear but not distinct. A clear idea can be distinct or confused42. 
An idea is distinct when the mind can identify the determinations that belong to the 
representation. In a distinct cognition, the mind is able to discern the elements that 
truly belong to the thing. Intuition is the apprehension of these first simple elements 
that correspond to the thing, and this kind of access guarantees that we have true 
knowledge of the thing and not a mere notion.

The idea is distinct when I can get to these differential marks. In fact, we truly have 
an idea of the thing- and not a mere confused notion- when we have an intuition of the 
determinations that belong to the concept43. A cognition is adequate when it is clear and 
distinct, and I can guarantee that the analysis of the idea has been carried out up to the end. 
Adequate cognitions are very rare for us, human beings. The limitation of knowledge consists, 
precisely, in this incapacity to represent distinctly every part of the universe. The level of 
determination is a question of degree44. Sense perception is just this degree of confusion where 
I cannot clearly identify the elements that compound my perception. Once I have analysed 
the components of the substances and distinguished the parts that belong to them, I have 
intellectual cognition. The difference between intuitive cognition and intellectual cognition is 
a question of degree. The representations of the sensibility and understanding have the same 
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root or, more precisely, concepts and intuitions do not come from different origins, but they 
have the same source. The difference between these two types of perception is the degree they 
achieve in the determination of the object. The intellect finds the distinctive marks that belong 
to the thing and turns this confused perception into a distinct one. Leibniz identifies sensibility 
with obscure and confused cognition and the understanding with distinct cognitions. These 
two faculties differ in the degree of clarity they can achieve. Actually, they are different degrees 
of the same function. 

In his article of 2005, Gedanken ohne Inhalt sind leer, Mario Caimi showed that one of the 
innovations of the Kantian proposals was the introduction of the possibility of empty concepts. 
For Leibnizian rationalism, concepts have a content per se. On the contrary, according to Kant, 
pure concepts are empty. Mario Caimi exhibits that this is a novelty of the Kantian system: the 
possibility of empty concepts. For this reason, this innovation of the Kantian system requires 
a new definition of the notion of concepts. The explanation of a concept that has its origin in 
the pure understanding and that has no content of its own is not satisfied with the traditional 
definition of a concept.

In the first part of this investigation, we showed that Kant understands the notion of 
concept as abstractive representation in both the Aesthetics and the Dialectic. We exhibited 
that this definition is present in his logic lessons too. We studied how Kant used this definition 
to argue that space and time are intuitions and not concepts. In the second part, we studied the 
general definition of the notion of concept. We showed that this definition clearly explains the 
formation of empirical concepts but that it is insufficient to characterize the pure concept of 
understanding. The pure concepts of the understanding cannot be obtained, as Kant claims, by 
comparing reflection and abstraction. Finally, we exhibited that, the notion of the pure concept 
of the understanding is not satisfied with this definition because the introduction of empty 
concepts is a novelty of the Kantian system.

Abstract: In the Transcendental Aesthetics, Kant introduces the distinction between intuitions and concepts. Intuitions are 
immediate and singular representations. Concepts are mediate and universal representations. In the Transcendental Logic, Kant 
defines the concept as a function or rule. The concept is a rule of unity of the multiplicity of intuition. This investigation aims to 
show that there is a tension between the definition of concept in the Aesthetics and the Dialectic with the notion of concept as 
function, according to its presentation in the Transcendental Logic. Our hypothesis is that the definition of concept as a function 
that is introduced in the Transcendental Logic is grounded on a sui generis notion of concept that comes into tension with the 
definition of concept as a representation by common marks.
Keywords: Kant; Concepts; Abstractive Representations, Functions.

References

Brandt, Reinhard „Transzendentale Ästhetik, §§1-3 (A19/B33-A30/B45)“, Klassiker Auslegen Interpreting 
Philosophical Classics, Otfried Höffe (Ed.), Berlín, 1998.

Caimi, Mario; “About the Argumentative Structure of the Transcendental Aesthetic”, Studi Kantiani 9, 
Pisa, 1996, pp. 27- 46. 

Caimi, Mario; „Gedanken ohne Inhalt sind leer”, in: Kant-Studien, 96, Berlin, 2005, pp. 135-146



Estudos Kantianos, Marília, v. 10, n. 1, p. 199-212, Jan./Jun., 2022	 209

The Tension between two Kantian Definitions of the Notion of Concept.	 Artigos / Articles

Chenet, François Xavier; L’assise de l’ontologie critique: L’esthétique transcendantale, Presses Universitaires 
de Lille, Paris, 1994.

Falkenstein, Lorne; Kant’s intuitionism. A Commentary on the Transcendental Aesthetic, University of 
Toronto Press Incorporated, Toronto Buffalo London, 1995.

Guyer, Paul, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1987.

Kant, Immanuel, Kant’s gesammelte Schriften. eds. Preussische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Berlin- 
Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften and Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen 
(Berlin: Reimer, 1900).

Kemp Smith, Norman; A Commentary to Kant´s Critique of Pure Reason, Macmillan and co., London, 
1918.

Kolb, Daniel C., “Thought and Intuition in Kant’s Critical System” in: Journal of the History of Philosophy, 
Vol. 24/2, 1986, pp. 223-24.

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. Die Leibniz-Handschriften der Königlichen Öffentlichen Bibliothek zu 
Hannover. ed. Eduard Bodemann (Hildesheim: Olms, 1966). Reprint, Hannover, 1989.

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. Die philosophischen Schriften von Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. ed. Carl 
Immanuel Gerhardt (Berlin: Weidmann, 1875)

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. The Monadology. tr. Robert Latta (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1925).

Longuenesse, Béatrice, Kant and the Capacity to Judge: Sensibility and Discursivity in the Transcendental 
Analytic of the Critique of Pure Reason, Trad. Wolfe, C., Princeton University Press, Princeton and 
Oxford, 1998.

Martínez, Luciana, “La doctrina kantiana de la definición en las lecciones de lógica (1770-1782)”, 
Revista Anales del Seminario de Historia de la Filosofía 36 (3), 683-704.

Parsons, Charles, “The Transcendental Aesthetic”, The Cambridge Companion to Kant, Paul Guyer (ed.), 
Cambridge University Press, New York, 1992, pp. 62-100.

Paton, James; Kant’s Metaphysic of Experience, Allen & Unwin, London, 1970.

Pippin, Robert B; Kant’s Theory of Form. An Essay on the Critique of Pure Reason, Yale University Press, 
Haven and London, 1982.

Schrader, George, “Kant´s Theory on concepts”, in: Kant-Studien vol. 49, no. 1-4, 1958, pp. 264-278.

Smit, Houston; “Kant on Marks and the Immediacy of Intuition”, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 109, 
No. 2, 2000, pp. 235-266.

Smyth, Daniel; “Infinity and givenness: Kant on the intuitive origin of spatial representation”, Canadian 
Journal of Philosophy 44 (5-6), 2014, pp. 551-579.

Strawson, Peter; The Bounds of Sense. An Essay on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Methuen & Co. Ltd., 
London, 1966. 

Torretti, Roberto; Manuel Kant. Estudio sobre los fundamentos de la filosofía crítica, Charcas, Buenos 
Aires,1967.

Vaihinger, Hans; Commentar zu Kants Kritik der reinen Vernunft, Zweiter Band,  Union Deutsche 
Verlasgesselschaft, Stuttgard, Berlin, Leipzig,  1892.



210    	 Estudos Kantianos, Marília, v. 10, n. 1, p. 199-212, Jan./Jun., 2022

PELEGRIN, L.

Willaschek, Marcus; “The Sensibility of Human Intuition. Kant’s Causal Condition on Accounts of 
Representation” In Rainer Enskat (ed.),  Kants Theorie der Erfahrung, De Gruyter. 2015, Berlin, pp. 
129-150.

Notes/Notas

1 Laura Pelegrín studied Philosophy at the Universidad de Buenos Aires (UBA). She’s been a PhD Student in the joined program 
between the Universidad Diego Portales (UDP) and the Leiden Universiteit (UL). Her PhD was supported by the CONICyT of 
Chile. She is a Professor at the Universidad Maimonides in Buenos Aires. She is a member of the Grupo de Estudios Kantianos of 
Buenos Aires. She is a researcher at the UDP.  
2 KrV A24, B 39.
3  KrV A320, B 377.
4 KrV A67-B 92.
5 KrV A 128.
6 KrV A 19, B33.
7 Cf. Falkenstein, L., 1991, p. 165. Also: Brandt, Reinhard, 1998, p. 81.  Smit, Houston; 2000, p. 235. Smyth, D.,2014: 1.
8 We use the concept of definition in a broad sense and not in technical sense. Kant does not give a definition of the concepts of 
space and time but he makes an exposition because, as Luciana Martínez explains: “los conceptos de la metafísica no pueden ser 
definidos en el sentido matemático de la definición, y ii) la elucidación de tales conceptos no puede darse, como en matemática, 
al inicio de la investigación”. Cf. Martínez, L., 2019: 683.
9 Daniel Smyth holds against this canonical interpretation: “Indeed, it can seem that the Critique and the Prolegomena begin 
by presupposing, stipulating or otherwise hypothesizing certain robust conceptions of judgement, intuition, conceptual 
representation, mathematical cognition, etc. and then proceed to demonstrate (with more or less success) the fruitfulness of these 
conceptions indirectly, by showing how they (alone?) serve to resolve various philosophical difficulties. In what follows, I will 
resist this impression and suggest that Kant does, in fact, provide the materials for an extended argument in favour of his nuanced 
conceptions of conceptual and intuitive representation over the course of the Aesthetic and Analytic.” Smyth, D., 2014, p. 1.
10 Cf. Brandt, R., 1998, p. 82.
11 “Given its centrality to the entire Kantian system, it is surprising that Kant nowhere undertakes a sustained, rigorous defense of 
the distinction.” Kolb, Daniel, 1992, p. 244.
12 Caimi, M., 1996, p. 27.
13 Cf. Caimi, M., 1996, p. 27. Kolb, D., 1992, p. 244. Kemp Smith, N., 1918, p.79n. Vaihinger, H., 1892, p.1. Parsons, C.; 1992, 
p. 66.  Falkenstein, L., 1995, p.28 ss. Strawson, P. F; 1966, p.23. Pippin, R., 1982, p. 32. Willaschek, M., 2015, p.129. 
14 As Lorne Falkenstein explains: “Either a representation is a discursive or universal concept, or it must have been originally 
given in intuition.” Falkenstein, L., 1995, p.218. Also: Chenet, X., 1994, p. 76. Falkenstein’s statements have a critical tone here. 
He considers this premise as “highly controversial and completely unexplicated and undefended.” Falkenstein, L., 1995, p. 222.
15 „Nun muss man zwar einen jeden Begriff als eine Vorstellung denken, die in einer unendlichen Menge von  verschiedenen 
möglichen Vorstellungen  (als ihr gemeinschaftliches Merkmal) enthalten ist, mithin diese unter sich enthält; aber kein Begriff, als 
ein solcher, kann so gedacht werden, als ob er eine unendliche Menge von Vorstellungen in sich enthielte“ (B39).
16 KrV A25, B38.
17 There is a controversy regarding a tension between the presentation in the Aesthetics and in the Analytic. In the Aesthetics, Kant 
maintains that in the representation of space, the whole precedes the parts. The representation of each part is only possible thanks 
to the representation of the space as a whole. In the Analytics, and in the Axioms in particular, Kant claims that the whole is space 
is built up by adding parts. The representation of the part is necessary for the representation of the whole. For Paton, the doctrine 
of the Aesthetics is supplemented and corrected in the Analytic and the Dialectical. (Paton, J. H., Vol 2, 1961, p.122ss). Kemp 
Smith goes a little further in this direction and argues that Kant’s position in the Aesthetics is the opposite of the one he presents 
in the axioms (particularly in regard to the link between the whole and the part). Kemp Smith, N., 1918, p. 347. For Allison, in 
the Aesthetics, Kant considers the concept of space and time in general. In the Axioms, Kant studies the determination of space 
and time. Allison, H., 1992, p. 162. Torretti follows this reading and links determination with measurement. Torretti, R., 1967, p. 
437. According to Paul Guyer, in the Aesthetics, Kant considers the ontological status of space and in the Analytic the problem of 
the measurement of certain regions of space. Guyer, P., 1987, p.193. Falkenstein considers that the difference lies in the fact that 
while in the Aesthetics the statute of space is considered, in the Analytic, the problem is the representation of space: “With space 
and time, the representation of the parts makes possible the representation of the whole. It does not make the whole itself possible, 
but it does make a representation of the whole possible.” Falkenstein, 1995, pp.251, 414.
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18 Diss, §15B.
19 Cf. Falkenstein, L., 1995, p. 65.
20 KrV A320, B377.
21 Logik, AA XXIV: 98.
22 „Ein jeder Begriff enthält ein Mannigfaltiges unter sich, insofern es übereinstimmt, aber auch, insofern es verschieden ist. - Die 
Bestimmung eines Begriffs in Ansehung alles Möglichen, was unter ihm enthalten ist, sofern es einander entgegensetzt, d.i.. von 
einander unterschieden ist, heißt die logische Einteilung des Begriffs.“ Logik, AA XXIV: 98.
23 Logik, AA XXIV: 108
24 Logik, AA XXIV: 108. These expressions of Jäsche Logic are also found in other Logic lessons. Thus, we find:
In the Logik Phillippi (early 1770s): 
„Ein Begriff ist eine allgemeine Vorstellung; Vorstellungen die nicht allgemein sind, sind keine Begriffe.“ AA XXIV: 451
Logik Wiener (around 1780):
 „Conceptus communis kann ich nicht sagen, weil es eine tautologie seyn würde (...) Denn wenn eine Vorstellung nicht 
repraesentatio communis ist: so ist sie gar kein Begriff“ AA XXIV: 908. 
„Kein Begriff wird also ohne Vergleichung, ohne Wahrnehmung einer Einstimmung und ohne abstraction. Könnte ich nicht 
abstrahieren: so würde ich keinen Begriff haben,...“ AA XXIV: 909.
„Ein Begriff ist also eine Vorstellung die vielen Dingen gemein ist.“  AA XXIV: 905.
 Logik Dohna (early 1790s):
 „conceptus, enthält das, was mehrern Gegenständen gemein ist, nota communis.“ AA XXIV: 752. Also: “Zum Gebrauche eines 
Begriffs wird Absonderung erfordert, aber dadurch wird der Begriff noch nicht gemacht.  Letzteres geschieht 1. dadurch, daß 
etwas als Teilvorstellung betrachtet wird, die mehrern gemein sein kann, z.B. die rote Farbe. 2. wenn ich die Teilvorstellung als 
nota, als Erkenntnisgrund einer Sache betrachte, z.B. durch rot Blut, Rose usw. erkenne.  Die 3te Handlung ist die Abstraktion, 
diese Teilvorstellung als Erkenntnisgrund, insofern ich von allen übrigen Teilvorstellungen absehe. Der Begriff ist also eine 
Teilvorstellung, sofern ich von allen übrigen dabei abstrahiere.”
Logik Pölitz: 
„repraesentatio ist das erste und allgemeinste und kann nicht erklärt werden,“ (...) „Erkenntniß ist entweder intuitus oder 
conceptus; intuitus, wenn ich nur einzelne Vorstellungen habe, conceptus wenn ich Vorstellungen hab, die vielen gemein sind, 
oder repraesentatio communis. Conceptus est repraesentatio communis weil der Begriff aufs Merkmal des Gegenstandes geht und 
also den Gegenstand mediate durchs Merkmal vorstellt und dies Merkmal kann vielen Dingen gemein seyn.“ AA: XXIV: 565.
25  KrV A 320, B377.
26 As it has been noticed, the process is not chronological. Longuenesse, B., 2000, p.116.
27 Longuenesse states: empirical concepts and a priori concepts (categories and mathematical concepts) “All equally are, however, 
made as to their form.  Now, the only operations of the understanding to which Kant refers when he explains how the form of 
concepts is “made” are the three considered earlier: comparison, reflection, and abstraction.” Longuenesse, B., 1998, p.120.
28 Log §6. AA IX, 94-95: 592.
29  KrV A67, B 92.
30 KrV A 128.
31 KrV A 68, B 93.
32 „Durch Abstrahieren wird nicht nur nichts hervorgebracht, sondern vielmehr weggelassen“ AA XXIV: 754.
33 „[Abstrahieren ist im philosophischen Sinne ein negativer Begriff – nicht attendieren (in der Chemie positio).“ AA XXIV: 754. 
As Luciana Martínez explains: “El carácter general de las representaciones conceptuales se obtiene por medio de la abstracción. 
La abstracción se encuentra en el origen de la forma general de los conceptos, y no en el origen de su contenido. Ella no genera 
representaciones”. Martínez, L., 2019, p.690.
34 KrV A 92, B125.
35 As Kemp Smith explains: “Kant’s proof rests on the assumption that there are only two kinds of representation, intuitions and 
concepts and also in equal degree upon the further assumption that all concepts are of one and the same type. Smith, K. 1918, 
p. 106.
36 He holds: “Conception is always the representation of a class or genus.“ (…) Owing, however, to the narrowness of the field 
assigned to conception, the realm occupied by intuition is proportionately wide, and the conclusion is not as definite and as 
important as might at first sight appear. By itself, it amounts merely to the statement, which no one needs to challenge, that space 
is not a generic class concept” Kemp Smith, N, 1918, p.107. 
37 Schrader, G., 1958, p. 264. 
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38 “Where Kant’s argument goes wrong is in its tacit invocation of the supposition that all our mediate representations or concepts 
emerge from comparison of intuitions and abstraction of common features and that none are generated in any other way. Kant 
certainly believed this in Logic, §1, where he claims all our ‹concepts› are representations of common features abstracted from 
experience. But his logic of concepts is simply out of line with the theory of knowledge of the Critique.” Falkenstein, L., 1995, 
p. 225.
39 Caimi, M., 2005. Mario Caimi exensivly and accurately develops this point. For this reason, we will only briefly anulyze it. 
40 Leibniz, G., Mon. §3. (G., VI, p. 607)
41 “The transitory state which incorporates and represents a multitude within a unity or within a simple substance is nothing but 
what we call perception.” Leibniz, G., Mon. §14. (G., VI, p.608)
42 Leibniz, G., G., IV, p. 422.
43 “When I can recognize one thing among others without being able to say what its differences or properties consist in, my 
knowledge is confused (…) But when I can explain the evidence I am using, the knowledge is distinct (…) But when everything 
which enters into a definition or an item of distinct knowledge is known distinctly, right down to the primary notions, I call the 
knowledge adequate. And when my mind simultaneously and distinctly understands all the primary ingredients of a notion, it 
has intuitive knowledge of it. This is very rare; most human knowledge is only confused, or suppositive.” Leibniz, G., Disc., §24. 
(G., IV, p. 449 ss)
44 “…this representation of the details of the whole universe is confused and can only be distinct with respect to a small part of 
things ...” Leibniz, G., Mon. §60. (G., VI, p. 616ss.)  Also: Leibniz, G., Disc., §24. (G., IV, p. 450).
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