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Abstract. When we imagine a situation, we leave most of its details unspecified. Why can imag-
ining so little nevertheless justify a claim about what is possible? I develop a Kantian answer.
Geometrical reasoning can show how a table’s area can be divided without showing how its
matter could be separated. I argue that, when geometry’s application to an object is warranted, a
successful construction can establish a possibility without reopening questions about the object’s
material constitution. It also explains why a mathematical result can survive a defective theory
about the things it describes. Kant’s transcendental idealism explains why his geometry applies
to experienced objects. The account shows how rational knowledge of possibility can depend on
experience without requiring either observed examples of every possibility or a complete theory
of matter.

1. The missing details

When we argue from what we can imagine to what is possible, we usually imagine only a small
part of a world. We describe a few people, objects, or events. We say enough about them to
draw the conclusion that interests us and leave the rest unspecified. This is true of ordinary
judgments about how the furniture could be rearranged. It is also true of philosophical argu-
ments about whether minds could exist without bodies or the laws of nature could have been
different.

Suppose I imagine a wooden tabletop as thin as paper but rigid enough to support a heavy
weight. I say nothing about its molecular structure. I have not imagined a table without
molecules; I have left the molecules unpictured. Yet the material would have to combine
the thinness and rigidity I imagine. What gives me reason to think that this combination is
possible? Merely leaving the structure unspecified does not establish that some structure could
do the job.!

One answer is that I must be able to fill in the missing details. I need not do so now, but
a fully worked-out version of the situation must be available in principle. Chalmers gives
a demanding version of this answer. A successful thought experiment need not specify its
imagined objects” microstructure. It must, however, survive further reflection about whether
the missing details can be supplied coherently and whether the situation really supports the
intended conclusion (2002, pp. 153-154).

There is a further question here. What justifies the judgment that the omissions are harm-
less? Sometimes we can investigate what was omitted. But sometimes reasoning appears to
show that we do not need to. We can prove something about the ways a table’s area can be
divided without investigating the chemistry of wood. The proof seems to tell us why that
chemistry can be left out.
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Consider a square tabletop. A diagonal divides its area into two triangles. Does this es-
tablish that the table could be cut into two triangular pieces? The geometrical reasoning es-
tablishes how the areas fit together. It does not establish what happens to the material when
we try to separate them. For that we would need to know something about the material. Yet
ignorance on this second point does not undermine the first result. The same line of thought
supports one conclusion while leaving another unsettled.

I will argue that Kant explains why this is so. His account of geometry supplies a case in
which reasoning justifies leaving an object’s constitution unspecified. A successful construc-
tion shows how spatial parts fit together; Kant’s account of space explains why the result
applies to experienced things. Because this application identifies parts without requiring a
change in the underlying matter, the material conditions already satisfied by the thing can
remain in place. The proof need not establish that a newly invented kind of matter could exist.

The claim is stronger than the familiar warning that considering a thing’s shape apart from
its matter does not show that the shape could exist on its own. It gives a positive reason why
considering the shape separately can yield knowledge. An incomplete description can figure in
a complete justification when the reasoning shows why what has been omitted need not affect
the conclusion. Kant’s account allows us to explain this achievement and to identify where it
ends.

This bears on a question contemporary accounts of conceivability already recognize.
Chalmers distinguishes positive conceivability from merely failing to rule a claim out a priori.
To conceive positively that p, we must imagine a situation that verifies p: reflection on the
situation must reveal it as one in which p is true. Imagining mathematicians announcing a
result, for example, need not verify the result itself. They could be mistaken. Chalmers also
distinguishes what initially seems conceivable from what remains conceivable under ideal
rational reflection. Better reasoning must not reveal that the situation is incoherent or that we
have misinterpreted it (2002, §§1-2).2

These distinctions rule out an easy objection to conceivability arguments. It is no discovery
that a sketchy image can be misleading. Positive conceivability can include nonsensory thought
and reasoning; the interesting task is to explain how such reasoning can succeed while remain-
ing selective. Kant’s view of space helps explain both how geometry supplies knowledge and
why that knowledge does not vindicate every material interpretation of a diagram. We will
need to understand its role before deciding what the account offers to someone who does not
share his view.

2. Two triangles, or two things?

The tabletop example distinguishes two acts that are easily run together. We can divide an area
by drawing a boundary through it. We can also divide a material object by separating it into
pieces. The first act does not entail the second. The diagonal can be mathematically exact even
if no corresponding cut could be made with equal exactness.

Ideal reflection here is a priori reflection, not access to every empirical fact. Chalmers permits an incomplete
scenario to verify a proposition; further rational scrutiny must not defeat either its coherence or the verification
relation (2002, §§1-2). The question is how we can be justified in accepting that result, not whether the scenario
must be exhaustively pictured.
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This matters for the scope of the inference. From the geometrical division, we can conclude
that the square contains two triangular regions. We cannot conclude, just on that basis, that
each region could be occupied by a separate body of a specified kind. A claim about what
could occupy the regions requires more than a claim about their boundaries. Nothing in this
distinction turns on whether the bodies would be difficult to manufacture. The point concerns
what the reasoning establishes, not our technological limitations.

But what does the geometrical reasoning establish? It would be too quick to answer that
we can simply see two triangles in the diagram. Pictures can mislead. We need to understand
how the figure has been drawn and what follows from the steps.

Take a straight segment AB. Choose a point C outside the line through it, and join C to A
and B. Keep the endpoints fixed throughout. The three segments bound one planar region.
Their meeting is secured by their common endpoints; the choice of C prevents the figure from
collapsing into a line. Enclosure follows from the spatial relations we have established. We do
not merely add the instruction that the result is to count as enclosed.

This is what Kant calls constructing a concept. We exhibit a particular figure that satisfies
the concept’s requirements, using a procedure that does not depend on measuring an observed
specimen (A713-715/B741-743). His technical definition refers to exhibiting an intuition a priori.
Here an intuition is a representation of a particular, in contrast to a concept such as triangle,
which applies to many particulars. The distinction explains what the procedure adds: we have
gone from stating requirements to presenting a figure in which they are satisfied together.

Kant permits us to do this in imagination or on paper. The drawing need not be perfect.
What makes the reasoning a priori is the rule followed in drawing and reasoning about the
figure, rather than the accidental appearance of the pencil marks. We can know which features
of a rough diagram the proof uses. We can also recognize that a vivid image fails to preserve a
relation the proof needs.?

Kung’s account of imagination helps make this achievement intelligible. He distinguishes
the qualitative content of an imagining from what we assign to it. A picture may present shapes
and positions while a label supplies an identity or an unpictured property. Merely attaching
the label gives us no new evidence that something could have the assigned property. The
assignments must be supported, taken together, rather than separately assumed possible (2010,
pp. 633-645).

The three sides’ enclosure is not supplied by a label of this kind. It results from the pro-
cedure. Kung himself allows reasoning of this sort to take us beyond what we can picture all
at once. We can establish the possibility of a thousand-sided figure by repeatedly adding a
side, starting from a figure whose construction we already understand. His account does not
require us to hold a thousand distinct sides before the mind simultaneously (pp. 646-648). A
well-understood sequence of operations can do work that a single image cannot.

So far, however, we have established what can be done within the geometry we are using. We
still need to know what that tells us about things. A contemporary mathematician can accept a
Euclidean construction without taking physical space to be Euclidean. A correct proof within
a geometry does not settle the geometry’s physical application. The question is particularly
pressing for Kant, who claims that geometry provides a priori knowledge of possible objects
of outer experience. Why does his drawing establish anything about them?

3 Shabel (2025, §2.1) explains why constructions can disregard incidental diagrammatic features. The question

here concerns the further material commitments their results leave unsettled.
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3. Why drawing matters to Kant

Kant raises this question himself. He grants that we can give the triangle concept an object
entirely a priori by constructing it. But he immediately asks what this achievement establishes:

But since this is only the form of an object, it would still remain only a product of imagination,
the possibility of whose object would remain doubtful; for this, something more is required,
namely that such a figure be thought under nothing but conditions on which all objects of
experience rest. That space is an a priori formal condition of outer experiences, and that
the very formative synthesis by which we construct a triangle in imagination is entirely the
same as the one we exercise in apprehending an appearance, in order to form an experiential
concept of it: this alone connects with this concept the representation of the possibility of
such a thing. (A223-224/B271-272)*

The crucial words are “only the form” and “something more.” Kant does not question the
success of the construction as a geometrical procedure. He questions its authority concerning
objects. His answer joins two claims: space is a condition of outer experience, and the activity
involved in construction is also involved in apprehending an appearance. Neither claim says
that imagination creates a material triangle. Together they are meant to explain how it can
inform us about material things.

Kant calls the things we encounter in sensory experience appearances. He contrasts things
considered as they are presented to us with things considered apart from our way of experienc-
ing them. We need to understand why this contrast matters, and why he invokes the activity
of apprehending an appearance.

Start with the activity. Suppose we trace a line from one endpoint to another. To represent
one extended line, we have to retain the earlier stretches as belonging to the same line as the
later ones. A succession of impressions, with no connection between them, would not amount
to representing an extended object. Kant calls this combination of parts synthesis. In the Axioms
of Intuition, he uses drawing a line to explain both how we represent a determinate magnitude
and how we apprehend the extension of an appearance (A162-163/B202-204).

The point is not that perception and imagination happen to use the same psychological
machinery. That machinery could make mistakes in either activity. Rather, the same rules for
combining spatial parts govern what we represent in both cases. In constructing a triangle, A
must remain the same endpoint when we draw the second segment. In apprehending a house,
we must similarly combine the parts we encounter successively into one shape. In Kant’s terms,
we represent a quantity: many parts as one extended whole (B162). His discussion of the line
and of the unified space used in geometry makes the same connection (B137-138, B160-161).

Why should rules for representing things govern how the things themselves are? Kant’s
answer is transcendental idealism. Space is not, on his account, a structure that things possess
entirely independently of our sensible way of encountering them. It is a condition of their
being presented to us at all. Consequently, the spatial form used in geometry is also the form

I cite the Critique of Pure Reason by A/B pagination and other works by Akademie volume and page (AA). All
translations of Kant are mine, checked against the German; bracketed ellipses mark omissions. “Formative
synthesis” renders bildende Synthesis. Kant’s claim that it is “entirely the same” concerns, on my reading, the
rule-governed combination involved in construction and apprehension, rather than the numerical identity of
two mental acts.
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of the objects of outer experience. There are not two independently specified geometries, one
for our representations and another for their objects, whose agreement must be established by
comparison. Kant explicitly appeals to the status of objects as appearances in explaining why
pure geometry applies to empirical intuition (A165-166,/B206-207).

This is a substantial premise. Kant takes the space of outer experience to be Euclidean. We
need not accept that conception of geometry and its application to understand his explanation.
A contemporary philosopher may regard the question of which geometry describes physical
space as requiring empirical investigation. Kant instead offers an account of space on which
pure geometry’s application is secured in advance. I will take that account as a premise of the
historical argument, rather than derive it from the very mathematical authority it is supposed
to explain.

Notice what idealism does and does not contribute. It explains why the geometer’s spatial
reasoning bears on the things we experience. It does not make the reasoning succeed. Choosing
to represent an enclosure does not make two straight segments enclose a Euclidean region. The
procedure must actually supply the required combination. As Allais emphasizes, a general
appeal to our knowing what we make does not by itself explain how a particular object is
supplied to cognition (2010, pp. 50-52, 56-66). Kant needs the geometrical procedure as well as
an account of its connection to objects.

There is a further dependence here. However many figures we construct, our constructions
cannot establish that sensibility has objects. Kant states the restriction in striking terms:

Mathematical concepts are therefore not cognitions in themselves, except insofar as we pre-
suppose that there are things which can be presented to us only in accordance with the form
of that pure sensible intuition. Things in space and time, however, are given only insofar as
they are perceptions (representations accompanied by sensation), hence through empirical
representation. (B147-148)°

The presupposition concerns things presented in space and time. It does not require an ob-
served instance of every constructed figure. Kant’s distinction is between an empirical starting
point and an empirical example of the result. Geometry can depend on the former without
depending on the latter. This is why he can also say that we establish possibilities a priori
without first adducing experience itself (A224/B272).

The division of labour is therefore this. Experience gives us things with extension. Kant’s
account of space explains why geometry’s rules apply to them. The construction establishes
particular ways of bounding and combining spatial regions. Observing an actual triangle need
not be part of the proof. What remains to be explained is why the geometer can do her part
without reconstructing the material nature of the things whose extension she considers.

> B147 first leaves open “whether there could be things” (ob es Dinge geben konne) intuited under this form. The

restriction thus concerns possibility as well as actual instantiation. I read the ensuing presupposition together
with A224/B272: mathematical cognition depends on a domain of possible empirical application, while the
particular construction need not borrow its result from experience. “Cognition” translates Erkenntnis; it does
not here mean an act of assent.
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4. What the proof leaves alone

The tempting answer is that material nature is absent from the triangle concept. But that
cannot be sufficient. A description’s silence about some condition does not make the condition
irrelevant to the possibility of what it describes. An object described only as triangular would
still have to satisfy whatever requirements there are on being an object at all.

For Kant, those requirements go beyond being spatial. Experience involves representing
persisting things and lawfully connected events. His First Postulate accordingly says that what
agrees with the formal conditions of experience, both sensible and intellectual, is possible
(A218/B265). A geometrical construction does not separately exhibit a substance’s persistence
or an event’s causal dependence. Why may it leave those matters open?

Return to the tabletop. Marking out two triangular areas does not change what the table is
made of. It does not annihilate one substance and introduce two others. Nor does it change
the causes responsible for the table’s continuing to exist. Those facts can remain as they were
while we distinguish parts of its extension. The reason is not that we have checked every fact
about the wood. The reason is that drawing this distinction requires no change in the wood.

Of course, merely imagining the table’s being cut would not change its matter either. The
distinction concerns what must be true for the representation to be correct. The geometrical
division requires two regions within one area; the imagined cutting requires a physical sepa-
ration. Our reason for leaving the wood’s constitution unexamined must come from the claim
we prove, rather than from the fact that we are only thinking.

Why should distinguishing spatial parts have a different burden from specifying their ma-
terial dependence? Kant’s own example helps locate the difference. In the note at B201-202, he
writes:

All combination (conjunctio) is either composition (compositio) or connection (nexus). The
former is the synthesis of a manifold whose elements do not necessarily belong together, as,
for example, the two triangles into which a square is divided by its diagonal do not necessarily
belong together in themselves [...]. The second combination (nexus) is the synthesis of a
manifold insofar as its elements necessarily belong together, as, for example, an accident to
some substance, or an effect to its cause; thus, even though heterogeneous, [these elements]
are represented as connected a priori. Because this combination is not arbitrary, I call it
dynamical, since it concerns the combination of the manifold’s existence. (B201-202n.)°

What distinguishes the dynamical case is a requirement on existence: an accident needs a
substance to inhere in, and an effect needs a cause. Geometry’s way of combining parts does
not itself specify such a dependence. This does not yet prove that its results can be applied
without violating one. It identifies the question our interpretation must answer: how can a
mathematical determination take place within an object whose dynamical requirements re-
main satisfied?

The Analogies of Experience preserve the distinction. The mathematical principles allow
us to construct magnitudes; the Analogies govern the existence of things and their relations

® The phrase “in themselves” translates fiir sich, not Kant’s technical expression for things in themselves. The

triangles need not be considered as parts of this square merely because they are triangles. That does not imply
that corresponding material pieces could exist separately. Dasein means existence: the contrast concerns how
parts form a magnitude and how an accident or effect depends for its existence on something else.
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without allowing us to construct particular substances or causal connections a priori (A178-
180/B220-223). Both sets of principles constrain experience. Their difference explains how a
geometrical operation can respect requirements that it does not independently demonstrate.

Even the temporal sequence of drawing need not represent a sequence of changes in the
thing. Drawing one side before another does not mean that a material triangle first has one
side and later acquires the others. The construction represents relations among coexisting parts
through an activity that takes time.

Kant’s account of space gives these operations somewhere to start. Particular spaces are
limitations within one space, rather than independently given units out of which that space
must be assembled (A24-25/B39). We can therefore bound a region without first introducing
a new space or a new substance. In applying the construction to an appearance, we identify
parts within the extension already presented. We do not invent a separate material nature for
each part.

In the tabletop application, the reasoning reveals an actual spatial structure. If the area
is square, it already contains the triangular regions that the proof identifies. Their actuality
secures their possibility, although the structure need not first have been noticed through obser-
vation. Experience supplies an extended object without supplying a theory of its constitution;
geometrical reasoning establishes the particular result. Pure construction supplies the general
procedure independently of that application. It need not begin with an observed square or
establish each figure’s possibility by locating an actual specimen. Kant’s account of space
explains why its ways of bounding regions are available for the spatial form of appearances
generally.

We can state the inference without treating the omitted facts as irrelevant by stipulation:

1. Outer objects are presented in a space whose rules are also the rules used in geometrical
construction.

2. The triangle construction shows how three straight segments bound a region within that
space.

3. Bounding such a region can distinguish spatial parts of an appearance without changing
its matter or the relations on which its existence depends.

4. We therefore have grounds for the possibility of an appearance’s having a triangular
spatial part, without having to establish the possibility of a new kind of triangular body.

The first premise rests on Kant’s account of space. The second is the positive work of the
construction. The third explains the permission to leave material constitution unspecified.
None can simply replace the others. A list of conditions on experience would not construct
the figure. Constructing the figure in an arbitrarily chosen geometry would not settle its
application. And meeting the requirements in the triangle concept would not, by itself, show
that no further requirement had been violated.

The conclusion concerns what Kant calls the possibility of an object insofar as it is consid-
ered as a magnitude, a quantum. In the Discipline of Pure Reason, he says that mathematical
synthesis supplies objects in this respect while distinguishing their physical content as a further
matter (A723-724/B751-752). This is not the possibility of a freestanding shape without matter.
It is the possibility of a shaped region in the space of appearances. A body, considered as
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extended, can have spatial parts without each of them being an independently constituted
body.”

There is a corresponding restriction on the modality. Following Stang, I call agreement
with our sensible and intellectual forms formal possibility (2016, §7.3). The term does not mean
consistency with a description. It means that the thing can be presented and thought under
the conditions Kant takes to constitute possible experience. Nor does it mean compatibility
with every actual law of physics. Kant’s account concerns what those basic conditions permit,
rather than everything that the actual constitution of matter permits.

Stang, Rosefeldt, and Stephenson already explain modal warrant through construction’s
connection with the forms of experience.® The present argument asks how those resources
suffice in the geometrical case. We need to identify how a particular procedure supplies a
figure while respecting conditions it does not construct. Distinguishing spatial parts without
introducing new substances explains how it can do both.

5. The same diagram, a different claim

The thin, rigid tabletop illustrates the difference. We can specify its dimensions exactly without
establishing that wood of those dimensions could support the weight. Our spatial reasoning
can be sound even though the claim about the material remains unsupported.

Now use a diagram of geometrical figures to represent the ultimate constituents of matter.
Suppose each figure is to be an absolutely impenetrable particle, with the intervals between
figures representing empty space. Has the geometrical argument established the possibility of
this material world?

Kant considers just such a theory. A mathematical-mechanical account explains differences
between kinds of matter through the shapes and arrangements of their parts and the empty
spaces between them. He acknowledges an advantage in this approach, then immediately
questions its foundation:

For the possibility of the shapes as well as of the empty interstices can be demonstrated with
mathematical certainty [...]. But a merely mathematical physics, on the other hand, pays dou-
bly for that advantage: first, it must lay an empty concept (that of absolute impenetrability)
at its foundation; second, it must abandon all forces proper to matter [...]. (AA 4:525)

The reference to emptiness is substantive. A physically empty interstice contains no matter;
it is not merely a region between other regions. Dividing an area does not establish that an
intervening region could be empty. Kant’s concession is therefore broader than the argument

7 At A723-724/B751-752, Kant says that we “create the objects themselves” (die Gegenstinde selbst [...] schaffen)
through uniform synthesis, but immediately qualifies this: we consider them “merely as magnitudes” (blof$
als Quanta). The physical content must be given empirically. The qualification is essential to reconciling the
constructive language with the restriction at B147-148.

Stang distinguishes representational possibility from objective instantiation (2016, §6.7) and already employs
the mathematical/dynamical distinction (pp. 210-212). His account separates perception of sensory manifolds
from experience of publicly accessible objects. My argument does not require that separation; it concerns what a
construction establishes within a domain whose dynamical conditions remain satisfied. Rosefeldt (2021, §§2-4,
especially §4.1) explains original exhibition through shared schemata and idealism; Stephenson (2023, §6 n. 37)
invokes the forms shared by imagination and experience. The additional explanation concerns the material
conditions these resources allow us to leave unexamined.
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developed here.” What that argument explains is the contrast within his judgment: the war-
rant for the shapes can survive the failure of the proposed theory of their occupants. Calling
absolute impenetrability an “empty concept” does not make the geometry empty too.

A line in a diagram can bound a region without bounding an absolutely impenetrable
particle. Treating it as the latter adds a claim about what occupies the region and how that
occupant resists penetration. We then cease to leave the material nature unsettled and assign
it a particular constitution. The added claim needs evidence of its own; its failure leaves the
geometrical result intact.

This is more informative than the logical point that evidence for p need not support p and q.
Kant’s account explains why the original evidence is independent of the added commitment.
The construction bounds regions in the space of experienced things without depending on the
proposed nature of their occupants. The proof can thus establish something about the world
even if the theory of its basic constituents fails.

Kant’s discussion of cognition is sensitive to just this problem. Possibility must be estab-
lished for the object as thought through its concept (A220/B267-268). An actual thing cannot
establish the possibility of every property we care to attribute to it. Gomes and Stephenson
emphasize this qualification, and Schafer develops its role in Kant’s account of cognition and
possibility.!’ We can have grounds for one way of describing a thing without having grounds
for a more ambitious description of the same thing.

The objection is not that the material theory violates a known law of physics. It concerns
the warrant for the proposed constitution itself. Kant similarly objects that combining familiar
perceptual ingredients does not establish the possibility of newly invented substances and
forces (A222-223/B269-270). The general requirement that events have causes does not tell us
a priori what particular causes there can be (A766/B795). A geometrical account of the effects
cannot fill that gap by becoming more exact.

Mathematical construction is not our only route to possibility. We can also learn from
actuality what we cannot construct. Kant’s dynamical account of matter invokes original forces
where they are indispensable to space-filling matter, while denying a sufficient explanation
of matter’s possibility and specific diversity from those forces (AA 4:524-525). As Rosefeldt
stresses, knowing whether something is possible and understanding how it is possible are differ-
ent achievements (2021, §4.2). We can know that matter is possible from its actuality without
understanding its fundamental constitution. Geometry adds a more specific kind of under-
standing: it explains how spatial parts can be bounded and combined. Neither achievement
supplies a complete explanation of what matter could be.

I render mathematische Evidenz as “mathematical certainty”; Kant glosses Evidenz as intuitive certainty at A734-
735/B762-763. On the preceding page, Kant argues that different densities need not be explained by mixing the
full and the empty: repulsive force allows space to be wholly filled to different degrees (AA 4:523-524). Empty
space consequently loses its alleged explanatory necessity and becomes a hypothesis. This does not withdraw
the concession of possibility at AA 4:525.

Gomes and Stephenson (2016, §3.4) distinguish being related to an actual object from that object’s instantiating
the properties predicated of it. Their discussion develops consequences of competing views of intuition and
cognition; it does not simply endorse one of them. Schafer (2022, pp. 260-261, 269-271) explains the interaction
between determinate content and warrant for real possibility. The point used here is that enriching a description
can outrun its modal warrant without depriving it of an actual referent.

10
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6. Conceiving enough

We can now return to the question about missing details. An imagined situation may leave
out so much that we have no reason to think it can be completed. But incompleteness need
not have this character. Kant’s geometer uses a successful construction whose application to
appearances is warranted. Its application identifies spatial parts while leaving the conditions
sustaining the material object satisfied. Those conditions need not be fully understood to do
their work.

We need not always treat a partial representation as an unfinished attempt to conceive an
entire thing afresh. Sometimes it belongs to reasoning that establishes a possibility by using
features of something already given. The justification combines what is learned about the object
with what can safely be left undecided. It requires no general principle that things can exist
apart whenever we can consider them apart.

Kung already requires support for assigned content and allows known actuality to provide
it. He also allows complex imaginative reasoning. What calls for further explanation is the
qualitative content’s authority. Kung takes such content to provide prima facie modal evidence
in its own right, appealing to its analogy with perceptual experience: each presents a way
things could be arranged (2010, pp. 637-638). He explicitly acknowledges that more could be
said about what it is to display a possibility (pp. 657-658).

Kant asks for precisely an explanation beyond the production of the triangle. The fact that
a representation has geometrical content does not yet explain why it informs us about possible
things. His account of space connects the construction to those things, and the distinction
between spatial division and material separation explains why the construction need not set-
tle their constitution. Rosefeldt already relates Kant’s account to Kung’s distinction between
qualitative and assigned content (2021, §3). The argument here extends that comparison by
explaining why the geometer is entitled to leave the material facts unspecified. It supplies
a reason for accepting the particular possibility, alongside Kung’s more general defense of
qualitative imagination.!!

Chalmers can likewise accept the explanation. A successful construction can help us con-
ceive a coherent situation in which there is a triangular region. His requirement that omitted
details admit coherent completion does not require the thinker to have already imagined them
all. The Kantian argument identifies a way of justifying a limited conclusion: we show that the
procedure can use the spatial features of experienced things without changing their material
nature. The knowledge need not wait for an account of that nature.

Chalmers also offers a broader explanation of the link between conceivability and possibility.
He argues that a single space of possibilities, tied to rational thought, can do the work required
in explaining thought, language, and metaphysical necessity (2002, pp. 192-194). The present
argument addresses a particular source of knowledge within that larger inquiry. It explains
why a thinker can be justified in leaving some questions unanswered, without claiming that
every conceivable situation is possible.

' Kung’s account is fallibilist: qualitative imagination supplies prima facie modal evidence (2010, pp. 637-638),
not an infallible demonstration. The present reconstruction explains a particular geometrical warrant under
substantive Kantian premises. Its contribution is compatible with Kung’s more general account; it neither
attributes these premises to him nor treats his acceptance of defeasible justification as a defect.

10
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There is, however, no immediate inference from Kant’s conclusion to Chalmers’s preferred
modality. For Chalmers, a world in which a watery liquid is XYZ can verify “Water is XYZ"
when considered as actual, without showing that actual water, H20, could have been XYZ. His
primary possibility concerns the first way of evaluating statements at metaphysically possible
worlds (2002, §§3-4).

Kant instead asks what our sensible and intellectual forms of experience permit. On Stang’s
interpretation, these forms constitute the relevant modality; they do not merely filter an inde-
pendently understood space of metaphysical possibilities (2016, §7.3). To infer a metaphysically
possible world from Kant’s geometrical conclusion, we would need a further argument relating
these modalities. The construction alone does not provide one.

Does this explanation offer anything to someone who rejects transcendental idealism? It
offers no entitlement to keep Kant’s a priori guarantee that geometrical space is the space of ex-
perienced objects. A realist has to answer the question of application differently. Establishing a
theorem in a Euclidean structure does not establish that physical space has that structure. If the
application rests on empirical evidence, claims about material objects inherit that dependence.

But the further question remains: once the application is warranted, how much else must
we know? We need not know the complete nature of a material thing in order to reason about
spatial parts within its extension. A realist can recognize the difference between distinguish-
ing those parts and positing separately existing bodies without accepting Kant’s account of
why geometry applies. The same distinction explains why a mathematical model’s successful
application does not automatically vindicate a proposed theory of its occupants.

Kant thus identifies a source of rational modal knowledge that does not require unrestricted
rational insight into the natures of things. Experience can supply a starting point; reasoning
can show what follows from using it in a particular way. The geometer need not first become
a philosopher of matter, any more than she needs to establish transcendental idealism before
understanding a proof. Explaining why her method warrants a conclusion is a different task
from describing every premise she consciously considers.

A complete theory of conceivability must explain both the successes of imaginative reason-
ing and the limits of their extension. Kant’s account links the two. Successful construction
tells us how spatial parts fit together; warranted geometrical application tells us that this re-
sult concerns experienced objects. Because identifying those parts requires no new material
constitution, the object’s existing constitution can continue to satisfy the conditions the proof
leaves unexamined. A proposed material interpretation of the diagram may require more.
Understanding why the proof succeeds tells us why its success cannot answer every question
suggested by the picture.
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