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Abstract. It is essential for the Kantian programme that it can develop principles
for the seeking and finding of knowledge. This requires Kant to combine the open-
ness that is required for discovering genuinely novel knowledge with the necessity
provided by principles. This combination of extreme methodological openness with
strong principles should add to our understanding of Kant’s position vis-à-vis em-
piricism and rationalism. It will be shown that Kant indeed develops an open meth-
odology that is intended to give direction to our cognitive practices without deter-
mining their results. This implies a revision of the standard understanding of ideas
of reason in their regulative use: Kant’s imagery of “horizons” and “mirrors” sug-
gests that, in principle, all concepts can function as regulative ideas. In the ab-
sence of clear ways of categorizing philosophers as either ‘empiricists’ or ‘ration-
alists’ in Kant’s period, these methodological issues help consolidate our picture
of how Kant positions himself within the field of options that became labelled by
these terms.

Es ist essentiell für das kantische Programm, dass es Prinzipien zum Suchen und
Auffinden von Erkenntnissen entwickeln kann. Das erfordert es für Kant, die Of-
fenheit, die man zum Auffinden von Neuem benötigt mit der Notwendigkeit von
Prinzipien verbinden zu können. Diese Verbindung trägt zu einem besseren Ver-
ständnis von Kants Verhältnis zum Empirismus und zum Rationalismus bei. In dem
Aufsatz wird gezeigt, dass Kant wirklich eine offene Methodologie entwickelt, die
unsere Suche nach Erkenntnis anleitet, ohne deren Ergebnisse vorwegzunehmen.
Dies impliziert eine Revision der Standardinterpretation der Ideen der Vernunft in
ihrem regulativen Gebrauch. Kants Bilder von „Horizonten“ und „Spiegeln“ legen es
nahe, dass im Prinzip alle Begriffe als regulative Ideen dienen können. Diese me-
thodischen Themen helfen uns zu klären, wie Kant sich innerhalb von Optionen
positioniert, die wir als empirische und rationalistische bezeichnen, in einem Kon-
text, in dem es noch keine klaren Kriterien für Empirismus oder Rationalismus gibt.
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1 Rationalism and empiricism: Open heuristics
and necessary principles

Historiographically, “empiricism” and “rationalism” are anachronistic terms
when applied to Kant. Neither of these terms had an established usage before
Kant or in Kant’s time, and Kant himself contributed importantly to fix the mean-
ing of these terms, and to give them their function as labels attaching to broad
types of philosophizing.² This implies that Kant cannot, in non-anachronistic
terms, engage with “rationalist” or “empiricist” thinkers, and that it is equally
anachronistic to read Kant as integrating the rationalist and empiricist types
of philosophizing.³ Nevertheless, this integrative claim remains reasonable;
one can clearly trace features of (what came to be known as – a qualification
that I shall drop in the rest of this paper) empiricism and rationalism in
Kant’s philosophy, and just as clearly the relationship between these features
poses important interpretative problems, not the least because Kant’s own atti-
tude towards empiricism and rationalism is hardly ever made fully explicit in
his texts.

A typical pattern that can be found in various forms throughout Kant’s oeu-
vre consists in combining the epistemic rigour provided by strong principles, and
cherished by rationalists, with the kind of openness that only empirical input
can guarantee. Take the operation of amplifying our knowledge. This operation
is inscribed into the core of transcendental philosophy, both affirmatively, in
Kant’s emphasis on the importance of synthetic judgements and on the role of
experience, and critically, in his critique of unwarranted claims to expand the
scope of our cognitive procedures. The terminology of aiming for an integration
of empiricism and rationalism makes it possible to state the key problem that is
raised by the challenge of providing a methodology for the expansion of knowl-
edge: It is essential for cognitive expansion that it does not just analytically un-
fold (for instance by means of logical deduction or conceptual clarification) what

 The key passage being, of course, the section on the “history of pure reason” at the very end of
the first Critique. On the historiography of these concepts, cf. Engfer 1996, on Kant pp. 355–434;
Vanzo 2013, strongly emphasizing Kant’s rationalist leanings; Vanzo 2016. Anderson 2015 pro-
vides an up-to-date presentation of Kant’s critical analysis of the rationalists’ explanation of
the genesis of concepts. See also the work of the research group on “Early modern experimental
philosophy” at the University of Otago (https://blogs.otago.ac.nz/emxphi/tag/kant/) who criti-
cally discuss the reading of Kant as synthesizing empiricism and rationalism.
 Vanzo 2013 and Engfer 1996 summarize arguments, both historiographical and systematical,
against this reading.
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is already present in the knowledge (concepts, definitions, laws, etc.) that we al-
ready have.⁴ This immediately rejects strategies that became characteristic for ra-
tionalist approaches as means to properly extend our knowledge. Rather, a fruit-
ful methodology must allow for genuine novelty in our cognitive procedures –
the kind of novelty that, in Kant’s epistemology, only synthetic judgements or
empirical input can generate.⁵ There are empiricist models, for instance, for
the formation of concepts. Kant, however, standardly views these as insufficient,
on the basis of their failure to account for the kind of certainty that we find in
mathematics and natural science, and because they do not provide guidelines
that prevent a mere groping around, an unguided “Herumtappen” that Kant criti-
cizes in a great variety of contexts.

Phrased very informally: What we need, and what Kant aims at giving us, is
a “heuristic”,⁶ an account of the workings of our cognitive apparatus that allows
for the openness required for making genuine discoveries while maintaining a
crucial role for the guiding power of principles. Put differently: Kant should pres-
ent us with arguments that claim a strong form of necessity for an open method-
ology in the sense that it can be shown with necessity that we have to adopt cer-
tain principles that themselves impose necessary structures upon our epistemic
procedures without, however, thereby determining (beyond certain very funda-
mental forms of structuring, as given in the transcendental aesthetic and analyt-
ic) what the results of these procedures will be. In what follows, I shall investi-
gate this problem with a focus on the kind of principles that Kant offers us for
seeking expansions of our knowledge. Providing principles for actively seeking
novel knowledge is not the same as accounting for the validity of knowledge

 A particularly clear passage to this effect in What real progress has metaphysics made in Ger-
many since the time of Leibniz and Wolff?: “Thus his [Leibniz’] principle of sufficient reason,
since he located it in mere concepts, was also not of the slightest help to him in getting beyond
the principle of analytic judgments, the law of contradiction, and extending himself in synthetic
a priori fashion by reason.” (Ak. 20, p. 283) Note that this passage does not refer directly to the
expansion of our knowledge, but rather to principles of judgments: The Leibnizian approach is
deficient in not being able to get beyond the principle of analytic judgments; Kant is not only
asking for non-analytic judgments, but for principles for synthetic judgements.
 See the explicit reference to Bacon in § 56 of Kant’s Anthropology, in connection with the
“Nachforschungsgabe”/“gift of inquiry” (Ak. 7, p. 223). – On the role of novelty in amplifying
our knowledge, cf. Anderson 2015, p. 272.
 Kant himself uses this term repeatedly, e.g. Ak. 5, p. 411; Ak. 8, p. 133; A 671/B 699; A 771/B
799. – On heuristics in Kant, see van Zantwijk 2009, pp. 41–50; Gracyk 1991; van Peursen 1993,
pp. 181–213. See also Guyer 2005, e.g. pp. 31, 64 on the role of “seeking” and “finding” in Kant’s
philosophy, and here in particular on the interplay between the transcendental dialectic and the
reflective use of the power of judgment.
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claims in terms of the necessary combination of a priori principles and possible
experience. This should affect our understanding of the way in which empiricist
and rationalist ingredients blend into one another in Kant’s oeuvre: Kant himself
opens up the tightly-knit framework of the transcendental aesthetic and analytic
to an extent that itself is surprising, making room for non-definitive orderings of
our knowledge, for conjectures, even for guesswork, while at the same time
maintaining a discourse in terms of principles.

These issues will be addressed by first presenting the enormous openness of
Kant’s remarks concerning a heuristic method (section II), and by then (section
III) giving a close analysis of Kant’s imagery in describing the role of regulative
ideas. It will be shown here that Kant indeed intends to give us a methodology
that is not so much directed by unachievable ideas as by incorporating ideas into
the immanent workings of our cognition. Kant goes beyond a mere integration of
empiricist and rationalist motives: One of the attractions of a Kantian heuristics
lies in the fact that a heuristics does not work via combining empiricist and ra-
tionalist elements or sub-methodologies, but requires Kant to investigate the
possibility of a stance that is intrinsically open and principle-guided at the
same time.

2 “The law of reason to seek unity is necessary”
(A 651/B 679) – Kant’s open heuristics

It seems clear that the principles of the understanding do not provide a strategy
for a heuristics; the transcendental analytic formulates necessary criteria that
need to be fulfilled for a claim to count as knowledge, but these give us few con-
crete strategies with which we can direct our active employment of our faculties
for seeking novel knowledge. It is less clear that reason should be unable to do
so;⁷ after all, regulative ideas seem to provide a reason-guided way of expanding
our knowledge. However, an immediate difficulty derives from the fact that the
methodological remarks in the chapter on the “Regulative Use of the Ideas of
Pure Reason” in the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic and in the Doc-
trines of Method in the first and the third Critique, are surprisingly unspecific
in naming the ideas that are supposed to be relevant for guiding our knowl-

 As claimed in van Zantwijk 2009, p. 46.
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edge-seeking behaviour.⁸ Another complication lies in the fact that it is not quite
clear where in Kant we should look for a genuine heuristics: in the passages
dealing with the regulative usage of ideas, or in his discussion of the reflective
employment of the power of judgment?⁹ There indeed exists a close link between
Kant’s discussion of regulative ideas, and the principles governing reflective
judgement;¹⁰ however, it is far from evident how the third Critique’s focus
upon aesthetic and organic phenomena fits into the framework of the dialectic
of the first Critique.

The conditions that need to be fulfilled in order to allow for the seeking and
finding of knowledge have been discussed rather extensively in Kant’s time. Kant
himself makes a difference between “discovering” and “inventing” (“entdecken”
and “erfinden”) in his Anthropology (§§ 56–57, Ak. 7, pp. 223–224). The process of
inventing is characterized by Kant as being based upon a faculty of “judging in
advance (iudicii praevii)” (Ak. 7, p. 223).¹¹ The German original, “vorläufig zu ur-
teilen”, aptly conveys the complexity of the move that Kant intends to make here.
“Vorläufig” does not only have a temporal connotation (in the sense of: to cast a
judgment that takes the lead, that runs ahead – which would be the precise ety-
mology of “vorläufig” – in our cognitive endeavours), but also an epistemic di-
mension because “vorläufig” can equally well be rendered as “preliminary”,
i.e. as a judgment that needs to await confirmation. The German text contains
a similar ambiguity when Kant asks for principles or for a rule-based “instruc-
tion” for seeking “the hidden constitution of natural things”:¹² While the German
phrase, “wie man mit Glück suchen solle”, may indeed be translated as “how one
should search succesfully” (as does the translation of Kant’s Anthropology by

 An example: Next to the ideas of God, freedom and immortality, and the psychological and
cosmological ideas, Kant also discusses idealized concepts of pure substances as having the
function of ideas. This point is emphasized, for instance, by Grier 2001, pp. 265, 267.
 Buchenau 2013, pp. 193–225, discusses Kant’s critical stance with respect to Wolffian tradi-
tions in placing an “ars inveniendi” at the propaedeutic beginnings of philosophy and science.
When related to regulative ideas or reflective judgment, however, a heuristics occupies a rather
different systematic place than that ascribed to it in the Kant-Wolff debates that Buchenau anal-
yses.
 See, e.g., Guyer 2005, pp. 12–37; Neiman 1994, pp. 84–85.
 Kant’s procedures for cognitively referring to future knowledge deserve close attention here.
One example: In the Anthropology, Kant discusses “Ahndung” and “Vorhererwartung”, with their
Latin equivalents of “praesensio” and “praesagitio” in a chapter on the “Vorhersehungsvermö-
gen” (Ak. 7, p. 187), clearly emphasizing that all of these notions make statements about a future
that we can never fully predict or determine via these faculties.
 All further quotes in this paragraph in Ak. 7, p. 223. – On the role of the concept “instruction”
in these contexts, see Briesen 2013, p. 10.
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Robert B. Louden, Ak. 7, p. 223), this fails to capture the element of luck that the
German wording also transports. What Kant aims at are principles for seeking
successfully while not giving us any really explicit instruction for what we
have to do in this process and what we may expect: These principles are not sup-
posed to give us any guarantee that we are indeed going to find anything; luck
remains possible and necessary for making discoveries. This is nicely captured in
the phrase “how we should scent these out”, “wie man diese [referring to the
principles that are asked for here] auswittern soll”. The only guidance that we
are going to get here, is given by “Anzeigen”/“indications” (inadequately ren-
dered as “certain modes of procedure”), or an “advice for inquiry” (“Anweisung
zum Nachforschen”), which in fact introduces a twofold distancing from a direct
determination of the process or result of inquiry since neither “advice” nor “in-
quiry” allows for determinate claims about the objects of this inquiry. Note also
that all these terms – explicitly in the “iudicium praevium”, but also in the var-
ious terms for deictic gestures without a clear aim – make claims upon future
knowledge without giving predictions about this knowledge.

These phrases are surprising in their openness, both epistemically and with
respect to the contents of what can thus be “scented out”. They only indicate that
we should investigate, not what we might thereby get, or which structures in the
realm of objects will be found beyond those imposed by our way of investigating
them. Since this is nothing but an indication, it is not determined in concrete de-
tail how this investigation has to proceed; Kant remains very open also on the
level of describing the concrete procedures regarding “how” we have to proceed.

The status of Kant’s heuristic methodology becomes clearer when compared
with what is probably this period’s most explicit discussion of a heuristics for
finding, discovering, and inventing in two strongly overlapping papers by Salo-
mon Maimon from 1795.¹³ This also helps to relate Kant’s methodological consid-
erations to traditions of rationalist and empiricist thinking. Maimon, a self-fash-
ioned “rational dogmatist and empirical sceptic”,¹⁴ is adopting a rationalist
strategy by looking for a “general theory of inventions” that he phrases in
terms of “secure methods” that determine how the manifold of cognitions that
we already have can yield premises for further conclusions, be these already

 Maimon 1795a; see also, content-wise equivalent to the text just quoted: Maimon 1795b. In
discussing the role of genius, Maimon takes up issues from Kant’s third Critique. – On Maimon’s
heuristics, see van Zantwijk 2009. Interestingly, Maimon describes Kant as being more of a ra-
tionalist than even Leibniz (because Kant seeks for deeper foundations for the principle of suf-
ficient reason than Leibniz who took this principle via induction from experience; Maimon 1792,
p. 45).
 Freudenthal 2003, p. 15.
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given or still unknown.¹⁵ Maimon thus focusses exclusively upon a deductive or-
dering of cognitions; and he explicitly states that he does not find the slightest
traces of a heuristics in Kant’s critical philosophy, thereby simply disregarding
the methodological remarks that prominently round off all three Critiques.¹⁶ Mai-
mon proceeds to distinguish carefully between “finding” and “inventing”;¹⁷
both, however, include a priori aspects (“finding”, in particular, means to relate
an attribute, in a priori fashion, to a cognition that is already given as an ob-
ject¹⁸). Maimon’s own strategy for arriving at a general heuristic methodology
(he repeats a number of times that this method must be “secure”) relies upon
established strategies in mathematics, and in particular emphasizes the various
forms of “analysis” that are applied in Euclidean mathematics (“analysis” here
used in the older, pre-Kantian sense).

More directly relevant for a Kantian heuristics is Maimon’s remark that we
need to be certain that what is searched for can indeed be determined by
what is already given.¹⁹ Here, too, Maimon uses an example from mathematics,
namely the Pythagorean theorem that requires, as a condition for determining
the Pythagorean relationship between the hypotenuse and the other two sides
in a rectangular triangle, another theorem, namely that two sides of a triangle
and the angle between them determine the third side. Maimon thus argues
again in terms of a system of theorems; all his illustrations of heuristic proce-
dures refer to deductive relations between propositions, which makes it problem-
atic to see how he can capture the creativity, the unpredictability that is essential
for arriving at novel knowledge. Maimon’s insistence upon these (deductive) re-
lations between theorems is thus indeed reminiscent of classical rationalist
methodologies. One example: Christian Wolff, when discussing the “finding”
of theorems (“Lehrsätze”), sketches a methodology that does give a role to expe-
rience, but that, nevertheless, works via the operation of conceptual clarifica-
tion, applied to the concepts involved in the definitions we use, or to what expe-
rience has taught us, or to what we know a priori.²⁰

 Maimon 1795a, p. 2.
 Maimon 1795a, p. 3.
 Roughly: In inventing, one creates an entire object anew (as in inventing a novel type of ma-
chine); in finding, one adds something to a cognition that one already has, such as in “finding”,
based upon “three given parts of it”, the other parts of a triangle (Maimon 1795a, p. 10).
 Maimon 1795a, p. 10.
 Maimon 1795a, p. 8.
 Wolff 1713, p. 71. – On Wolffian methodology, with reference to Kant and in particular to top-
ics related to the Critique of the Power of Judgment, see van den Berg 2014, ch. 2.7.
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When turning to Kant at this point, the first thing to note is that the semantic
field of seeking and finding is prominently present in his writings at various sys-
tematic places: In the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic of the Critique of
Pure Reason, in the introduction to the Critique of the Power of Judgment, in the
Anthropology. Compared with Maimon and Wolff, however, what directly strikes
the reader is the variety of very open epistemic terms that Kant adopts, and that
very clearly cannot aspire to give us a “secure” methodology: “guessing”, “con-
jecturing”, “hoping” are all that one can aim for. This holds for both directions of
investigation, for seeking unity among the various individual results of the proc-
ess of acquiring knowledge, but also for producing more such results. Kant’s
methodology is based neither upon the clarification of concepts, nor upon de-
ductively ordered hierarchies.

This point is very clearly stated in the strong phrase of a “necessary” law that
requires us to seek unity in nature (A 651/B 679). This law is necessary, and as
such it cannot be derived from experience. Still, content-wise this law gives us
nothing but the necessity to (be able to) seek; no further indication is given as
to how this search may be successfully performed. Nevertheless, this law is sad-
dled up with particularly strong implications: “without it we would have no rea-
son, and without that, no coherent use of the understanding, and, lacking that,
no sufficient mark of empirical truth”. Kant wants to convince us that such a law,
devoid of specific content, can have these far-reaching implications. As will be
indicated below in section 3, it is indeed important for Kant to arrive at methodo-
logical principles that are “indeterminate”. A viable strategy for defending these
far-reaching claims might consist in emphasizing that even the most everyday
practices we adopt in acquiring knowledge, such as the formation of concepts,
already include a seeking for unity, and thus require the concepts of reason.
This strategy has implications for the notions of “unity” and of “system”:
These concepts, then, enter into our cognitive practices on all levels. This omni-
presence of reason-guided procedures could make it clear that reason does not
enter our cognitive practices as a later, final, step, but rather is immanent in cog-
nition from its very beginning.

The semantics of seeking, together with related, open-ended concepts, is
highly prominent in the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic of the first Cri-
tique. Some examples: “we question [befragen] nature according to these ideas”
(A 645/B 673), where idealized concepts of pure substance provide Kant with an
example that, interestingly, drops the typical concepts discussed in the main text
of the Transcendental Dialectic. These open terms work indeed downwards as
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well as upwards.²¹ We have, necessarily, to “conjecture” (A 652/B 680) that there
is unity in the apparently infinite diversity of things in nature. This implies that
the idea of unity itself only enters the methodology of investigating nature as a
conjecture, not as a necessary given of reason. We necessarily have to make as-
sumptions, such as the conjectures aiming at unity among the empirical cogni-
tions referring to natural objects; but these assumptions remain undetermined in
terms of content and in the sense that they do not give us guarantee that we can
arrive at this unity.²² Likewise, we need to argue by conjecturing when we seek
for further specifications in nature (A 657/B 685). None of these directions, up-
wards or downwards, is epistemically privileged here. Kant uses the rather con-
spicuous term “hope” to describe the strength of the conviction that these meth-
odological practices carry. In criticizing the “empirical minds”, he charges them
with constantly seeking to “split nature into so much manifoldness that one
would almost give up the hope of judging its appearances to general principles”
(A 655/B 683). Though used here in a critical argument, this also implies that the
positive strategy of combining both universality and specification cannot give us
more than a “hope” that nature can be judged according to general principles.²³

We see here the same move that has been hinted at earlier: Hope, in the sense of
a positive attitude towards the future, does not remain restricted to the hope of
happiness in a future life, but enters into our theoretical practices as well, and is
used regularly in these contexts.²⁴ Again, this notion is embedded in an entire
field of related concepts; an example is the notion of reason’s having “Zutrauen
zu sich selbst”, “confidence in itself” (A 795/B 823) in the opening sentences of
the chapter on the “Canon of Pure Reason” in Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of
Method,²⁵ where this notion precisely marks the point of transition between a
negative and a more positive usage of reason.

The openness of these procedures is repeatedly indicated by Kant himself.
“Seeking” must not be understood as explicitly guiding our cognitive processes:

 See also Anderson 2015, p. 364, on the mutual dependence of higher- and lower-order con-
cepts.
 Note the parallel phrase in A 653/B 681, where Kant says we conjecture the existence of a
common principle underlying the variety of salts in chemistry.
 Moses Mendelssohn illustrates that this conceptual field is also related to the 18th-century
discussions of probability (see Mendelssohn 2009, p. 159 on “hope” in the context of probabil-
istic processes); “expectation” is another term that gets important in these contexts. See the
comprehensive analysis of the probability-discourse of this period in Daston 1988.
 On the notion of hope in Kant, see Beyleveld/Ziche 2015.
 See also Ak. 2, pp. 118, 148. – See also Briesen 2013, p. 29, for a link between “trust” in prin-
ciples, independently of empirical or a-priorical reasons, and Crispin Wright’s notion of cogni-
tive entitlements.
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“we are given nothing more than a general indication that we are to seek for it”
(A 661/B 689), the necessity to seek serves “only to indicate the procedure” (A
665/B 693), and a similar phrase gives the very last and thereby strongly high-
lighted words of the chapter on the Regulative Use of Ideas of Reason: Regulative
principles can only serve to “point […] the way toward systematic unity (“zur sys-
tematischen Einheit den Weg vorzuzeichnen”).²⁶ Related terms are used in the
concrete examples of the conic sections as guiding our investigations into plan-
etary motions, where we are supposed, and allowed, to “guess” the shape of or-
bits (A 662/B 690);²⁷ and the term “Glück”, in its double meaning of both “luck”
and “success”, returns in Kant’s description of what we may expect from the use
of heuristic principles (A 663/B 691).

The same semantic field is abundantly present in the First Introduction to
the Critique of Judgement,²⁸ here adding the notion of “expectation” (“well-

 Here, the translation is even sharper than the original. “Vorzeichnen” may create the associ-
ation of a sketch, of an outline that already contains quite some concrete detail; “pointing” takes
up the openness and future-directedness that seem so important for Kant.
 This passage is remarkable in a number of respects. One might think that the finite number
of forms of conic sections allows for more than guesswork; after all, couldn’t we just take one of
the conic section after the other, and try whether they fit the purpose of mathematically describ-
ing the paths of celestial bodies? Note also that already in Kepler and Newton, the conic sections
were derived from the most fundamental law/laws governing planetary motion. In a Newtonian
gravitational force field, we can know that bodies move along conic sections. So why does Kant
invoke the extremely loose and indeterminate term “guess” here? Kant himself is, of course,
completely aware of these implications of Newton’s law of gravitation; what he does in this pas-
sage, is describe an empiricist procedure of arriving at a most general laws for all planetary mo-
tions, and what he intends to show is that even in the empiricist strategy, we need assumptions
as to continuity (here, it is pretty transparent what “continuity” can mean since we work within
the framework of geometry). – See Friedman 2013, pp. 558–559; Friedman reads this passage as
presenting a reconstruction of Kepler’s route towards his discovery of the laws of planetary mo-
tion. – Another complication is introduced in the Opus Postumum (Ak. 21, p. 363): a complete
specification of moving forces, under the laws of motion, requires us to follow the order of
the categories. Other than the model discussed in section 4, this seems to imply that there is
a basic level at which completeness is achieved.
 Ak. 20, p. 204 n: “guideline” [Leitfaden], “seek”, “we simply assume in it”, “a principle for
the judging and investigation [Nachforschung] of nature”; “investigation” remains a key term
here. See also Ak. 20, p. 211: “concepts can be found”. Other examples: A 826–827/B 854–
855: “clue”, “Leitfaden”, elsewhere translated as “guideline”; “having a guide” [Leitung]. Inter-
estingly, according to Grimm’s Wörterbuch, the term “Leitung” has connotations hinting at the
continuous conducive force that, for instance, a pipe exerts upon a liquid streaming through
it. In the absence of a clear step-by-step methodology in Kant, this latter type of imagery is
not really adequate in his text. – The prominence, and moreover: the unexpected prominence
of these terms is emphasized by Buchdahl 1969, p. 505 n.
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grounded expectation of its [referring to “reflection”, in what grammatically is
not a fully transparent phrase] agreement with nature”, Ak. 20, p. 212) to that
of “hope” (“For it is an open question how one could hope to arrive at empirical
concepts of that which is common to the different natural forms”, Ak. 20,
p. 313).²⁹ Finally, these terms return in the closing sections of the first Critique,
devoted to the methodology of pure reason. Remarkable here is that Kant even
includes methodologically highly problematic terms such as the rather mysti-
cal-sounding “ahnden” (“have a presentiment”, A 785/B 813)³⁰ into the list of fac-
ulties or modes of cognition that one may, confidently, employ. It is in this sec-
tion that the notion of “hope” is used primarily with respect to the happiness
that we may hope for in a future life, without thereby, however, severing the
ties to a more theoretical-epistemic usage of this term. The search for principles
that can regulate the finding of novel knowledge thus reaches beyond the demar-
cations that seem to set apart theoretical and practical philosophy, or the usage
of reason, understanding, and the power of judgment. This has been noted re-
peatedly in the literature. What will be shown in the following section, is how
deeply the necessity of opening up the structural framework of the first Critique
is inscribed already into this text itself.

3 Horizons and mirrors: Internalizing the
regulative function

Kant gives us, in a number of places in the third and in the first Critique, lists of
principles for the regulative employment of ideas and for the reflective use of the
power of judgement. For the function of the regulative ideas, he sticks to a triadic
presentation, and names the principles of “homogeneity”, of “specification”, and
of the “continuity of forms” (A 658/B 686).³¹ The first two principles refer to what
we may call the upward and the downward movement in the dynamics of con-
cepts: It is possible to bring the “manifold under higher genera”, by looking at

 This passage is directed against a style of research that everywhere looks for more and more
fine-grained distinctions. This style is legitimate, it is, in fact, implied by the principles of the
regulative employment of reason and of judgment in its reflective function. Still, it cannot
stay on its own; it needs to be counterbalanced by a hope that we still may maintain a form
of unity, and that the realms of reality and of concepts do not fall apart into atomistic heaps
of unrelated items. Again, however, all we can claim here is a hope that this is so.
 See also above, n. 10.
 Other examples for such lists: A 657/B 685: “sameness of kind”, “variety” and “affinity of all
concepts”; A 662/B 690; A 662/B 690; Ak. 20, pp. 209–210.
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“sameness of kind”, and on the other hand one may subdivide “what is same in
kind under lower species”. Moreover, “to complete the systematic unity”, we may
and need to assume that there is “a continuous transition from every species to
every other through a graduated increase of varieties” (A 657–658/B 785–786).
As is so frequently the case with Kant, these principles cohere. The third princi-
ple, as summing up the other two, states that, starting from whatever concept we
may take, we can always work both upwards and downwards, and never need to
assume discontinuities in this progress.³²

Kant relates these principles to other principles that he presents as “scholas-
tic rules” (A 652/B 680) or as “stock formulae” (Ak. 20, p. 210). The original word-
ing for the latter phrase, “in Schwang gebrachte Formeln”, has rather negative
undertones. Kant clearly wants to alert us to the fact that these formulae are
not yet completely understood. He frequently presents these principles under
Latin titles that are, however, less standardly established than he suggests,
and that are strongly reminiscent of rationalist ways of presenting principles
of reasoning and of scientific practice: “law of the continuum specierum (forma-
rum logicarum)” (A 660/B 688), “entium varietates non temere esse minuendas”
(A 656/B 684), “non datur vacuum formarum”, “datur continuum formarum” (A
659/B 687).³³ The First Introduction to the third Critique (Ak. 20, pp. 209–210)
presents an entire list of such “stock formulae”, here keyed towards analyzing
nature: “nature takes the shortest route³⁴ – she does nothing in vain – she
makes no leaps in the manifold of forms (continuum formarum) – she is rich in spe-
cies but sparing with genera, etc.” Kant is very explicit in stating that these prin-
ciples still await an adequate characterization of their role, and that he is going
to provide this characterization by showing them to be “nothing other than this
very same transcendental expression of the power of judgment in establishing a
principle for experience as a system” (Ak. 20, p. 210), where this principle had
already been stated in terms of “unity” and “affinity of particular laws”
(Ak. 20, p. 209). At the end of the chapter on the regulative use of ideas, Kant
returns to rationalist traditions and discusses the “ladder of continuity” as intro-
duced by Leibniz and further refined by Charles Bonnet (A 668/B 696), again
with an interestingly ambiguous characterization: This principle is described
as having been “durch Bonnet trefflich aufgestutzt[…]”; the English rendering

 Note that this does not require that we find real objects that stand in relations of continuous
series of variations; see also Guyer 2005, p. 19.
 For the phrase of a “vacuum formarum”, see Meier-Oeser 2001; on Kant’s rich lists of princi-
ples, see also Grier 2001, pp. 267–268.
 An alternative phrase for Maupertuis’ prinicple of least action; on Maupertuis, see, Ak. 2,
p. 98.
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by Guyer and Wood who translate “aufgestutzt” by “excellently supported”, fails
to convey the critical undertones that are hinted at in “aufstutzen”, which might
better be translated as “giving a cut according to fashion”.

Some remarks on these lists and the terminology that Kant employs here are
required directly. These principles are introduced in order to fill in the demand
for systematic unity. While some of them can refer to discovering and unifying
laws for natural processes, this does not hold for all of them: The principle
that nature is “rich in species but sparing with genera” and the ladder of con-
tinuity rather make claims about continuous hierarchies of concepts.³⁵ That
Kant is not restricted to thinking in terms of laws here is important for another
key term in Kant’s philosophy, that of “system”. Clearly, “system” here is not
thought on the model of deductively structured systems of theorems, but neither
is it clear that it follows the third Critique’s model of an organic interaction of
parts and wholes. In particular, Kant is completely explicit that we do not find
continuity everywhere in the reality of nature; biological species, for instance,
are discontinuous.³⁶ Kant makes it clear, thus, that these methodological princi-
ples can indeed be empirically falsified; they can be falsified not as principles, to
be sure, but in the predictions about real objects that can be derived from them.

Kant works these issues out by giving us an image. Even if it is clearly im-
possible to point out an object that corresponds to the unity that we are asked
to search for via ideas, Kant still sketches a way to make the function of ideas
“palpable” (“sinnlich”). This indirect form of representation cannot be achieved
by giving us a representation of an object, or of a state of affairs, but it represents
the ordering processes that ideas impose upon the realm of concepts. The image
that Kant uses, that of horizons of concepts, is known from rationalist traditions;
it is prominently employed in Georg Friedrich Meier’s logic that Kant used in his
lectures.³⁷ It also is related to the operation of “orienting” that Kant discusses
repeatedly. Already in his 1786 paper on What does it mean to orient oneself in

 Briesen 2013 relates the Kantian programme of systematization not only to concepts, but also
to “beliefs”. This implies that relations of systematization include “inferential connections”
(p. 6). Given Kant’s critical attitude with respect to the rationalist programme of a strictly deduc-
tive structuring of cognitive projects, this is not necessarily convincing. Similarly, Margaret Mor-
rison requires “coherence as well as deductive relationships among its members” for a “properly
unified system” (Morrison 1989, p. 161).
 But see Toepfer 2016, on the importance of Kant for thinking about (organic) nature in terms
of a rich variety of species.
 Cf. Pozzo 2005. Pozzo shows that the German phrase “Gesichtskreis”/“circle of vision” is
used by Wolff as a translation of “horizon” (p. 198); he also sketches the role of this concept
in Leibniz (ibid.). In Meier’s case, this notion is directly related to the task of determining
what we cannot (and need not) know (p. 200).
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thinking?, “orientation” does not mean that one should aim at an orienting goal;
rather, “in the proper meaning of the word, to orient oneself means to use a given
direction […] in order to find the others, literally³⁸, to find the sunrise” (Ak. 8,
p. 134). In his analysis of the progress of metaphysics, Kant chides the “Leib-
niz-Wolfian philosophy” for assuming that we may have a “compass to guide”
us for orienting ourselves on the basis of the principle of sufficient reason in ad-
dition to the Aristotelian principle of contradiction (Ak. 20, p. 277). His criticism
is based upon his standard argument that Leibniz, Wolff, and Aristotle remain
within the realm of logic, and thus cannot contribute to the progress of metaphy-
sics.We may already draw a first conclusion: Orientation for Kant is not so much
governed by pointing towards an ideal or infinitely distant point, but is rather
concerned with ordering the entire field we are moving in by both unifying
and subdividing it.

Precisely this structure also governs Kant’s explanation of what the “hori-
zon” of concepts is.³⁹ Kant gives this explanation in order to palpably represent
the regulative use of reason as “directing the understanding towards a certain
goal respecting which the lines of direction of all its rules converge at one
point” (A 644/B 672). The temptation is strong to view this point as an ideal
focal point, a “focus imaginarius” (ibid.) in infinity. Kant however, gives a rather
different exegesis of his image.

Kant’s starting point in the relevant passage (A 658/B 686) is that each and
every concept has a “horizon”.⁴⁰ “Horizon” here does not refer to an outline, the
circumference of a circle of vision, but to the totality of points (if we return from
the image to what it is supposed to visualize: a totality of concepts) contained
within this circle; a horizon is “a multiplicity of things that can be represented
and surveyed, as it were, from it”, namely from this horizon. Since Kant argues
here for the possibility of iterative hierarchical subsumtions, “things” cannot be

 The German text has the term “Weltgegend”, i.e. “point on the compass”, but this is not a
term that directly implies a direction. Rather, “Weltgegend” precisely fits the notion of an extend-
ed surface within the field of vision that Kant employs in his simile. Similarly, the German
“namentlich” should rather be translated as “in particular” than as “literally”, emphasizing
that in Kant’s explanation, none of the directions or points on the compass is absolutely privi-
leged.
 On the notion of a “horizon” see also Kant’s Logic, Ak. 9, pp. 40–44. Again, Kant emphasizes
the necessity to determine both local/personal and universal (valid for the entire human species
and the full extension of our science) horizons. The issue of arriving at a sub-division of concep-
tual horizons should also become related to that of the logic of disjunctive judgment; on this,
see, e.g., Longuenesse 1998, pp. 378–387, Anderson 2015, p. 362.
 See also Butts 1984, on the image of a horizon, see pp. 217–222 on the idea of a “universal
horizon” as a necessary condition for the systematization of conceptual horizons.

94 Paul Ziche



taken to refer to real things in the world. Rather, he discusses relations between
concepts here: What falls within a “circle of vision”, i.e. is visible from the
“standpoint of an observer”, is governed by a concept.⁴¹ Kant claims that within
a given horizon, an infinity of points can be found, and that it is necessary that
we can find infinitely many points. Again, this needs to be understood as a claim
about concepts, not about things: It is not necessary that a concept governs an
infinity of things, but the conceptual sub-divisions need to be infinitely refina-
ble. Note that, again, this statement to the effect that we must be able to find
an infinity of concepts does not imply that we necessarily have an infinity of
points within this horizon; infinity can also be achieved via downward and up-
ward processes of unifying and subdividing horizons. Since a concept is always
characterized by a form of generality, concepts can always be further specified
into yet further, subordinated, concepts. Each of the subordinate concepts has
its own horizon, and nowhere do we arrive at simple points. The other direction
is equally viable. Several horizons can be unified under a more general concept
that brings them together into one horizon. In this hierarchical direction, the
process of subsuming horizons under a most comprehensive horizon, however,
is limited by the most general concept of an absolute totality.⁴²

Each and every point in this conceptual space can, in this description of the
functioning of concepts, become a centre of its own. Concepts, and empirical
cognitions, are not rigidly fixed, but need to enter into a dynamics of seeking
and finding. The operation of ordering is the same on all levels. Note that this
implies a problem in so far as this reading of Kant’s image suggests that within
one conceptual horizon, one concept is singled out as unifying this horizon,
while the other concepts become subordinated without an inherent necessity

 This deserves further discussion: Why not think of things falling under a concept; trees fall-
ing under “tree”? On the next level of subdivision, the trees would then be specified by introduc-
ing yet more specific concepts. Problems arise when we take the claim to an infinity of points
seriously. While this may be guaranteed on the level of concepts, it is not clear at all how
this should work for things. Also, things cannot subsume other things under themselves: The
operation of subsumption requires concepts. The strategies for openness and flexibility that
Kant introduces, however, make such considerations largely superfluous.
 In reflection 3095 (Ak. 16, pp. 656–657), Kant takes up this imagery. He considers concepts
as “surfaces” (“Flächen”) within which the subordinated concepts themselves are surfaces. Does
the surface consist of surfaces, or of points? In the former case, a “lex continui” holds. This again
supports a hierarchical structure in which a transition to more and more specific concepts no-
where gets beyond the conceptual. In the same reflection, Kant discusses the same issue with
respect to real things. On this level, a “continuum formarum” presupposes the possibility to con-
tinuously go over from one form to another, which Kant spells out in terms of continuous causal
transitions (each species is only possible by reason of all the others, taken together).
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to single out a particular concept as the unifying one. This is taken up in another
imagistic device that Kant adds to the image of conceptual horizons, and that
explicitly takes up the problem of representing the status of regulative ideas.
What is striking is that he quite naturally localizes these ideas “outside the
bounds of possible experience” (A 644/B 672), while at the same time describing
this position as a “deception” that he illustrates via the image of a mirror. Seeing
an object in a mirror deceives us in the sense that the light rays hitting our eyes
appear, but only appear, to come from an object behind the mirror, and thus from
a location that this object occupies only via a deception or illusion. The point
where the lines of vision converge, is, thus, an imaginary point, a “focus imagi-
narius”: In looking into a mirror, we experience a “deception, as if these lines of
direction were shot out from an object lying outside the field of possible empiri-
cal cognition (just as objects are seen behind the surface of a mirror)”.⁴³

This passage is remarkable, and deserves closer attention than has been
given to it in the literature. Kant’s use of the mirror-image is striking. It may
be thought to be about extending the scope of what we can perceive, but that
is not the key function of a mirror: A mirror can show what lies in my back,
but I just need to turn around to view it just as plainly. So, a mirror can only
be said to extend my perception by ordering things differently. Kant focusses
on a different aspect. Mirrors give the cognizing being a place in an ordering
that is directed by or towards objects that appear to be at a place at which
they not really are. In particular, an object can occupy a focal position without
actually occupying this place.⁴⁴ An object that lies outside my ordinary circle of
vision can become visible in the mirror, at a position that is deceptively located
in a place where there is no object at all – but, despite its appearing to extend my
perception, it still can be a completely ordinary object within the “circle of vi-
sion” of the mirror. What makes this image so striking is that Kant seems to
allow here for each and any concept not only to form the organizing principle
of ordering concepts by forming horizons, but also to occupy the role of an

 For a discussion of the image of the “focus imaginarius” in strongly physiological terms, see
Butts 1986, pp. 191– 192 n. On this passage, see also Heßbrüggen-Walter 2001.
 Since we remain within the scope of concepts, and never find absolutely first points, the im-
portant and intense discussion on Kant’s being a conceptualist or non-conceptualist does not
directly affect my considerations (for an overview, see McLear 2014). – For a Deleuzian take
on “immanent” ideas in Kant (though not discussing the passage on horizons and deceptively
immanent foci), see Smith 2006.
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idea beyond the realm of empirical cognition.⁴⁵ The operation he has in mind is
that of a “projection”⁴⁶ where, again, every concept can be thus projected.

The details of Kant’s imagery pose a number of problems. Most importantly,
Kant’s mirror- and horizon-image operate both with hierarchical structures and
with a horizontal form of ordering, while not taking recourse to a priori concepts
such as the categories. He seems to allow for ordering schemes that are not gov-
erned by a pre-given set of concepts (see also the openness in his lists of ordering
concepts and principles), and in which conceptual structures and structures
holding among things in the world are, at a certain level, necessarily related,
but where things do not necessarily fill in the conceptual structures one-to-
one.⁴⁷ This becomes evident in his discussion of Leibniz’/Bonnet’s “ladder of
continuity”. Kant is explicit about his conviction that species in nature can
never be fully continuous (A 668/B 696). Still, the Bonnetian ladder, though
not really helpful in practice as a determinate pattern because of the enormous
distances that exist between the rungs of this ladder, can be turned into a meth-
odological notion, into a “method for seeking out order in nature in accord with
such a principle”.What Kant, then, does is systematically turn these (rationalist)
notions of an existing order in nature into methodological principles.

4 Summary: Necessary indeterminacy

Kant states repeatedly that the principles involved in the regulative use of reason
and in the reflective employment of the power of judgment, are “indetermi-

 A rather different reading of this passage in Goldman 2012, pp. 182– 184; Goldman takes as
his cue a reading of the image of a mirror as claiming that the “object only appears to stand
beyond the mirror, but it really lies outside our field of vision” (p. 183). My problem with this
reading is that the imaginary character of the mirror image does not only apply to objects “out-
side” my field of vision, but also to objects within this field (or at least potentially within this
field), but reflected in the mirror. Also, what does it mean that an object “really” lies outside
this field? The convergent lines in a mirror do not relate to a “real” location of an object. See
also Grier 2001, pp. 287–288; she also relates the “objects behind our backs” to the ideas of rea-
son, because we cannot normally perceive them. Again, this does not do justice to the procedure
of constructing an imaginary focus in the mirror; and the invisibility of the objects in my back
does not seem to be radical enough to account for the status of ideas.
 This term is used prominently in A 647/B 675; see also Kitcher 1986.
 Anderson 2015, p. 361, states that the “system of empirical concepts” “determines the con-
tent of concepts in that a concept has its content in virtue of occupying a definite node in that
network” – this reading, however, does not agree with the enormous openness and flexibility of
Kant’s systematization of horizons of concepts.
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nate”;⁴⁸ they impose minimal structure, but also a structure that is omnipresent.
This is directly plausible if these principles are understood as demanding that
we have to be able to form concepts everywhere, concepts both more general –
up to that of absolute totality – and more specific, and if we want to do innova-
tive research by adopting these conceptual practices. It is important to see that
the principle that requires us to seek for ever more specific concepts is stronger
than any claim that we can make with respect to real things: The “law of speci-
fication” “plainly does not demand an actual infinity in regard to the varieties of
things that can become our objects – for the logical principle asserting the inde-
terminacy of the logical sphere in regard to possible division would give no oc-
casion for that” – it may always be possible that things do not allow for the or-
dering operations that the dynamics of concepts imposes. Still, the law “does
impose on the understanding the demand to seek” ever more specific varieties
(A 656/B 684). In other words: The claims Kant makes with respect to the regu-
lation of our seeking behaviour are stronger than those that refer to objects, thus
again underlining the relevance of the process of seeking for Kant, and his con-
viction that this process itself, its openness notwithstanding, must be brought
under principles.

Three summarizing remarks are relevant in order to properly place the impli-
cations that this reading of Kant generates. First, again, a rather surprising pic-
ture of the role of ideas starts to emerge. Kant takes seriously the challenge to
give the concepts of reason, the ideas, a role in guiding our cognitive behaviour.
This, however, implies that not only the few highest-level concepts (such as, for
the realm of theoretical philosophy, that of the unity of nature) can be taken as
guidelines; we need in addition a foundation for assuming with confidence that
the more local and more everyday practices of cognition contribute to this unity.
In his images of the horizons of concepts and of the projected ideal positions of
certain concepts, he tries to give precisely this guarantee. Note that this implies
that not only the approaches of the first and the third Critique, but more specif-
ically also the determining and the reflective use of the power of judgment are
brought very closely together.⁴⁹

Secondly, Kant puts himself in an awkward position in so far as he has to
balance, as has been remarked upon frequently, an open methodology with a de-

 E.g. A 680/B 708, again with a Latin equivalent (“principium vagum”); Ak. 20, p. 214. – See
also O’Shea 1997, p. 218 on “this crucial but relatively neglected notion of an a priori indetermi-
nate objective validity”.
 This has been emphasized, prominently, by Guyer 2005, p. 13; Friedman 1992, p. 262: “the
apparently paradoxical idea of an intersection between the constitutive and regulative domains”
“is nonetheless an unavoidable problem for the critical philosophy”.
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mand for strong principles. We find a number of complex and intricate phrases
in which he does precisely that. His insistence on a necessary law that specifies
nothing but the necessity to be able to seek is an example; another is the – rath-
er Hegelian-sounding – phrase that reason may orient itself in thinking “solely
through reason’s own need”, a “Recht des Bedürfnisses, sich zu orientieren”
(Ak. 8, p. 137). The “need” – which is a need precisely because reason “may
not presume to know through objective grounds” – itself becomes the means
by which reason finds orientation.⁵⁰ Another way of putting this indirect guiding
function of reason, is captured in the characterization of Kant’s methodological
considerations as “meta-theoretical”, i.e. as guiding principles that only govern
the discovery of further methodological principles, and thus only latch unto re-
ality via a number of steps.⁵¹

Let us, thirdly, comment upon the implications for larger historiographical
issues. The methodologies that have been sketched here have to be understood
as being Kant’s response to a problem that he states at the very end of the first
Critique: The method that he himself intends to adopt, is neither “dogmatic” nor
“sceptical”, follows neither Wolff nor Hume; still, he aims for a “scientific”meth-
od (A 856/B 884). His own method, the “critical” method, is named as a third
option besides those of Wolff and Hume, and it should now be clear how it re-
lates to these methods. It is non-dogmatic in its openness and in its distance
from making explicit predictive claims; it is non-sceptical even in a double
sense, by allowing for hope and confidence, and by implanting confident cogni-
tion-generating procedures everywhere into our cognitive practices.

The relevant passages in the section on the History of Pure Reason are terse
and overly compact; the terminology is not yet settled (how is a “dogmatic”
method related to the “noologists’” theory of the origin of pure cognitions,
and how do both relate to the “intellectual philosophers’” tenets concerning
the object of rational cognition [A 852–856/B 880–884]?), and Kant does not
tell us explicitly how his own critical approach relates to other types of method.⁵²

 Cf. a number of closely related phrases in the literature: Pippin 1979, p. 15: “It is the subjec-
tive nature of this demand or ‘need’ for unity which, while it reveals how deeply connected
Kant’s version of empirical knowledge is with his theory of reflective judgment”; Kitcher 1986,
p. 207: “attribute to the search for unity some kind of ‘objective validity’”; Longuenesse 1998,
pp. 272, 395 on the role of an “effort to form judgments” in Kant; Buchdahl 1969, p. 506: “reason
is regarded, not as assuming (‘dogmatically’) the existence of a unity, but as something ‘which
[itself] requires us to seek for this unity’.”
 See, e.g., Krausser 1988.
 One difficulty: When Kant says that those who adhere to a “scientific” method “have the
choice” (A 856/B 884) between a dogmatic and a sceptical method, this may mean, as stated
in the English translation, that these are the currently available options (in this way he deals
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It is remarkable to see that the concepts that Kant adopts in his open methodol-
ogy are featuring prominently precisely in the closing sections of the first Cri-
tique. Taken together, this leads to the following thesis with respect to Kant’s
way of relating to empiricism and rationalism. He cannot do so in those very
terms (for the simple reason that these were not available in the function they
obtained through and after Kant). But he also does not have to argue in terms
of bringing together two forms of philosophizing that can be distinguished
along a rationalism-empiricism divide: If his open heuristics is indeed central
to his philosophy, he can be seen as arguing for a methodology that does not
consist of various steps, or has various aspects, empiricist and rationalist
ones. He rather aims at a unitary method that may, in a later step, be analyzed
in terms of rationalist and empiricist methods, but that is not made up from
these methods.⁵³ This attitude has far-reaching implications. An alternative
phrasing of what Kant spells out in the image of conceptual horizons under-
stands the idea of systematic unity in cognition as containing “the conditions
for determining a priori the place of each part and its relation to the others”
(A 645/B 673) – a phrase that is very close to somewhat later innovations in phi-
losophy such as a hermeneutic method in Schleiermacher, or the method of con-
struction in Schelling’s philosophy of identity.
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