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On the Issues of Transcendental Argument 

 
Abstract  The transcendental approach initiated by Immanuel Kant and Peter 
Strawson has been the most representative contemporary exponent of this line of 
thinking. Barry Stroud understands this form of transcendental argument as 
relying on an empirical “verification principle” and hence he rejects it as 
unnecessary. Nevertheless, Stroud’s view is only warranted to a certain extent. In 
some non-empirical objective spheres, including concepts and propositions as 
regards general metaphysics, moral metaphysics and philosophy of religion, the 
transcendental approach is still necessary. In terms of quality, transcendental 
approach belongs to “conceptual argumentation,” which differs from experience 
and logic with the fundamental characteristic of setting up a theoretical 
antecedent before further inquiry at the level of doctrine, i.e., concepts. 
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As a sort of non-empirical theory, philosophy differs from the empirical sciences 
(say, sociology, politics, etc.) in terms of its way of argumentation. What, then, 
should the philosophical way of argumentation be? Kant, in his answer to the 
question, opts for the terminology of “transcendental deduction.” The resurrection 
of this way of argumentation in contemporary philosophy by figures like Putnam, 
Rorty, and Nozick begins with Peter Strawson in works like his Individuals 
employs the concept of “transcendental argumentation.”  

1  The Origin and Development of Transcendental 
Argumentation 

Kant set off the tradition transcendental argument with his use of the terms of 
“transcendental deduction” and “transcendental proof.” Why does Kant need to 
make transcendental arguments? This is because he separates, from the 
constitution of knowledge, a sort of “a priori knowledge” (i.e., knowledge that is 
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non-empirical but at the same time with general necessity) including categories 
and a priori synthetic principles etc. which constitute the conditions for the 
possibility of empirical knowledge. With this sort of a priori knowledge, it is 
impossible to apply the methods of mathematics or empirical physics in order to 
make demonstrations. The methodological significance of Kant’s transcendental 
deduction lies, precisely, in the fact that it has practically offered the transcendental 
proof to this issue, but also made scrupulous theoretical elucidation. 

This elucidation of Kant looks at the following key points: First, the aim and 
essence of transcendental argument are to prove that a priori knowledge such as 
the category of “causality” constitutes the precondition of experience. In this 
respect, the often cited assertion of Kant the principle itself which is set up by a 
priori categories, first makes possible its ground of proof, namely experience, 
and must always be presupposed in this” (Kant 1998,  p. 642; A/737/B765). 
Second, the standard of transcendental argumentation is that a priori 
knowledge-like categories must be relevant to possible experience lest errant 
deduction or demonstration like “antinomies” going beyond possible empirical 
scope result. Kant emphasizes this point repeatedly. Third, the concrete method 
of transcendental argument must use direct proof rather than using disproof 
method and, additionally, this sort of proof must be unique. 

Apart from how transcendental proof pertains to the categories, parts of Kant’s 
“refutation of idealism” is also taken as the model of transcendental argument, 
the way of which is thought to be more close to those made by later philosophers 
like Wittgenstein, Strawson, Davidson etc. In this regard, what Kant intends to 
demonstrate is that our knowledge of outer states is the condition of the 
possibility of knowledge of inner states. He thinks that “outer objects are 
absolutely Requisite” (Kant 1998, p. 328; B277). Our inner experiences are 
possible only by way of an indirect connection to external experiences. 

After Kant, the late-era Wittgenstein’s notion of private language and Gilbert 
Ryle’s “polar concept”1 have employed some sort of transcendental argument. 
The same holds for Davidson, Putnam, Searle, Strawson, etc. with the various 
transcendental arguments given in their works. What is different though is that 
their arguments mainly aim at anti-scepticism. I would like to mention Strawson 
here in particular, since the transcendental argument that he makes in Individuals 
and The Bounds of Sense are thought to be the most classic in contemporary time. 
Moreover, they have again aroused concerns with respect to this issue in the late 
20th century.  

The reason why Strawson’s transcendental argument is attached importance to 
                                                               
1  The logic goes: just as false coins would not exist unless there exist true ones, we would not 
have the concept of “wrong” unless we had the concept of “right.” Therefore, this affirmation 
of skepticism—we might make a mistake at any time unconsciously—is refuted. 
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is mainly that it is regarded as a way of refuting skepticism. Nonetheless, insofar 
as his Individuals is concerned, refuting skepticism is by no means its chief aim. 
Discussions of skepticism occupy limited space in this book, appearing merely in 
four places, and even then lasting for no more than one or two pages at in each 
instance. In this book Strawson contends: 

 
This gives us a more profound characterization of the sceptic’s position. He 
pretends to accept a conceptual scheme, but at the same time quietly rejects 
one of the conditions of its employment. Thus his doubts are unreal, not 
simply because they are logically irresoluble doubts, but because they amount 
to the rejection of the whole conceptual scheme within which alone such 
doubts make sense. (Strawson 1959, p. 35)2 

 
Strawson’s transcendental argument continues to exert far-reaching influence. 

Within the relevant literature, the Transcendental Arguments by Barry Stroud, an 
American epistemologist, published in 1968, has aroused popular concerns. 
According to him, Strawson argues that we possess a unitary cognitive 
framework of a spatio-temporal system wherein individuals may be identified or 
re-identified, as well as the satisfactory standards for undertaking this sort of 
identification and re-identification This however virtually requires a sort of 
“verification principle.” In other words, within demonstration, we should not 
merely deduce the conditions of the being of things via rational thought. As a 
consequence, transcendental argumentation ultimately rests in testing in the outer 
world in accordance with its standards. 3  Since Strawson’s transcendental 
argument effectively contains verification principles, we may well resort to the 
latter. Stroud thus draws the conclusion that transcendental argumentation is 
either wrong or extraneous. 

2  Chinese Scholars’ Studies on Transcendental Argumenta- 
tion 

In recent years issues concerning transcendental argument have attracted 
                                                               
2 Cf. Individuals, p. 78: “So with many skeptical problems: their statement involves the 
pretended acceptance of a conceptual scheme and at the same time the silent repudiation of 
one of the conditions of its existence. That is why they are, in the terms in which they are 
stated, insoluble.” 
3  Rorty also agrees with Strawson’s view, contending that the latter’s transcendental arguments 
actually rely on empiricism. He also thinks that Strawson points to something something of 
great importance, namely that, “None of transcendental arguments is capable of demonstrating 
the necessary being of material objects as such.” Rorty concludes that “We nominalists have 
no use for a refurbished version of Kant’s “transcendental logic” and that “The only good 
transcendental argument is a parasitism argument” (see Rorty 1971; Rorty 1998, p. 331). 
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attention from of Chinese scholars who have written on the traits, validity and 
problems of transcendental argumentation as well as the pertinent controversies. 
In 2000, Qian Jie published his article, “What Are Kant’s Transcendental 
Arguments?,” which looks at the characteristics of Kant’s transcendental argument 
and criticizes the relevant misunderstandings of later philosophers including 
Strawson, Rorty, etc. In his article, he puts forward that Kant’s transcendental 
arguments is the unity of internality, ostensiveness and constitutiveness. Here 
“internality” in transcendental argumentation is not “a transcendental thing 
whatsoever” outside of the process, but refers those objects that are recognized as 
something via presentation. “Constitutive” refers to there being some mechanism 
by virtue of which those alleged constitutive principles or categories make 
possible that which is constitutive to them (here meaning experience). 
“Ostensive” refers, in Kant’s terminology, to the proof “which is combined with 
the conviction of truth and simultaneously insight into its sources” (Kant 1998,  
p. 668; A789/B817) and which must be direct rather than indirect. 

As Qian Jie points out, in the past half a century or so there have been 
misunderstandings regarding the structure of transcendental arguments, namely 
that people think it is a type of indirect proof. According to Michèle 
Crampe-Casnabet the structure of transcendental argumentation is such that 
“there would not be experiences were there not a prior cognitive structure. 
Experiences nevertheless exist, and so does a priori cognitive structure” (Qian 
1989, p. 52). In addition, he also contests that such misunderstandings of 
transcendental arguments are mainly a result of the influence of Frege’s 
“anti-psychologism.” A fear of psychologism has led to an ignorance of the large 
number of argumentations pertaining to cognitive mechanisms set forth in 
transcendental arguments in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, hence 
transcendental argument are not understood as being constitutive and providing 
evidentiary proof. Qian Jie even argues that a main representative and 
disseminator of this sort of misunderstanding is Strawson, and this manifests 
itself in the latter’s Bounds of Significance, in which sets about “trying to exclude 
the factors of “transcendental psychology” in the transcendental argument (in 
Critique of Pure Reason) of Kant so as to find out an analytic clue of 
transcendental argument.” He also dismisses the previously mentioned claim 
from Crampe-Casnabet as nothing but a new case of this misunderstanding (Qian 
2000, p. 6). Qian Jie also holds that Rorty has made the mistake of 
misunderstanding, too, of not knowing the difference between Kant’s proof 
where “there would not be experiences were there not a prior cognitive structure” 
in his transcendental arguments on the one hand, and general psychology on the 
other. Therefore Rorty considers that the possibility of the existence of a contrary 
proposition may lead to the collapse of the transcendental argument, and hence 
he supports substituting a pragmatist strategy over that of transcendental argument. 
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In Qian’s view, the consequence of such misunderstandings has, necessarily, 
strayed away from Kant’s route of transcendental argument and this “results in 
various problems,” say, as Lovejoy and Strawson misunderstand transcendental 
arguments with respect to the causal categories in “the second analogy” of the 
“analysis of principles,” seeing Kant’s move here as a non sequitur. 

In his article Transcendental Arguments, Zhao Tingyang emphasizes the 
method with regard to the form of argumentation. According to him, the reason 
why Kant is courageous enough to claim his as a Copernican revolution is 
because he has finally found a method to confirm the basis of knowledge. This 
“kernel technique employed by the transcendental argument concluded by Kant” 
is “the technique of reduction to absurdity” being novel in its self-defense, that is, 
“to demonstrate that the negative proposition of p, i.e. ¬p is untenable” (Zhao 
2005, p. 98). Transcendental argumentation has the particular characteristic of 
adopting a self-referential structure to defend itself which leads to a noteworthy 
finding, namely, “I really have reason to prove myself on my own” (Zhao 2005, 
p. 98). 

Zhao Tingyang further presents two “technical indexes” which must be met by 
the transcendental argument in this reductio ad absurdum: 

 
(1) If p is the necessary interpretation of q, p must satisfy such conditions: If 

a negative proposition of p, ¬p, is constituted, ¬p will surely lead to 
self-contradiction. This is because the antecedent needed to constitute ¬p is 
precisely p. Put another way, p’s negative proposition ¬p is instead direct 
evidence of the necessity of p. 

(2) If p is the unique interpretation of q, then p must satisfy the following 
condition: If any different interpretation of p, say, r, is imagined, then r cannot 
satisfy (1), which hence proves that p is the uniquely legitimate interpretation. 

 
Zhao Tingyang takes the satisfaction of these two “technical indexes” as the 
standard for assessing whether a transcendental argument is success or not. He 
cites examples in order to ask the question, “Why can’t we deny logic or the 
usage of language in thought?” This is because all such thoughts take logic and 
language as the prerequisite. 

Lu Ding disagrees with the two assessment conditions for transcendental 
argument presented by Zhao Tingyang, contending that they are problematic in 
two ways. First, they each are “expressed in a fairly weak way,” that is, their 
scope is too limited. In effect, both of the two conditions can be regarded as the 
bound to “the interpretation as to q,” namely, to satisfy condition (1), p is the 
“necessary interpretation” whereas to satisfy condition (2), p will become “the 
unique interpretation” and, to satisfy both at the same time, p will become “the 
uniquely legitimate interpretation.” Such conditions for assessment nevertheless 
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fail to be appropriated into argumentations like Descartes’ cogito in that the p in 
Descartes’ argumentation, cogito, is not an interpretation at all. 

Second, Lu Ding holds that, within the appropriate scope for these two 
assessing conditions, the standards they offer are too strict. For instance, when it 
comes to Kant’s transcendental deduction with regard to intellectual categories, it 
fails, first of all, to satisfy the need for ¬p to be “the immediate evidence of p” in 
condition (1). Likewise, it cannot satisfy the demand for “uniqueness” in 
condition (2) (Lu 2005, p. 61). 

Additionally, Lu Ding presents a reconstruction of the restrictive conditions of 
Kant’s transcendental argument, which proceeds by way of interpreting the steps 
and process of Kant’s transcendental deduction with regard to categories. He 
argues that Kant’s transcendental deduction can be seen as two subsuming 
processes. First, in the deduction of cogito/apperception, presentation is 
subsumed in apperception by means of a “universal” condition (manifested in 
Kant’s premise that “Cogito must be capable of going along with all the 
presentations,” here labeled UC1). Second, a category is subsumed in 
apperception in the deduction of the former. This will concern the usage of 
another “universal” condition, namely that “all the presentations go along with 
the one and the same cogito/apperception” which is here referred to as UC2. 
Differing however from UC1 in its concern with “presentative sphere Q,” UC2 
deals with “a set of categories F.” On this ground, Lu Ding concludes that a 
“reconstruction of restrictive conditions” can be made for Kant’s overarching 
transcendental argument, that is: 

To some specified sphere E wherein e is an arbitrary element and a 
transcendental sphere F wherein f is an arbitrary element, if f satisfies the 
universal restrictive conditions UC1 and UC2 of e, then the following corollary 
is true: 

If there is a relation R between f and e, then there is a necessary relation R 
between f and e (Lu 2005, p. 64). 

The above is a rough introduction of the views of some Chinese scholars with 
regard to issues of transcendental argument. What follow are my own views. 
Regarding the claim of Qian Jie, namely that the misunderstandings pertinent to 
transcendental argumentation (i.e., attributing the structure of this argument to 
the relation between modus ponens and modus tollens), I cannot agree. This is 
because Kant’s transcendental argument adopts “direct or evident proof” in 
comparison to “falsification.” This is to say, it means that we cannot make 
demonstrations by means of that kind of apagoge constituting the antinomies in 
the Critique of Pure Reason, and that doesn’t mean the methods of deductive 
argumentation via the relation such as modus ponens or modus tollens cannot be 
used in transcendental argument. 

Additionally, insofar as the general train of thought is concerned, I do not 
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agree with the project of analyzing transcendental argument from technical 
perspectives. It is my contention that the problems of transcendental argument do 
not lie in the aforementioned aspects. Rather, they hide in the objective contents 
of the arguments themselves, and consist in the factual relation between the 
premises and corollaries of the arguments. Moreover, as to Qian Jie’s article, I do 
agree on some points, e.g., disagreeing with Rorty’s denial of transcendental 
argument and affirming the necessity of the latter. The following section expands 
upon my own thoughts regarding transcendental argument. 

3  The Form of Transcendental Argument and Its Possible 
Errors 

Stroud sees the crux of the problems of transcendental argument as being its 
reliance on a “verification principle.” In my opinion, this conclusion is not 
without a measure of reason, being suitable to the specific scope of objects. 
Nonetheless, Stroud’s application here is overly broad, without any 
discrimination whatsoever in the previous conclusion regarding transcendental 
arguments with respect to all types of objects. Here we will emphasize, first and 
foremost, the source of errors hidden in the form of transcendental argument, and 
then distinguish the scope of its objects in the next section, in order to elucidate 
its necessity and efficacy within a specific scope. 

Originally, Kant adopts the mode of transcendental argument due to the fact 
that categories belong to “non-empirical” concepts. If they were empirical, there 
would not be trouble in terms of argumentation and people would only need to 
appeal to experience for experiments, like what is done in empirical sciences 
such as physics etc. 

Since an empirical type of proof cannot be immediately adopted, there is 
another way, namely logical argument, to demonstrate that categories are the 
prerequisite for truth in experience. In this line of thought, a sort of logical 
relation is constituted between the conditioner and the conditioned (or the object). 
It is usually held that transcendental argument takes the following form: If p, 
then q; q is true, so p is true too.4 Undoubtedly, it is beneficial to portray the 
form of transcendental argument in terms of its logic structure. Nevertheless, if 
grasping of transcendental argument is restricted to logical relations, it is possible 
to encounter a danger analogous to the “material implication” in logical 
                                                               
4  See the item of metaphysics in Encyclopedia of Great Britain (Britannica, 2009). Besides, cf. 
the narration by Xu Xiangdong: (1) Y is possible only when X is actual. (2) Y is possible. (3) 
Therefore, X is actual. Here transcendental argument is considered as the logical relation qua 
the necessary condition between the argued phenomenon Y and phenomenon X (see Xu 2006, 
p. 188). 
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deduction. That is to say that whether the relation in term of content between the 
antecedent and the consequent of an argument can be held cannot be affirmed 
merely in virtue of its form, but also requires examining the connection within its 
contents. Focusing merely on form may give rise to a situation resembling the 
“paradox of material implication”—a false proposition implies any true one, and 
a true proposition is thus materially implicated by any proposition. For instance, 
“If 2 plus 2 equals 5, then snow is white.” This means that even if a sort of 
logical relation is constituted, the antecedent and the consequent might be 
mutually irrelevant as regards their contents, so that their relation is specious. In 
response to the paradox of material implication, the field of logic thus later deals, 
in successive fashion, the concept of “strict implication” and “relevant logic” so 
as to prevent such confusions within formal logical relations stemming from 
irrelevant content. 

In a similar vein, if the antecedent and the consequent of a transcendental 
argument are considered as a logical relation which is in fact irrelevant with 
regard to content and unable to appeal to experiences for validation, problems 
appear, namely that superficially, they might form a sort of logical conditional 
relation which, nevertheless, does not exist in practice. In this way, even if one 
strives to make conceptual demonstration which seems to be rational, due to the 
inability to appeal to factual validation, it is likely that there will be difficulty 
sensing the possible problems therein. 

Understanding the potential problems in such argumentations, we may 
approach Kant’s intention in an easier way. With his different point of departure, 
Kant still stresses that transcendental argument needs to be connected with 
“possible experiences” (not “actual experiences”). For example, he writes, “In 
transcendental cognition, as long as it has to do merely with concepts of 
understanding, this guideline is possible experience” (Kant 1998, p. 665; 
A783/B811). And he also admonishes that if this point goes unnoticed, 
demonstration spiral out of control. This is to say that demonstration as such might 
go beyond the empirical scope, which would result in some “transcendental 
fallacies” being neither verifiable nor falsifiable.  

Nonetheless, Kant treats possible experiences as the “guideline” for 
transcendental argument, insofar as the transcendental argument of his categories 
is concerned, the problem consists, exactly, in failing to meet the standard set by 
him for this proof, in that his topic (categories being the precondition for the 
objective efficacy and general necessity of experiences) is purely metaphysical 
and non-empirical. Accordingly, whether or not the twelve a priori categories 
demonstrated by Kant can constitute the condition of empirical objectivity and 
universal necessity becomes, in effect, a theoretical “unsettled question” which, 
even when completely demonstrated conceptually, hardly makes a convincing 
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case for their efficacy due to the fact that they cannot suffice for measuring the 
condition by means of an empirical “guideline.” 

Apart from this, due to the stress on the role of guidelines for empirical 
verification, Kant is against the usage of apagoge in transcendental argument, 
contending that transcendental proof should be direct and ostensive at any time 
and no such apagoge should be employed, since although the latter can also bring 
about definiteness, it cannot help in understanding the “grounds of possibility” 
(Kant 1998, p. 669; A789/B817) that constitutes the truth of things which is 
exactly what the transcendental argument aims to demonstrate. Seen in this vein, 
the result is that apagoge yields nothing but an “emergency aid” that can aid 
reason only as a stop gap, which falls short of solving the fundamental problems. 
Kant points out, in his idiosyncratic fashion, that in the “transcendental attempt” 
of pure reason, no apagoge should be employed in defending one’s own idea, 
since the way wherein one justifies himself by means of refutation of its 
opposites can only shows the result that this refutation is nothing other than the 
mere representation of the conflict of the opposed opinion with the subjective 
condition of comprehensibility through our reason, which does nothing by way 
of rejecting the thing itself. Particularly in the argumentations regarding ideas 
like the cosmos, the key point is that they have gone beyond experience and 
belonged to “the transcendent” usage. Hence such ideas are part of a subjective 
“dialectical illusion,” the result of which is that they cannot yield true knowledge 
t by means of refuting the opposite in the apagogic way, as happens in the 
so-called “antinomies.”5 

Whether it is setting possible experience as the “guideline” of transcendental 
proof or denying the employment of apagoge in transcendental argument, on the 
whole Kant’s intention is plain, namely to guard against problems or errors in 
crafting arguments with such concepts, like the “transcendental illusion” he 
identifies. Nevertheless, due to the fact that the origin of the problem happens to 
pertain to the quality of the metaphysical concepts or propositions being 
demonstrated, the problem is virtually unavoidable. Under the circumstances 
where no experience can offer verification, transcendental arguments cannot help 
but present, via providing demonstrations as to rationality, theoretical reasons to 
make judgments and choices with regard to the relevant concepts or propositions. 
                                                               
5  And, incidentally, in his article “Transcendental Arguments,” Zhao Tingyang points out, 
“The core technique employed by the transcendental argument concluded by Kant is in effect 
that of reduction to absurdity. Its freshness consists in adopting a self-defensive perspective, 
that is, trying to demonstrate that the negative proposition of p, i.e. ¬p is impossible to be 
true.” He also concluded that there are “two technical indices” (say, constituting a paradox ¬p 
of p etc.) that the so-called transcendental argument must be capable of meeting, contending 
that “here lie the key points of transcendental arguments” which, as a matter of fact, runs 
counter to Kant’s original intention, as can be seen via comparison with the above argument. 
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4  The Quality and Necessity of Transcendental Argumenta- 
tion 

The above argument is concerned already with what the quality of transcendental 
argument is. Fundamentally speaking, I contest that it is concerns a sort of 
metaphysical method of argumentation with the essence being a “conceptual 
argument.” This differs from the methods of derivation and operation in the 
sphere of mathematics, 6  and from those of empirical observation and 
experimentation in the natural sciences.7 It is by reason of this non-empirical 
character in transcendental argument that metaphysical propositions often get 
drawn controversies as they fail to be tested by experience. Worse still, there 
hides a sort of danger, namely that it is hard to separate the true and the false 
within controversies dealing with “universals” etc. 

My view is different from the common one, namely that the aim of 
transcendental argument is taken, as a rule, to seek conditions of possibility for 
some thought or knowledge, or the refutation of skepticism. In my point of view, 
the existent transcendental arguments have made attempts in these two respects, 
but that does not mean that its function is limited to them. In more general sense, 
it is, in effect, a kind of metaphysical argumentative method. Non-empirical 
metaphysics employs precisely this type method as its means of argumentation. 

As was previously mentioned, there are problems of relevance between the 
premises and conclusion (between the proposition set and the conditions 
demanded) in the argumentative style of transcendental argument itself, and so 
some problems thus likely arise. What’s more, insofar as Strawsonian concrete 
argumentation is concerned, problems remaining to be demonstrated empirically 
appear, as was pointed out by Stroud and other criticisms, e.g. it can merely 
obtain purely conceptual and analytical consequences from the presumed 
premises, and there is no particular significance in such argumentations seen 
logically, and so on and so forth. Facing such criticisms, the rationality and 
necessity of transcendental argumentation become a problem. In my view, 
nevertheless, the necessity of transcendental argumentation lies in the 
confirmation of its “domain.” In other words, it has its particular scope of 
application in which transcendental argument is needed. This means that 
although transcendental argument is unsuitable for some objects, as Stroud holds, 
it is appropriate in the sphere of some particular objects. For example, when 
experience itself fails to offer a valid test of some given propositions, appealing 
                                                               
6  Hume calls them the sphere of “connection of ideas,” whereas Leibniz called relevant truth 
“necessary truth.” 
7 Hume asserts them to the sphere of “actual matters” and once definitely claimed that “None 
has ever thought that the explosion of gunpowder or the attraction of magnets can be 
discovered by virtue of arguments a priori” (Hume 2007, p. 20). 
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to transcendental argument becomes inevitable. To put it in yet another way, on 
the one hand, no transcendental argument is needed with regard to those thoughts 
or propositions which can be tested via experiences. On the other hand, with 
those that cannot be tested, at least provisionally by means of experiences, only 
transcendental argument is available. Such concepts or propositions include: 

(1) General metaphysical concepts or propositions like Kantian a priori 
categories, issues of individual and general, of causality (anything happening out 
of some reason), of other minds, or propositions like that every one of us has, at 
any time, …a sort of unified framework of knowledge as to individuality, etc. 
(see Strawson 2005, p. 14).  

(2) Moral metaphysical/religious philosophical concepts or propositions like 
concepts of freedom and justice, idea of God, issues of soul, and propositions 
like “Man is free by birth,” “Every one has free will,” among others. 

The trouble here is that though they belong to metaphysical concepts or 
propositions, their respective issues of argumentation belong within different 
spheres. With Kantian categories, that which needs to be demonstrated is validity. 
With the idea of value, of rationality, of concepts like the “God,” it is reliability. 
When transcendental argumentation is employed to settle all these topics, 
suspicions with regard to the validity of this method naturally emerge. Contrarily, 
when these objects and problems are differentiated in a plain fashion, it is not 
necessary to go so far as to say that all transcendental arguments are unwanted 
and empirical argumentation is to be preferred. With respect to this, I make the 
following clarification. 

In the first place, as to general metaphysical issues, for instance with external 
being is the condition for the possibility of empirical recognition, the difference 
between them and empirical propositions is that the latter may be tested via 
perceptible, observable, or experimental processes. For instance, if it rains, the 
ground is wet. Likewise, the hypothesis of the Big Bang of the celestial bodies is 
supported by contemporary observations of the Einstein shift, and so on. The 
relation between matters that are concerned by metaphysical propositions 
however cannot be demonstrated via these paths, as this sort of relation is 
generally postulated via philosophical reflection, e.g. the notion of “free will,” 
the relation between “universality” and “particularity,” the proposition that “Each 
of us is at any time part of a unified knowledge framework of universality,” etc. 
Such metaphysical concepts and relations are characterized by their being 
“non-phenomenal” which thus makes transcendental argument necessary. 
Nevertheless, it is due to this metaphysical trait that wide room is left for 
controversies and, simultaneously, transcendental argument therefore embraces 
of its main difficult, that of being hard to empirically test. This is also one of the 
reasons why metaphysics is always controversial. 

Insofar as Kantian categories are concerned, that which needs to be 
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demonstrated is their validity. Different from issues concerning the idea of value, 
the empirical data for such problems will not come about, nor be reinforced, no 
matter how time progresses. For example, whether Kant lives in the 18th century 
or in today 200 years later, when it comes to the propositions of the validity of 
Kant’s a priori categories, no empirical element will be added to them in the 
progress of time such that we today would be capable of seeing things more 
clearly, as we are able to with the French Revolution. On the other hand, these 
propositions of Kant are, still like those first presented by him, purely speculative. 
As a consequence, demonstration of them still needs to be given in a 
transcendental fashion, as was done by Kant, and, although many concrete 
experiences of human being have been added, the non-empirical character of 
Kant’s categories remains unchanged. After all, categories are undoubtedly 
necessary for thinking, but when their roles are so exaggerated that they can 
bring general necessity even “objectivity” to experiences and, worse still, such 
theories themselves cannot be tested via experiences, it is understandable why 
Wang Guowei would proclaim that philosophy is lovely but not reliable. 

A most typical issue in metaphysics is that of individual and universal. What is 
“universal?” Is it merely a noun or substance? What is the relation between the 
individual and universal? Does universal embody the essence of individual? To 
investigate such issues, it is plain that conceptual argumentation must be used. As 
is well-known, there was a debate between nominalism and realism in the Middle 
Ages, whereas in more recent times Austin has claimed that both parties are 
wrong, be they the interpretations employing “universal” by realists or those 
employing “similarity” by nominalists. He denies the existence of “universal,” 
confirming that transcendental argument is incapable of demonstrating it, and 
this results in our knowing nothing about what concept is. These different 
interpretations of the characteristics of the “universal” reflect the controversy 
arising from transcendental argument. It is no wonder that in the history of 
philosophy, this problem still remains to be settled. 

Additionally, there remains the demonstration of ideas of value such as 
freedom, justice etc. Issues like these have the following traits: their rationality 
being demonstrable in social practice notwithstanding, there is a problem of 
temporality, that is, they belong to the sphere of the “future” and only by means 
of appealing to, after putting into practice, the near or far future, can we evaluate 
consequences. That is to say, when such concepts are just presented, it remains to 
be seen whether or not they were rational, whether or not they could be accepted 
by the society, whether or not they should be put into practice, whether or not 
good effects would be produced since they do not currently obtain in the real 
world. Theoretical demonstration, i.e. transcendental argument, is thus needed 
first and foremost, or else no consensus or public opinion can be achieved, which 
will result in their failure to be accepted by society. If these concepts are applied 
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to social practice hastily, taking the society as an experimental guinea pig, once 
problems emerge, the price will also be tremendous. When they are applied to 
social practice, their rationality can be judged in connection with the result in the 
real world. At this time, such concepts are becoming increasingly empirical in 
character so that people may adjust and modify them in accordance with the 
result of practical experiences. 

To concepts such as “God” in religion, that which needs to be demonstrated is 
reliability concerning with issues of religious psychology and experience. The 
notions of “justification by faith,” etc., are purely subjective. It does not belong, 
originally, to the category of empirical demonstration and, consequently, falls 
within another type. 

Differentiating these types of transcendental argument, we can thus conclude 
that it is wrong for Stroud to claim, without any differentiation whatsoever, that 
transcendental argument needs to ultimately appeal to empirical demonstration or 
else it is either unwanted or invalid. Insofar as the above conditions we have 
differentiated are concerned, they require transcendental argumentation and, 
although with different consequences, say, where the notion of value may be 
connected with experience and rationality can be determined via connecting 
experiences. Nevertheless, Kantian categories as such can never be verified by 
means of experiences (that is to say, there is no way to demonstrate whether or 
not they can bring objective validity, universal necessity etc. to experiences). 

After interpreting the scope of application of transcendental argumentation, 
one more question remains. Since transcendental argument is useful, what are the 
qualities of this argumentative method?  

Insofar as the nature of transcendental argument is concerned, as has been 
mentioned before, it is a type of “conceptual demonstration” different from 
experience and logic. Putnam speaks of “Reasoning a priori” and it is my 
contention that his remarks on the topic are valuable for helping to understand 
the nature of transcendental argument. He points out that reasoning a priori 
means “inquiring into what is reasonably possible assuming certain general 
premise, or making certain very broad theoretical assumption. Such a procedure 
is neither ‘empirical’ nor quite ‘a priori,’ but has elements of both ways of 
investigating” (Putnam 1981, p. 16). He also points out that his procedure closely 
related to Kant’s “transcendental” investigations, also inquiring into the 
“prerequisites” of thought. 

It can be said that the fundamental trait of transcendental argument is，first，to 
postulate some theoretical premise, then to inquire theoretically, i.e. conceptually, 
into its validity, and that it is no more than this. A comparison with Strawson’s 
line of reasoning in Individuals shows considerable similarity with Putnam’s 
work on the issue. In this book, Strawson sestets forth from the very beginning 
that the mode by means of which we reflect on the world and particular matters 
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requires some “conceptual framework” as the premise. He then discusses the 
validity of this framework by identifying its function in the process of 
recognizing individuals. This in effect examines the possibility and rationality of 
the postulated premise mentioned by Putnam. 

With respect to method, transcendental argument，as the argument of concepts 
(theoretical argument), is mainly analytic. This is not that hard to understand. 
When neither fact nor pure logical deduction can be appealed to, the only other 
option is analysis on a conceptual level between the postulated premise and the 
necessary conditions constitutive of the premise. What needs to be pointed out 
here is that the method of “conceptual analysis” employed by transcendental 
argument is by no means the common method which “decomposes” key points in 
the narrow sense of the word. To be sure, conceptual analysis aims to give the 
key points contained in its objects. Nevertheless, one important thought later 
recognized by analytic philosophy is the recognition of the need to treat these 
key points in connection with each other, as has been done by Strawson. His 
analytical method seeks to establish a systematic connection between concepts. 
When Kant intends to establish the connection between categories and 
experiences, Strawson puts his focus here on the conceptual schema by virtue of 
which we identify individuals and particular matters. 

As was previously mentioned, transcendental argument in western philosophy 
is often thought, as a rule, to be against skepticism. In effect, the refutation of 
skepticism also belongs to conceptual demonstration. In the sphere of empirical 
demonstration, such refutations are unwanted, since whether it is the being of the 
outside world, the truth of the movement of matter, or the being of the mind of 
others, they are unarguable facts. Skepticism provokes nothing but the issue of 
conceptual demonstration, which cannot present satisfying replies in terms of 
experience. For instance, as to the perceived existence and movement of material 
objects, how can we demonstrate them by means of concepts in lieu of appealing 
to our common sense or experiences, say, to demonstrate the existence of hands 
by putting them up, that of movement by walking, etc? If we only rely on and 
stop at common sense, we are claiming that humans have neither wisdom nor 
thought. 

References 

Crampe-Casnabet, M. (1989). Kant, une Révolution Philosophique (Kant, a Philosophical 
Revolution). Paris: Bordas 

Hume, D. (2007). An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press 

Kant, I. (1998). Critique of Pure Reason, trans. & ed. by Paul Guyer, and Allen W. Wood. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 



On the Issues of Transcendental Argument 
 

269 

Lu Ding (2005). “Xianyan Lunzheng de Luoji Fenxi” 先验论证的逻辑分析 (“Logical 
Analysis of Transcendental Argument”). Shijie Zhexue, 4: 60–68 

Putnam, H. (1981). Reason, Truth and History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
Qian Jie (2000). “Shenme shi Kangde de Xianyan Lunzheng” 什么是康德的先验论证 

(“What Is Kant’s Transcendental Argument”). Huadong Shifan Daxue Xuebao, 2: 3–16 
Rorty, R. (1971). “Verificationism and Transcendental Arguments.” Nous, 5(1): 3–14 
Rorty, R. (1998). Truth and Progress: Philosophical Papers, vol. 3. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 
Strawson, P. (1959). Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics. London: Routledge 
Strawson, P. (2005). My Philosophy, in Ouyang Kang (ed.), Self-accounts of Famous 

Contemporary Philosophers in Britain and the United States. Beijing: Renmin Chubanshe 
Stroud, B. (1968). “Transcendental Arguments.” The Journal of Philosophy, 65(9): 241–256 
Taylor, C. (1978). “The Validity of Transcendental Arguments.” Proceedings of the 

Aristotelian Society, New Series, 79: 151–165 
Xu Xiangdong (2006). Skepticism, Knowledge and Defence. Beijing: Beijing Daxue 

Chubanshe 
Zhao Tingyang (2005). “Xianyan Lunzheng” 先验论证 (“Transcendental Argument”). Shijie 

Zhexue, 3: 97–100 
(translated by Zhang Lin) 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


