What is the significance of Kant’s division between phenomena and noumena and how does this bear upon his treatment of the synthetic analytic distinction?
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The significance of Immanuel Kant’s division between ‘Phenomena’ and ‘Noumena’ arose from his Kant’s attempt to get rid of, and redress the philosophical account of the ‘Rationalist’ and ‘empiricist’ divide asserted by philosophers such as Hume.  Effectively, Kant brought tension to philosophers who agreed with the positioning of the separate fields between empiricism and rationalism due to his new account of ‘transcendental idealism.’ In light of this, this is what drove Kant to attempted to prove in his book ‘Critique of Pure Reason,’ to know what philosophical knowledge is and especially what metaphysical knowledge is. During Kant’s period, philosophy was still stuck on the question ‘how do human beings acquire knowledge?’ This enquiry was broken down into two main arguments. On the one hand, there was the empiricists, who concluded that if you want to acquire knowledge, you must do it through sense experience. On the other hand, there were the rationalists who concluded that to acquire knowledge, you had to do it through figuring things out. Rationalism is described as the epistemological method in which regards reason as the main process to acquire knowledge. In essence, rationalism is the position that there are ways that we can gain knowledge independent of sense experience. E.g. ‘all bachelors are unmarried’. Some sources of knowledge that the rationalist may offer include ‘innate ideas (ideas that we have at birth), intuitions (intellectually envisioning a proposition as true, for things like the laws of logic or math), and ‘deduction (an infallible process of logical proof often by taking certain logical or mathematical truths as intuitively true). It is important to recognise here, that ‘A priori knowledge’ is obtained by analysing concepts independent of experience. For instance, you can know that 3 and 3 make 6, and that all bachelors are unmarried without going out into the world, thus a priori knowledge you can get at home using only your brain. Clearly, we can see that the rationalist knowledge is related to a priori knowledge. On the other hand, Empiricism claims that the only way that knowledge can be gained is through experience. The empiricist claims that none of our knowledge is gained through innate, intuition, or deduction that is not informed by experience. These positions only need to conflict if they are framed over the same subject matter. One could be an empiricist about chemistry and a rationalist about logic. Consequentially, any knowledge that we have is ‘A posteriori’ according the empiricists. This is due to A posteriori knowledge gets obtained through experience. For example. If you want to know whether it is raining outside you must go and find out. As we can see, there is a strong relation between the distinctions between rationalism and a priori and empiricism and ‘a posteriori.’ However, reflecting on this, debate came Immanuel Kant, who wrote his book ‘critic of pure reason’ where he expressed that although experience was important, it however could not explain ‘all’ of the concepts you have in your head. Emanuel Kant believed that space, time and number are concepts already built into the mind not something we learn. In addition, Emanuel Kant believed that we are born with these concepts and he called these ‘synthetic a priori’ concepts. He believed that they are part of having mind. Furthermore, Kant argued if we are born with certain concepts like space and time and we must experience the world that way, then how do you know that concepts like space are really features of the real world. And so, this realisation Kant split the world into two halves. First one being the phenomenal world, which is the world of experience of space and numbers and time that we inhabit. And on the other half, we have the noumenal world, which is as it is, independent of our observations, which is unknowable because soon as we experience it, it becomes part of the phenomenal world. Furthermore, the idea of synthetic a priori knowledge is essential to Kant’s entire philosophy Kant thought that philosophical and metaphysical knowledge must be synthetic a priori knowledge. The idea of synthetic a priori knowledge is based on two different distinctions. The distinction between ‘a priori knowledge’ and ‘empirical knowledge’ and the distinction between ‘analytic judgements’ and ‘synthetic judgements’. The first distinction between a priori knowledge and empirical knowledge is, empirical knowledge is any knowledge that comes through the senses. For example, looking outside the window and seeing if it is raining. E.g. scientific knowledge. The opposite of empirical knowledge is a priori knowledge. It’s knowledge that isn’t justified by appeal to the senses. Immanuel Kant thinks mathematics is a priori. E.g. you don’t have to carry out any experiments to know that 7+5 = 12. Immanuel Kant believes that we ultimately justify that truth without appealing to our senses at all, so it’s an example of a priori knowledge. Immanuel Kant believes A priori knowledge has two special characteristics. First it is necessary. We don’t think that 7+5 just contingently turns out to equal 12, and it’s not an accident that 7+5 = 12. We think it’s not possible for 7+5 to equal anything other than 12. In that sense, 7+5 necessarily equals 12, and Kant thinks the same goes for all a priori knowledge. Second, a priori knowledge is universal. That is, a priori truths like 7+5 = 12 are true without exception. There’s no time and there’s no place where 7+5 doesn’t equal 12. It’s not like there’s this one region of space on the other side of the galaxy where 7+5 equals something other than 12. So, in that sense, Immanuel Kant thinks mathematics is universal, and the same goes for all a priori knowledge. These two characteristics of a priori knowledge are important because they give us a kind of test for figuring out if knowledge is a priori empirical. If knowledge is necessary or universal then it a priori, if it is not necessary or universal then it is empirical. So that’s the distinction between a priori and empirical knowledge for Kant. Now we can reflect on the distinction between analytic and synthetic judgements. Kant says an analytic judgement is one where the concept of the judgements predicate is contained in the concept of the judgements subject. What he means by here is analytic truths are true by definition. E.g. a bachelor is unmarried. That’s analytic, because the concept ‘unmarried’ is implicitly contained in the concept ‘bachelor’. This is because you can think of the concept ‘bachelor’ just being made of the concepts ’unmarried’ and ’man’. That is, the definition of the concept ‘bachelor’ is ‘unmarried man’. In the case of the analytic judgement ‘a bachelor is unmarried,’ all the judgement is doing is taking one of the concepts that is already implicitly contained in the concept of ’bachelor’ and making it explicit. Synthetic judgements are the opposite of analytic judgements, Kant says judgements are synthetic when they take the concept of the subject and then they connect a new concept to it that wasn’t already implicitly contained in it.  So, take the proposition a bachelors happy-go-lucky. Concept happy-go-lucky isn’t contained in the definition of bachelor thus this judgement is synthetic judgement. Immanuel Kant calls synthetic judgements ampliative because unlike analytic judgements, they connect new information to the judgements subject concept that wasn’t contained in it. This way they extend our knowledge that was already contained in the subject concept. So now we have the two distinctions between ‘a priori knowledge’ and ‘empirical knowledge’ and ‘analytic judgements’ and ‘synthetic judgements.’ In light of this, we can see that the distinctions relate to each other by seeing that all analytic judgements are a priori because if they are analytic they are true by definition. Also we can see that all empirical knowledge is synthetic because if it is empirical it depends on our experiences and senses. Additionally, It seems then that the distinction between empirical and transcendental objects corresponds again to the between phenomena and noumena, the first being knowable, the second unknowable, since the concept of a noumenon can be employed only negatively, in order to mark out the limits of experience. All noumena are transcendental objects and all transcendental objects, being merely ‘intelligible’ that is, not knowable through experience), are noumena. So it would seem that the three distinctions coincide; phenomena/noumenon; empirical object/transcendental object; appearance/thing-in-itself . [footnoteRef:1] [1:  ] 


