Introduction

Gabriele Gava & Robert Stern

Can Kant’s philosophy be interpreted as containing proto-pragmatist insights? More generally,
what is the relationship between pragmatism and Kant’s thought? And with respect to further
developments of Kantianism, is pragmatism incompatible with the way transcendental arguments
are now used? A superficial understanding of Kant, pragmatism and transcendental arguments
might suggest that answering these questions is an easy task. After all, both Kant’s philosophy
and present accounts of transcendental arguments seem to reject fallibilism, which on the other
hand is a basic commitment for every pragmatist. s this not enough to cast doubt on the idea that
pragmatism could share any substantial common ground with these other philosophical
standpoints? Alternatively, one could also maintain that addressing these questions “merely” has
an historical interest, while pragmatism is all about how our ideas should be useful for future
practice. Even if these questions might thus have some kind of rationale, they still should not be
of interest for scholars who wish to do philosophy in a pragmatist spirit.

This way of approaching the relationships between pragmatism, Kant and transcendental
philosophy is however dubious in various respects. On the one hand, a quick look at the history
of pragmatism already shows that the question concerning the relationship between Kant and
pragmatism is not so easy to answer. Whilst it is true that some figures like William James and
Richard Rorty have claimed that pragmatism does not have anything in common with a Kantian
approach to philosophy, others like Charles S. Peirce and Clarence 1. Lewis have asserted their

indebtedness to Kant. It should also not be assumed that Kant and transcendental arguments



cannot be read within a fallibilist framework. On the other hand, it is not clear why answering
“historical” questions should have no relevance for future practice. Changing our understanding
of the relationships between different philosophical traditions and approaches might in fact
radically affect our grasp of what we should “do” when working within these traditions. We
could for example develop new views on the kinds of arguments we are allowed to employ or on
the kind of assumptions we can make. The essays contained in the present volume all share the
conviction that an in depth analysis of the relationship between the philosophy of Kant,
pragmatism and contemporary approaches to transcendental arguments is not only worth
pursuing, but will also advance our understanding of these traditions in various respects, and
permit the development of new perspectives for addressing several philosophical problems in an
original way.

Considering the extent to which pragmatism can be associated with the philosophy of
Kant and with current approaches to transcendental arguments involves a multiplicity of issues.
First, we should consider what the pragmatists explicitly said concerning Kant, both favorably
and critically. Second, we need to inquire whether there is any demonstrable direct and indirect
historical influence on them by Kant, but which the pragmatists did not explicitly recognize.
Third, regardless of actual detectable historical influences, we must ascertain if there exist any
similarity between the approaches of Kant and the pragmatists. Fourth, it also seems important to
investigate to what extent Kant can be seen as defending pragmatist views of his own, that is to
say, to see if there are some doctrines that can legitimately be understood as pragmatist in a
certain respect, but that are original to Kant. Finally, there is the problem of the relationship
between pragmatism and those approaches in contemporary philosophy that can be seen as
inspired by Kant. On this latter issue, the present book pays particular attention to the discussion

of transcendental arguments. Each paper contained in this collection deals with one or more of



the issues just mentioned in a rigorous and original way. In this introduction we will give a
general overview of the different interpretative and philosophical problems with which we are
confronted when we consider the relationship between pragmatism, Kant, and contemporary
approaches to transcendental philosophy, and also offer a brief outline of the contents of the

papers.

1. Assessing the Kantian Legacy to Pragmatism and the Pragmatists’ Critique of Kant
Pragmatism is a very diverse and complex philosophical tradition which was established in the
second half of the 19™ Century in the United States of America and is still flourishing and
evolving today. During more than a century of history the pragmatists have defended very
different views, which have led some interpreters to claim that there are irreducibly contrasting
streams within this tradition.! Without taking into consideration here the problem of the unity of
pragmatism in any detail, it is undeniable that philosophers belonging to this tradition have held
dissimilar positions. While different interpretations of Charles S. Peirce’s pragmatic maxim lie at
the basis of both Peirce’s own and William James’s account of pragmatism,’ the maxim seems to
play a secondary role in John Dewey and to be almost forgotten by contemporary pragmatists.
Accordingly, Hilary Putnam does not mention the maxim when he lists what he considers the

four essential theses of pragmatism.’ One can of course find other ties between the pragmatists,

1 Interpreters who have suggested that pragmatism cannot be seen as a unitary tradition are for example: Mounce
1997; Haack 1998, chs. 1-2; Rescher 2000. Pihlstrom (2004), on the other hand, provides a more unitary picture
without neglecting important differences.

2 Peirce’s maxim, which first appeared in a paper in 1868 and is now famous as the “pragmatic maxim,” stressed
that the meaning of a conception should be identified with the experiential effects that would follow if that
conception were correctly attributed to something. But this was not all: according to Peirce those experiential effects
had to have conceivable “practical bearing” (Peirce, 1982-, vol. 3, 266). Both Peirce’s conception of belief as a habit
of action and his maxim were relevant in the development of William James’s version of pragmatism and he
explicitly recognizes that. (James, [1907] 1975, 28-9).

3 These theses are: fallibilism, anti-skepticism, the rejection of the dichotomy between facts and values, and the
claim that practice is primary in philosophy (Putnam 1994, 152). It would be interesting to discuss here whether
these four theses could encompass basic tenets of all the pragmatists. If so, finding a unitary description of
pragmatism would not be so difficult after all. However, even if these theses could be ascribed to all the pragmatists
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one possibility being the development of an original theory of inquiry: along this path it would be
possible to find a direct line of influence starting from Peirce, proceeding to Dewey and
continuing in the work of Isaac Levi. However, other pragmatists, like for example Richard
Rorty, would fit less easily into this story, and more recent figures such as Robert Brandom and
Huw Price have demonstrated still other approaches to pragmatism. Thus, if we want to see
pragmatism as a unitary tradition, it makes much more sense to see its members as related by a
complex series of direct and indirect influences, which do not actually result in a shared core of
doctrines recognized by all.

This complexity in determining what constitutes pragmatism makes it much more difficult
to determine whether this tradition operates within a Kantian perspective or not. The diversity of
approaches in pragmatism is in fact reflected by the contrasting views expressed by the
pragmatists concerning the importance of Kant for the development of this very philosophical
tradition. On the one hand, as previously noted, we have pragmatists like Peirce and C. I. Lewis,
who recognize their debt to Kant. Peirce for example stressed that “the Kantist has only to abjure
from the bottom of his heart the proposition that a thing-in-itself can, however indirectly, be
conceived; and then correct the details of Kant’s doctrine, and he will find himself to have
become a Critical Common-Sensist” (Peirce 1992-98, vol. 2, 353-4), where critical common-
sensism is according to him a doctrine that immediately follows from his pragmatism (Peirce
1992-98, vol. 2, 346). Moreover he maintained that he took the very word pragmatism from Kant
(Peirce 1992-98, vol. 2, 332-3). Lewis, for his part, claimed: “the evidence of Kant in my
thinking [...] is unmistakable” (Lewis 1970, 3-4). On the other hand, James famously stressed

that “Kant bequeaths to us not one single conception which is both indispensible to philosophy

(and this is not at all obvious: for example, Rorty does not seem to defend what Putnam calls anti-skepticism), they
seem to be so vague that they could allow room for significant differences and be ascribable to figures that are not
normally seen as pragmatists.



and which philosophy either did not posses before him, or was not destined inevitably to acquire
after him through the growth of men’s reflection upon the hypotheses by which science interprets
nature.” He then adds: “[t]he true line of philosophical progress lies, in short, [...] not so much
through Kant as round him to the point where now we stand” (James [1898] 1975, 269). In a
similar spirit Rorty has instead suggested that “[t]he great pragmatists should [be taken] as
breaking with the Kantian epistemological tradition altogether” (Rorty 1982, 160). Still other
pragmatists, like Richard J. Bernstein and Joseph Margolis, have argued that pragmatism can be
read as developing a form of Kantianism only insofar it is a form of Hegelianism, where also
Hegel can arguably be seen as both criticizing and developing Kantian ideas (cf. Bernstein 2010;
Margolis 2012; see also Stern 2009, chs. 7-11).

In the context of an evaluation of the relevance of Kant for the pragmatists, the first task is
thus that of evaluating what the pragmatists explicitly said concerning Kant, both favorably and
critically. Unfortunately however, the pragmatists are not always particularly detailed in their
appreciation and criticisms. Often, they limit their evaluations to very generic and brief remarks,
so that interpreting what they exactly have in mind is challenging and involves careful
clarification. Perhaps the most basic insight that at least some of the pragmatists recognize in
Kant is the thought that we should regard our concepts and representations of objects as
dependent on our human standpoint. This thought has been often labeled as Kant’s “Copernican
revolution” in philosophy. As is well known, in the preface to the second edition of the Critique
of Pure Reason Kant suggested that if philosophy is to become a science, it has to perform a
“revolution in the way of thinking” (CPR B xii)* similar to that brought about by Copernicus in

astronomy. The first insight of Copernicus was that of hypothesizing that it was not only the

4 References to Kant’s work will be given according to the standard edition (1900-), using the abbreviation KGS and
indicating volume and page number. References to the Critique of Pure Reason (CPR) will use A and B to refer
respectively to the paging of the first and the second original editions. English translations are given according to the
Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant.
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whole celestial host that revolved around the observer, but also the observer that revolved
according to the revolution of the earth around its axis and around the sun (CPR B xvi-xvii).
Thus, the sources of the observed celestial movements were not sought solely in the objects
themselves, but also in a series of conditions related to the state of the subject. Kant suggests that,
in a similar way, philosophy should inquire to see if the validity of some cognition is not derived
from the external objects themselves, but is instead dependent on conditions that arise from our
cognitive capacities (cf. CPR B xvii).

The pragmatists sometimes picture themselves as appropriating this Kantian insight
within a fallibilist framework. For the pragmatists, our concepts and cognitions of objects are
certainly dependent on our human standpoint. This thought is evident in the claim that we should
clarify concepts by making explicit how they relate to our practices. Concepts of objects cannot
be seen as passively derived form the object themselves. Rather, their content is dependent on the
human practices for which they are developed. The appropriation of the Kantian “Copernican”
insight within a pragmatist framework is for example explicitly recognized by Peirce (cf. 1982-,
vol. 2, 470-1), and C.I. Lewis expresses a very similar thought when he maintains: “[a]ll order of
sufficient importance to be worthy of the name of law depends eventually upon some ordering by
mind. [...] In every science there are fundamental laws which are a priori because they formulate
just such definitive concepts or categorical tests by which alone investigation become possible”
(Lewis [1929] 1956, 254). In a Kantian spirit, Lewis thus argues that we do not interpret reality
simply as it is given to us in experience.’ Rather, the very idea of reality is already constituted by
fundamental concepts by means of which we determine what is possibly part of it. However,

unlike Kant, Lewis argued that there is not a unique and universal categorial framework that

5 And here Wilfrid Sellars, who stands in a complex relationship with pragmatism, can be read as radicalizing
Lewis’s position, by giving up the notion of a given aspect of experience altogether (cf. Sellars [1956] 1997). Yet,
Lewis’s conception of the given can be read as less problematic than it is often considered to be (cf. Misak 2013,
181-4).



decides what can be real for us. We can have different categorial schemes (for example in every-
day life and in the different sciences), which can also evolve historically. According to Lewis, the
determination of the categorial framework to be used in our ordering of experience is ultimately
made on pragmatic grounds (Lewis [1929] 1956, 239). If thus, on the one hand, some of the
pragmatists agree with Kant that the very possibility of conceiving reality is based on concepts
that are dependent on our human standpoint, on the other hand, unlike Kant, they think that these
concepts are historically revisable and refutable. Here the picture is also complicated by the fact
that, while the relevance of the human standpoint in the elaboration of our concepts is arguably
recognized by all the pragmatists, some, like Dewey and Rorty (cf. Dewey [1929] 1984, ch. 11;
Rorty 1979, ch. 3) actually criticized Kant’s Copernican metaphor. Therefore, in evaluating the
pragmatist appropriation of Kant’s “Copernican” insight there are various questions that need to
be addressed: Do the pragmatists present this aspect of Kant’s thought adequately? Are they right
in stressing that they inherit a Kantian legacy in this respect? Can this Kantian point of view be
ascribed also to those pragmatists that do not claim it explicitly or that actually criticize it? Are
there relevant differences between Kant and the pragmatists on this issue?®

Questions of this sort are taken up by two papers in this collection, by James O’Shea and
Jean-Marie Chevalier. In his paper “Concepts of Objects as Prescribing Laws: A Kantian and
Pragmatist Line of Thought,” O’Shea focuses on the Kantian idea that the recognition of
objective laws depends on the application of conceptual constraints to experience, where this
approach is appropriated and developed in the pragmatism of C.I. Lewis, Wilfrid Sellars and

Robert Brandom. O’Shea starts by setting out how Kant himself defends his position in the

6 In relation to these questions, Sami Pihlstrdm (2003) has for example argued that this Kantian standpoint is
distinctive of pragmatism in general. By contrast, other scholars, such as Kenneth Westphal for example (cf. 1998),
have maintained that pragmatism is better read as endorsing a form of realism, opposed to Kantian idealism.
However, Westphal also argues that a pragmatic form of realism is not in principle incompatible with Kant’s most
basic views. According to him, Kant’s endorsement of transcendental idealism was inconsistent with fundamental
tenets of his approach, so that he should have accepted transcendental realism instead (cf. Westphal 2004).
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“Transcendental Deduction” and the “Second Analogy,” defending the latter against Strawson’s
well-known accusation that it commits a “non sequitur of numbing grossness.” He then considers
Lewis’s “conceptualistic pragmatism,” which as we have seen follows Kant in holding that some
categorical prescription of law is necessary for the cognition of objects — but allows for
variability in precisely what that needs to be, in a way that departs from Kant, and leaves the
choice between these law-prescribing concepts as subject to abandonment and replacement on
pragmatic grounds. However, O’Shea suggests, Lewis’s approach is in danger of succumbing to a
form of phenomenalism which was only properly resisted by Sellars, who thus takes this Kantian
trajectory a step further. Finally, O’Shea discusses the way in which Brandom has developed this
“Kant-Sellars” thesis in his own work, whereby the ability to use modal vocabulary becomes
vital to the use of ordinary empirical concepts, in an insight that echoes Kant’s original departure
from Hume.

Jean-Marie Chevalier’s paper also considers the way Kant’s concern with conditions for
the possibility of experience, and thus his Copernican turn, had an impact on the pragmatist
tradition, where this time the main focus is Peirce. In his discussion of “Forms of Reasoning as
Conditions of Possibility: Peirce’s Transcendental Inquiry Concerning Inductive Knowledge,”
Chevalier argues against several recent commentators who have tended to downplay
transcendental aspects in Peirce’s approach, arguing instead that throughout his intellectual career
Peirce was engaged in the search for transcendental conditions for the possibility of knowledge.
However, Chevalier maintains, while Kant looked for these conditions with reference to the unity
of apperception, Peirce did so with reference to the conditions for making inferences, particularly
inductive ones. Focusing first on interpretative issues, Chevalier then sets out the structure of
Peirce’s position as he understands it, and how his focus on conditions for inference led his

transcendental project to depart from Kant’s. He also shows how ultimately Peirce’s goal of



offering a cosmological solution to the problem of induction took him beyond the limits of a
purely transcendental approach altogether, but without taking away all significance from the
latter.

As well as being influenced by the Copernican revolution, in their appropriation of Kant
in a fallibilist framework, the pragmatists have also explicitly recognized the influence of the
Kantian concept of regulative principles and ideas. Kant discusses these notions in particular in
the “Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic” of the Critique of Pure Reason and in the
Critique of the Power of Judgment. Whereas a constitutive principle determines a priori our
concept of an object and thus warrants its own truth, a regulative principle only functions as a
guide for reflection. For example, in the third Critique Kant argues that in our search for
empirical laws of nature we must follow the principle of the purposiveness of nature, according
to which we can inquire into nature as if it were the product of a divine will which warrants the
view that nature in its particularity conforms to the general form of our understanding. Following
Kant, this is the only way in which we can rationally expect that we will be able to find particular
laws of nature which specify the general categories (cf. KGS 5:180ff.). If in a sense this principle
is thus a condition of empirical knowledge because in its absence we could not rationally look for
empirical concepts and specific empirical laws, it is not a principle that warrants its own truth:
this means that we can always fail to find the empirical concepts we are seeking.

Regulative principles of this kind play a central role for the pragmatists. For example,
they are of fundamental importance within Peirce’s theory of inquiry. Peirce claims that in our
investigations we must be guided by some assumptions for which we cannot provide any proof.
He often calls these assumptions “regulative hopes.” One basic regulative hope in inquiry is the
assumption that “the facts in hand admit of rationalization, and of rationalization by us” (Peirce

1992-98, vol. 2, 107). Peirce explicitly recognizes that his notion of regulative hopes was inspired
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by Kant’s regulative principles. Accordingly, he maintains: “every fact of a general or orderly
nature calls for an explanation; and logic forbids us to assume in regard to any given fact of that
sort that it is of its own nature absolutely inexplicable. This is what Kant calls a regulative
principle, that is to say, an intellectual hope” (Peirce 1982-, vol. 6, 206). Since Peirce’s theory of
inquiry had a major role in the development of the ideas of other pragmatists, it is legitimate to
ask how significant the importance is of Kantian inspired regulative principles for pragmatism
overall. Additionally, it is also important to evaluate the similarities and differences between
Kant’s account of regulative principles and the pragmatists’ appropriation of this concept. For
example, Kant claimed that regulative principles have transcendental validity, while Peirce
denied that. Does this mean that regulative principles are for Kant and the pragmatists
fundamentally different? Or could this difference depend only on the fact that they have a very
different understanding of the concept “transcendental”?’

In this collection, the pragmatist appropriation of Kant’s regulative principles is
considered in three contributions, by Cheryl Misak, Sebastian Gardner and Daniel Herbert. In her
paper on “Peirce, Kant, and What We Must Assume,” Misak discusses how Peirce’s endorsement
of Kant’s regulative principles should be read as a naturalization of Kant’s insights, whereby
Kant’s transcendental presuppositions are transformed into hopes or regulative assumptions, and
thus deprived of some of their questionable epistemological and metaphysical status. In order to
bring this out, Misak considers two of these assumptions in particular, namely the principle of
bivalence and that reality is independent of us. Sebastian Gardner’s paper on “German Idealism,
Classical Pragmatism, and Kant’s Third Critique” challenges those interpretations of Kant that

see his regulative principles as only methodological assumptions. Using material from Kant’s

7 Among Peirce scholars, Christopher Hookway (1985) has analyzed the Peircean appropriation of Kant’s regulative
principles in depth. Gava (2014a) has also argued that Peirce’s regulative hopes bear substantial similarities to Kant’s
regulative principles. Unlike Hookway, he argues that Peirce’s regulative principles should be interpreted as having
transcendental validity as conditions of inquiry.
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third Critique, he shows how Kant sometimes suggests that they allow substantial conclusions in
metaphysics, in a way that was then to influence F. W. J. Schelling and thus later German
Idealism. This has obvious consequences for the comparison of Kant’s views with those of the
pragmatists, as well as how we see the relation between the latter and German Idealism more
generally, while explaining how Kant could be the source of two such apparently divergent
trajectories. Finally, Herbert’s paper on “Peirce and the Final Opinion: Against Apel’s
Transcendental Interpretation of the Categories” also considers the way in which Peirce
responded to Kant’s view of regulative principles, but this time using it to challenge the
influential transcendentalist reading of Peirce offered by Karl-Otto Apel. In particular, Herbert
questions the way in which Apel finds a counterpart to Kant’s transcendental deduction in Peirce,
and thus a transcendental defense of the latter’s categories of Firstness, Secondness and
Thirdness. Taking Peirce’s conception of the regulative seriously, Herbert argues, means
recognizing that Peirce would have seen any such project as uncalled for, as the justification of
categories arises from abductive conjectures for which nothing more than hope is required. To
this extent, Herbert suggests, Peirce’s position may be compared with William James’s in “The
Will to Believe,” where James’s own relation to Kant on this topic is considered in other essays
in the collection. There is also clearly some tension between the readings of Peirce offered in
these papers, and the one defended by Chevalier.

Now turning to the pragmatists’ direct criticisms of Kant, they all join forces with many
other figures in the history of philosophy in attacking central Kantian concepts like the thing-in-
itself, synthetic a priori judgments, the categorical imperative, and so on. They also often
criticize Kant’s sharp distinction between theory and practice. These criticisms are advanced not
only by those pragmatists who explicitly rejected Kantianism, but also by those figures that

recognize some kind of indebtedness to Kant. The various criticisms of the pragmatists perhaps
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find a point of convergence in their attacks on Kant’s foundationalism and on his use of the
transcendental method. Thus, for example, Peirce, who, as we have seen, recognizes some merits
in Kant, nonetheless stresses: “I am not one of those transcendental apothecaries, as I call them
[...] who call for a quantity of big admissions, as indispensible Voraussetzungen of logic. [...] I
do not admit that indispensability is any ground of belief. [...] A transcendentalist would claim
that it is an indispensable ‘presupposition’ that there is an ascertainable true answer to every
intelligible question. I used to talk like that, myself; for when I was a babe in philosophy my
bottle was filled from the udders of Kant” (Peirce, 1931-58, vol. 2, § 113). Here Peirce suggests
that interpreting indispensible regulative hopes as having transcendental validity would amount
to claiming that we are justified in considering them true beliefs, but this is unwarranted
according to him. Peirce seems here to associate the transcendental method with the identification
of constitutive principles, that is, with the thought that if, according to our categorial structure,
we must represent the world in a certain way, then we are justified in believing that the world is
in fact so. However, as we have already seen, Kant considered regulative principles as also
having transcendental validity, while he thought that we cannot take them as expressing true
beliefs. Thus, it appears that while for Peirce only constitutive principles could be considered
transcendental, for Kant this is not so. This suggests that Peirce had a different understanding of
the concept of the transcendental with respect to Kant.

If we turn our attention to Rorty, who is a critic of Kant all the way down, he articulates
related reservations concerning Kant’s transcendental approach when he observes: “Kant put
philosophy ‘on the secure path of a science’ by putting outer space inside inner space (the space
of the constituting activity of the transcendental ego) and then claiming Cartesian certainty about
the inner for the laws of what had previously been thought to be outer” (Rorty 1979, 137). Here

Rorty criticizes Kant’s transcendental idealism for seeking certainty by endorsing a strong
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phenomenalism, according to which empirical objects are equated with some kind of mental
content constituted by the transcendental ego. This criticism is also advanced by other
pragmatists and it expresses the part of Kant’s “Copernican revolution” which they all think is
mistaken. However, it is not at all clear that Kant really endorsed any such phenomenalism. This
means that we cannot take Rorty’s critique for granted without inquiring into its correctness.
Thus, as both Peirce’s and Rorty’s remarks on Kant’s foundationalism and transcendental
strategies show, the pragmatists’ direct criticisms of Kant are in need of a careful consideration.®
Only in this way can we ascertain if there are deeper similarities lying beneath these criticisms.
Yet, any consideration of the Kantian legacy to pragmatism cannot be limited to what the
pragmatists explicitly say about Kant. As we have already suggested, we must also inquire if
there is any demonstrable indirect influence of which the pragmatists themselves might not have
been aware. One example of this indirect influence might be found in Peirce’s reception of
Kant’s third Critique through Friedrich Schiller’s Aesthetic Letters. While to our knowledge
Peirce refers to the Critique of the Power of Judgment once (Peirce 1982-, vol. 2, 111), it is not
clear if he actually read the book. What is clear is that he does not acknowledge its influence on
his philosophy. By contrast, he explicitly recognizes the importance of the study of Schiller’s
Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Men (Peirce 1931-58, vol. 2, § 197), and there are various
elements in his thought which suggest that the reading of Schiller gave Kant’s third Critigue an
indirect influence.’ Similar accounts concerning the indirect influence of Kant for the pragmatists

could arguably be found for both classical and contemporary figures. "

8 The adequateness of Peirce’s criticism of Kant’s transcendental method is addressed by Gava 2014a, ch. 5. In
addition, Gava 2014b takes into consideration Peirce’s critique of the Kantian distinction between intuitions and
concepts. What is true concerning Peirce’s criticisms of Kant, often applies to other philosophical figures. Thus,
Peirce’s critique of Hegel also needs to be analyzed in depth. See for example: Stern 2009, chs. 8-10.

9 On Peirce’s reception of the third Critigue through Schiller see: Kaag 2005 and 2014; Gava 2014a, ch. 3.

10 For example, Murray Murphey (1968) has tried to show that Kant was an important influence in the development
of the Cambridge school of pragmatism from Peirce to Quine. This influence was sometimes consciously recognized,
sometimes not.
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2. Similarities and Differences Regardless of the Actual Historical Influences
Since, as we have noticed, at least sometimes, the pragmatists’ criticisms of Kant seem to
misrepresent his ideas, in order to provide an accurate representation of the relationship between
them, it is important to inquire whether there are similarities among their doctrines that are not
explicitly recognized and lie beneath the apparent contrast. This is an important task to carry out,
especially in those cases in which we are unable to document any actual direct or indirect
historical influence. The similarities might point toward direct or indirect influences which were
not explicitly recognized and are not possible to discover through studying the relevant texts.
Furthermore, even if no influence is in fact present or discoverable, but we are nonetheless able
to find relevant similarities, comparing their views can enhance our understanding of both Kant
and the pragmatists in a multiplicity of ways. For instance, by focusing on the differences
between basically similar views, we are able to make explicit the subtleties of the positions taken
into consideration, which would otherwise remain unnoticed.

One relevant example of similarities lying beneath sharp criticisms is detectable in
James’s justification of religious and moral beliefs. Notwithstanding James’s claims concerning
the irrelevance of Kant for pragmatism, it has been observed that the former’s defense of
religious and moral beliefs bears many similarities to the latter’s practical justification of the
beliefs in freedom, God, and the immortality of the soul.' In the “Canon of Pure Reason” of the
first Critique Kant introduces a notion of practical justification for beliefs which are not
candidates for knowledge (cf. CPR A 820ff./B 848ff.). That is to say, a practically justified belief

(Glaube) is an assent (Fiirwahrhalten), whose truth or falsity remains undetermined according to

11 This similarity has for example been noticed by Kant scholars like Marcus Willaschek (2010) and Andrew
Chignell (2007). Thomas Carlson (1997) has insisted on this affinity within a broader comparison between Kant and
James, which emphasizes also other elements of continuity. A Kantian interpretation of James is also defended by
Sami Pihlstrom (2002).
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our theoretical evidence, but for which we have nonetheless practical grounds that justify assent.
Kant uses a similar approach to defend the practical postulates of reason in the Critique of
Practical Reason. (KGS 5:132ff.) The arguments in these texts suggest the following principle:
in order to rationally pursue an aim, when we do not have any positive or negative evidence that
the conditions of the attainment of this aim apply, we must assume that they do. Thus, if the
existence of God is a condition for the attainment of the highest good, since we do not have any
positive or negative evidence concerning God’s existence and the attainment of the highest good
is an aim that in a sense we necessarily have, then we are justified in believing in the existence of
God. As has already been emphasized, this line of reasoning has significant similarities to
James’s defense of moral and religious beliefs. Taking “The Will to Believe” as a paradigmatic
example (James [1896] 1979, 13-33), James maintains that, when we have no theoretical means
of ascertaining if a certain proposition is true or false, but this proposition has a practical
relevance for us (James says that believing it or not should be a “living,” “forced,” and
“momentous” option), then we are justified in believing it. This kind of argument lies at the very
heart of James’s pragmatism. Its similarity with Kant’s approach to practical justification thus
throws a new light on both thinkers, allowing us to see pragmatism and Kant’s practical
philosophy from an entirely new perspective. This is not at all to say that there are no relevant
differences between James and Kant on these issues, quite the contrary: it is rather meant to show
that the relationship between Kant’s account of practical justification and James’s pragmatism
needs to be investigated in detail. What is certain is that on this matter we cannot trust James’s
own judgment and neglect the problem as irrelevant.

Two papers in the collection have a bearing on this issue, though they draw somewhat
contrasting conclusions. In his paper “Round Kant or Through Him? On James’s Arguments for

Freedom, and Their Relation to Kant’s,” Robert Stern challenges James’s claim to have bypassed
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Kant, and instead suggests that his arguments for freedom can be closely connected to a Kantian
approach in basing this on an appeal to practical reason. However, unlike other commentators,
Stern argues that this does not commit either thinker to non-evidentialism on this issue, but
instead that both adopt a particular kind of practical evidentialism which has distinctive features
of its own, whereby grounds for belief in freedom lie not in what theoretical reason tells us, but in
what practical reason tells us instead, which counts as evidence nonetheless. The paper by
Marcus Willaschek entitled “Kant and Peirce on Belief” considers how far Peirce’s account of
belief relates to Kant’s, particularly as set out in the “Canon,” where Willaschek argues that this
shows Kant to be a form of anti-evidentialist with respect to pragmatic beliefs, and he argues that
the same is true for Peirce. However, at the same time he recognizes differences in how they both
thought of belief, while on the well-known dispute between Peirce and James over the latter’s
claims in “The Will to Believe” and elsewhere, Willaschek argues Kant is closer to James’s
position than to Peirce, in allowing action to warrant belief.

A further case of possible unacknowledged continuity in James’s relation to Kant is
discussed by Graham Bird in his paper on “Consciousness in Kant and William James.” Here
Bird deals critically with James’s contention that his treatment of consciousness is opposed to
Kant’s, and that it overcomes certain fundamental difficulties with the latter. Broadly speaking,
James contrasts his more empirical and a posteriori approach to consciousness with Kant’s more
transcendental and a priori one, and thus criticizes Kant for failing to recognize the proper place
for psychology in understanding how consciousness works. However, Bird points out that Kant
intended the first Critique to be complemented by the more empirical and psychological
Anthropology, in a way that James overlooks. Bird examines in detail the accounts offered by

both philosophers, and while allowing some important differences in approach and conception
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are to be found, argues that their two positions might be made compatible and even
complementary, once the difference of level at which they operate is recognized.

These are just some examples of the similarities between the pragmatists and Kant that
were not explicitly recognized by the former and that were sometimes also hidden by manifest

criticisms, but which come to light in the investigations to be found in this volume.'*

3. Kant’s own Pragmatism

There is still another question which seems relevant here with reference to Kant and it can be put
as follow: can we read Kant as defending some pragmatist views of his own, that is, views that
are not only associable with the pragmatist tradition, but also show some originality on his part?
Of course the issue here is not that of asking whether Kant’s philosophy as a whole could be
interpreted as a kind of pragmatism. His rationalist heritage prevents that. This however does not
entail that he did not introduce in his philosophy elements that can be considered as displaying a
form of proto-pragmatism from an original perspective. For example, his insistence on the
priority of practical philosophy over theoretical philosophy can be considered as anticipating
some pragmatist themes, while at the same time it is not directly comparable to any specific view
defended by the pragmatists."

In this context, some ideas introduced in the “Transcendental Doctrine of Method” of the
Critique of Pure Reason are particularly interesting. Here Kant presents an account of philosophy
and reason that fits very well with a pragmatist approach. He distinguishes between a “scholastic”

and a “cosmic” concept of philosophy (CPR A 838/B 867). The former should be understood as a

12 For instance, despite Peirce’s criticism of Kant’s transcendental deductions, his method of “prescision” bears
many similarities with Kant’s argumentative strategy in the “Transcendental Aesthetic” and the “Transcendental
Analytic” of the Critique of Pure Reason (cf. Gava 2014a, ch. 5). There are also affinities between Peirce’s account
of abduction and Kant’s description of reflecting judgments (cf. Eco 1997, ch. 2).

13 On the primacy of practice in Kant and its relationship with pragmatism see: Rescher 1973; 1999.
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system of principles and cognitions that constitute simply an edifice of scientific knowledge. The
latter takes into consideration the practical interests of men and is thus “the science of the relation
of all cognition to the essential ends of human reason” (CPR A 839/B 867). Doing philosophy
correctly means proceeding according to its cosmic concept, and thus being guided by a
consideration of human practical interests. Additionally, Kant makes some remarks on the
appropriate way to approach the study of philosophy in which it becomes clear that philosophy
should not be understood as the assimilation of a static set of principles. He argues that we should
not learn philosophy, but learn to philosophize (CPR A 837/B 865). This means that in doing
philosophy we should never learn it as a static set of doctrines without problematizing the
validity of the latter. Even if we were in possession of the “ultimate” system of philosophy, we
should question it with our reason to make sure that it is really what it claims to be (cf. KGS
9:25). The idea of an ultimate system of philosophy should then be considered an archetype
(Urbild), which we try to approach, but which we cannot ever be sure of having achieved (CPR A
838/B 866). Learning to philosophize thus means rationally assessing the ideas of others and
proposing our own to their judgment in return. This account of philosophy squares well with
what Kant says about reason at other points of the “Doctrine of Method.” Here reason is
presented as an essentially public and social faculty, as “the agreement of free citizens” (CPR A
738-9/B 766-7), where “everyone has a voice” (CPR A 752/B 780). This account of philosophy
and rational justification seems to be really close to what other pragmatists would say on the
subject, yet introducing some concepts that are original to Kant, like the idea of a “cosmic”
concept of philosophy. A task that is thus left to interpreters of the relationship between Kant and
pragmatism is that of highlighting those aspects of Kant’s thought that can be considered as his

own contributions to pragmatism.
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One paper in this collection that takes up this challenge is David Macarthur’s “A Kant-
Inspired Vision of Pragmatism as Democratic Experimentalism.” Macarthur makes the
pragmatists’ method of inquiry central to his conception of the school, but understood in such a
way that it connects to Kant’s epistemology of critique regarding the authority of reason. He thus
rejects Rorty’s narrower understanding of this method as Rorty finds it in Peirce, and with it
Rorty’s criticisms of the latter, arguing instead that Peirce’s approach is closer to the kind of
experimentalism Rorty admires in Dewey, where the fundamental issue is securing rational
authority in the face of disagreement. Here, Macarthur suggests, the pragmatists come very close
to Kant’s account of such authority in the “Transcendental Doctrine of Method” outlined above,
as understood by Onora O’Neill (1989) and others. Seen in this light, Macarthur argues, the deep
affinities between pragmatism and Kantianism become fully clear, once Kant’s public and social
account of reason is compared to what he calls Peirce’s democratic experimentalism.

Likewise, Gabriele Gava’s paper on “The Fallibilism of Kant’s Architectonic” also offers
a reading of Kant that brings out pragmatist themes, particularly concerning our fallibilism and
again emphasizing the social nature of inquiry. Gava starts by allowing that Kant’s own claims
for the certainty of the arguments and proofs in the Critique of Pure Reason may make it
implausible to see him as anything other than an infallibilist, and hence as opposed to any
pragmatist viewpoint, for which fallibilism is central. However, Gava argues that in fact
important aspects of Kant’s own position means that he must be committed to at least leaving
room for fallibilism, where in particular Gava points to the modesty of his claims concerning
reason, which is portrayed as not transparent to itself and thus in need of testing by discussion
with others, a process that leaves philosophy itself always open to potential revision and
correction. Gava explores how other Kantian assumptions concerning knowledge, necessity and

related notions may have pushed Kant in a more infallibilist direction, but argues that this could
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and should have been avoided, where had it been Kant’s connections to pragmatism would have

been easier to discern.

4. The Prospects of Pragmatist Transcendental Arguments
Kant has arguably been one of the most influential philosophers in history and accordingly there
have been many scholars and traditions that have defined themselves as “Kantian,” even though
they distanced themselves from Kant’s original teachings in various ways. Therefore, in order to
ascertain the pragmatists’ affinities with a Kantian approach to philosophy, we also need to
address the relationship of pragmatism, old and new, with these reinterpretations of Kant’s
original approach. Of course doing this fully would require a volume of its own.'* Consequently,
we will here limit our attention to a particular contemporary form of Kantianism, that is, to the
use of so-called “transcendental arguments” for addressing various forms of philosophical
problems. Philosophers who nowadays use transcendental arguments often take themselves as
appropriating some basic elements of Kant’s philosophical method, while rejecting problematic
metaphysical views held by him, such as transcendental idealism (cf. Strawson 1966). In this
context, transcendental arguments have been applied to answer classical skeptical challenges
(Cartesian, Humean, etc). They are considered as applying a fundamentally Kantian strategy,
insofar as they focus on conditions of possibility. They characteristically try to show that the very
propositions that the skeptic doubts are among the necessary conditions for the possibility of

formulating the skeptical challenge at issue."

14 In this context, a comparison of pragmatism with the various forms of neo-Kantianism that appeared in Germany
between the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century would also be in order, as would an analysis of the
relationship between pragmatism and the phenomenological movement. These issues have already been partially
addressed in the literature. For a reading of Cassirer that emphasizes the pragmatist elements in his thought see:
Krois 1987. For the relationship between pragmatism and phenomenology see: Aikin 2006; Hills 2013; Rosenthal &
Bourgeois 1980. See also: Baghramian & Marchetti forthcoming.

15 For a wide-ranging discussion of transcendental arguments see: Stern 1999 and 2000.
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At first sight, this kind of strategy against the skeptic seems totally incompatible with a
pragmatist approach. Pragmatism, especially in its Peircean version, is often associated with the
claim that the skeptic should not be taken seriously. In inquiry, we must address only those
questions that arise from “real” doubts, and skeptical challenges disputing our most basic beliefs
(e.g. external objects exists, etc.) do not meet this requirement (Peirce, 1982-, vol. 3, 248).
Pragmatists like Peirce thus say that we have no reason to be skeptical about our most basic
beliefs.'® It would be irrational to give up a belief that we have no practical reason to doubt, just
because we can intellectually build a scenario in which it would not be true. By contrast, those
applying transcendental arguments against the skeptic are happy to play her game, that is, to take
skeptical scenarios seriously and to concede that we must not assume that any of our most basic
beliefs are true. Thus, if transcendental arguments were only characterizable as strategies against
the skeptic of this kind, it appears that there is not much space left open for a rapprochement with
pragmatism.

However, if we generally characterize transcendental arguments as focusing on necessary
conditions of possibility of some actualities that we can legitimately assume in our premises, it
does not seem necessary to maintain either that the actualities we can assume are only those that a
classical skeptic would concede, or that the conditions we must identify should be identical with
the very propositions that the skeptic doubts. In fact, various Kant interpreters have argued that it
is mistaken to understand Kant’s transcendental method as aiming at a refutation of classical
skepticism and thus as starting with a general doubt concerning the validity of our empirical
knowledge (cf. Allison 2004; Bird 2006). Kant claims at various places that we can take the

validity of empirical and mathematical knowledge for granted in order to identify the conditions

16 That said, there have been attempts to use Peirce’s reactions against skepticism to build a compelling argument
which shows that the skeptic is inconsistent (cf. Olsson 2005). Moreover, a pragmatist like Putnam in fact develops
in his “Brains in a vat” scenario what can be considered to be a transcendental argument (cf. Putnam 1981, ch. 1).

21



of possibility of that knowledge (cf. CPR A 710-11/B 738-9). When Kant’s own transcendental
method is understood in this way, it seems permissible to endorse a different and broader
understanding of transcendental arguments, one that does not necessarily understand the latter as
a refutation of classical forms of skepticism. After all, as we have seen, contemporary
transcendental arguments take inspiration from Kant’s own method. It would then be odd to
claim that they are only applicable to anti-skeptical arguments, when Kant himself did not
understand his method in this narrow way.

This broader understanding of transcendental arguments does in fact then license inquiries
that can be more easily associated with a pragmatist approach to philosophy. It can for example
accommodate investigations that, while trying to identify necessary conditions of something we
take as given (inquiry, experience, knowledge, etc.), nonetheless can regard their results as
fallible and can start by assuming facts about the world that we generally regard as true (cf. Gava
2014a, ch. 5). It can also be compatible with inquiries that focus on various kinds of historicized a
priori principles,'” that is, on principles that must be recognized as necessary conditions for some
contingent historical construct, such as particular sciences.'® In this case, transcendental
arguments would not need to start only from premises that a skeptic would concede. On the
contrary, our premises could be derived from a set of propositions that we recognize as
historically contingent. Additionally, the conditions we identify, even though necessary in
relation with the propositions we use as premises, are nonetheless contingent on their own, as are

the premises from which they are derived."” It is easy to see that in this form, transcendental

17 For a reading of transcendental arguments in this direction see: Chang 2008.

18 Of course the focus on contingent a priori conditions is something that Kant would have seen unjustified in
transcendental philosophy. This approach seems to be in agreement with Kant at least insofar as he also thought that
we do not need to start from a skeptical scenario, but we can take for grated propositions on empirical knowledge we
regard as universally true.

19 Among scholars inspired by Kant, an historical a priori of this kind has for example been defended by Michael
Friedman (2001).
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arguments directed toward the identification of historic a priori principles bear many similarities
to views defended by some of the pragmatists. For instance, it has various affinities to C.I.
Lewis’s pragmatic a priori. We have already noticed in the first section how Lewis argues that
there are elements in our every-day conception of the world and in the sciences that cannot be
considered as inductively derived from experience. These elements, if a priori valid in some
respects, are nonetheless historically and contextually contingent, insofar as there are alternative
categorial schemes we might equally use, where our choice is ultimately made on pragmatic
grounds. The analogy between the latter approach and the historicized form of transcendental
arguments we have just introduced is evident. Therefore, it seems that pragmatism and
transcendental arguments are not so incompatible after all.

A rapprochement between pragmatism and transcendental arguments along these lines is
here defended by Sami Pihlstrom in his paper “Subjectivity as Negativity and as Limit: On the
Metaphysics and Ethics of the Transcendental Self, Pragmatically Naturalized.” Pihlstrom
focuses on the nature of the mind and the self, and seeks to combine elements from both
naturalistic and transcendental approaches, arguing that each is deficient when taken on their
own. He explores the distinctively pragmatist conception of the self as embedded in the world,
but argues that it also requires a transcendental view of how the self is equally involved in
constituting that world, but in a more naturalistic way than on Kant’s account. As a result, he
argues, we can construct arguments for “the conditions for the possibility of humanly
ineliminable actualities,” and thus transcendental arguments in a less traditional sense, given their
more naturalistic backgrounds.

But this is not the only way of making pragmatism and transcendental arguments
converge. In fact Karl-Otto Apel has undertaken an influential application of pragmatist ideas,

particularly in a Peircean form, to a reinvention of transcendental philosophy (cf. Apel 1973, vol.
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2). He has called his approach alternatively transcendental-semiotics and transcendental-
pragmatics. The basic insight of this approach is derived from his interpretation of Peirce (cf.
1975).*° According to the latter, Peirce’s theory of reality and its reference to a final consensus
between inquirers is the basis of a renewal of Kant’s transcendental project in semiotic and
pragmatist terms. In Apel’s reading, Peirce’s definition of reality as the final opinion offers a
transcendental, but regulative, grounding for the possibility of inductive knowledge. Since reality
is semiotically defined as what we will agree upon in the long run, and we must consider reality
as cognizable (and thus the final opinion as reachable),”' the final opinion can provide a
grounding for our inductive investigations, insofar as they contribute to the approximation to this
final end (cf. Apel 1975, ch. 3). In his own development of these views, Apel focused not so
much on the conditions of inductive inquiry, but on the conditions of rational discourse and
argumentation. In this context, the possibility of final agreement for an ideal community of
speakers is something we must assume when we actively take part in discourse by making
assertions, truth claims, etc. Denying that an agreement between speakers is possible would
constitute a performative contradiction for anybody actively arguing in communication with
others (cf. Apel 1973, vol. 2, part 2).”> Moreover, according to Apel, the necessity to assume the
possibility of a consensus within this indefinite community of speakers allows us to draw ethical
conclusions concerning our obligations to treat members of the community as having equal
rights, etc. (cf. Apel 1973, vol. 2, ch. 11).

What is interesting for the present collection is that Apel’s approach exemplifies an

attempt to integrate pragmatism and transcendental arguments. On the one hand, he applies

20 As noted above, Apel’s transcendental interpretation of Peirce is here discussed by Daniel Herbert.
21 Apel correctly emphasizes that the notion of an unknowable reality is inconsistent for Peirce.

22 Related views have also been defended by Habermas (cf. 1968, 1981). However, unlike Apel, Habermas became
doubtful about the possibility of ascribing transcendental validity to the conditions of rational discourse.
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insights coming from Peirce and he focuses on pragmatics as the practical dimension of language
use. On the other hand, according to the most common understanding of transcendental
arguments, he tries to identify conditions of possibility (in his case of rational discourse), the
denial of which would result in inconsistencies for any speaker. Apel’s transcendental-pragmatics
has raised various worries. His interpretation of Peirce has been challenged as inadequate and it
has also been questioned whether his arguments in fact attain the certainty he ascribes to them
(cf. Misak 1994; Hookway 2000, ch. 7; Oheler 1987). In considering Apel’s transcendental-
pragmatics it thus seems appropriate to ask, first, whether this approach can in fact be considered
as belonging to a pragmatist perspective, and second, if it is more promising with respect to other
strategies of obtaining transcendentally valid conclusions. Regardless of how we answer these
questions, it seems clear that an investigation of the relationships between pragmatism and
current approaches to transcendental arguments is not so irrelevant as it appeared at a first sight.
On the one hand, there are accounts of transcendental arguments which license the acceptance of
general claims about the world not secured against a skeptical scenario. On the other hand, there
are forms of transcendental arguments which are based on a consideration of the pragmatic
dimension of language use.

Two papers in this collection are particularly relevant to these issues and this latter
approach. In his paper “A Plea for Transcendental Philosophy,” the prospects of transcendental-
pragmatics are considered by Wolfgang Kuhlmann, who is also one of its most prominent
spokesmen and defenders. After setting up the apparent threat to knowledge posed by radical
fallibilism, historicism and holism, Kuhlmann considers first the “classical” transcendental
response, arguing that it does not really silence the radical skeptic, who may not worry about
giving up what the conditions are said to be required for, and who may also reasonably doubt the

epistemic grounds on which the claims about such conditions are based, making this only a weak
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form of non-circumventability (Unhintergehbarkeit). Kuhlmann argues, however, that the
transcendental-pragmatic approach can be more successful, as it operates with the conditions for
meaningful doubt, and of discourse more generally, thus making it much harder for the skeptic to
circumvent the claims that are being made. Kuhlmann then goes on to offer a robust and spirited
defense of this approach against various objections.

A second paper on a related theme is by Boris Rihme, entitled “Transcendental
Arguments, Epistemically Constrained Truth, and Moral Discourse.” While presenting an
account of transcendental reasoning different from Apel’s, Rihme builds on the notion of
performative inconsistency (which is central in Apel’s transcendental-pragmatics), in order to
develop a schema for valid transcendental arguments concerning moral statements. In doing so,
he offers a response to one of Barry Stroud’s central concerns regarding transcendental
arguments (Stroud 1968), namely that they only succeed if some form of verificationism or
idealism is assumed, in a way that makes them unattractive to many. Rdhme argues that an
epistemic constraint on moral truth (a kind of verificationism for moral discourse) is defensible,
so that in this context transcendental arguments which center on performative inconsistencies can
be made to work, in a way that he sets out to demonstrate in some detail.

After this short exploration of the interpretative and philosophical problems which emerge
from the consideration of the relationship between Kant, pragmatism and transcendental
arguments, it should now be clear that an investigation of this kind is not only justified, but
enhances our understanding of all the traditions involved in a multiplicity of ways. It highlights
elements of Kant, pragmatism and contemporary approaches to transcendental philosophy that
would otherwise remain unnoticed. But this is not all: it also opens new lines of research for
pragmatism and transcendental arguments, insofar as it reveals that a reciprocal influence

between the two can generate fruitful results.
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