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Empirical Realism and the
Great Outdoors:

A Critique of Meillassoux
G. Anthony Bruno

If finitude is placed at the point of deparcure for transcendence as clearly as
it is by Kant, then it is not necessary, in order to escape an alleged *subjective
idealism’, to invoke a ‘turn to the Object’, a turn which is praised again today
all too noisily and with all too little understanding of the problem. In truth,
however, the essence of finitude inevitably forces us to the question concerning
the condirions for the possibility of a preliminary Being-oriented toward the
Object, i.e., concerning the essence of the necessary ontological turning-toward
the object in general.

Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics

Introduction

Central to the new realist movement in contemporary continental phi-
losophy, Quentin Meillassoux’s After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity
of Contingency' is an unabashed pursuit of knowledge of the Absolute,
that is, of reality independent of the structures of human experience. It
is informed by the history of philosophy to the extent that it requires
that any claim to such knowledge be post-Kantian. A post-Kantian claim
to absolute knowledge would be non-metaphysical in so far as it would
reject the rationalist idea of a necessary entity, following Kant’s association
of this idea with dogmatism. The dogmatic path is characterised in the
Critique of Pure Reason by an unreflective use of the principle of sufficient
reason (PSR), according to which an entity is only intelligible locally, in its
particular context, if its relative explanatory ground is known and globally,
in relation to all other entities, if its absolute explanatory ground is known.
The dogmatist seeks the latter ground for systematic reasons, locating it
in God, the necessary entity whose existence is allegedly proven by the
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ontological argument. Her unchecked use of the PSR thus leads her to the
kind of metaphysical claims to knowledge thar Kant subjects to critique.
By eschewing such claims, Meillassoux’s argument for absolure knowledge
aims to be post-Kantian.?

And yet, Meillassoux’s argument is explicitly anti-Kantian. lts con-
clusion — that no entity, but only contingency itself, is necessary — rests
on rejecting the PSR as a temptation to metaphysics.” This differs mark-
edly from Kane, for whom critique is meant only to limit the PSR.
The principle traditionally necessitates the ontological argument as the
source of knowledge of the absolute explanatory ground of the intelligi-
bility of all entities and thus leads to dogmatism. Kant’s critique consists
in restricting the theoretical use of the PSR to appearances, and does so
for the sake of morality. It serves to show that our theoretical concern
for why things are as they are, that is, for their sufficient reasons, pre-
supposes our practical concern for how things ought to be.* By rejecting
the PSR for what he calls ‘the principle of unreason’,* which signifies
the chaos of necessary contingency, Meillassoux defends a position
whose standpoint, while post-Kantian in so far as it is non-dogmaric, is
resolutely anti-Kantian. This point bears emphasising: Meillassoux aims
to overcome Kant on the basis of the latter’s refutation of dogmatic
metaphysics and thus, in pursuing absolute knowledge, aims to do so
on Kantian terms.

Meillassoux seeks ‘intellectual intuition of the absolute’ and identifies
this knowledge with ‘our grasp of facticity’.¢ By ‘facticity’, he means ‘the
property whereby everything and every world is without reason, and is
thereby capable of actually becoming otherwise without reason’.” Meillassoux
blames Kant for inaugurating what he calls the ‘correlationist’ fusion of
thinking and being, which, by proscribing independent access to either,
replaces ‘adequation’ between them with ‘intersubjectivity as the ‘criterion
of objectivity’.® It is by abandoning the PSR and embracing unreason in
the form of necessary contingency that we are said to grasp facticity as the
Absolute. In particular, according to Meillassoux, this is the only way of
giving a satisfactory account of the meaning of the ‘ancestral statements’ of
science, statements whose referent is ‘reality antecedent to the emergence
of the human species’.”

In order to assess Meillassoux’s argument for absolute knowledge, 1will
examine three charges on which it depends: (1) Kant distorts the mean-
ing of ancestral statements, preventing us from affirming the findings of
science; (2) Kant fallaciously infers the necessity of the causal structure of
experience, obscuring a proper conception of facricity; (3} Kant's revolu-
tion is Prolemaic, not Copernican, yielding a realism that is incapable
of grasping ‘the great outdoors’. By Meillassoux’s lights, (1} represents

EMPIRICAL REALISM AND THE GREAT QUTDOORS l 23

correlationism’s weakness in the face of science, (2) its naive faith in reason
and (3) its uselessness for ordinary life.

I want to resist these charges. (1) interprets Kant through Cartesian
lenses. This, I argue, explains Meillassoux’s false assumption that for tran-
scendental idealism objects do not exist in the absence of subjects. (2)
misreads Kant's defence of causality’s necessity: he infers it, not from the
stability of experience, but from our inability to experience without it.
I suggest that a correct reading reveals a hitherto undeveloped Kantian
conception of facticity to which Meillassoux’s is ar best an unmotivated
alternative. (3) casts Kant's revolution as subjective, ignoring his portrayal
of it as perspectival. If we view the transcendental turn through this por-
trayal, I claim, we see that empirical realism grasps nothing less than the
great outdoors.

Preliminaries

Before evaluating these charges, I want to clarify Meillassoux’s method as
well as the focus of my objection.

First, Meillassoux rejects the metaphysical supposition that the Absolute
must be an entity, seeking instead a ‘form of absolute’ that is not a ‘being’.
By employing what he calls speculative thinking,'® he aims to show that
the Absolute is no entity, but is contingency itself, and thereby to avoid
the dogmatic consequences of meraphysics. Speculation without meta-
physics has two conditions: (S1) we must know ‘a world that is essentially
unaffected by whether or not anyone thinks it’; (52) we must know this
world ‘without reactivating the principle of reason’, with its ‘mysteries of
real necessity’.!! Meeting (S1) as a post-Kantian requires proving (1) and
(3), for it requires showing thar, since Kant undermines statements about
reality prior to human existence and thereby subjectivises reality, we need
a way of knowing the world as it is absolutely independent of human
thought, Meeting (52) requires proving (2), for it requires showing that,
since Kant illegitimately endorses the necessity of causality, we need a
conception of the world as it is absolutely independent of thought that
nevertheless avoids a misguided faith in reason.

Second, Meillassoux differentiates between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ cor-
relationism, identifying the former with Kant and the latter with various
post-Kantians, particularly Heidegger and Wittgenstein. Their difference
concerns whether or not ‘the thing in itself is thinkable. I will focus my
objection on Meillassoux’s critique of weak correlationism for three rea-
sons. First, he devotes the bulk of his critique to Kant. Second, he provides
no textual analysis of works by Fichte, Hegel or Schelling and makes
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only scant reference to Heidegger and Wittgenstein. Third, he claims that
strong correlationism is the ‘exacerbated consequence’ of ‘the Kantian
catastrophe’,? implying that his critique of the former depends on the
strength of his critique of the latter. As I will argue, his critique consists of
a misreading of Kant.

Empirical and transcendental idealism

The charge that Kant distorts the meaning of ancestral statements is the
conclusion to ‘the argument from the arche-fossil’, which I reconstruct as
foliows. The first premise states a criterion for realism: a position is realist
only if it affirms scientific knowledge claims about ‘occurrences of matter
independent of humanity’. ‘Arche-fossil’ denotes such occurrences in that
‘it does not designate an ancient event [.... but] an event anerior to terres-
erial life and bence anterior to givenness irself "> An arche-fossil is thus not
a phenomenon, for phenomena are always already given to us in experi-
ence. It is rather a thing in itself. Ancestral reality, then, is not empiri-
cal, but transcendental.™ The second premise is that Kant cannot affirm
knowledge claims about such a reality. Hence, Kant is not a realist. For
Meillassoux, a correlationist such as Kant is bound to this failure because
she cannot but qualify, and so undermine, the claim ‘x preceded human
existence’ with a codicil: * - for humans ">

1t is worth considering an implication of this argument. Its first prem-
ise suggests a criterion for idealism: a position is idealist only if it denies
ancestral statements. One can satisfy this criterion in many ways, such
as by denying that ancestral reality is thinkable, denying that an arche-
fossil is possible, or asserting that ancestral statements are meaningless.
Although these are claims that Berkeley might hold, Meillassoux, recog-
nising that ancestral statements are analogous to statements about the in-
itself, attributes them to Kant.' Bur Kant holds none of them. He asserts
in the first Critigue that the in-itself is thinkable on the grounds that its
concept is implied by that of an appearance.'” Although the in-itself is not
a real possibility of experience, he observes in several Reflexionen that it is
nevertheless a logical possibility."® And although the in-itself is unknow-
able, Kant argues in the first Critique and in Prolegomena to Any Future
Metaphysics that thinking it is meaningful for no less than the unity of
empirical knowledge."” Neither these considerations nor the context of
either the Prolegomena or the Refutation of Idealism deter Meillassoux
from explicitly conflating Berkeleyian and Kantian idealism.” Indeed, he
sees no difference between empirical and transcendental idealism when
he states that an ancestral statement has a realist sense or ‘no sense at
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all’,2! for, as the first premise of his argument states, this sense can only be
transcendental.

An illuminating historical precedent for Meillassoux’s misreading of
Kant occuts in Jacobi’s David Hume on Faith, or Idealism and Realism,
a Dialogue. There, Jacobi criticises the transcendental idealist’s claim to
objectivity:

according to the common use of language, we must mean by ‘object’ a
thing that would be present outside us in a transcendental sense. . . . But since
the whole of transcendental idealism would collapse as a result, and would
be left with no application or reason for being, whoever professes it must
disavow that presupposition. For it must not even be probable to him thar
there be things present outside us in a transcendental sense, or that they
have connections with us which we would be in a position of perceiving in any
way at all. . . . The transcendental idealist must have the courage, therefore,
to assert the strongest idealism that was ever professed, and not be afraid of
the objection of speculative egoism, for it is impossible for him to pretend
to stay within his system if he tries to repel from himself even just this last
objection.”

Qur common presupposition, according to Jacobi, is that ebjects are tran-
scendentally real. Contra transcendental idealism, what is ‘present ousside
us’ is independent of us, not simply in terms of its sensible matter, but also
formally. This is because the purported a priori forms of human experi-
ence — space, time, the categories, the ideas of reason — do not condition
the possibility of objects’ external presence, but are merely internal to a
perceiving mind.? It would follow from this presupposition that external-
ity is univocally transcendental, while internality is univocally empirical.

As a criticism of transcendencal idealism, this will not do. it imposes
a Cartesian picture of a mind barred from objectivity in the absence of
divine intervention. This ignores Kant’s claim in the Fourth Paralogism
to ‘distinguish empirically external objects from those that might be called
“external” in the transcendental sense, by directly calling them “things
that are to be encountered in space”.?* Empirical externality is a reality
to which we have a legitimate, because sensible, access. If we can distin-
guish this reality from a reality to which we have no legitimate access,
then, according to Kant, we can distinguish empirical from transcendental
realicy.

Compare Jacobi’s gloss of the ordinary standpoint with Meillassoux’s
view of the scientific perspective. He claims that this perspective, which
the scientist ‘shares with the “ordinary man”’, is one from which we exper-
iment, not in order to demonstrate what is valid for ‘all scientists’, but
instead ‘with a view to external references which endow these experiments
with meaning’.®® Meillassoux’s claim is that demonstrating the validity
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of our judgements of experience to individuals who share our perspec-
tive is not an indication of what is really, externally present. This would
follow if, as the first premise of the argument from the arche-fossil states,
what is really present transcends this — or any — perspective. Jacobi and
Meillassoux’s common assumption is that external reality can only be con-
strued transcendentally. Both infer from this that transcendental realism
contrasts with an idealism for which such distinctions as ‘empirical’ and
‘transcendental’ are simply useless.” Hence, just as Jacobi exhorts the tran-
scendental idealist to cease speaking inconsistently about externality and
embrace ‘egoism’, so Meillassoux presses the Kantian to see the subjective
idealist in the mirror:
the consistent correlationist should stop being modest and dare to assert
openly that he is in a position to provide the scientist with an @ prieri dem-
onstration that the latter’s ancestral statements are i#fusory. . . . Confronted
with the arche-fossil, every variety of idealism converges and becomes equally

extraordinary — every variety of correlationism is exposed as an extreme
idealism.*’

Like the passage from the David Hume, this passage imposes a Cartesian
picture on to Kant’s position. Specifically, it projects the Cartesian prob-
lematic concerning whether statements about a mind-independent world
are veridical or illusory. Berkeley plausibly operates within this problem-
atic and concludes that such statements are illusory. By contrast, Kant is
driven, not by the question of the truth or falsity of statements about a
mind-independent world, but by the question of what makes true and
false statements about the world possible in the first place.” The Kantian
problematic concerns, not whether our judgements are veridical, but how
they could even be said to be veridical” Thus, the relevant, but ignored,
context for Meillassoux’s critique is not the question of whether what
appears thus-and-so is thus-and-so in itself, but the question of how any-
thing can so much as appear thus-and-so.

Meillassoux’s Cartesian misreading perhaps stems from his own driving
concern, namely, how we can grasp the meaning of ancestral statements,
that is, how we can know whether such statements designate anything
real ® This question falls squarely within the Cartesian problematic. But
although this suits Meillassoux’s intention of providing a ‘contemporary’
defence of a Cartesian claim to know the arche-fossil gua thing in itself,”
it shows that he fails to critique Kant in light of the appropriate problem-
atic.’ As Meillassoux himself illustrates, a Cartesian assumes that meaning
generally is possible and asks of a particular kind of statement — about
the external world, about other minds, about the arche-fossil — whether
it is actually meaningful. By contrast, a Kantian assumes that statements
generally are actually meaningful and asks what in particular makes this

i

EMPIRICAL REALISM AND THE GREAT OUTDOORS I 27

possible. It is crucial for any critique of transcendental idealism to address
this founding premise, rather than simply its conclusion.

To close my rebuttal of (1), the charge that Kant distorts the meaning
of ancestral statements, I suggest that Meillassoux’s misreading accounts
for an assumption that runs throughour his critique of Kant:

scientists are much more likely to side with Cartesianism than with
Kantianism: they would have litde difficulty in conceding that secondary
qualities only exist as aspects of the living creature’s relation to its world
~ but they would be much less willing to concede that {mathematizable)
primary qualities only exist so long as we ourselves exist, rather than as
properties of things themselves.”

He goes on to write that ‘we must grasp how thought is able to access
an absolute . . . whose separateness from thought is such that it presents
itself to us as non-relative to us, and hence as capable of existing whether
we exist or not’.* Ultimately, Meillassoux concludes that his preferred
‘Galilean-Copernican revolution has no other meaning than that of the
paradoxical unveiling of thought’s capacity to think what there is whether
thought exists or not’.** These passages reveal the assumption that, for
transcendental idealism, objects of experience depend on the existence
of subjects in just the way that perceptions and memories do and there-
fore that the empirical is tantamount to the internal.* In other words,
Meillassoux assumes that transcendental idealism is tantamount to empiri-
cal idealism.

Kant would hold this view if, when thinking away the experiential
conditions that are enacted by our existence, he were to infer that the phe-
nomenal world cannot or does not exist. When thinking just this in the
Transcendental Aesthetic, however, he infers otherwise:

We can accordingly speak of space, extended being, and so on, only from
the human standpoint. If we depart from the subjective condition under
which alone we can acquire outer intuition, namely that through which we
may be affected by objects, then the representation of space signifies noth-
ing atall¥”

Kant's inference from our non-existence is not that nature cannot or does
not exist. It is rather that nothing whatsoever is signified. Compare this
inference with his claim in Chapter I1! of the Analytic of Principles:

the doctrine of sensibility is at the same time the doctrine of the noumenon
in the negative sense, L.e., of things that the understanding must think with-
out this relation to our kind of intuition, thus not merely as appearances but
as things in themselves, but about which, however, it also understands that
in this abstraction it cannot consider making any use of its categories, since
they have significance only in relation to the unity of intuitions in space and
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time, and can even determine this unity a priori through general concepts of
combination only on account of the mere ideality of space and time. Where
this [spatial and] temporal unity cannot be encountered, thus in the case of
the noumenon, there the entire use, indeed even all significance of the cat-
egories completely ceases; for then we could not have insight even into the
possibility of the things that would correspond to the categories.®

When thinking beyond the human standpoint, judgements of existence
fack all sense.?® Hence, although a transcendental idealist holds thar, with-
out subjects, nothing is cognised, she does not infer from this absence
that nothing exists, but only that the very idea of existence becomes
meaningless.*’ _

This does not mean that a transcendental idealist cannot meaningfully
speak of an arche-fossil. Her ancestral statement is meaningful precisely
as a fallible judgement about an externally present fact that contributes to
our knowledge of an indefinite empirical past.*' In Meillassoux’s words, it
consists of ‘a retrajection of the past on the basis of the present 2 One begs
the question in favour of transcendental realism if one objects that the
cranscendental idealist thereby sacrifices the determinarion of the measure
of the arche-fossil for the demonstration of this measure’s validity for those
of a common perspective.®* These are inseparable on her view.# It is this
fallacy that ulimarely undermines (1). The Cartesian projection on which
it rests, 1 suggest, is what leads Meillassoux to confuse the correlationist
link between thinking and being for an ontic relation between beings, one
in which objects depend on subjects for their existence.

Necessity and facticity

Meillassoux’s critique of Kantian claims about ancestrality is hamstrung
by a Cartesian projection of an antithesis between the empirical and the
external. This is not the case in his critique of Kant’s deduction of the
category of causality. He charges, (2) that Kant fallaciously infers causal-
ity’s necessity from the stability of our experience and thereby fails to grasp
the truth of facticity, namely, that contingency alone is necessary. I will
show that this charge rests on a misreading, one consequence of which is
to neglect a competing, and hitherto unexplored, Kantian conception of
facticiry.

A preliminary remark is in order. Meillassoux claims that Hume also
assumes the necessity in question and that he ‘merely doubts our capac-
ity to ground [it] through reasoning’. This is mistaken. Rather, Hume
assumes our use of the idea of causation, seeks its justification, and finds
none. Thus, he says in the Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding that
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‘we are not entitled to form a general [causal] rule’ and that, while causal
inference is necessary for our subsistence, it arises from mere ‘sentiment’.¥’
It is precisely the justificatory threat that this poses to our inferential prac-
tice — not an assumption of causal necessity — that, for Kant, calls for a
transcendental deduction.

I turn to Meillassoux’s charge that Kant fallaciously infers the neces-
sity of causality and of the natural laws that presuppose it. By his lights,
Kant argues as follows: (N1) if natural laws were not necessary, they
would frequently change without reason; (N2) they do not frequently
change without reason; {N3) hence, they are necessary.® Meillassoux dis-
cerns this argument from the following passage from Section II of the
Transcendental Deduction:

Unity of synthesis in accordance with empirical concepts would be entirely
contingent, and, were it not grounded on a transcendental ground of uniy,
it would be possible for a swarm of appearances to fill up our soul without
experience ever being able to arise from it. But in that case all relation of
cognition to objects would also disappear, since the appearances would lack
connection in accordance with universal and necessary laws, and would thus
be intuition without thought, but never cognition, and would therefore be
as good as nothing for us.”

In this section, Kant argues that experience has a single form, a unity whose
ground lies in the categories of the understanding, one of which is causal-
ity. The cited passage infers this ground’s necessity from the impossibility
of unified experience that would result from its absence. Kant does not
infer that experience would become fragmented, taking on varying and
vanishing forms. Indeed, he does not even mention the frequent alteration
of natural laws when considering causality’s absence, for the scenario is one
in which there would be no standpoint from which to discern anything,
much less shifts in the rules by which objects interact.® This is sufficient
to reject Meillassoux’s reconstruction, with its inclusion of (N1) and (N2).

Meillassoux’s misreading partly stems from interpreting (N2) as repre-
senting the ‘fzef of the causal stability of experience.”’ On this interpreta-
tion, Kant's deduction would indeed be ‘tautological’, for (N2) would
contain ‘the condition of consciousness’ deduced in (N3).>? However,
Kant does not assume the conditions of experience, which would make
a transcendental deduction redundant. The Kantian problematic starts
rather from our experience of a world and interrogates its conditions of
possibility. The only ‘fac’ we assume prior to a deduction is that we have
some empirical knowledge.

This will not allay Meillassoux. His mantra of ‘an absolute without an
absolute entity’* commits him to the exclusive necessity of contingency,
that is, to facticity as signified by the principle of unreason. Deducing
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the necessity of causality, as Kant does, does not simply oppose this
chesis: it assumes reason’s ability to vouchsafe the PSR by grounding its
validity in the human standpoint. In this, Meillassoux suspects a threat
comparable to dogmatism.* Bur we misconstrie the necessity proved by
a transcendental deduction if we suppose that it is anything stronger than
anthropic,® for it is logically possible that causality is not necessary and
that, consequently, appearances are ‘less than a dream’ % Kant's inference
to necessity simply shows that the conditions of the possibility of experi-
ence lie between logical necessity and empirical contingency, for such
conditions are contingent with respect to the principle of non-contradic-
tion — since their absence entails no logical contradiction — yet necessary
with respect to our empirical knowledge — since experience is impossible
without them.”’

Although 1 do not have the space to develop this thought here, and
while he does not use the term, I want to suggest that, for Kant, the logical
contingency and empirical necessity of the conditions of the possibility of
experience converge to express facticity, in so far as they are brute facts of
experience that are incapable of derivation from rational principles. These
conditions function as the a priori forms of the facuities of cognition: space
and time, the categories and the ideas. Notice thar it is brute fact that our
cognition involves sensibility, that sensibility is spatio-temporal, that space
is three-dimensional and chiral, and that time is unidirectional. Notice,
also, that the ideas represent the unconditioned condition of cognition for
which it is reason’s ‘peculiar fate™® endlessly to strive, a desire the fact of
which is as brute as it is 2 temptation to dogmatism. Notice, finally, that
neither does an absolute first principle ground the table of judgements
from which the table of categories is derived nor is the deduction of the
categories possible without our openness to the justificatory threat that is
posed by Humean scepticism, a receptivity whose contingency is exem-
plified by Kant waking from his dogmatic slumber. For these reasons, at
Jeast, the conditions of the possibility of experience are factical.®®

Meillassoux, of course, has an alternative to this Kantian conception of
facticity. But motivating his alternative requires that he meet (52), accord-
ing to which we know the Absolute without recourse to a principle of
reason. This he cannot do since he fails to prove (2). As a result, Kantian
facticity remains a live option.

Ptolemy and Copernicus

We saw that reburting the distortion charge in (1) leaves transcendental
idealism’s account of ancestral statements intact. The restricted, empirical
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realism of this account, however, may appear useless to the ordinary stand-
point, particularly if Jacobi is right about the ‘common use of language’. If
s0, then (3), the charge thar Kant's revolution is Prolemaic and therefore
insufficiently realist, might arise and, with it, another chance to meet (S1).
I will show that, in raising (3), Meillassoux misrepresents transcendental
philosophy and so does not show that empirical reality and the great out-
doors differ in any meaningful sense.

Meillassoux defends (3) by reclaiming the term ‘Copernican revolution™
what we have in mind is not so much the astronomical discavery of the
decentering of the terrestrial observer within the solar system, but rather the
much more fundamental decentering which presided over the mathematiza-

tion of nature, viz., the decentering of thought relative to the world within the
process of knowledge®

According to Meillassoux, the Copernican revolution consists in the resto-
ration of the human standpoint to the secondary position of dependence
on a world whose existence is absolutely primary. He credits this revolu-
tion to Galileo, for whom the world is an exhaustively mathematisable
substance that persists in spite of human thought. It is because such a
revolution depicts transcendental reality that, for Meillassoux, it provides
the proper means of grasping the great outdoors.

By contrast, Kant ushers what Meillassoux calls a ‘Prolemaic counter-
revolution’ according to which the subject is ‘central to the process of
knowledge’:

What was the fundamental question on the basis of which the first Critigue
reconfigured the whole of philosophy? It was the question about the condi-
tions under which modern science is thinkable — that is to say, the conditions
of the Copernican revolution in the literal and genuine sense of the term. In
other words, the philosopher who placed the task of understanding the
conditions of possibility for modern science at the heart of his project is
also the philosopher who responded to this exigency by abolishing its initial
condition.®!

Meillassoux’s conflation of empirical and transcendental idealism is evi-
dent in his gloss of the revolution that Kant himself calls ‘Copernican’,
for he insists that transcendental idealism undermines our capacity for
scientific knowledge, where this is construed as knowledge of transcenden-
tal reality. If this threatens our grasp of the world as such, irrespective of
ancestrality, it must appear fanciful from the ordinary standpoint.
However, this disregards why Kant does not call his revolution
‘Polemaic’. When, in the B Preface to the first Cririgue, he says thac
objects of cognition must conform to the subject, he does not compare this
to a view on which our claims about the world are grounded in an absolute
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standpoint that determines how the world is by fiat. He rather likens it
10 a view on which our claims are perspectival, namely, Copernicus’s view
that the observer's standpoint is not absolute, but revolves around fixed
celestial bodies.5 Meillassoux misreads the transcendental turn as yielding
an idealism for which the subject is so ‘central’ that the world’s existence is
by comparison dubious or false — an idealism that Kant explicitly refutes.®
In fact, Kant’s is an idealism for which the world’s knowable properties are
determined by conditions that, from the human standpoint, apply to any
possible claims about such properties.* The convergent logical contingency
and empirical necessity of these conditions — what I suggest s their facticity
_ reflects the peculiarity, not the centrality, of the anthropic perspective.

For Kant, a Copernican revolution in philosophy investigates the con-
ditions that simply having a cognitive perspective places on the claims we
can make. Such a revolution departs from the Galilean view by locating
our claims along a peculiar orbit in logical space.

Meillassoux’s neglect of Kant’s Copernican affiliation would seem to
explain his confusion about the motivation for and consequences of the
rranscendental turn. Regarding the turn’s motivation, he says that science
is the ‘impetus’ for the transcendental critique of metaphysics and that this
critique seeks to prove ‘the primacy of scientific knowledge’, which obvi-
ously it does not do.%* Were the transcendental turn so motivated, it would
refuse both to adopt Humean scepticism and to limit knowledge for the
sake of morality. However, it does not. Regarding the turn’s consequences,
Meillassoux says that transcendental philosophy degrades scientific claims
as ‘apparent, secondary and derivative’ and thereby obscures science’s
‘eminently speculative character ® Were the results of the transcenden-
tal turn as he describes them, it would be unable to conceive of true as
opposed to false appearances and so would be forced to identify empirical
reality with illusion. Once again, it does not.

Heidegger acknowledges the importance of this second point in the
Phenomenological Interpretation of Kant's Critique of Pure Reason:

Appearance not only presupposes ‘the relation te a consciousness that is at
least possible’ . . . but appearance is also appearance of something — as Kant
puts it: of the shing itself However, in order to eliminate right away the
grossest misunderstanding, we must say that appearances are not mere illu-
sions, nor are they some kind of free-floating emissions from things. Rather
appearances are objects themselves, or things. Furthermote, appearances
are also not other things next to or prior to the things themselves. Rather
appearances are just those things themselves #has we encounter and discover
as extant within the world. However, what remains closed off to us is the
thing itself insofar as it is thought as object of an absolute knowledge, i.e.,
as object of an intuition which does not first need the interaction with the
thing . - - an infinite intuition which first of all produces . . . things.*’
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Appearances are not to be construed as mere appearances, to be contrasted
in a Cartesian manner from a knowable reality. Rather, they are appear-
ances to some perspective, as Kant intends by the idea of a Copernican
revolution. Grasping the non-Prolemaic character of Kant’s revolution
requires keeping its Humean premises and non-Berkeleyian conclusions
clearly in view. In this way, we avoid the ‘improper and irrational com-
plaint’, which he dismisses in the Amphiboly,®® that we cannot know -
which is to say, cannot produce — the in itself. We thereby avoid falsely
supposing that empirical realism is somehow second-rate and instead see
that it is as wide open as the world we know.

Conclusion

In his preface to Afier Finitude, Alain Badiou says it is ‘no exaggeration’
to claim that Meillassoux escapes Kant’s classification of philosophy into
dogmatism, scepticism and criticism.®® This is not at all obvious. As 1 have
argued, Meillassoux misconstrues transcendental idealism in his bid for post-
Kantian transcendental realism. He thereby succeeds only in talking past
Kant. This raises serious questions. Can he truly claim to be post-Kantian?
By not interpreting transcendental idealism on its own terms, is his argu-
ment for absolute knowledge a non sequitur? Does his criticism of correla-
tionism simply repeat the complaint dismissed in the Amphiboly? However
we choose to respond, it is clear that renewing the pursuit of the Absolute as
Meillassoux does is guaranteed to meet with an undeterred critique.
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