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PHILOSOPHICAL SCEPTICISM AND THE CONDITIONS OF THOUGHT

Jonathan Levett
ABSTRACT

Scepticism of the External World is a persistent
philosophical problem. One characteristic respomnse to
scepticism is to argue that such a stance cannot be
consistently maintained insofar that a sceptical position
involves doubting or denying a necessary condition of
thought and/or experience, and hence doubting or denying
something which framing the very problem.of scepticism
itself tacitly takes for granted. Such a line of
argument, following Immanuel Kant, is often termed
transcendental. This thesis examines the viability of
such a response.

Transcendental arguments are defended against the
charges that they fail to successfully answer the sceptic
because (a) they embody a commitment to verificationism,
and/or (b) because they attempt to establish the
impossible in showing our conceptual scheme to be unique.
It is argued, rather, that the essential problem with
transcendental arguments is that they fail to grapple
with the kinds of reflection which motivate scepticism in
the first place., A transcendental argument may show that
scepticism involves doubting or denying a condition of
thought and/or experience, but if it is just the

conclusion of a sceptical argument that is called into



question, and not the premises, then this merely sets up
a conflict between two ways of arguing, and does not
provide an answer to scepticism, That this is a
characteristic problem is illustrated by considering
various transcendental-style responses to scepticism,
drawing on the work of Kant, Strawson, Wittgenstein, and
Davidson. It is finally suggested that much of the force
of scepticism lies with its being tied to a certain
conception of the mind, which sees perceptual experiences
and propositonal attitudes as states or events which come
within the realms of causal explanation -- a picture

which is both alluring and perhaps inescapable.
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Chapter 1

SCEPTICISM AND TRANSCENDENTAL ARGUMENTS

1.1 The Problem of Scepticism and Transcendental
Arguments '

At any one time, we have countless beliefs about the
world around us -- the so-called external world. At the
most basic level, these beliefs are concerned with the
existence of external objects, and their properties and
relations, in our immediate environment -- the objects
that we now believe that we see, touch, hear, smell, and
so on. These beliefs are held to be basic in the sense
that unless there is reason to suppose that such beliefs
are generally true, then there is no reason to suppose
that we are right about anything else to do with the
external world. It would seem, for example, that unless
we can grant that I know such things as, there is a book
on the desk in front of me right now, that to its left is
a cup of coffee, and to its right a computer screen, then
it is difficult to make sense of the idea of my knowing
anything else about the world around me. If I cannot know
(when I am conscious) anything about the objects and
events right in front of my face, then how can I have
knowledge of other facts about the world around me? We
can allow that I might be mistaken about certain specific
details. We can even allow, perhaps, temporary radical

misconception about the world, e.g. I might suffer an
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hallucination. But we cannot allow that I am generally
mistaken without the whole idea of my knowing anything
about the external world collapsing. Such beliefs are
foundational, we might say, to our whole world-view.

Because of this, philosophers have subjected such
beliefs to a great deal of epistemological anglysis. On
what basis do we hold such beliefs? Is this basis
sufficient to secure true knowledge of the external
world? Or are we mistaken in thinking that we have
knowledge of such a world; our beliefs being little more
than unjustified opinions?

In this thesis I shall be concerned with the idea that
knowledge of the world around us is impossible; a
position commonly known as scepticism of the external
world (henceforth simply 'scepticism').

It is perhaps no exaggeration to say that scepticism
has been the central problem of modern epistemology.
Scepticism is perceived by philosophers as a problem, I
think, rather than just an interesting fact about the
human condition, because the idea that we lack knowledge
of the world around us is clearly at odds with our
everyday epistemic attitudes, We take it for granted in
our everyday lives that our most basic beliefs about the
world around us have a more or less solid epistemic
status., Indeed, it is difficult to see how we could even
live our lives if we didn't assume such beliefs to be

largely steadfast and correct.
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For many philosophers, the idea that there should be
such a tension between philosophy and ever}day life in
this respect is deeply unattractive, and hence they have
devoted much time to resolving (or dissolving) this
tension by attempting to undermine the philosophical
basis of sceptical claims. ihis thesis is a study of a
certain approach in philosophy whose principle aim is to
resolve or dissolve scepticism in this way. The kind of
approach I shall be concerned with attempts to show that
sceptical claims are in some sense self-defeating, and
the means by which this is shown is through a
consideration of the very conditions under which thought
and/or experience is made possible. The attempt is, then,
to undermine sceptical claims by showing that such claims
are self-defeating insofar as the sceptic embraces the
possibility of thought and/or experience (he has to!)
whilst at the same time calling into question a condition
of thought and/or experience. As P.F. Strawson
characterizes the sceptic's position:

He (the sceptic) 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 concepfual scheme within which
alone such doubts make sense.

This kind of response to scepticism owes much to

Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, and hence following Kant

is commonly labelled 'transcendental'. So-called

transcendental arguments gained considerable popularity
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in the 1960s, but since then have fallen into disrepute
iargely due to criticisms put forward by Barry Stroud and
Stephen Korner, amongst others, which suggested that
there were certain formal problems involved in answering
scepticism this way.2 Despite this, however, I think
transcendental aspects can still be found in many recent
responses to scepticism, even if the term
'transcendental' is rarely employed, and any direct
influence from Kant's work is slight, In particular,

Wittgenstein's On Certainty has influenced many recent

responses to scepticism, and contains reflections of a
distinctly transcendental nature.3 The same can be said
of Donald Davidson's recent work.4

I agree with Stroud and Korner that transcendental
arguments fail to satisfactorily answer the sceptic, but
disagree on the reasons why. This thesis explores why
such arguments fail to convincingly answer scepticism,
but hopefully achieves much more besides. Arguments
concerned with the conditions of thought/experience etc.
are of obvious philosophical interest in themselves,
apart from any anti-sceptical value they might offer,
providing significant insight into the nature of the mind
and its relation to the 'outside' world. For this reason
exploring the details of such arguments I take to be a
worthy philosophical endeavour in itself, Furthermore, by
studying whether transcendental arguments satisfactorily

answer the sceptic I also believe we get a clearer
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picture of the nature of sceptical arguments, and in
particular the wider context from which such arguments
derive their force. Whilst the conclusion of this thesis,
therefore, is essentially a negative one -- scepticism
remains unanswered -- the means by which that conclusion
is reached, I believe, throws up numerous insights of

positive philosophical value.

1.2 Sceptical Reasoning

Before looking in closer detail at the particular form a
transcendental response to scepticism takes, we need to
be clearer about the line of argumentation which leads to
a sceptical position in the first place. Why should
anyone be tempted to the view that we lack knowledge of
the world around us?

Let us take as an example my current belief that there
is a book on the desk in front of me, and let us suppose,
for the moment at least, that my belief is true. What,
then, is the basis of this belief? What reason could 1
cite for my believing there's a book on the desk in front
of me which could serve as a justification for my belief?
If I truly know that there's a bhook on the desk, as
opposed to my merely believing it, then my belief, it
would seem, must have some justificatory basis. But what

could constitute a justification here, and is it truly
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sufficient to secure knowledge?

One might naturally say that the basis of this belief
is, quite simply, the fact that there is a book on the
desk, and that I can see that there is. If asked in-
everyday life why I had such a belief, surely I would
just point at the book and say 'Look! There it is', and
be somewhat puzzled as to why the question was asked. I
might wonder ahout the questioner's sanity or conceptual
competence in asking such a question. Rather tham take
his question seriously, I might think to myself 'He
doesn't even know what a hook is, poor fellow'. However,
assuming that I take the questioner seriously enough to
warrant answering him, I think my answer, quite
naturally, would consist in my simply giving a
demonstration of the book itself ('Look! There it is').

Now, of course, to answer this way is not to cite any
piece of information which does not, to a large extent,
already presuppose the belief in question. I believe that
there is a book on the desk because I believe that that
is a book, and it is on that, which is a desk. We would
not convince someone who had seriously considered the
matter, and still was not sure that there was a book on
the desk, by pointing it out to them. (Their doubt,
assuming that we can make sense of it, presumably would
amount to a denial that such a demonstration was ever
possible). But, then, we might wonder, what else are we

supposed to do in this context? What could we possibly
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cite that was more certain than the presence of the book
itself? For this reason we are naturally led to suppose
that there must be something wrong, in the ways already
suggested, with the person who fails to believe im such a
context.

However, let us now suppose that 1 believe falsely
that there is a book on the desk, Suppose, for example,
that 1 am dreaming or hallucinating that there is a book
there.

In this second scenario, then, I hold the same belief
as I hold in the first (that there is a book on the
desk), but we cannot cite as the ground of my belief the
presence of the book in the world and my seeing it, for
there is no book there for me to see. I no doubt believe
there is a book on the desk because I have beliefs of the
form that that is a book, and that that is a desk etc.
But the truth is that that is not a book, and that is not
a desk., Whatever the demonstratives pick out or refer to
here (if they refer to anything!) they do not pick out
books and desks. For no books or desks are present in the
world to serve as their referents.5

Now, it certainly seems true to say that there is
nothing incoherent about this second scenario. 1 could
believe there's a book on a desk (believe that that is a
book etc.) when there is no book there in the world. We
do sometimes believe such things when dreaming or

hallucinating. But in admitting the coherence of such a
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scenario we are well on the way, it seems, to embracing a
sceptical conclusion. For the question might now be
asked, 'How do I know which scenario correctly describes
my current situation?'. It might seem to be a condition
of my knowing that there's a book on the desk that I know
that I am not now dreaming or hallucinating, as in the
second scenario.6 But how do I know that I am not now
dreaming or hallucinating, and that therefore that that
is a book etc., as I actually believe it to be? Of
course, there might be an answer to this question which
could avoid the move to scepticism at this stage. But the
point is that by raising the question 'How do I now know
that I am not dreaming etc.?' a more careful analysis of
what grounds my belief seems required. It is no good my
giving a simple demonstration of the book on the desk as
before (Look, there it is!). The dream or hallucination
possibility, once brought to mind, would seem to force us
to look for some independent non-question-begging ground
to my belief: something which doesn't presuppose the fact
that that is a book, and so on.

How might I come to know, then, that I am not now
dreaming or hallucinating? Well, it may seem initially
plausible to suppose that I might come to know this by
attending to the nature of my experiences themselves.
Dream experiences or hallucinatory experiences, it might
be claimed, characteristically lack the vividness of

veridical experiences, and present things in such a way
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which does not generally 'fit' with many of our most
deeply held beliefs (There are no pink elephants, for
example!). Thus we can often detect that we are dreaming
or hallucinating, not merely after the event, but also
whilst undergoing such delusory experiences, if only we
pay enough attention. We do not always believe even our
current experiences to be veridical. So by attending to
the nature of my experiences (Are they vivid? Do they
present things in a way which generally 'fits' with my
most basic beliefs? etc.), it might be claimed, I can
give a perfectly adequate reply to the question '"Am I now
dreaming or hallucinating?'.

Now this suggestion would seem to have some force.
Indeed, as J.L. Austin has pointed out, unless dream or
hallucinatory experiesnces were generally detectable in
this way it becomes mysterious how we even have a grip of
the contrast between dreaming/hallucinating and normal
waking life: 'There are recognized ways of distinguishing
between dreaming and waking (how otherwise should we know
how to use the words?)'.7 1f dream/hallucinatory
experiences were indistinguishable from normal waking
life experiences, then wouldn't the meanings of the words
by which we draw the contrast just collapse into one?

However, it is surely just a fact of nature (something
which we all accept) that delusory experiences can be
qualitatively indistinguishable from what we take to be

veridical experiences. To give such a suggestion some
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empirical backing (to show that we haven't gone
completely off the rails here), surely this could be the
case in circumstances where, to take my current visual
experiences of a book etc., everything in my brain were
identical to what it is now, though there was no book on
the desk in the world causally responsible for my current
brain states., But then, the sceptic might ask, couldn't
some mad scientist or evil genius (to use the most
popular examples) artificially manipulate my brain such
that I have exactly the same brain states that I have
now, causing the relevant experiences, when there is no
book on a desk in my environment at all? Indeed, how do I
know that I am not just a brain in a vat in some mad
scientist's laboratory, whose sole intent is to deceive
me about the nature of my environment?

It is at this point, of course, that a sceptical
conclusion seemingly forces itself upon us. I can only
know that there is a book on the desk infront of me, it
would seem, if I can know that I am not now
dreaming/hallucinating etc. or undergoing some other kind
of delusory experience. But it turns out that our normal
methods for distinguishing delusory experiences from
veridical ones (their vividness etc.) fail to rule out
the possibility that we are undergoing some such delusory
experience. There is a possible world (quite a number in
fact) where the relevant brain states causing my current

visual experiences of a book on a desk are not the result
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of there actually being a book on a desk in my
environment, but wherg they have some other cause. But
how do 1 know that I do not in fact inhabit some such
possible world? It would seem that I have no way of
telling. And that fact seems to rule out the idea of my
knowing that there's a book on the desk etc., or any

other fact about my external enviroanment.

1.3 Responding to Scepticism

So much, then, for the kinds of consideration which
underpin the sceptic's claim that we lack knowledge of
the world around us. But can we really make coherent the
idea that we lack such knowledge? 1s scepticism really
intelligible?

As stated at the outset, the kind of response to
scepticism that I want to discuss in this thesis attempts
to show that scepticism cannot really be consistently
stated, since scepticism involves denying or doubting
what amounts to a necessary condition of thought and/or
experience. Such a response to scepticism, as mentioned

earlier, is commonly termed transcendental,

The term 'transcendental' here derives from Kant. For
Kant:

In transcendental knowledge...our guide is the
possibility of experience. Such a (transcendental)
proof does not show that a given concept leads
directly to another concept...The proof proceeds by
showing that experience itself, and therefore the
object of experience, would be impossible without a
connection of this kind.
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Now, this may not seem very illuminating. But the basic
ijdea is that a transcendental 'proof' or argument shows
that certain concepts or classes of concept have, what
Kant termed, 'objective validity', i.e. are instantiated
in the world, insofar as their being so instantiated
constitutes a necessary condition of experience and/or
thought.

It is easy to see, then, how an argument of this form
might be employed to convict the sceptic of incoherence,
or at least inconsistency. The sceptic does not question
that we have experiences or thoughts, Insofar, then, as
the sceptic takes on board the fact that we have
experiences and thoughts, the transcendental arguer
attempts to show that the sceptic cannot consistently

doubt a proposition such as there are external objects

because one could not have experiences or thoughts at all
if such a proposition were not true. Thus the basic
schema of transcendental arguments (where 'p' is some
proposition typically doubted or denied by the sceptic)

is as follows:

1. We have thought and/or experience
2. A necessary condition for thought and/or
experience is p

Therefore, 3. p is true
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In this thesis, however, I do not want to restrict our
understanding of what is meant by a transcendental
argument to only arguments which connect the truth of

propositions such as there are external objects to the

possibility of thought and experience in general, I shall
be liberal in my understanding of the term
‘transcendental', and allow certain other allied forms of
argumentation to that given in the ahbove schema to fall
under the extension of the term, Indeed, I think that
such a schema is probably too restrictive if we are to
have anything like a truly satisfying transcendental
refutation of scepticism.

Firstly, I shall allow that an argument be
transcendental, on my liberal understanding of the term,
if the scope of the first premise is restricted to
thoughts and experiences of particular kinds -- say,
where the contents of such thoughts and experiences refer
to external objects. Of course, no transcendental
argument could restrict the scope of the first premise
too narrowly if it is to offer the hope of a satisfactory
response to the sceptic. It is essential that the first
premise should include thoughts and experiences of the
kind that the sceptic must assume if the formulation of
his scepticism can get off the ground. If the first
premise does not include thoughts and experiences of this
kind, then the sceptic may just grant the point that we

do not really have such thoughts and experiences, but
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only seem to. The sceptic is not necessarily committed to
the idea that we have first person indubitable knowledge
of the contents of our thoughts and experiences. He can,
it would seem, consistently deny that we have thoughts
and experiences of any kind save those necessary for the
formulation of his sceptical doubts in the first place.
So it is important for the transcendental arguer, if his
argument does not spell out conditions of thought and
experience in general, to circumscribe those kinds of
thoughts and experiences necessary for the formulation of
sceptical doubts and include them in the first premise of
his argument,

Secondly, the second premise may not just aim to
establish the truth of a certain proposition (or range of
propositions) as a condition of thought and experience
(or certain kinds of thoughts and experiences), but may
aim to establish knowledge of its (their) truth as such a
condition, A transcendental argument, for example, may
not just aim to show that the existence of external
objects is a necessary condition of thought and
experience, but that knowledge of external objects is
such a condition., We may very loosely distinguish, then,

between truth-directed and knowledge-directed

transcendental arguments.9 This distinction is, however,
only loose insofar that, quite clearly, a successful
transcendental argument for the truth of a certain

proposition (or range of propositions) would put one in a
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position to know that such a proposition was true. But

the difference between a knowledge-directed and truth-

directed transcendental argument might be expressed as

follows. A knowledge-directed argument shows that the

sceptic's claim that we lack knowledge is false all
along. We do know, and have always known, what the
sceptic claims that we do not know. The role of the
tfanscendental argument is to show why this must be the

case. A truth-directed argument doesn't show this,

however. Such an argument itself, it might be said,
establishes the kind of justification required for
knowledge. But it doesn't show that we've known what the
sceptic doubts all along (though, of course, it might
still be the case, contrary to what the sceptic claims,
that we have known all along). A stubborn kind of
sceptic, however, even if accepting the conclusions of a

truth-directed transcendental argument, might claim that,

in the absence of some further argument, the majority of
human kind lacks knowledge of the world around us, save a
few privileged philosophers. In this sense, then, it

seems to me that knowledge-directed transcendental

arguments are of greater philosophical value. The idea
that the possibility of knowledge of the objective world
should require some specialist appreciation of
philosophical argumentation clearly lacks intuitive
appeal., A full and adequate transcendental response to

the sceptic, 1 suggest, should not allow for the retort
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that knowledge is limited to a philosophical elite, but
demonstrate the basicality for knowledge of an objective

world to all beings capable of intentional thought and

experience.lo
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7.

8'

NOTES

P.F. Strawson, Individuals (London, 1959), p.35

See chapter 2
See chapter 5.
See chapter 6.

Of course, it is possible that I might hallucinate
and have the belief that that is a book when, qutite
fortuitously, there actually is a book there in my
external environment. However, it would be quite
implausible to suggest that in such a case my belief
was about the book in the world, and hence a true
belief, given that 1 do not actually perceive the
book. The reference of demonstrative beliefs of this
kind seem intertwined with whatever objects and
events are present within (are the objects of) one's
experiences. And if I hallucinate the presence of a
book, even if there is a book there in the world, the
book itself is not the object of my experience,

This would seem to be the case insofar that
knowledge is, as many philosophers have put it,
closed under known logical consequence., To put it in
standard epistemic logic:

[Kap&Ka(p—> q)]— Kagq

(1f a knows that p, and a knows that if p then g,
then a knows that q)

It has become increasingly popular for philosophers
to respond to scepticism by denying that knowledge
is in fact closed under known logical consequence in
this way. Epistemic closure, however, will not be
questioned in the course of this thesis.

JeL., Austin, 'Other Minds', in his Philosophical
Papers (Oxford, 1961), p.55.

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A738/B811,
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10.

The distinction between truth-directed and knowledge-
directed transcendental arguments is drawn by
Christopher Peacocke in his Transcendental Arguments
in the Theory of Content (Oxford, 1989), pp.4-5.

The position might be slightly more complex if we
agree with Wittgenstein that the kinds of
proposition the sceptic attempts to question cannot
be known for the very reason that they cannot be
truly doubted either. On Wittgenstein's account, the
fundamental role that such propositions play with
regard to the possibility of thought (and hence the
possibility of doubt) prevents it from being
appropriate to charaterize our attitude towards such
propositions as one of knowledge. See chapter 5.
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chaptet 2

TRANSCENDENTAL ARGUMENTS: IDEALISM, VERIFICATIONISM, AND
NECESSITY

2.1 Introduction

At the end of the last chapter we looked, in a very
general way, at the form a transcendental refutation of
scepticism might take. In this chapter, before looking at
specific transcendental-style attempts to answer the
sceptic, I want to look in a little more detail at the
structure of transcendental arguments. In particular, I
want to look at some of the structural difficulties that
some contemporary philosophers have thought stand in the
way of any transcendental refutation of scepticism being
successful,

I shall argue that these supposed structural
difficulties need not worry the transcendental arguer.,
What I consider to be the real problem with
transcendental arguments will emerge when we look more
closely at specific responses to scepticism in later

chapters.

2.2 Kant, Idealism, and Verificationism

Kant's paradigmatic use of transcendental arguments were
self-consciously set within the framework of an idealist
metaphysics; a framework which Kant saw as indispensable
to any attempt to establish necessary conditions of

thought and experience. Our knowledge of particular
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objects and their relations within the field of

experience Kant thought was incontestably a posteriori,

But knowledge of the general structure of reality as we
experience it -- its form -- could be established a
priori, even though the propositions describing that
formal structure were synthetic, not analytic. Synthetic
a priori knowledge of the structure of experienced
reality was possible, according to Kant, insofar that
'...our empirical knowledge is made up of what we receive
through impressions and of what our faculty of knowledge
(sensible impressions serving merely as the occasion)
supplies from itself'.! Because it is our own faculty of
knowledge which supplies the general form to our
experience, this formal structure, Kant thought, could be
anticipated a priori. We do not, therefore, on Kant's
account, experience things as they are in themselves --

noumena -- for then only a posteriori knowledge would be

possible. Insofar as it is we who supply the form to our
experience, the world as we experience it =-- the

phenomenal world -- is (at least with respect to its

form) a subjective construction. And it is because it is
we who have constituted the formal structure of the
phenomenal world that synthetic a priori knowledge of
that formal structure is possible.,

Few contemporary philosophers, even those sympathetic
to Kant, are willing to embrace such an idealist

metaphysics., Thus P.F., Strawson typifies the attitude of
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many recent philosophers when he comments:
The doctrines of transcendental idealism, and the
associated picture of the receiving and ordering
apparatus of the mind producing Nature as we know it
out of the unknowable reality of things as they are in
themselves, are undoubtedly the chief obstacles to a
sympathetic understanding of the Critique.
Thus, even modern exponents of transcendental arguments
generally reject transcendental idealism.3
However, this rejection of an idealist framework
within which to set such arguments has itself brought
abhout a number of problems, and in the past twenty or so
years the whole methodology of a transcendental
refutation of scepticism has been seriously questioned.
Some critics have pointed out that since many

transcendental arguments have tended to limit their

conclusions to claims about how we must think about the

world, or how we must conceptualize our experience, then

they fail to alleviate sceptical doubt, since one cannot
infer from such claims -- which, after all, are clainms
about us -- substantive claims about what actually
exists, about how the world really is in itself. Whilst
such arguments, it has been claimed, might show that our
experience must be amenable to conceptualization in terms
of concepts of independently existing objects, it is not
a necessary condition for such conceptualization that our
experiences are ever of such objects., It is sufficient
that our experiences should merely seem to be so, which

the sceptic, of course, would not deny. As Rorty puts it,
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'eeosthe most that this sort of argument can show is that
it must seem as if there are X's -- not that there
actually exist X's'. 4

Such thinking has led a number of philosophers,
following Barry Stroud, to claim that if transcendental
arguments are to show any pretence of undermining
sceptical claims, then they must include a rather dubious
verificationist-style premise, i.e. a premise linking the
possibility of our possessing concepts of objects with
our being able to determine (to know) the conditions
under which they have true application. But, Stroud
argues, if transcendental arguments must include such a
premise, then scepticism can be answered directly via
this premise, leaving the rest of the transcendental
argument idle. For by means of such a premise alone it
can be shown that the sceptic is committed to the
possibility of the very knowledge he is calling into
question., Thus Stroud concludes, '...the use of a so-
called transcendental argument to demonstrate the self-
defeating character of scepticism would amount to nothing
more and nothing less than an application of some version
of the verification principle.'5

Now, of course, the claim that transcendental
arguments must involve the use of a verificationist
premise to undermine scepticism presupposes that the most

that any transcendental argument could show, in the

absence of such a premise, is how we must think about the
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world, or how we must conceptualize our experience. But

it is not integral to the very idea of a transcendental
argument (as defined in the last chapter) that they
should only achieve so limited a conclusion. Why couldn't
such an argument directly show, for example, without the
aid of a verificationist premise, that it was a necessary
condition of thought and/or experience thar external
objects exist, or that we have knowledge of the world
around us? Why should the scope of the conclusion of a
transcendental argument, without any hint of
verificationism creeping in, be limited to claims about
what we must believe or how we must think? Thus Quassim
Cassam rightly replies to Stroud's claim that:
...the sceptic can always very plausibly insist that
it is enough to make language possible if we believe
that S is true, or if it looks all the world as if it
is, but that S need not actually be true...
by pointing out that:
He (the transcendental arguer) might insist, for
example that it is the existence of physical objects
and not merely belief in their existence which
constitutes a necessary condition of the possibility
of experience, and if this is true, there will simply
be no gap to be bridged, by the verification principle
or otherwise, Stroud's claim that the sceptical
suggestion will always be legitimate might, indeed, be
read as suggesting that no such strong claim ahout
conditions of the possibility of experience is likely
to be defensihle, If this is what Stroud had in mind7
however, his grounds for thinking it remain unclear.
However, even supposing thar the best that any
transcendental argument could reasonably be expected to

directly establish is a demonstration of what we must

think or believe, it is not clear to me that any
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verificationist premise need even then be invoked to
provide the link between our necessarily thinking that
so-and=-so is the case and its actually being the case
that so-and-so. To illustrate this, let us suppose that a
transcendental argument 'did successfully establish that
we must in general believe that we are confronted by
independently existing objects in experience (or, to use
the jargon, that the use of concepts of objects is basic
to any possible conceptual scheme)., Can the argument then
be viewed as giving credence to the stronger claim that
independently existing objects actually exist without
invoking a verificationist premise?

If it is truly a condition of experience or thought
that we believe or think that there are external objects,
then how can we even make intelligible the claim that it
might merely seem to us as though there are such objects?
How are we to give the distinction between what we must
believe exists and what must actually exist any content?
There is no conceptual scheme within which to even
formulate a general distinction of this nature -- at
least if the transcendental argument is successful -- for
all conceptual schemes rely on taking the existence of
external objects as primitive. The gap, then, that the
objector attempts to place between how we must think
about the world and how.the world actually is in itself
assumes the possibility (at least whilst doing

philosophy) of our adopting some kind of perspective

/
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outside of our everyday conceptual scheme where we can
successfully draw a contrast across the board between how
things seem to us and how the world is in itself, which a
transcendental argument (if successful) would rule out as
impossible (even whilst doing philosophy, presumably). So
if a transcendental argument does truly prevent such a
gap being drawn, then there is no need for such an
argument to involve some kind of verificatiounist premise

to bridge it.

2.3 Necessity and Uniqueness
A response along these lines canm also he urged, I think,
against Stephen Kormer's so-called 'uniqueness' objection
to transcendental arguments in his famous paper 'The
Impossibility of Transcendental Deductions'.B

Korner defines a transcendental argument as '...a
logically sound demonstration of the reasons why a
particular categorial schema (conceptual scheme) is not
only in fact, but also necessarily employed in
differentiating a region of experience'.9

To be successful, Korner argues, such an argument must
satisfy two conditions, Firstly, the conceptual scheme in
question must be established, i.e. shown to have
application in differentiating experience. This, Korner
thinks, is relatively unproblematic. It involves,

fundamentally, showing that, for a given 'region of

experience' the scheme provides the means by which to
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individuate objects and their properties and relations.
However, in addition to establishing a scheme in this
way, Korner argues, to show that the scheme is not just
employed as a matter of fact, but as a matter of
necessity, a transcendental argument must demonstrate the

scheme's uniqueness. One must show, in other words, that

all possible ways of conceptualizing or differentiating
our experience presuppose the particular method in
question and thus belong to the scheme. Korner believes
that establishing the uniqueness of a scheme in this way
is impossible.

He outlines three methods by which a transcendental
arguer might attempt to establish the uniqueness of a
scheme,

Firstly, the transcendental arguer might attempt to
compare the scheme with undifferentiated experience --
the thought here being that by having access to
experience as it is prior to the application of any
method of differentiation we could compare experience and
our method of differentiation and establish some kind of
necessary 'fit' between the two. But, Kormer points out,
such a comparison is impossible, for ',..the statements
by which the comparison would have to be made cannot be
formulated without employing some prior differentiation
of experience; and even if there were undifferentiated
experience, one could at best show that a certain scheme

"reflects" it, and not that some other sScheme could not
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also reflect it'.!0 1n other words, we cannot get at
experience 'meat', prior to any conceptualization or
differentiation, to make the comparison in question; and
even if we could, the only 'fit'! that could be
established would be a contingent oune, not necessary.

Secondly, Korner suggests, the transcendental arguer
might attempt to establish the uniqueness of a scheme by
comparing it with its possible competitors. But, Korner
says, '...this presupposes that they all can be
exhibited, and is self-contradictory in attempting a
"demonstration" of the scheme's uniqueness, by conceding
that the scheme was not unique'.11 In other words, we are
never in a position to know whether we have considered
all possible competitors to the scheme. But, then, of
course, to estahlish any competitors ar all only goes to
show that the scheme is not unique, and thus the
consideration of competitors for the transcendental
arguer is a self-defeating exercise.

And thirdly, Korner suggests, the transcendental
arguer might attempt to establish the uniqueness of a
scheme from within the scheme itself. But, Korner argues,
such an internal examination can only show how the scheme
operates in differentiating experience, not that it is
the only way of doing so., We cannot, according to Korner,
determine the uniqueness of a scheme from within, for
there may be alternatives to the scheme which are not

statable or conceivable from such an internal perspective
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given the presuppositions of the scheme or the
limitations on our thinking that the scheme imposes.

What, then, are we to make of Korner's claims here?
Let us begin by considering the second of Korner's
suggested methods by which the transcendental arguer
might try to establish the uniqueness of a conceptual
scheme, i.e. through the consideration of competing
conceptual schemes,

To begin with we might note that Korner's claim that
to establish competitors to a scheme at all is a self-
defeating exercise in establishing its uniqueness, whilst
obviously true, does rest on a misleading description of
how the transcendental arguer might attempt to establish
uniqueness through the consideration of competitors. For,
as Eva Schaper has pointed out, while the comparison of a
scheme with its possible competitors, if the competitors
in question are genuine methods of differentiating
experience, implies the non=-unirqueness of the scheme,
suppose the competitors in question are conceived as
merely seeming alternative methods of differantiation.!2
A transcendental argument might then consist in the
demonstration that such seeming competitors cannot in
fact be employed in the differentiation of experience. As
Schaper puts it: 'The problem is not one of ruling out
possible competitors, but 'possibly possible’
competitors, yet it is in terms of the first formulation

that Korner's criticism is made'.13
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In fact this does seem to be the way that at least
some transcendental arguments actually work, Strawson,

for example, in the Bounds of Sense considers the

alternative seeming possibility to the conceptualization
of experience in terms of concepts of objects that we
employ just 'sensory quality concepts', i.e. concepts of
sense-data. He rules out such a possibility on the
grounds that any conceptualization of experience at all
presupposes the possibility of self-consciousness which
can only be provided for on the grounds that we recognize
objects whose esse is not their percipi, i.e.
independently existing objects. Thus the supposed
alternative method of conceptualizing experience in terms
of concepts of sense~-data is found not to be a real
alternative at all -- the application of sensory quality
concepts presupposing the application of concepts of
objects., Or, to put it in Kormer's terms, the method of
differentiating experience in terms of concepts of sense-
data is shown to belong to the categorial schema
(conceptual scheme) in which concepts of objects are
applied. There can be no scheme in which experience 1is
conceptualized purely in terms of sense-data; and
Strawson's argument consists in ruling out the
possibility of such a competitor by means of a kind of

reductio ad absurdum argument.lh

This, of course, still leaves unanswered the objection

that even if some possible competitors are ruled out by
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such arguments, they still fail to establish the
uniqueness of a scheme insofar as '...there is no reason
for assuming that the competing frameworks, which someone
can conceive at any particular time, exhaust all possible
competitors'.15 Thus Rorty, commenting on Strawson's
argument considered above, says that all that it does 1is
'...rule out one alternative -- the sceptical, Humean
'sense~datum experience' alternative. We do not have the
slightest idea what the other alternatives might be'.l6

This objection is clearly linked to the third
suggested method which Koruer considers the
transcendental arguer might attempt to establish the
uniqueness of a scheme, i.e. from inside the scheme
itself. The link is provided by the idea that any
'possibly possible' alternatives to the scheme which can
be conceived at any one time is constrained by what is
conceivable from within our own scheme. But we have no
reason to believe that what is conceivable from within
our own scheme is exhaustive of all 'possibly possible’
competitors,

Now, it is at this point I think that we might
reiterate, on the transcendental arguer's behalf, the
kind of point that we urged against Stroud's
verificationist objection, If we are truly locked inside
a conceptual scheme which binds what we can conceive of,
or make intelligible, then this would seem to leave no

place where the whole question of the consideration of
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alternative schemes not conceivable from within our own
scheme can itself be intelligibly stated. Kormner's
objection, therefore, might be regarded as self-
defeating.

Rudiger Bubner makes a similar point. According to
Bubner, transcendental arguments have the characteristic
feature of being self-referential; that is they somehow
embody in their structure their own conclusions, the
truths they show to be necessary. This must be the case,
of course, if they establish necessary conditions of
thought and experience in general. Such truths must be
presupposed for any argum2ntation to get off the ground.
According to Bubner, it is the fact of a transcendental
argument's self-referentiality which determines the
legitimacy of our 'form of knowledge' in establishing its
uniqueness by ruling out the possibility of altermatives,
He says:

Now the argument of the transcendental type makes a

decisive advance over the merely factual

demonstration. The advance depends upon the logical
moment of self-referentiality...Not only does it so
happen that there are no alternatives, one cannot in
principle conceive of such a thing as an alternative.

Our way of thinking about it on a meta-level confirms

the general structure of our knowledge since it cannot

help applying the same structure...the transcendental
argument derives its force from a fact, that is the
irrevocable givenness that every consideration of the
possibility of understanding has_to satisfy the
general structure of knowledge.

In other words, when thinking at a meta-level

(philosophically) about the structure of our conceptual

Scheme must assume that general structure, as is revealed
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by the essential self-referentiality of transcendental
argumentation, then the possibility of alternatives to
our scheme cannot be intelligibly considered. Thus, far
from the idea of our being locked inside our conceptual
scheme being a problem for the transcendental arguer --
what we might call the problem of categoriocentricity --
it is, in a sense, through a demonstration of
categoriocentricity at all levels of thought that the
transcendental arguer achieves his aims.

It is not clear to me that the workings of all
transcendental arguments depend upon what Bubner calls a
'logical moment of self-referentiality', but the general
point that Bubner is making here seems to me essentially
sound. The objection that because we are locked within
our own conceptual scheme, our limited perspective
prevents us from ruling out alternative schemes whose
consideration lay beyoad our conceptual reach, misses the
mark because it fails to take account of the perspective
from which the objection itself is being stated. The
objection assumes that we can make intelligible the
existence of schemes which we cannot make intelligible to
ourselves, But there is clearly something self-defeating
in this. Doesn't the objection really amount to the
absurd claim that we can make intelligible the existence
of that whose existence we cannot make intelligible?

Quassim Cassam has responded to Bubner by arpuing

that, at best, all that is ruled out by transcendental
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arguments is the possibility of our recognizing

alternative schemes, not the possibility of the existence
of alternatives.18 From the fact that one canmnot
recognize alternative schemes to our own, Cassam argues,
it does not follow that altermatives could not exist.
And, of course, if the transcendental arguer is to
establish the ﬁniqueness of our scheme then it is the
possibility of the existence of alternatives which must
be ruled out. Cassam goes onto argue that the
transcendental arguer might connect the question of the
recognition of alternative schemes with the question of
their existence by invoking a verificationist principle,
making the whole intelligibility of the question of the
existence of alternatives dependent upon the question of
the possibility of their recognition. But this, on
Cassam's account, simply reinstates Stroud's objection
that such a dubious principle can be invoked directly to
undermine scepticism, leaving the rest of the
transcendental argument idle.

There is, however, 1 think, a kind of emptiness to
Cassam's response here. If it is true tha: we canﬁot
recognize alternative schemes to our own, then what sense
can we attach to the idea that there could exist such
alternative schemes? Remember, the sense in which we
cannot recognize alternative schemes here is not a
perceptual limitation, but a intellectual one ~-- it is

the sense in which we cannot conceive of or make
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intelligible alternative schemes., But if this is the

sense in which we cannot recognize alternative schemes,
we can now surely ask Cassam, 'what does it mean to say
that something could exist the likes of which we cannot
even make intelligible to ourselves?'

We can perhaps invoke Donald Davidson's famous
argument against conceptual relativism here. Davidson
argued that the idea that there could be languages so
radically different to our own that there was no
possibility of intertranslation was incoherent, for
'...nothing, it may be said, could count as evidence that
some form of activity could not be interpreted in our
language that was not at the same time evidence that that
form of activity was not speech behaviour'.19 For
Davidson the interpretation of speakers of a completely
alien language involves the assignment of truth
conditions to their sentences such that we take them to
have largely true beliefs about the world -- true that is
'by our own lights'.zo But whilst interpretation,
translation and the like, hinge on the notion of truth,
so our whole grasp of truth itself is intimately bound up
with interpretability and translation. '"Snow is white”
is true iff snow is white' is recognized to be trivially
true. But the totality of such English sentences,
Davidson argues, uniquely determines the extension of the
concept of truth for English., Tarski recognized this, and

made it a test of any theory of truth that for any
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language L, a satisfactory theory of truth must entail
that for every sentence s of L, a theorem of the form 's
is true iff p', where 's' is replaced by a description of
s and 'p' by s itself if L is English, and by a
translation of s into English if L is not English. Since
this best captures our intuition as to how the concept of
truth is used, involving as it does the notion of
translatability, the idea that alternative schemes to our
own could 'fit', 'cope with', 'face' etc. the tribumnal of
experience (be largely true, metaphor aside), but not be
translatable into our own language, according to
Davidson, just doesn't make sense.

Davidson's argument, of course, was intended not to
establish the uniqueness of our conceptual scheme, but to
undermine the whole idea of a conceptual scheme per se. I
think there maybe something to the idea that if we cannot
make sense of there being languages radically
incommensurable with our own,; then the whole idea of
viewing our own language as constituting something like a
rule-governed system or scheme makes no sense either.
From what perspective are we supposed to view our
language as such?21 To view the rules governing the use
of a language as rules, we surely must be able to at
least conceive of the rules being different to what they
actually are, Rules cannot only be broken, but changed
(for reasons of economy, utility, or whatever). Yet it is

precisely such change with respect to the most
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fundamental aspects of our language use which Davidson's
argument appears to rule out as unintelligible.

This raises some large issues which are beyond the
scope of my current project. Nevertheless, it is perhaps
worth noting that the true upshot of a successful
transcendental argument might well involve dispensing
with, what Davidson calls, the scheme-content
distinction. Dialetically we can suppose the scheme-
content distinction be presupposed in the premises of
such an argument, especially where that argument
considers so-called 'possibly possible' alternatives to
our own 'scheme'. So such an argument might initially
contrast a scheme involving the use of concepts of
physical objects, say, with one involving just concepts
of sense-data, and then seek to show that the latter idea
involves somekind of incoherence. It might then be
claimed that this establishes the uniqueness of our
conceptual scheme involving concepts of physical objects
as basic., But then, if Davidson is right, this uniqueness
claim will need qualifying. For the transcendental arguer
just cannot '...announce the glorious news that all
mankind -- all speakers of a language, at least -- share
a common scheme and ontology'.il For, as Davidson puts
it, '...if we cannot intelligibly say that schemes are
different, neither can we intelligibly say that they are

one.'%3 That is, the upshot of the argument will involve
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dispensing with the idea of a conceptual scheme

altogether,

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter I have defended transcendental arguments
against the claims that to successfully answer the
sceptic transcendental arguments would have to (a)
involve somekind of commitment to verificationism, or (b)
establish the impossible by demonstrating the uniqueness
of our conceptual scheme. I have argued that both
objections seem to involve adopting a stance whereby the
very beliefs which a transcendental argument attempts to
show are basic to the possibility of thought/experience
are in some way suspended. Given a transcendental
argument that does succesfully demonstrate the basicality
of such beliefs, therefore, it becomes clear that the
adoption of such a stance is impossible, rendering
objections to transcendental arguments along these lines

vacuous.zs

-l



1.

2.

NOTES

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Bl,

P.F. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense (London, 1966),
p.22.

Amongst certain recent commentators there has been a
reaction against this dismissal of Kant's
transcendental idealism., Such writers reject an
'ontological' interpretation of Kant's idealism in
favour of a 'criteriological' or 'methodological'
interpretation, Kant's distinction between the
phenomenal and the noumenal, according to such
commentators, was a distinction between a conception
of objects as they counform to the conditions under
which knowledge of them is possible (the phenomenal),
and those same objects considered apart from those
conditions (the noumenal). Thus there is, according to
this interpretation, no ontological distinction
between the phenomenal and the noumenal, just a
perspectival or methodological one, rendering Kant's
idealism metaphysically innocuous. (See in particular
Henry Allison's masterly Kant's Transcendental
Idealism (Yale, 1983)).

There is clearly a good deal of textual support for
such an interpretation., Kant, for example, explicitly
claims that the concept of a noumenon is merely
negative, signifying '...only the thought of something
in general, which I abstract from everything that
belongs to the form of sensible intuition' (Critique
of Pure Reason, A252, my emphasis). However, it is not
clear that Kant is consistent here. As Paul Guyer
points out, Kant does not just say that there is a
conception of objects which abstracts from the form
under which knowledge of them is made possible (e.g.
their spatiality and temporality), but that things in
themselves lack that form (e.g. are not spatial or
temporal). Kant's position seems to not only be that
there is a conception of objects of which one
abstracts from applying spatial and temporal
predicates, but that objects as they are in themselves
lack spatial and temporal properties, rendering an
ontological distinction between the phenomenal and
noumenal.,

For a more detailed of this issue see Paul Guyer's

-3



*The Rehahilitation of Transcendental Idealism' in Eva

Schaper and Wilhelm Vossenkuhl (eds.), Reading Kant
(0xford, 1989), pp.l40-67; and Guyer's Kant And The
Claims Of Knowledge (Cambridge, 1987), chapter.l5.

4., R. Rorty, 'Verificationism and Transcendental
Arguments', Nous 5 (1981), p.4.

5. B, Stroud, 'Transcendental Arguments', Journal of
Philosophy 65 (1968), p.255.

6. Ibid., p.255

7. Q. Cassam, 'Transcendental Arguments, Transcendental
Synthesis and Transcendental Idealism', Philosophical

Quarterly 37 (1987), p.356.

8., S. Korner, 'The Impossibility of Transcendental
Deductions', Monist 51 (1967), pp.317-31,

9. Ibid., pp.313-19.

10, Ibid., pp.320-21.

11. Ibid., p.321,.

12. E. Schaper, 'Arguing Transcendentally', Kant-Studien

63 (1972), see p.l02
13, 1bid., p.102,
14, See Strawson op cit, pp.97-112,

15. S. Korner, Fundamental Questions in Philosophy
(1971), p.215,

16. R. Rorty, 'Transcendental Arguments, Self-Reference,
and Pragmatism', in Transcendental Arguments and
Science (Reidel, 1979), p.83.

-—fh4--



17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

R. Bubner, 'Kant, Transcendental Arguments and the
Problem of Deduction', Review of Metaphysics 28
(1974-75), pp.464-65.

Q. Cassam, Transcendental Arguments and Necessity
(1985), Oxford D.Phil thesis, unpublished, see
especially p.196 onwards,

D. Davidson, 'On the Very Idea of a Conceptual
Scheme' in his Inquiries into Truth and
Interpretation (Oxford, 1984), p.185,

Davidson's theory of radical interpretation 1is
spelled out in more detail in chapter 6.

For an i