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Metaphilosophical Naturalism and

Naturalized Transcendentalism: Some

Objections to Kaidesoja’s Critique of

Transcendental Arguments in Critical

Realism1

Dustin McWherter

American University of Beirut

This essay offers some fairly extensive objections to the critique of Bhaskar’s

use of transcendental arguments found in chapter four of Tuukka Kaidesoja’s

Naturalizing Critical Realist Social Ontology (2013). The essay has three

sections that correspond to three sets of objections, each of which centres

around a certain topic in Kaidesoja’s critique. The first concerns Kaidesoja’s

appeal to the connection between transcendental arguments and Kant’s

transcendental idealism to criticize Bhaskar. The second concerns

Kaidesoja’s problematization of a posteriori premises in Bhaskar’s

transcendental arguments. The third concerns Kaidesoja’s rejection of the

prospect of ‘naturalized transcendental arguments’ and the non-transcen-

dental ‘naturalistic arguments’ he proposes as an alternative. The overall aim

of this essay is not just to defend Bhaskar’s naturalized transcendentalism

against Kaidesoja’s metaphilosophical naturalism but also to help counter

the association of transcendental philosophy with anti-naturalistic apriorism,

foundationalism, idealism, and infalliblism frequently voiced by anti-

transcendental philosophers.

keywords Kaidesoja, Bhaskar, Kant, transcendental arguments, transcendental

idealism, transcendental realism, naturalism, a priori

1 Editor’s note. We are delighted to include this paper in the issue of JCR in which we say farewell to Andrew Collier

(1944–2014), in particular because it ably defends and elaborates a position that was central to Andrew’s philosophy,

here referred to as ‘naturalized transcendentalism’.
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Introduction

Chapter four of Tuukka Kaidesoja’s recent Naturalizing Critical Realist Social

Ontology, titled ‘From Transcendental Arguments to Naturalistic Arguments’,

pursues several criticisms of Bhaskar’s use of transcendental arguments.2 This

chapter is crucial to Kaidesoja’s attempt to separate critical realist ontology from

any supposed anti-naturalistic elements, because he sees transcendental philosophy

as a form of apriorism while his metaphilosophical naturalism dictates that

philosophical and scientific methods should be similarly empirical and fallible.3

Here I will offer some objections to Kaidesoja’s criticisms of Bhaskar’s

transcendental method, which I have grouped into three sets that correspond to

the remaining sections of this essay. The first concerns Kaidesoja’s appeal to the

connection between transcendental arguments and Kant’s transcendental idealism

to criticize Bhaskar. The second concerns Kaidesoja’s problematization of a

posteriori premises in Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments. The third concerns

Kaidesoja’s rejection of the prospect of ‘naturalized transcendental arguments’ and

the non-transcendental ‘naturalistic arguments’ he proposes as an alternative. At

the beginning of each of these sections I will explain the more detailed points of my

objections.

I hope the following defence of transcendental arguments in critical realism

against Kaidesoja’s critique is useful not just for the purpose of evaluating

Bhaskar’s work but also for discussions on the more general relation between

transcendental philosophy and naturalism. Kaidesoja has brought a version of

this relation sharply into focus by opposing his metaphilosophical naturalism to

what I will here call Bhaskar’s ‘naturalized transcendentalism’ (following

Kaidesoja’s use of ‘naturalized transcendental argument’ in relation to

Bhaskar). More specifically, there is a tendency among some non-transcendental

philosophers to equate transcendentalism with idealism, anti-naturalism, aprior-

ism, foundationalism, and infallibilism.4 I concur with Bhaskar and others that

these equations are false, and I worry that Kaidesoja’s critique of Bhaskar on this

issue could exacerbate the tendency to make them among those less familiar with

critical realism and transcendental philosophy. Consequently, what is at stake in

this essay concerns but transcends the respective statuses of Kaidesoja’s and

Bhaskar’s work, because the larger issue here is the nature and viability of

transcendental argumentation itself. Of course, none of this is to say that my

objections must be sound, but I hope they are at least conducive to productive

debate.

2 Kaidesoja 2013. To those unfamiliar with transcendental arguments, the purpose of such arguments is to begin with

some (usually, but not necessarily always, epistemically significant) phenomenon and then contend that something else

(e.g., an epistemic principle or ontological structure) makes that phenomenon possible or intelligible and therefore

serves as the latter’s ‘transcendental condition’ or ‘condition of possibility’. Bhaskar gives a conventional account of a

transcendental argument’s logical form at Bhaskar 1975/1978, 257, but as we shall see below, Kaidesoja disagrees

with this account and offers one of his own.

4 Cf. Hartwig 2015, xvi–xvii for a diagnosis of this.

3 Cf. Kaidesoja 2013, 10.
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Transcendental arguments and transcendental idealism

My first set of objections pertains to Kaidesoja’s reliance on the supposedly

necessary connection between transcendental arguments and transcendental

idealism (hereafter ‘the TA-TI connection’) to criticize Bhaskar’s use and

conception of transcendental arguments. The main problem I want to establish

here is that Kaidesoja’s criticism of Bhaskar on this point is question-begging. This

is because this criticism does not just depend on the validity of an orthodox

interpretation of Kant, but it also requires the justification of certain Kantian

claims that transcendental realism would contest. In other words, I will argue that

it is not enough for Kaidesoja to simply point out that Kant espouses the TA-TI

connection, because his criticism of Bhaskar requires him to also show that Kant is

right to espouse it. Since, in my judgment, Kaidesoja does not show this, his

criticism begs the question against Bhaskar. I will also argue that this puts him in a

dilemma since his agreement with Stephan Körner’s objection to transcendental

arguments5 undermines his commitment to the TA-TI connection. Finally, I will

address some related issues concerning the relation between Kant’s and Bhaskar’s

respective conceptions of the transcendental method. Kaidesoja’s endorsement of

the TA-TI connection has already been challenged by Jamie Morgan during a

2005–06 debate in Journal of Critical Realism.6 Since some of the issues in that

debate are relevant to my concerns, I will review some of Morgan’s objections and

Kaidesoja’s responses. However, to better contextualize the relevant points in the

debate and my own objections, I will begin by briefly summarizing Kaidesoja’s

account of the TA-TI connection and his criticism of Bhaskar that relies on that

account.

Kaidesoja supports the TA-TI connection by appealing to the Kantian

contention that a transcendental argument’s justification of synthetic a priori

propositions7 concerning transcendental conditions8 is only possible insofar as the

transcendental subject imposes its sensible and intellectual forms onto the matter

of experience.9 In other words, according to this view, transcendental idealism

itself helps explain a priori cognition of transcendental conditions, because the fact

5 See note 27, below.
6 This debate was occasioned by Kaidesoja 2005 (which is an earlier version of chapter four of Kaidesoja 2013) and

consisted in Kaidesoja 2006a, Kaidesoja 2006b, Morgan 2005, and Morgan 2006.
7 To those unfamiliar with this Kantian terminology, a ‘synthetic a priori proposition’ is a proposition that is (1)

logically contingent insofar as its denial does not generate a contradiction (hence ‘synthetic’, as opposed to ‘analytic’)

and (2) whose justification must in some way be independent of experience or empirical data (hence ‘a priori’, as

opposed to ‘a posteriori’). Such propositions are a matter of concern for Kant, because it is not immediately clear how

we can justify propositions that are informative and non-trivial (i.e. that are not merely definitions or analyses of

concepts) without recourse to experience. For Kant, transcendental argumentation is able to justify synthetic a priori

propositions since it can establish the necessary conditions of experience. Propositions about the necessary conditions

of experience are synthetic, because they give us information about what makes experience possible and are thus not

mere analytic truths, and they are a priori, because the necessary conditions of experience are to be distinguished from

what occurs within experience. However, as I will argue below, the kind of apriority at issue in transcendental

arguments can just be relative to some specific aspect of experience instead of experience as a whole.
8 Kaidesoja sometimes uses the term ‘transcendental necessity’ in a way that I take to be equivalent to my use of the

more common ‘transcendental condition’. However, when discussing the kind of necessity at issue in transcendental

arguments (the kind of necessity that pertains to transcendental conditions) in section four below, I will also use

‘transcendental necessity’ as Kaidesoja does.
9 Kaidesoja 2013, 85–86.

56 DUSTIN MCWHERTER



that the formal preconditions of cognitive experience are ‘in us’ explains how we

can be in a position to know these conditions to be true a priori — that is,

independently and in advance of any particular experience. According to

Kaidesoja, then, this entails that ‘the framework of transcendental idealism has

to be presupposed if one tries to justify a particular synthetic a priori proposition

by using transcendental argument’.10 Considering that Kant himself uses

transcendental arguments to justify transcendental idealism, it should be stressed

that the way in which the former ‘presuppose’ the latter cannot be understood in

the most straightforward sense, for that would clearly make the justification of

transcendental idealism viciously circular. Instead, what Kaidesoja means here —

drawing on Markku Leppäkoski’s interpretation of Kant — is that transcendental

idealism, which itself consists of synthetic a priori propositions, is supposed to

explain the fact that there is synthetic a priori cognition at all (since it is cognition

of our own subjective forms), which is not to say that it explains exactly how all

synthetic a priori propositions are justified.11 Hence transcendental idealism can

coherently be justified by transcendental argument while also being used to explain

the possibility of synthetic a priori cognition in general.12

Given the further Kantian tenet that propositions concerning transcendental

conditions must not only be justified a priori but also be apodictic,13 Kaidesoja

proceeds to argue that Bhaskar’s attempt to justify a priori propositions

concerning transcendentally real conditions meets a dilemma. This is because

these propositions can only be justified a priori if transcendental idealism is

presupposed, for the latter explains how there can be justifiable synthetic a priori

propositions. This presupposition is obviously incompatible with Bhaskar’s

transcendental realism — hence the first horn of the dilemma. On the other hand,

if Bhaskar refuses to justify these propositions a priori, then they cannot be

apodictic, because a posteriori knowledge is always fallible — hence the second

horn.14 It is worth noting that this criticism takes the underdeveloped conception

of transcendental arguments in A Realist Theory of Science by itself and comes just

before Kaidesoja’s consideration of Bhaskar’s ‘qualified’ conception of transcen-

dental arguments in subsequent works, which emphasizes the fallibility and geo-

historical relativity of transcendental arguments.15 In my view, given that this

qualified conception is actually Bhaskar’s fully developed position on the matter, it

might have been more charitable of Kaidesoja to consider this position from the

start instead of isolating the earlier conception from it. Anyway, assuming that

10 Kaidesoja 2013, 85–86, original emphasis.
11 Cf. Leppäkoski 1993, 70–71 and 262.
12 For example, the justification of transcendental idealism through a transcendental argument that offers

transcendental idealism as an explanation of the possibility of synthetic a priori cognition (in geometry) takes place

at Kant 1998, B40-1 and A26/B42. Cf. Kant 1998, A166/B207 and A181/B223.
13 Kaidesoja 2013, 90. Though I cannot pursue it here, I think the sense in which Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments

are ‘apodictic’ should probably be understood in terms of the logical connection between the premises and conclusion

rather than the absolute certainty of the conclusion. This more modest ‘apodictic necessity’ (as opposed to ‘apodictic

certainty’), if I may call it that, is consistent with the fallibility of transcendental arguments. This is because acceptance

of the conclusion is contingent upon, and enforced by, acceptance of the premises, while the premises may still be

contestable. Cf. Hartwig 2015, xvi–xvii.
14 Kaidesoja 2013, 90.
15 Cf. Kaidesoja 2013, 91–92.
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Kaidesoja’s dependence on the TA-TI connection is clear, let us now turn to his

debate with Morgan.

In his review essay on Kenneth Westphal’s Kant’s Transcendental Proof of

Realism, Morgan argues that Westphal’s internal critique of Kant undermines the

TA-TI connection since Westphal advances a transcendental argument for realism

from within Kant’s own premises.16 Interestingly, Kaidesoja says that ‘Morgan is

right to insist that Westphal’s arguments may be used to question the notion of the

inseparability of the content of Kant’s transcendental idealism and transcendental

inquiry’.17 However, when explaining further why he thinks Westphal’s

transcendental argument cannot benefit critical realism, Kaidesoja leaves this

issue hanging by highlighting the controversial character of Westphal’s work vis-à-

vis other Kant scholars like Henry Allison who endorse the TA-TI connection.18

He also notes that Westphal criticizes Allison’s interpretation of Kant but defers

evaluation of that criticism.19

I think it is fairly clear that this response is not enough to address the issue at

hand. If Kaidesoja depends on the TA-TI connection, and Westphal potentially

undermines the latter, then Kaidesoja needs to show that Westphal is somehow

mistaken rather than simply controversial. Kaidesoja’s own criticisms of Bhaskar

are similarly ‘controversial’ within the context of critical realism, but no one could

rightfully claim to have addressed the challenges they pose by just pointing out that

fact. Nor does it suffice to defer evaluation of Westphal’s work to instead argue

(against Morgan) that even if Westphal’s transcendental argument is sound, it

cannot benefit critical realist ontology, as Kaidesoja does a couple of times.20 This

is because the question of whether Westphal’s argument undermines the TA-TI

connection is not necessarily connected to the question of whether that argument

can also be appropriated to support critical realist ontology, and the security of

Kaidesoja’s dependence on the TA-TI connection turns on the first question, not

the second. For example, someone could potentially defend Bhaskar’s transcen-

dental arguments against Kaidesoja’s criticisms by (1) contending that Westphal’s

argument undermines the TA-TI connection since it is internal to Kant’s own

premises while (2) refusing to appropriate that particular argument to support

critical realist ontology because of some concern with Kant’s and Westphal’s

shared premises. Consequently, dealing with the second issue cannot be a

substitute for dealing with the first. Admittedly, such an attempted substitution

may never have been Kaidesoja’s intention, but his initial response to Morgan

could give the impression that it was.21 Furthermore, Kaidesoja may not wish to

engage in the exhausting debates of Kant scholarship (and it would be hard not to

sympathize with him if this were the case), but I do not see how he can avoid doing

16 Morgan 2005, 437–46. Cf. Morgan 2006, 354–55.
17 Kaidesoja 2006b, 358.
18 Kaidesoja 2006b, 359–60.
19 Kaidesoja 2006b, 360 n. 4. This deferral is understandable given the context of Kaidesoja 2006b, since Kaidesoja

was probably working under tight time constraints in supplying comments to Morgan 2006. However, I am not aware

of any place where Kaidesoja takes this issue up again.
20 Kaidesoja 2006a, 344–48 and Kaidesoja 2006b, 359–60.
21 Kaidesoja 2006a, 344. At Kaidesoja 2006b, 358–59 these two issues are sufficiently distinguished, even though at

Kaidesoja 2006b, 359–60 the first issue reappears in Kaidesoja’s treatment of the second.
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so to some extent if he wants to use Kantian claims and arguments to criticize

another philosopher.22

To push this issue further, I would like to examine Kaidesoja’s account of the

TA-TI connection more closely. As we saw above, this consists in the claim that

transcendental idealism explains the possibility of synthetic a priori cognition,

which includes cognition of the transcendental conditions advanced by transcen-

dental arguments. However, it seems to me that we should ask whether

transcendental idealism is the only possible explanation of synthetic a priori

cognition. If it is not, then the TA-TI connection dissolves, because that connection

is supposed to be a necessary one. If we look again at Kaidesoja’s account of the

TA-TI connection, I believe we will see that this necessity has been more assumed

than established. It is one thing to say that the subjective character of the formal

conditions of cognitive experience would explain how certain synthetic proposi-

tions could be true a priori, but it is quite another to say that this is the only

possible explanation, such that transcendental arguments are bound to transcen-

dental idealism in principle. For example, if a transcendental argument established

that there were transcendentally real conditions to cognitive experience, then these

conditions would just as equally explain the possibility of synthetic a priori

cognition as would transcendentally ideal ones. This is because in such a case it

would be the nature of reality rather than human subjectivity that makes cognitive

experience possible, and those transcendentally established features of reality

would explain how there could be propositions that are true a priori — that is,

independently and in advance of any particular experience — because such

propositions would be about those experience-constituting features of reality.23 If

this scenario is even conceivable, then the TA-TI connection dissolves, and the

relation between transcendental arguments and transcendental idealism could not

be one in principle but at best one ‘in fact’ (if Kant’s arguments happened to be the

best available).

Perhaps one could reply that the above objection to the TA-TI connection

takes the sense in which transcendental idealism is the ‘only possible’ explanation

of synthetic a priori cognition too broadly. In other words, it could be the case that

Kant can admit that a transcendental realist explanation of synthetic a priori

cognition is ‘conceivable’ in the broadest sense of the term while still holding that

such an explanation is ‘impossible’ in the sense that we could never actually attain

22 Morgan 2006, 354–55 elaborates further on the significance of Westphal’s work by noting how the distinction

between a transcendental argument’s form and content undermines the TA-TI connection. This is because form does

not by itself imply any particular content, and because any particular content could be incorrect without invalidating

form as such, which in turn means that the fallibility of transcendental arguments is not a reason to reject (or accept)

the transcendental method itself. Kaidesoja 2006b, 358 responds to this by claiming that if by this distinction Morgan

is referring to logical form (as I think he is), then the form of transcendental arguments is reducible to that of

arguments used in scientific discourse (I will address this issue in section four below). On the other hand, if Morgan is

referring to a more Kantian concept of form à la Kant’s Transcendental Logic (as Kaidesoja thinks he is), then this,

according to Kaidesoja, presupposes transcendental idealism. Kaidesoja does not argue for this latter point here, but

he does refer to Leppäkoski 1993 as a defence of this interpretation of Kant at Kaidesoja 2006b, 358 n. 1.
23 Regardless of whether or not it is possible to interpret the relation between Bhaskar’s transcendental realism and

synthetic a priori cognition along these lines, it is worth noting that Bhaskar’s transcendental realism is much more

sophisticated than Kant’s relatively simple dichotomy between ‘objects conforming to cognition’ and ‘cognition

conforming to objects’ suggests transcendental realism to be. See Bhaskar 1975/1978, 249–50 for evidence of this.
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it. Granting this, transcendental idealism would be the only possible explanation

of synthetic a priori cognition for us. Indeed, the way Kant argues for

transcendental idealism is quite consonant with this.24 However, if we wish for

a concrete counterargument to this, perhaps we could look to what started the

Kaidesoja–Morgan debate: Westphal’s internal critique of Kant, which criticizes

the idea that transcendental idealism is the only explanation of synthetic a priori

cognition we can have.25

Even if we leave Westphal’s work aside, there is still a problem for Kaidesoja:

it is not enough to support the TA-TI connection merely by pointing out that Kant

espouses it, because now we can see why Kaidesoja must also be committed to the

idea that Kant is right to espouse it. That is, Kaidesoja must maintain that

transcendental idealism actually is the only possible explanation of synthetic a

priori cognition if he wants to support the TA-TI connection, for if he thinks

otherwise he has no reason to suppose that transcendental arguments require

transcendental idealism. However, he does not argue that transcendental idealism

is the only possible explanation of synthetic a priori cognition. He just explains

Kant’s position on the matter, which means the TA-TI connection is just assumed

rather than established. Consequently, given that no transcendental realist would

accept the TA-TI connection, Kaidesoja’s criticism that depends on the latter begs

the question against Bhaskar.

I think this need to justify Kant’s position to avoid question-begging is deeply

problematic for Kaidesoja. This is not because he is not a Kantian,26 but rather

because he — like Körner and, ironically, Bhaskar — recognizes that there is no

way to be sure that some transcendental condition suggested by a transcendental

argument is the only possible way to explain the possibility of the explanandum at

issue (whether the latter be synthetic a priori cognition, cognitive experience,

scientific experimentation, etc.). This is because no transcendental argument can

guarantee that there cannot be some unconsidered alternative transcendental

condition that equally or better explains the possibility of the explanandum.27 To

be fair, Kaidesoja voices this concern only when discussing Bhaskar’s developed

conception of transcendental arguments regarding specific scientific practices28

(and he does not mention Körner). So, he might think this particular difficulty

applies to Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments but not Kant’s. If he does think this,

he does not say so. If he does not think this, then he has a dilemma: his criticism of

Bhaskar presupposes the TA-TI connection, but it is not possible to justify that

presupposition since it is not possible to show that transcendental idealism is the

24 E.g., Kant 1998, A128–29.
25 Westphal 2004, 119–20.
26 Kaidesoja 2013, 94 claims that ‘the Kantian perspective’ is untenable. Notice that Kaidesoja need not be a Kantian

to support the TA-TI connection, since he could conceivably deny that there is any actual synthetic a priori cognition

while holding that transcendental idealism would be the best explanation of it if it were actual. However, I do not

think this would allow him to avoid the problems I highlight here, because he would still need to argue that

transcendental idealism would be the best explanation in that hypothetical scenario.
27 This objection was famously advanced at Körner 1970, 72, and Bhaskar explicitly accepts its fallibilistic

implications at Bhaskar 1975/1978, 259–60 and Bhaskar 1979/2015, 6. I will return to this topic in section four

below.
28 Kaidesoja 2013, 93–94 and 98.
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only possible explanation of synthetic a priori cognition, and so his criticism of

Bhaskar cannot get off the ground. Thus Kaidesoja’s (justified) scepticism about

the uniqueness and certainty of transcendental conditions undermines his

(unjustified) commitment to the TA-TI connection. In sum, then, I believe

Kaidesoja’s criticism of Bhaskar fails, not simply because it is question-begging,

but also because there does not appear to be any way to rectify its question-

begging character.

Given the above objections, one might add that Bhaskar needs to directly

refute Kant’s arguments regarding the possibility of synthetic a priori cognition

just as much as Kaidesoja needs to support them. Indeed, as Kaidesoja himself

notes: ‘Transcendental realism is … one of the doctrines forcefully criticized by

Kant’.29 However that may be, the key point here is that if Körner’s objection is

valid there cannot be an in principle connection between transcendental arguments

and transcendental idealism since there can be no guarantee that the latter is the

only possible explanation of synthetic a priori cognition. Whether or not

transcendental idealism is just the best available explanation is another matter.30

Kaidesoja also insists that Bhaskar’s appropriation of Kantian terminology

such as ‘synthetic a priori’ is either ‘incoherent’ or ‘incomprehensible’.31 According

to Kaidesoja, Bhaskar’s use of these terms when describing his transcendental

realism is incoherent if they are interpreted in light of ‘the meanings that Kant gave

to his special philosophical terms’,32 because these meanings depend on a

transcendental idealist context. If they are not interpreted this way, then Bhaskar’s

use of them is incomprehensible, because he does not specify what sort of non-

Kantian meaning they could have. In other words, Kaidesoja’s concern here seems

to be that Bhaskar uses these terms to make claims that would look nonsensical to

Kant, and that Bhaskar does not make any effort to remove the confusion:

It is not enough [for Bhaskar — DM] to claim, for example, that ‘synthetic a priori

truths’ are contingent facts without further specification, because the original Kantian

term ‘synthetic a priori proposition’ refers precisely to propositions that are non-

contingent, universal and transcendentally necessary.33

I think the preceding discussion of the TA-TI connection has shown why the

meaning of ‘synthetic a priori’ does not depend on transcendental idealism. Indeed,

transcendental idealism could not even be considered as a solution to the problem

of synthetic a priori cognition unless Kant first clarified the meaning of ‘synthetic a

priori’ when explaining that problem (which he did).34 Furthermore, in the

29 Kaidesoja 2013, 86. Cf. McWherter 2013, 29 and 141 for the similarities and differences between Kant’s and

Bhaskar’s respective understandings of ‘transcendental realism’.
30 I am currently developing my own critique of Kant’s arguments on this point (e.g. Kant 1998, A26/B42 and A128–

29), and specifically of his contention that transcendental conditions pertaining to things in themselves could never be

cognized a priori.
31 Kaidesoja 2013, 92.
32 Kaidesoja 2013, 92.
33 Kaidesoja 2013, 92, original emphasis. Here Kaidesoja is referring to a passage from Bhaskar 1975/1978, 259.
34 Cf. Kant 1998, B19. Similarly, I do not see how the other Kantian terms used by Bhaskar which Kaidesoja highlights

(‘pure reason’, ‘apodeictically demonstrable’, and ‘knowable a posteriori’) are semantically inseparable from

transcendental idealism.
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passage quoted above, Kaidesoja seems to neglect either the fact that

transcendentally justified synthetic a priori propositions are logically contingent,

or the fact that transcendental conditions can be ‘existentially contingent’ (for lack

of a better term) while being transcendentally necessary and ‘universal’ (relative to

the explanandum at issue). As far as I can tell, this is a point on which Kant and

Bhaskar agree.35

More generally, I believe the main source of the problems with Kaidesoja’s

appeals to Kant in criticizing Bhaskar is a failure to appreciate the dialectical

continuity between Kant’s and Bhaskar’s respective conceptions of the transcen-

dental method.36 Since this continuity might not be immediately obvious, one may

forgive Kaidesoja for seeing discontinuity instead. Nevertheless, I believe a more

charitable and historically sensitive exposition of Bhaskar’s conception of the

transcendental method can show the latter to be a critically informed refinement of

Kant’s rather than a bizarre deviation from it or a confused employment of it.37

Conditional necessity, relative apriority, immanent critique, and logical and

existential contingency are just as much a part of Kant’s transcendental arguments

as Bhaskar’s. However, the inherent fallibility of transcendental analysis (which

Körner’s objection underscores) as well as Kant’s tacit reliance on historically

relative explananda (such as Euclidean geometry and Newtonian physics)

thoroughly vitiated the indubitability and ahistorical validity Kant thought his

‘transcendental proofs’38 possessed. It is crucial to recognize that Bhaskar’s

conception of transcendental arguments is explicitly responsive to these problems,

which is precisely why it diverges from Kant’s in stressing fallibility, social

situatedness, and historical relativity. Hence this dialectical continuity shows why

Kant’s conception of transcendental arguments cannot just be taken for granted as

a standard by which to judge Bhaskar’s, because discrepancies in the latter are

motivated by problems in the former.39 This of course does not mean that there are

no problems in Bhaskar’s conception of transcendental arguments, or that there

cannot be any problem that Bhaskar’s has which Kant’s does not, but it does mean

that an appraisal of Bhaskar’s in light of Kant’s must consider the real reasons for

the similarities and differences between them.

35 Cf. Kant 1998, A736-7/B764–65, where Kant explains how the transcendental necessity of the principles of the

understanding is relative to something that is contingent, possible experience. Hence Kant seems quite comfortable

with the notions that (1) the ideal forms of transcendental subjectivity are transcendentally necessary and existentially

contingent (since possible experience need not be actual) and (2) the synthetic a priori propositions about those forms

are logically contingent (since they are synthetic).
36 I mean ‘dialectical’ in the general (i.e. Socratic/Platonic) sense of the critically driven rational process of proposing,

refuting, and refining philosophical positions in response to objections and perceived problems.
37 Though it leaves much to be desired, I previously attempted such an exposition at McWherter 2013, 10–20.
38 This is the term Kant uses instead of the more recent ‘transcendental argument’. For an example of supposed

indubitability, see Kant’s claim that his transcendental idealist theory of space and time is ‘indubitably certain and not

merely possible or even probable’ (Kant 1998, A48–49/B66).
39 Cf. Morgan 2006, 357: ‘For me Kaidesoja’s position seems to oscillate between rejecting a transcendental mode of

inquiry and disputing that critical realist inquiry should use the term. I would suggest that critical realism has used the

mode effectively and that critical realism reconstructs the term.’
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A posteriori premises in transcendental arguments

My next set of objections concerns Kaidesoja’s remarks on the status of a

posteriori claims about scientific practices in Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments.

Some of my objections here stem from my suspicion that Kaidesoja does not

sufficiently appreciate the dialectical significance of the initial premises of

Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments or the way the fallibility of all transcendental

arguments increases the importance of their function as immanent critiques of rival

positions. I think this problem is evident in Kaidesoja’s sustained emphasis on the

‘controversial’ character of the initial premises of Bhaskar’s transcendental

arguments. In this section I will argue both that this contention is questionable

by itself and that Kaidesoja’s metaphilosophical naturalism does not offer a

superior alternative on this issue. Here too there are moments in the Kaidesoja–

Morgan debate and aspects of the relation between Kant’s and Bhaskar’s

respective conceptions of the transcendental method that are pertinent, which I

will mention when appropriate. My other objection in this section is that

Kaidesoja’s use of Kant’s transcendental-empirical distinction to problematize the

aposteriority of the initial premises of Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments fails to

adequately consider the context in which that distinction is made. I will pursue this

line of objection first.

Kaidesoja relates his understanding of the transcendental-empirical distinc-

tion in the following passage:

Kant … makes it very clear that it is impossible to combine empirical claims and

transcendental philosophy. He maintains that transcendental philosophy always

proceeds in an a priori manner, which means that the validity of its inferences and

conclusions are not based on the specific contents of our experiences. Though it takes

for granted the existence of human cognitive experience, transcendental philosophy

consists rather in the a priori operations of pure reason.40

In other words, even though Kant’s transcendental philosophy must presuppose

the existence of cognitive experience in general, it still ‘proceeds in an a priori

manner’ in the qualified sense that its justification of propositions concerning

transcendental conditions does not depend on any particular experience. Hence we

should not understand the ‘impossibility’ of combining transcendental and

empirical claims so strictly that nothing pertaining to experience is admitted in a

transcendental argument. As Kaidesoja clarifies and elaborates in a response to

Morgan, the initial premises of Kant’s transcendental arguments ‘cannot be known

totally independently of experience, because they are the very features of our

experience’, but ‘they can be known without recourse to any specific experience or

specific results of the empirical sciences’.41 Thus, since Kant’s justification of

propositions concerning transcendental conditions depends on the premise that

cognitive experience is actual and has certain basic features, our cognition of these

40 Kaidesoja 2013, 86.
41 Kaidesoja 2006b, 359 n. 2.
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conditions is a priori relative to any particular experience rather than being

absolutely experience-independent.

Kaidesoja thinks the transcendental-empirical distinction so construed is

incompatible with Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments, but I do not think this is

necessarily the case, or at least not to the extent that Kaidesoja does. For example,

after interpreting Bhaskar’s style of transcendental argument as a mixture of a

posteriori premises and a priori reasoning, and thus as a ‘naturalized transcendental

argument’,42 Kaidesoja claims that such a conception of transcendental arguments is

‘incoherent’ from a Kantian point of view. According to Kaidesoja, this is because

Kant thinks empirical claims cannot be combined with transcendental arguments

since ‘the latter concern the very possibility of our cognitive experience (and

empirical knowledge)’, which makes transcendental and empirical perspectives

‘totally distinct and irreconcilable’43 for Kant.

However, I think it is important to recognize the context of Kant’s claim here,

and that doing so will show Kaidesoja’s interpretation of that claim to be too rigid.

When Kant is dealing with the possibility of cognitive experience in general, it makes

perfect sense for him to forbid any a posteriori premises based on particular

experiences. However, this does not mean that any transcendental argument must

make the same prohibition, because not all transcendental arguments concern

cognitive experience in general. Kant’s work itself supports this point: his

transcendental argument for transcendental idealism which starts from the synthetic

a priori status of Euclidean geometry44 does not concern cognitive experience in

general since some experiences are temporal yet non-spatial (those pertaining to

‘inner sense’, in Kant’s terminology). One might ask if knowledge of the existence of

Euclidean geometry is a posteriori, having been drawn from some particular

experience.45 As far as I know, Kant does not definitively say that it is, but I think it

is surely more reasonable and charitable to suppose that he thinks it is, since I cannot

imagine how it could be known any other way. Indeed, one of the respects in which

Bhaskar refines Kant’s transcendental method is by making its dependence on a

posteriori premises explicit in construing transcendental philosophy as socially

situated in such a way as to require social forms for its topics.46 Anyway, the key

point here is that Kant’s prohibition on specific a posteriori knowledge when

determining the transcendental conditions of cognitive experience in general does

not entail a prohibition on such knowledge for all transcendental arguments,

because the latter can have different topics. Far from Kant taking the incorporation

of a posteriori premises in a transcendental argument to be ‘incoherent’, he seems to

incorporate them himself on certain occasions.47

42 Kaidesoja 2013, 93. This is the interpretation Kaidesoja offers in light of Bhaskar’s ‘qualifications’ of his

transcendental method.
43 Kaidesoja 2013, 94. Kaidesoja also appeals to the TA-TI connection in this criticism.
44 Kant 1998, B40–41 and A26/B42.
45 Kant argues for geometry’s synthetic a priori status since this is less obvious. Cf. Kant 1998, B16–17.
46 Cf. Bhaskar 1979/2015, 5 and Bhaskar 1986/2009, 12–13.
47 Kaidesoja also notes that Kant’s commitment to the apodicticity of transcendental arguments motivates the

transcendental-empirical distinction since, for Kant, ‘all empirical claims … are only hypothetical, whereas there is no

room for hypothesis in transcendental philosophy … propositions of transcendental philosophy are apodeictic

necessities, not hypothetical claims’ (Kaidesoja 2013, 86, original emphasis). Cf. Kant 1998, Axv.
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Furthermore, it is worth emphasizing that a transcendental argument’s

dependence on a posteriori initial premises does not undermine the apriority of its

reasoning in determining the transcendental conditions of the explanandum

described in the initial premises. This is something that Kaidesoja seems to be

aware of when giving his interpretation of a ‘naturalistic transcendental

argument’, because he recognizes that the apriority of reasoning about

transcendental conditions is relative to the explanandum at issue rather than
absolute.48 Again, this relative apriority is common to Kant’s and Bhaskar’s

transcendental arguments, and it shows further why Kant’s transcendental-

empirical distinction does not forbid the incorporation of a posteriori premises in

transcendental arguments. This is because Kant’s claims about transcendental

conditions of synthetic a priori cognition in geometry need only be a priori relative

to any particular geometrical cognition, just as Bhaskar’s claims about

transcendental conditions of experimental practice and application in natural

science need only be a priori relative to any particular natural scientific experiment

or application of its results. In other words, in both cases propositions about

transcendental conditions are ‘a priori’ in the sense that they express what must be

the case for any particular geometrical cognition or natural scientific experiment or

application to be possible, and so they pertain independently and in advance of any

such particular instance.

Kaidesoja’s greater worry about the aposteriority of the initial premises of

Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments, though, is that these premises’ specificity and

dependence on empirical knowledge make them controversial and precarious as a

starting point. In his responses to Morgan, Kaidesoja contrasts the starting point of

Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments concerning scientific practices with Kant’s and

Westphal’s concerning cognitive experience to show how Bhaskar’s more

disputable starting point makes his overall argument less persuasive. According

to Kaidesoja, this is a significant problem since the initial premises of

transcendental arguments are supposed to be uncontroversial and thus generally

accepted, as they presumably are when they concern cognitive experience in

general.49 Moreover, even though Bhaskar admits his initial premises are

contestable, Kaidesoja suggests that he is not responsive enough to this potential

problem, because he apparently assumes that ‘there are generally accepted

descriptions of scientific practices available in the philosophy of science’50 and thus

that ‘it is not necessary to refer to empirical analysis of the scientific practices in

order to justify descriptions of these practices’.51 Consequently, the aposteriority

of Bhaskar’s starting point not only makes the latter more controversial, but it also

carries an obligation to empirical adequacy to minimize the chances of error,

which Kaidesoja thinks Bhaskar has shirked. Hence Kaidesoja’s complaint that

‘[i]t is not enough to refer solely to the conceptions of other philosophers of science

to establish these descriptions either, because their conceptions of scientific

48 Kaidesoja 2013, 93.
49 Kaidesoja 2006b, 359. Alex Callinicos expresses similar concerns at Bhaskar and Callinicos 2003, 92–93 and

Callinicos 2006, 159.
50 Kaidesoja 2013, 88–89.
51 Kaidesoja 2013, 92. Cf. Kaidesoja 2006a, 346 and Kaidesoja 2013, 89.
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practice not only differ but may also be misleading or plainly false’.52 The

examples Kaidesoja gives here are how instrumentalists and scientific realists

‘describe the function of scientific experiments quite differently’, the presence of

‘strong idealizations’ in traditional conceptions of scientific practices, and the

influence of incompatible and potentially mistaken philosophies of science on

scientists’ descriptions of their own practice.53 Because of these troublesome

circumstances, Kaidesoja takes the obligation to empirical adequacy to be all the

more pressing.

I do not think any of this poses a significant challenge to Bhaskar’s

transcendental arguments for several reasons. With regard to the first of the

preceding examples, one might point out that differently describing the function of

scientific experiments is not the same as differently describing the experiments

themselves. More to the point, while it is indeed true that different philosophers of

science and scientists hold incompatible and potentially mistaken positions on

scientific practices, the whole purpose of the critical strategy behind the initial

premises of Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments is to cut through all the

differences in these incompatible positions to identify the common ground that

facilitates an adjudicative immanent critique.54 In other words, Bhaskar’s

transcendental arguments intervene in (rather than ignore) the conflict of positions

on scientific practices by first describing some central features of those practices

that are basic enough to be equally acknowledged by otherwise conflicting

positions. Then, the transcendental analysis contends that the very possibility of

these basic features entails the falsity of certain positions in the conflict, so that

those positions are delegitimized as self-contradictory. This is quite similar to the

way Kant takes basic features of cognitive experience that rationalists and

empiricists also acknowledge and then shows how these features are conditioned

by transcendental structures that rationalists and empiricists cannot accept.

Furthermore, transcendental arguments’ capacity for immanent critique helps to

preserve their philosophical force in light of their fallibility. This is because their

inability to establish an absolutely certain positive conclusion is balanced by their

ability to demonstrate the internal contradictions of rival positions. Moreover, the

absence of such contradictions in the positions represented in the arguments’

positive conclusions confirms those positions as the best available options.

It is in this manner that a transcendental argument’s capacity for immanent

critique handles the possibility that its initial premises are controversial.

‘Controversial’ is a relative term, because anything is controversial if enough

people take issue with it (regardless of whether or not they have good reason to do

so, sadly). What matters in this case is whether anyone disagrees with Bhaskar’s

initial premises and has good reason to do so—for example by taking them to be

empirically inadequate. If not, then there is no discernible problem with the

52 Kaidesoja 2013, 89.
53 Kaidesoja 2013, 89.
54 Cf. Morgan 2005, 443: ‘The problem-field of a structured, stratified depth-reality was not suggested by the question

of what must be the case for laboratory science to have the characteristics it does, in pure isolation from those

practices; rather, it emerged precisely because of the way scientific findings generated general philosophical concepts

and systems that were problematic in ways conducive to immanent critique.’
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premises. If so, then that disagreement could presumably be dealt with on its own

terms, and the outcome of this may require the initial premises to be abandoned.

The disagreement has to be actual for there to be a discernible problem with the

premises, though, because the mere fact that someone ‘could conceivably’ have

good reason to contest them is just a hypothetical expression of the fallibility that

pertains to all a posteriori claims, not a reason to reject them. This is also why it

does not really matter that the starting point of Kant’s transcendental arguments

concerning cognitive experience are less disputable than that of Bhaskar’s

concerning scientific practices, or even indisputable, because the degree of

controversy the latter possesses ultimately depends on the context formed by the

competing positions on the issue the transcendental argument concerns. The more

the starting point is accepted in that context, the less controversial it is, and vice

versa. This is why Bhaskar says ‘there’s nothing you can take for granted in

philosophy except your opponents’ premises’.55 Of course, it is better to have a less

disputable or indisputable starting point, and the contrast between Kant and

Bhaskar here is an interesting one to draw, but I do not think it is in itself

indicative of a problem for Bhaskar.

Despite his worries about the precariousness of an a posteriori starting point

in transcendental arguments, Kaidesoja does not, as far as I can tell, provide any

good reason to think that Bhaskar’s initial premises are false. He does legitimately

point out that Bhaskar focuses on experiments in physics and chemistry without

considering those in life sciences, medicine, and psychology that are conducted

differently. However, it does not seem as though this is intended to undermine the

starting point of Bhaskar’s transcendental analysis of experimental activity

(hereafter ‘TAEA’), because Kaidesoja just says Bhaskar’s neglect of other kinds

of experiments shows that his ‘description of scientific experiments is in need of

certain specifications and revisions’.56 Thus the most this point by itself could

establish in this regard is that the TAEA’s starting point is limited to physics and

chemistry, not that it is false.

To clarify this issue a little more, let us take the TAEA as an example of

Bhaskar’s use of transcendental arguments and consider whether its initial

premises are actually problematic. Bhaskar gives different versions of the TAEA in

different texts, and it is not always obvious what its exact presuppositions,

premises, and conclusions are. I attempted to reconstruct the TAEA in previous

work, and in my judgment it starts from four premises: (1) natural scientific

experimentation is an intelligible activity, (2) scientists initiate the sequences of

events that are experienced in experiments, (3) regular sequences of events are

available in experiments, and (4) these experimental regularities somehow allow

epistemic access to causal laws (however such laws may be conceived).57 I think it

is clear that the reasonable denial of any of these premises cannot be ruled out in

advance. Hume basically denied the fourth and could have denied the first, even

55 Bhaskar and Callinicos 2003, 97.
56 Kaidesoja 2013, 89.
57 McWherter 2013, 86–115 in general and McWherter 2013, 89–91 in particular. There I referred to these initial

premises as ‘presuppositions’ of the TAEA. At Kaidesoja 2013, 88 the notion that scientists play a role in producing

experimental sequences of events is construed as a conclusion of the TAEA rather than an initial premise.
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though the philosophies of science he influenced, which are the main targets of the

TAEA’s immanent critique rather than Hume himself, do not deny any of them.

Hence one who wishes to defend Hume’s scepticism and the empiricist

epistemology it presupposes is free to reject the TAEA, and the debate would

then shift to the level of more general epistemology instead of philosophy of

science, but that is not Kaidesoja’s intention. Short of doing that, though, do we

have any good reason to think Bhaskar’s initial premises are false? If so, I am not

aware of them.

Nevertheless, I think there is a potential difficulty with the initial premises of

some transcendental arguments, and this is something to which Kaidesoja’s

metaphilosophical naturalism is responsive. The TAEA, for example, presupposes

the epistemic significance of natural scientific experimentation, given its first and

fourth premises. Thus it depends on the prior justification of those premises if they

are challenged, so that the TAEA is not philosophically autonomous, so to speak. I

do not think this by itself is an intractable difficulty, and few if any philosophical

arguments are genuinely autonomous in this sense. However, if there is too much

complacency about presupposing the epistemic significance of a transcendental

argument’s explanandum, then what prevents the situation in which the epistemic

significance of conflicting discourses or practices is presupposed in different

transcendental arguments, resulting in the latter reaching incompatible conclu-

sions regarding transcendental conditions? Perhaps such a conflict could still be

adjudicated when it arises by shifting the debate to the epistemic status of the

conflicting explananda, but perhaps it would be even better if we could prevent

these kinds of situations from arising in the first place.

According to the general form of the non-transcendental ‘naturalistic

arguments’ that Kaidesoja proposes as a corrective to Bhaskar’s transcendental

arguments, the first premise is that the scientific practice at issue ‘is an

epistemically successful scientific practice described on the basis of empirical

analysis of the practice’.58 This makes naturalistic arguments dependent on prior

empirical analysis, but by building the requirement to consult empirical analysis

into the argument’s structure, Kaidesoja is apparently able to empirically secure

the epistemic significance of the scientific practice at issue. With this premise in

place, it seems unlikely that two naturalistic arguments would ever have

conflicting topics that are each taken to be epistemically significant. Moreover,

the third premise in Kaidesoja’s naturalistic argument form is that the argument’s

ontological propositions are ‘compatible with the ontological commitments of

current scientific theories which have stood the test of critical evaluation by the

58 The full naturalistic argument form is as follows: ‘1. X is an epistemically successful scientific practice described on

the basis of empirical analysis of that practice. 2. It is hypothetically (and in the [explanatory — DM] sense) a

necessary condition of the epistemic successfulness of practice X under our description that the ontological structure

of the world (or some of its aspects) really is as described in propositions P1,…,Pn. 3. Propositions P1,…,Pn are

compatible with the ontological commitments of current scientific theories which have stood the test of critical

evaluation by the relevant scientific community. 4. The explicit ontological propositions or implicit ontological

presuppositions of competing philosophical positions, say Q1,…,Qn, are incompatible with propositions P1,…,Pn and

the epistemic successfulness of X under our description remains impossible or unintelligible from the point of view of

Q1,…,Qn. 5. The best explanation of the epistemic successfulness of practice X under our description currently is that

(a certain aspect or region of) the world is as described in propositions P1,…,Pn’ (Kaidesoja 2013, 98).
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relevant scientific community’.59 This premise is meant to ensure compatibility

between the argument’s ontological conclusions and the broader scientific

worldview consisting of empirically confirmed theories in the natural and social

sciences,60 but it also ensures that no two naturalistic arguments would ever have

incompatible conclusions.

I think these components of Kaidesoja’s naturalistic argument form are

commendable efforts to remedy deficiencies in transcendental arguments, but I do

not think they ultimately constitute a superior alternative to Bhaskar’s approach.

My biggest cause for concern here is that while Kaidesoja’s first premise appeals to

the authority of empirical analysis in determining the epistemic success of a

scientific practice, and his third premise appeals to the authority of successful

scientific theories, he does not really say what constitutes empirically assessable

epistemic success. He mentions a few candidates for criteria of epistemic success,

but he also explains how their applicability is limited.61 In addition, he apparently

does not feel any pressure to clearly define epistemic success since his

metaphilosophical naturalism forbids any a priori or general criteria.62 This is

not an implausible position, because it could be further elaborated, and Kaidesoja

admits that ‘more can be said about these issues’.63 However, the fact that more is

not said is somewhat surprising given Kaidesoja’s concerns about the shortcomings

of Bhaskar’s explanations of his transcendental method. Furthermore, if Kaidesoja

does not provide reliable principles for judging the epistemic success of scientific

practices, then his naturalistic arguments cannot claim any greater empirical

adequacy than Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments, because the criteria that

would enable epistemically successful scientific practices to be identified are

indeterminate. Kaidesoja might respond that the question of what constitutes

empirically assessable epistemic success can only be answered in particular

situations, and therefore the objection I have just given (if valid) could only pertain

to specific naturalistic arguments rather than their general form. However, as far

as I can tell, Kaidesoja does not ever offer a specific naturalistic argument, and so it

is not yet possible to fully evaluate the efficacy of his attempt to deal with the

empirical adequacy of philosophical arguments for ontological conclusions. At any

rate, if it is legitimate for non-transcendental naturalistic arguments to have initial

premises independently justified in context-specific ways that cannot be delineated

in advance, then I do not see why it should not be equally legitimate for

naturalized transcendental arguments like Bhaskar’s to rely on independent

empirical knowledge or philosophical argument for the justification of their initial

premises. To be clear, I do not think the foregoing considerations constitute a fatal

flaw in Kaidesoja’s metaphilosophical naturalism, but I do think the latter needs

more elaboration and justification to be a viable alternative to Bhaskar’s

naturalized transcendentalism.

59 Kaidesoja 2013, 98.
60 Kaidesoja 2013, 101.
61 Kaidesoja 2013, 99–100.

63 Kaidesoja 2013, 101.

62 Kaidesoja 2013, 101.
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Transcendental analysis and explanatory necessity

My final set of objections pertains to Kaidesoja’s treatment of certain aspects of

transcendental analysis — that is, the philosophical activity that determines the

transcendental conditions of some explanandum and thereby justifies premises like

‘X1…Xn are necessary for Y to be possible’ in a transcendental argument. Given

Kaidesoja’s concerns with the basic features of transcendental analysis and its

centrality in transcendental arguments, his decision to omit consideration of the

details of Bhaskar’s transcendental analyses is rather unexpected. In my first

objection, I will argue that these details challenge one of Kaidesoja’s more minor

criticisms of Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments. Next, I will highlight some

problems with Kaidesoja’s use of Körner’s objection against Bhaskar’s naturalized

transcendental arguments. Then, I will address the contrast Kaidesoja sets up

between the transcendental necessity at issue in transcendental arguments and the

‘explanatory necessity’ at issue in his naturalistic argument form. In my view, this

is where the most important parts of Kaidesoja’s critique of transcendental

arguments lie, because it is here that the difference between his metaphilosophical

naturalism and Bhaskar’s naturalized transcendentalism is most at stake.

Kaidesoja contends that naturalized transcendentalism is an unsustainable position

since (1) the apriority of its inferences would be challenged by scientific

developments, and (2) the denial of this apriority would render naturalized

transcendental arguments indistinguishable from scientific explanations, so that

there would be nothing distinctively ‘transcendental’ about such inferences.

Against this, I will first argue that Kaidesoja does not adequately clarify the

difference between the explanatory necessity he advocates and the transcendental

necessity he repudiates. More generally, I will argue that Kaidesoja does not

provide sufficiently reliable criteria to distinguish his naturalistic argument form

from naturalized transcendental arguments. Finally, I will conclude that this, along

with other considerations, allows us to see how naturalized transcendental

arguments can be akin to yet distinct from scientific explanatory reasoning, so that

naturalized transcendentalism is in fact a sustainable position.

In an endnote to chapter four Kaidesoja remarks that although Bhaskar

sometimes characterizes his transcendental arguments as deductive in form, this is

not the best way to analyse them since casting them in that form ‘tends to trivialize

them’ and ‘distract us from the[ir] many other aspects’.64. However, Bhaskar

himself notes that the formal deduction of a transcendental argument’s conclusions

from its premises is indeed trivial, but ‘the interest of a transcendental argument’

lies elsewhere — that is, in the transcendental analysis that justifies premises

concerning conditions of possibility.65 While the relation between the premises

and conclusion in Kaidesoja’s reconstruction of Bhaskar’s transcendental argu-

ment form is clearly non-trivial, that reconstruction does not include the detailed

inferences of transcendental analysis but instead the premise that is to be justified

64 Kaidesoja 2013, 210 n. 5.
65 Bhaskar 1975/1978, 257.
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by them, which is the second premise in Kaidesoja’s reconstruction.66 The fourth

premise consists of the claim that if the world were otherwise than described in the

second premise — that is, as rival philosophical positions would have it — then the

explanandum at issue ‘would be impossible or unintelligible’.67

Given these premises, Kaidesoja argues that the fourth is redundant if the

second is justified a priori, and that the second ‘has to be modified or at least

interpreted differently’68 if the fourth is not redundant. In other words, if Bhaskar

can secure the truth of the second premise, then there is no need to justify the

fourth premise, because the truth of the second would already entail the falsity of

rival philosophical positions. Thus Kaidesoja expresses surprise that Bhaskar

expends so much effort criticizing competing philosophies of science, which he

takes as evidence that the fourth premise is more important, and the second

premise less straightforward, than Bhaskar wants to admit.69 However, if we take

the TAEA as an example again, I believe we can see how consideration of the

details of transcendental analysis dissolves this criticism and complicates

Kaidesoja’s reconstruction of Bhaskar’s transcendental argument form. As I

understand the basic structure of the TAEA, it contains separate transcendental

arguments for the impossibility of causal laws being regularities on the one hand

and for causal laws instead being the tendencies of generative mechanisms on

the other.70 It is clear that an analytic consequence of the latter is the truth of the

former, such that the establishment of causal laws being tendencies implies the

impossibility of them being regularities. Nevertheless, I do not think this

automatically entails the redundancy of the independent case against regularities,

because the latter reveals a degree of depth and internality to the problems in

regularity theories that the case for tendencies cannot. Furthermore, if, in light of

Körner’s objection to transcendental arguments, the case for tendencies is not

absolutely certain, then independent criticism of extant rival theories can help

confirm tendency theories as the best available option. (I add this last point as a

general consideration instead of a response to Kaidesoja’s criticism in particular,

because that criticism is advanced before Kaidesoja examines Bhaskar’s

naturalized transcendental argument form, which emphasizes fallibility.) I take

these points to be significant not so much in themselves, but rather because they

demonstrate the extent to which the details of transcendental analysis are crucial

for the overall evaluation of transcendental argumentation as a philosophical

method.

66 Bhaskar’s transcendental argument form is reconstructed by Kaidesoja as follows: ‘1. X is [a — DM] generally

recognized natural scientific practice. 2. It is a necessary condition of the possibility (or intelligibility) of X that the

world is P1,…,Pn. 3. X is possible because it is real. 4. If the world were Q1,…,Qn, as is presupposed in competing

philosophies of science, then X would be impossible or unintelligible. 5. Therefore, it is conditionally (i.e. given that X

exists) necessary that the world is P1,…,Pn’ (Kaidesoja 2013, 87).
67 Kaidesoja 2013, 87.
68 Kaidesoja 2013, 90.
69 Kaidesoja 2013, 90.
70 After the publication of McWherter 2013, I discovered that Spurrett 2000, 192–93 had already outlined the basic

structure of the TAEA that I support, which consists of a transcendental argument for the conclusion that extra-

experimental reality is an open system followed by transcendental arguments for the two conclusions mentioned

above.
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Kaidesoja advances two main lines of criticism of Bhaskar’s naturalized

transcendental arguments that I now want to address. The first, which I mentioned

in the second section of this essay, is Körner’s objection, which applies to all

transcendental arguments, even though Kaidesoja only raises it against Bhaskar’s

naturalized transcendentalism and does not reference Körner in doing so.71

Kaidesoja also omits reference to Bhaskar’s explicit acceptance of the fallibilistic

implications of this objection.72 What I believe needs emphasis here is that once

these fallibilistic implications are acknowledged, Körner’s objection no longer

counts as an objection, much less a fatal one, and instead becomes a simple

statement of the limits of transcendental argumentation. Once this is done,

proponents of transcendental arguments do not have the burden of demonstrating

their conclusions to be uniquely adequate, since Körner shows this to be

impossible. Rather, the burden now lies with the opponent of a transcendental

argument to show that there actually is some previously unconsidered alternative

transcendental condition that is equally or more adequate than that proposed by

the transcendental argument in question, so that the latter’s conclusion is not the

best available. It appears as though Kaidesoja attempts to do exactly this, but in

my judgment the attempt is unsuccessful, or at best incomplete. After he raises

Körner’s objection against Bhaskar’s naturalized transcendental argument form,

Kaidesoja claims that a valid alternative to Bhaskar’s conclusions ‘is not a mere

theoretical possibility, since current process ontologies and systems ontologies

appear to provide precisely such an alternative ontology to Bhaskar’s transcen-

dental realist ontology’.73 He then says subsequent chapters will argue that Mario

Bunge’s systems ontology ‘is both largely compatible with successful scientific

practices and in certain respects superior to the transcendental realist ontology’.74

However, ‘largely compatible with’ is not the same as ‘conditions the possibility

of’, and in neither the case of process ontologies nor systems ontologies (or any

other ontology) does Kaidesoja show how a scientific practice can be

transcendentally conditioned in a way that is incompatible with Bhaskar’s

conclusions on the matter. Until he does show that, this line of criticism cannot go

beyond the ‘mere theoretical possibilities’ that Körner’s objection invokes, even if

Kaidesoja’s interest in alternatives to Bhaskar’s ontology is not transcendentally

motivated.

The second line of criticism, and the final topic of this essay, is more complex

and centres around the premises in transcendental arguments justified by

transcendental analysis. At one point, Kaidesoja suggests that naturalized

transcendentalism is untenable from the standpoint of naturalism by asking how

naturalized transcendental arguments can be distinguished from scientific

explanations. Considering the a priori status of inferences in transcendental

71 Kaidesoja 2013, 93–94 and 98.
72 Bhaskar 1975/1978, 259–60 and Bhaskar 1979/2015, 6. Instead of the absence of these references being oversights

on Kaidesoja’s part, it may be that I have misinterpreted Kaidesoja’s objection as identical to Körner’s, and/or that

there is something about Kaidesoja’s version of the objection that specially applies to naturalized transcendentalism. If

this is the case, I have missed the evidence of it.

74 Kaidesoja 2013, 94.

73 Kaidesoja 2013, 94.
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arguments as a potential answer to this question, Kaidesoja then replies by asking

how a priori philosophical reasoning can be justified ‘given that development of

the empirical sciences has cast serious doubts to most conclusions of a priori

arguments concerning the nature of reality’?75 Taking the denial of apriority in

transcendental arguments as a potential response to this problem, Kaidesoja then

argues that this option would collapse transcendental arguments into scientific

reasoning, leaving us with no good reason to call them ‘transcendental’. This is

because transcendental arguments and scientific reasoning would have the same

logical form and epistemological status. Hence Kaidesoja concludes ‘the effort to

naturalize transcendental arguments is bound to fail from the perspective of

naturalism’.76

The key question raised here concerns the distinction between transcendental

and scientific argumentation, which I will try to tackle. First, however, I would like

to clarify that I do not think the apriority of transcendental arguments is the

answer to this question (nor do I think there is a need to deny their apriority),

although I would like to address Kaidesoja’s reply to this potential answer in the

passage above. As we saw in the previous section of this essay, a distinctive feature

of the apriority at issue in transcendental arguments is that it is relative rather than

absolute. That is, the apriority involved in transcendental analysis is only relative

to the explanandum at issue and need not be absolutely experience-independent.

Given the additional fact that the initial premises of transcendental arguments can

be contestable and a posteriori while the conclusions of transcendental analysis are

a priori relative to those premises, the apriority of Bhaskar’s transcendental

argumentation is compatible with scientific development instead of being

undermined by it. Furthermore, given the implications of Körner’s objection, the

justification of premises involving conditions of possibility (the conclusions of

transcendental analysis) can be both fallible and a priori. It is fallible not only

because the initial premises from which it proceeds are contestable, but also

because it cannot rule out the possibility of unconsidered alternative transcen-

dental conditions. Nevertheless, this does not jeopardize its (relative) apriority,

because the justification still takes place without recourse to empirical evidence

from specific instances of the explanandum at issue.

Now we are left with the question of how to distinguish transcendental

analysis from scientific reasoning. Bhaskar characterizes the reasoning involved in

transcendental analysis as a subspecies of the retroductive reasoning that also takes

place in scientific explanations.77 Hence for Bhaskar transcendental analysis is

neither more certain nor logically different than scientific explanation. Kaidesoja

disagrees with this characterization on the grounds that retroduction involves

empirical ampliative inferences whereas transcendental analysis involves a priori

ampliative inferences.78 However, it is not clear whether Kaidesoja is referring to

absolute or relative apriority here. The relative apriority of transcendental

75 Kaidesoja 2013, 95.
76 Kaidesoja 2013, 95.
77 E.g. Bhaskar 1986/2009, 11; Bhaskar and Callinicos 2003, 97.
78 Kaidesoja 2013, 211 n. 8.
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argumentation might complicate these grounds for disagreement, for the fact that

transcendental argumentation need not be absolutely experience-independent to

be relatively a priori might put it closer to empirical ampliative inferences than

Kaidesoja recognizes. Nevertheless, even if Bhaskar is right to identify

transcendental argumentation as a kind of retroduction or inference to the best

explanation akin to that used in science, we still have not pinpointed what is

distinctively transcendental about such argumentation. If this cannot be done, we

might be left with the decision to either deem scientific retroduction ‘transcen-

dental’ or transcendental retroduction ‘scientific’.

On the other hand, we might miss important differences between

transcendental philosophy and empirical science if we concentrate solely on the

logical form and epistemological status of their arguments. In what follows I will

eventually offer a schematic account of the relation between transcendental

analysis and scientific explanation that recognizes their similarity in logical form

but locates their difference in content. It might help those with reservations about

this proposal to recall that transcendental philosophy, however construed, has

never been distinguished solely in terms of its argument form but equally if not

more so in terms of the substance of its task, as Kant clarified from the start.79

Before this proposal is given, though, the ‘explanatory necessity’ Kaidesoja’s

naturalistic argument form offers as a corrective to transcendental necessity and

the further criteria by which transcendental and naturalistic arguments are

differentiated need to be examined first.

In Kaidesoja’s naturalistic argument form, it is the second premise that

expresses this explanatory necessity in the following way:

It is hypothetically (and in the [explanatory — DM]80 sense) a necessary condition of

the epistemic successfulness of practice X under our description that the ontological

structure of the world (or some of its aspects) really is as described in propositions

P1,…,Pn.81

The hypothetical status of this claim is important for Kaidesoja since it keeps

naturalistic arguments from being vulnerable to something like Körner’s objection

and emphasizes their fallibility. Kaidesoja elaborates on what it means to be a

hypothetically and explanatorily necessary condition in the following passage:

[P]remise (2) in the naturalistic argument is a fallible hypothesis (not supposedly a

priori truth), which says that it is explanatorily (not transcendentally) a necessary

condition of the practice X under our description that the ontological structure of the

world really is as described in propositions P1,…,Pn. … the conclusion of the

naturalistic argument does not say that it is necessary (in any sense) that the

ontological structure of the world is as described in P1,…,Pn. It rather states that, if we

supposed that the world (or some aspect of it) really has such an ontological structure

as described in propositions P1,…,Pn, then we can explain the relative epistemic

successfulness of practice X under our description better than the alternative set(s) of

79 Kant 1998, A11–12/B25.
80 The text has ‘explanatorily’.
81 Kaidesoja 2013, 98.
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ontological propositions Q1,…,Qn. This means that propositions P1,…,Pn are

hypothetical and, thus, fallible descriptions of the ontological structure of reality.82

The contrast between explanatory and transcendental necessity appears funda-

mental here, and at other points Kaidesoja offers it as a criterion for distinguishing

naturalistic and transcendental arguments.83 In my estimation, though, this

contrast is not sufficiently clarified. For example, transcendental analysis has

always had an explanatory purpose, for to theorize transcendental conditions is to

try to explain how something is possible.84 Consequently, whatever the nature of

the necessity expressed in the second premise of Kaidesoja’s naturalistic argument

form may be, I do not think it can be differentiated from transcendental necessity

by its explanatory intention since this is a characteristic common to both.

Moreover, it is not clear to me how the ‘hypothetical’ necessity of Kaidesoja’s

conclusion differs from the ‘conditional’ necessity of Bhaskar’s, as both involve

fallible ontological claims whose plausibility is contingent upon the description of

an actual epistemically significant scientific practice.

With that said, Kaidesoja complains that Bhaskar does not explain what a

‘conditionally necessary truth about the world’ is, or if it is distinct from a ‘fallible

claim about the world’.85 It seems obvious enough that conditionality with respect

to contestable premises entails fallibility, but Bhaskar’s descriptions of his

conclusions as ‘truths’ (albeit conditionally necessary ones)86 appears to be

significant for Kaidesoja’s further characterizations of the difference between

transcendental and naturalistic arguments. For example, with respect to

naturalistic arguments Kaidesoja claims ‘we cannot know whether our proposi-

tions P1,…,Pn are true and thence we have to treat them as fallible claims about the

world, not transcendentally necessary truths’.87 Similar claims are made in other

passages.88 However, it is not immediately clear what conception(s) of truth

Bhaskar is putting in terms of conditional necessity and from which Kaidesoja is

distancing naturalistic arguments. Kaidesoja seems to understand truth in terms of

epistemic certainty, but if we give Bhaskar the benefit of the doubt and mind his

continual emphases on fallibility, then I think we should interpret his claims about

truth in these early works in terms of something like warranted assertibility rather

than epistemic certainty. This would harmonize quite well with Kaidesoja’s own

interpretation of the way in which the conclusion of a naturalized transcendental

argument is justified, wherein the argument’s ontological claims conditionally

(rather than directly) refer to ‘the ontological structure of the world’ yet are

82 Kaidesoja 2013, 103, original emphasis.
83 Kaidesoja 2013, 99 and 102.
84 Indeed, readers will have already noticed that I have anticipated this point by referring to the topic of a

transcendental argument as the latter’s ‘explanandum’. Any reader who has hitherto been concerned by this

terminological choice can substitute ‘conditioned datum’ for ‘explanandum’ in the previous parts of this essay.
85 Kaidesoja 2013, 88. The reconstruction of Bhaskar’s transcendental argument form at Kaidesoja 2013, 87

incorporates conditional necessity into the conclusion.
86 Bhaskar 1975/1978, 52, 216, and 259 and Bhaskar 1979/2015, 5 and 122.
87 Kaidesoja 2013, 102. In this passage truth seems to be associated with a priori justification, as the sentence quoted

above is preceded by ‘it is not assumed in the argument that claims about the ontological structure of the world can be

justified a priori. In other words, …’.
88 Kaidesoja 2013, 99 and 102.
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warranted given the empirical adequacy of the description of the existent scientific

practice at issue.89 If the truth of a transcendental argument’s conclusion is

understood in this way, though, I do not see how there can be much left in terms of

truth to distinguish transcendental from naturalistic arguments.

Another feature of transcendental arguments Kaidesoja uses as a point of

contrast with naturalistic arguments is apriority. For example, he claims that

naturalistic arguments contain no a priori justification,90 no a priori ampliative

inferences,91 and no a priori premises or conclusions.92 As we saw in the previous

section of this essay, Bhaskar’s transcendental arguments also include a posteriori

premises, but the sense in which their conclusions, mode of justification, and

ampliative inferences are a priori can only be in the relative sense that is

characteristic of transcendental argumentation. It is worth noting that while the

‘relativity’ of relative apriority is just a consequence of transcendental arguments

having specific explananda, the ‘apriority’ of relative apriority is required by the

scope of a transcendental argument’s explanatory ambitions. In other words, the

ampliative inferences, mode of justification, and (consequently) the conclusions of

transcendental analysis must be a priori relative to the analysis’s explanandum,

because a posteriori knowledge drawn from particular instances of the

explanandum cannot significantly inform transcendental analysis. To illustrate

this point with an example, the TAEA has to be a priori relative to any specific

experimental knowledge, because the conditions of possibility of experimentation

in general cannot be internal to any particular experiment since they pertain to and

are presupposed by all experiments. Hence a transcendental argument requires its

explanandum to be analysed independently of its particular instances in this sense,

and this is why relative apriority is necessary.

Given that Kaidesoja’s naturalistic argument form conveys the same

explanatory ambitions insofar as it theorizes ontological reasons for the epistemic

success of a scientific practice — which is more general than any particular

instance of that practice — how can the justification of its second premise avoid

the relative apriority that transcendental analysis demands? The ontological

reasons proposed in the second premise cannot be confined to any particular

instance of the scientific practice whose epistemic success is to be explained. So,

how can this premise, its mode of justification, and the ampliative inference that

yields it not be a priori relative to the scientific practice at issue? If it cannot, then

the apriority of transcendental arguments cannot distinguish them from

naturalistic arguments either.

To push this line of objection a little further, I would like to conclude not only

that Kaidesoja’s naturalistic argument form is not sufficiently distinguished from

that of naturalized transcendental arguments, but also that closer examination of

his conception of explanatory necessity (ironically) reveals a distinctive feature of

transcendental arguments that differentiates them from scientific explanations.

89 Kaidesoja 2013, 93.
90 Kaidesoja 2013, 102.
91 Kaidesoja 2013, 99 and 102.
92 Kaidesoja 2013, 98–99 and 102.
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Kaidesoja characterizes the logical form of naturalistic arguments as that of

inference to the best explanation,93 which includes critiques of alternative

explanations.94 It is his comparison of the explanatory character of naturalistic

arguments with causal explanations, though, that I think is most interesting here.

Kaidesoja notes that causal explanations in science ‘proceed backwards from the

evidence regarding some phenomenon to a description of some (usually

unobserved) causal mechanism, which explains the phenomenon better than any

known alternative mechanism’.95 Similarly, naturalistic arguments propose claims

about the ontological structure of reality on the basis of evidence for the epistemic

success of some scientific practice in order to explain that epistemic success in a

way that also enlarges our understanding of reality. For these reasons, Kaidesoja

thinks naturalistic arguments ‘can be fruitfully described as inferences to the best

explanation’ even though they ‘are not mechanism-based causal explanations’.96

Now we can see that the necessity at issue in naturalistic arguments is non-

causal explanatory necessity. What I would like to suggest here is that instead of

constituting a metaphilosophical naturalist alternative to transcendental necessity,

non-causal explanatory necessity is instead a characteristic feature of transcen-

dental necessity. Instead of positing a causal mechanism that produces some

observable phenomenon, transcendental analysis (Kantian, critical realist, or

otherwise) in theoretical philosophy typically posits an epistemic or ontological

structure or structural feature that must be in place for some epistemically

significant phenomenon to be possible or intelligible. This non-causal explanatory

necessity already distinguishes transcendental analysis from scientific explanation

involving causal mechanisms, but when we combine this with recognition of the

difference in their respective explananda — phenomena qua epistemically

significant on the one hand and phenomena qua empirically assessable on the

other — we have additional means of distinguishing them amidst their similarity in

logical form. I do not think this constitutes a full account of the distinctiveness of

transcendental arguments, but I do think it is a step in the right direction.

Importantly, this also preserves Bhaskar’s distinction between philosophical

and scientific ontology, which Kaidesoja questions.97 This is because the

explananda of transcendental analysis guarantee the general–particular and a

priori–a posteriori aspects of the relation between a scientific practice’s

transcendental conditions (philosophical ontology) and the ontological discoveries

within that practice (scientific ontology). For example, the TAEA’s focus on

experimentation in general as an epistemically significant phenomenon ensures

that any experimentally based scientific theory about a causal law should have the

status of a particular instance of the more general ontology of tendencies the

TAEA justifies. For the same reason, philosophical ontology will always be a priori

in relation to particular scientific theories, which are comparatively a posteriori,

93 Kaidesoja 2013, 101.
94 Kaidesoja 2013, 102.
95 Kaidesoja 2013, 102.

97 Kaidesoja 2013, 5.

96 Kaidesoja 2013, 102.
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because the legitimacy of the latter depends on the empirical content of specific
instances of a scientific practice that the legitimacy of the former does not.

If this line of objection is valid, then Kaidesoja has not quite demonstrated

naturalized transcendentalism to be an unsustainable position, nor has he clearly
separated his naturalistic arguments from it. Consequently, if we understand ‘neo-

Kantianism’ broadly enough to include Bhaskar’s heterodox metaphilosophical
Kantianism, then Kaidesoja’s claim that his naturalistic argument form ‘breaks all

the links to neo-Kantianism’98 in critical realism might be a bit premature.

Whatever the case may be, no one can deny that Kaidesoja has succeeded in
making a vital contribution to the ongoing controversy over the relation between

transcendental philosophy and naturalism.
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