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Abstract. In this paper I argue for a strong continuity between the transcendental 
deduction of the principle of purposiveness of nature and the transcendental deduction 
of the ideas from the first critique. On these grounds, I provide an interpretation of the 
transcendental deduction of the principle of purposiveness of nature in which I argue 
that: 1) the necessity of the principle of purposiveness of nature does not derive from 
its role in solving some specific philosophical problem (e.g. that of induction) but from 
its relation to a cognitive goal; 2) the representation of nature as conforming to the 
maxims of judgement is a direct, immediate consequence of a certain cognitive goal 
(in particular, of what is researched in the empirical investigation of nature; 3) that the 
necessity of the empirical laws mentioned by Kant in the transcendental deduction of 
the principle of purposiveness of nature is not so much their nomic necessity, but their 
necessity as consequences of higher laws.

Keywords: Transcendental deduction, Principle of purposiveness of nature, Appendix 
to the transcendental dialectic, Nomic necessity, Critique of the power of 
judgement.

In the literature on Kant’s third Critique, there is a widespread 
tendency to interpret the transcendental deduction of the principle 
of purposiveness of nature as if it was aimed at solving the particular 
epistemological problem in light of which the principle in question 
is interpreted, be this the problem of induction (e.g. Allison [2001]), 
of the necessity of empirical laws (e.g. Teufel [2017]), or anything 
else. For this reason, the transcendental deduction of the principle 
of purposiveness of nature is interpreted in analogy to the transcen-
dental deduction of the pure concepts of the understanding from the 

1 This work was written with the support of the Core Fellowship at the Insti-
tute for Advanced Study at Central European University. I wish to express my 
gratitude to the whole staff for their precious support.
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first Critique, where Kant begins from some rep-
resentations’ (i.e. the categories) disputed claim to 
objectivity and then vindicates this claim by show-
ing that these representations are necessary for 
having an experience of objects. Likewise, in the 
third Critique Kant would provide an argument 
that shows that to represent nature as purposive, 
whatever means, is necessary for something else, 
be this «systematic scientific knowledge» (Guyer 
[1997]: 38), the formation of empirical concepts 
(e.g. Ginsborg [2015]) or something else.

In contrast to this interpretative tendency, in 
this article I argue that the principle of purposive-
ness of nature and its deduction are best under-
stood as following the same logic that was at play 
in the genesis and the deduction of the transcen-
dental ideas in the first Critique. There, instead of 
starting from some disputed claim to objectivity 
and vindicating it, Kant first begins by consider-
ing a certain research-activity of reason, taken 
as a fact, and then shows how to engage in this 
research activity immediately amounts to represent 
nature in a certain way (in the case of the first Cri-
tique, according to ideas). Although this does not 
imply that nature actually is so determined, this 
does not render illegitimate to proceed according 
to such a representation of nature in our research 
(i.e. as if nature were so determined), so that the 
question of the legitimacy of such a way of repre-
senting nature is nonetheless settled. To interpret 
the transcendental deduction of the principle of 
purposiveness of nature as embodying a similar 
logic, I contend, provides a vantage point not only 
for making sense of its text, but also in relation to 
the much-debated issue of what kind of necessity 
is at stake when, in it, Kant refers to the neces-
sity of the particular empirical laws. In particular, 
contrarily to what is most commonly argued (e.g. 
Teufel [2017]; Guyer [2003]: 287-288), the neces-
sity Kant is referring to is not so much the nomic 
necessity of these laws, but their necessity as con-
sequences of more general laws.

To substantiate these claims, I am going to 
proceed as follows. In the first section, I am going 
to consider Kant’s account of the origin of tran-
scendental ideas in the activity of producing syl-

logisms. In particular, I will illustrate how to sys-
tematise our cognitions amounts in fact to repre-
sent things in a certain way: 1) as in relation to 
the unconditioned and 2) according to what Kant 
will later call the «maxims of the power of judge-
ment» (Kant [1790]: 182; 69). On these grounds, 
in the second section, I will consider the tran-
scendental deduction of the ideas that one finds 
in the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic. I 
will show how, in it, the fact that a certain way of 
representing things (i.e. according to ideas) is the 
result of a certain a cognitive goal reflects on its 
justification (that is, how it legitimates their regu-
lative use). Against this background, in the third 
section I am going to show how, like ideas with 
syllogism, also the representation of nature as pur-
posive is the correlate of a certain research activity 
(in particular: of the search of universals for given 
particulars that Kant calls reflective judgement). In 
this way, I will explain also why, for Kant, to rep-
resent nature as purposive for our cognitive facul-
ties means to represent it according to the max-
ims of judgement. Building on these results, in the 
fourth and last section I will provide an in-depth 
analysis of the transcendental deduction of the 
principle of purposiveness of nature. In this way, I 
will show how the kind of necessity of the empiri-
cal laws of nature on which Kant’s argument hing-
es is their necessity as logical consequences of high-
er laws (and not so much their nomic necessity); 
secondly, I will explain how a certain cognitive 
goal can ground and justify a certain way of repre-
senting nature, albeit only for a regulative use.

1. ON THE ROLE AND THE ORIGIN OF THE 
IDEAS IN THE FIRST CRITIQUE

In the Critique of pure Reason, Kant deals with 
what he will later call «maxims of the power of 
judgement» (Kant [1790]: 182; 69) in the Tran-
scendental Dialectic, and specifically in its Appen-
dix. Were in the Critique of the power of Judgement 
he takes these maxims to be the expression of the 
principle of purposiveness of nature (Kant [1790]: 
184; 71), and links them to the Urteilskraft, in the 
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Critique of pure Reason he links the very same 
maxims to reason (Vernunft) and its ideas. In both 
cases, Kant affirms that these maxims are linked 
to a certain way of representing nature itself, and 
in particular as systematic in some sense: in the 
case of the Critique of the power of Judgement 
(KU), nature is represented as purposive for our 
cognitive faculties, in the Critique of pure Reason 
(KrV), as if its unity was grounded in the objects 
of the ideas (e.g. all the psychological phenomena 
as manifestations of a simple substance, the whole 
of nature as created by God, etc.). With respect 
to this feature, the KrV is easier to interpret than 
the KU: in the first, Kant writes more extensively 
about the reason why, in our empirical enquiry, 
we come to (and need to) represent nature itself as 
having a certain sort of systematic unity. 

A good part of this explanation is not to be 
found in the Appendix to the Transcendental Dia-
lectic, but instead in the Introduction of the Tran-
scendental Dialectic: it is here that Kant explains 
how ideas (as representations of certain objects) 
originate in the role that reason plays in cogni-
tion. Specifically, like he did in the Analytic for the 
understanding and its concepts (the categories), 
Kant begins from the definition of reason that 
derives from its logical use, and proceeds from it 
to explain the origin of the ideas. Reason is first 
defined as the «faculty of drawing inferences 
mediately» (Kant [1781/1787]: A299/B355), i.e. 
syllogising, and then as «the faculty of the unity 
of the rules of understanding under principles» 
(Kant [1781/1787]: A302/B359).

The connection between these definitions can 
easily be understood by looking at one of Kant’s 
definitions of principle – to be found in these 
very same pages – which is directly bound to the 
notion of syllogism:

The term principle is ambiguous, and commonly sig-
nifies only a cognition that can be used as a princi-
ple even if in itself and as to its own origin it is not 
a principle. Every universal proposition, even if it is 
taken from experience (by induction) can serve as the 
major premise in a syllogism. […] Thus, every syl-
logism is a form of derivation of a cognition from a 

principle, for the major premise always gives a con-
cept such that everything subsumed under its condi-
tion can be cognized from it according to a principle. 
Now since every universal cognition can serve as the 
major premise in a syllogism, […] these propositions 
can, in respect of their possible use, be called princi-
ples. (Kant [1781/1787]: A300/B356-7)

In line with the logical terminology of his 
times, principle is defined in functional terms, i.e. 
as the proposition functioning as a major prem-
ise in a syllogism2. For instance, in the syllogism 
«all humans are mortal, all Athenians are humans, 
ergo all Athenians are mortal», «all humans are 
mortal» is the principle, and «human» is what 
Kant calls the condition. Precisely for its functional 
nature, it is clear that this definition does not con-
cern the specific features of judgements in isola-
tion, so that any universal judgement can be a 
principle in this sense, inasmuch as it has a certain 
role in a syllogism.

With this in mind, one can easily understand 
the definition of reason as «the faculty of the unity 
of the rules of understanding under principles» 
(Kant [1781/1787]: A302/B359)3. Indeed, Kant 
takes reason to be not only responsible for draw-
ing inferences when the principles are given, but 
also for the opposite activity, i.e. bringing various 
judgements back to another judgement – their 
principle – by finding the appropriate condition. 
For instance, by finding the condition that makes 
(e.g.) Athenians, Spartans and Thebans mortal 
into their human nature, the judgements «Athe-
nians are mortal», «Spartans are mortal» and 
«Thebans are mortal» are unified under the prin-
ciple «all humans are mortal». Both in this case 

2 See, for instance, Meier’s definition of syllogism: «§356. 
That judgment which is derived from others in a rational 
inference is the conclusion (conclusio, probandum, prin-
cipiatum). But those judgments from which the conclu-
sion is derived are the premises (praemissae, data, sum-
tiones, principia)» (Meier [2016]: 120).
3 Kant’s references to the rules of the understanding is 
due to the fact that, in general, Kant takes concepts to be 
rules (see, for instance, Kant [1781/1787]: A132/B171). 
On Kant’s understanding of concepts as rules, see Vanzo 
(2012): 187-189.
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and when we draw an inference, we not only 
obtain a new cognition (either of the conclu-
sion, when the principle is given, or of the unity 
of more cognitions, when it is the principle which 
is discovered): we also gain an insight into the 
(conditioned)4 necessity of the judgements that fig-
ure as conclusion – for instance, Athenians neces-
sarily are mortal inasmuch as they are human5.

Together with the activity of drawing inferenc-
es from given judgements, the unification of cog-
nitions under higher principles is what Kant calls 
the logical use of reason, and it is in relation to it 
that one is to understand both 1) the production of 
ideas (called by Kant real use of reason) and 2) the 
necessity of representing objects themselves (nature) 
in a certain way. The link between these elements 
is to be found in a passage from the Introduction to 
the Transcendental Dialectic, where one reads:

Reason in its logical use seeks the universal condition 
of its judgment (its conclusion), and the syllogism is 
nothing but a judgment mediated by the subsump-
tion of its condition under a universal rule (the major 
premise). Now since this rule is once again exposed 
to this same attempt of reason, and the condition of 
its condition thereby has to be sought (by means of 
a prosyllogism) as far as we may, we see very well 
that the proper principle a of reason in general (in 
its logical use) is to find the unconditioned for con-
ditioned cognitions of the understanding, with which 
its unity will be completed. But this logical maxim 
cannot become a principle of pure reason unless we 

4 The necessity of the conclusion is conditioned in that it 
depends on its premise – as Kant himself writes, it is nec-
essary «under a condition» (Kant [1800]: 120; 615): it is 
not necessary in itself, but as conclusion of the inference 
of which it is part.
5 This modal aspect is for Kant so central to the notion 
of syllogism to be part of its definition: «an inference of 
reason [a syllogysm] is the cognition of the necessity of 
a proposition through the subsumption of its condition 
under a given universal rule» (Kant [1800]: 120; 614). 
The centrality of this link between syllogism, necessity 
and reason is confirmed also by the role it plays in Kant’s 
distinction between the different degrees of cognition 
(see Rumore [2007]: 235-266), as well as to his under-
standing of science (see Capozzi [2002]: 541-541). See 
also Kant (1781/1787): A332/B389. 

assume that when the conditioned is given, then so is 
the whole series of conditions subordinated one to the 
other, which is itself unconditioned, also given (i.e., 
contained in the object and its connection). Such a 
principle’ of pure reason, however, is obviously syn-
thetic; for the conditioned is analytically related to 
some condition, but not to the unconditioned. (Kant 
[1781/1787]: A307-8/B364)

This passage contains various elements that 
explain the relation between reason’s search for 
unity, ideas, and the corresponding need of rep-
resenting things in a certain way. First 1), the 
unification under principles is something that 
is prescribed by reason itself for any given judge-
ment – for any given judgement, reason prescribes 
us to find a principle to which it can be brought 
back. As Kant himself explains, the fact that this 
prescription applies to any judgement makes this 
search for principles 2) a reiterative process: given 
this prescription, any new-found principle is again 
subjected to the same search for a higher principle 
under which to bring it. 

This is for Kant directly bound with 3) the 
idea of the unconditioned. Indeed, in prescrib-
ing to always repeat the search for principles, we 
not only represent a certain set of judgements as 
grounded in a yet to find higher one, but we rep-
resent this yet to find higher principle as itself 
grounded in some other. Accordingly, to prescribe 
a reiterative search for principles directly amounts 
to represent these higher judgements as a series, the 
series of all these judgements a parte priori: this 
whole of judgements is what Kant refers to as the 
unconditioned. It is here not necessary to under-
stand what unconditioned precisely means, nor to 
consider whether such a series is taken to be infi-
nite or finite: what is important is that the link 
between the search for principles and the repre-
sentation of the unconditioned – i.e. of the whole 
series – directly explains 3.1) why reason’s maxim 
is bound to a certain representation of things as 
well as 3.2) how the logical use of reason generates 
transcendental ideas6.

6 For an analysis of this passage which deals extensively 
also with the notion of unconditioned see the impressive 
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Concerning the first point 3.1), the link 
between reason’s maxim and a certain representa-
tion of things somewhat trivially depends on the 
fact that, for Kant, our concepts have a certain 
objectivity, i.e. they represent certain features of 
things. Accordingly, if a maxim prescribes to find 
a higher principle accounting for different ele-
ments (e.g. why various substances melt as the 
temperature increases), we are thereby represent-
ing the objects themselves (in this case, the melt-
ing substances) as governed by such a yet to find 
principle (e.g. a certain law), and accordingly as 
having the property described by it. Given the 
aforementioned recursive nature of the maxim of 
reason and its link with the idea of a totality of 
higher principles, it is clear that the prescription 
in question immediately amounts to the represen-
tation of things as governed by an analogously (i.e. 
hierarchically) ordered system of rules, which are 
expressed by the various judgements making up 
the whole series.

This makes it easy to understand the vari-
ous parallelisms that Kant draws between logi-
cal and transcendental principles at the end of the 
Dialectic, where he deals specifically with those 
maxims that he will later ascribe to the power of 
judgement – for instance, when he claims that 
«the logical principle of genera therefore presup-
poses a transcendental one if it is to be applied to 

Willaschek (2018). The most relevant difference between 
Willaschek’s interpretation and the one proposed here 
lies in the understanding of Kant’s distinction between 
the logical and real use of reason. Whereas Willaschek 
(2018): 48-49 takes this difference to lie in the relation 
with an object – the logical use of reason is formal in that 
it abstracts from any relation with the represented object, 
while the real does not – I take Kant’s distinction to still 
be the same he introduced in his dissertation (see Kant 
[1770]: 393; 385): the logical use of reason simply estab-
lishes new relations between otherwise given represen-
tations – in the case of reason, it produces syllogisms 
from given judgements – the real use of reason, instead, 
involves the production of new representations (spe-
cifically, the ideas). For a more detailed defence of this 
understanding of this interpretation of the distinction 
between logical and real use of reason in its relation with 
the genesis of ideas, see my Sala (2018a).

nature» (Kant [1781/1787]: A654/B682). Indeed, if 
our principles are understood as rules represent-
ing general features of things, and are thought of 
as hierarchically ordered under one another, in 
searching for higher principles we are in fact rep-
resenting things as governed by similarly hierar-
chically ordered rules. It is in this sense that the 
application of the logical principle presupposes a 
transcendental one: in our search for higher prin-
ciples, we are representing nature in a certain way, 
without this being anyhow grounded in the out-
comes of this research – this way of representing 
things is already in place before any kind of higher 
law governing them is actually discovered7.

Secondly, the genesis of ideas 3.2) is simi-
larly linked to the maxims of reason: ideas are for 
Kant precisely the representation through which 
we represent the series of judgement as a whole 
and, therefore, as unconditioned – for instance, in 
empirical psychology, we try to bring back the var-
ious capacities of the mind to some fundamental 
power, in that we take all of them to be the enacted 
by an absolutely unitary soul. It is here unneces-
sary to get into further details about the genesis of 
ideas. What is here important is that, as they are 
the representations through which we represent 

7 In this respect, the here proposed interpretation departs 
from the majority of the works on the topic: usually, 
a certain way of representing objects (e.g. as system-
atic, through ideas, etc.) is taken to be something which 
needs to be presupposed if some condition is to be met. 
For instance, McLaughlin takes certain assumptions to 
be necessary if our research is to be considered ration-
al (McLaughlin [2014]; see also Guyer [1997]); Geiger 
(2003) for the amenability of the world to our research. 
Contrarily to this trend, I take this representation of 
nature to be immediately embedded in the research activ-
ity itself: to research general laws immediately amounts to 
represent nature in a certain way, and the necessity of this 
kind of representation does not depend on some further 
condition. Zuckert (2017): 98-106 seems to come closer 
to this picture, in that she takes transcendental ideas to 
be the direct correlate of our research activity. However, 
in contrast to the here proposed reading, she does not 
seem to think the same about those transcendental princi-
ples which will later become the maxims of the power of 
judgement.
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the series of judgements as unconditioned, they 
immediately result from what is prescribed by the 
logical maxim of reason, for as we have seen, the 
latter’s prescription involves the representation of 
the pro-syllogistic chain as unconditioned8.

Before turning to the Dialectic’s deduction, 
it is necessary to briefly mention one last 4) ele-
ment of the quoted passage, i.e. Kant’s reference to 
the giveness of the unconditioned. Indeed, this is 
what discriminates between the regulative, legiti-
mate use of ideas and their constitutive, dialectical 
one. As mentioned above, through ideas we repre-
sent the series of judgements as an unconditioned 
whole, and accordingly also the things in the world 
as having a certain order (e.g. as created by God). 
Although, as shown above, to represent things in 
this way is for Kant immediately bound with the 
search for higher principles, this does not imply 
that the objects represented by these ideas (God, 
soul and the world) are actually given: we just rep-
resent things as if they were in relation to them in 
our search for principles. Accordingly, although it 
is for Kant unavoidable to represent things accord-
ing to ideas in our search for higher principles 
– which is what their regulative use amounts to – 
this does not mean that we can actually know the 
objects of ideas, nor that we can employ their rep-
resentations the other way round: we cannot use 
them as constitutive principles, i.e. as principles 
for syllogisms in which they are the determining 
grounds for drawing conclusions about the objects 
that we represented as in relation to the object rep-
resented by the idea. For instance, although it is for 
Kant unavoidable to represent the whole of real-
ity as grounded in a supreme being, this does not 
mean that we can actually know God, nor that we 
can draw conclusions about things in that we take 
them as grounded in God (e.g. we cannot conclude 
that our world is the best possible in that it was 
created by a supremely wise and good being)9.

8 For an in-depth analysis of the genesis of ideas see Sala 
(2018a) and Caimi (2013).
9 On the giveness of the unconditioned, see the aforemen-
tioned Willaschek (2018). On the regulative use of ideas, 
see Ferrarin (2012): 49-55.

2. THE TRANSCENDENTAL DEDUCTION OF 
THE IDEAS IN THE FIRST CRITIQUE

Against this background, it is possible to brief-
ly reconstruct Kant’s deduction of the transcen-
dental ideas in the Dialectic. As made popular 
by Henrich (1989), Kant uses the term deduction 
according to the juridical meaning of his times. In 
this context, deduction indicated the legal proce-
dure inquiring into the legitimacy of some posses-
sion by taking into account the relevant facts: for 
instance, a deduction could be necessary for estab-
lishing whether someone’s claim over a certain 
land was legitimate or not, and the dispute could 
be set (e.g.) by providing the deed of sale. In the 
Critique of pure Reason, this disputed possession 
is a priori knowledge and, in the case of the Tran-
scendental Dialectic, that through ideas. However, 
in this latter, Kant’s references to the notion of a 
transcendental deduction are not as common as 
they were in the Analytic, and only one of them is 
relevant here:

Now, if one can show that although the three kinds of 
transcendental ideas (psychological, cosmological and 
theological) cannot be referred directly to any object 
corresponding to them and to its determination, and 
nevertheless that all rules of the empirical use of rea-
son under the presupposition of such an object in the 
idea lead to systematic unity, always extending the 
cognition of experience but never going contrary to 
experience, then it is a necessary maxim of reason to 
proceed in accordance with such idea. And this is the 
transcendental deduction of all the ideas of specula-
tive, not as constitutive principles for the extensions 
of our cognition to more objects than experience can 
give, but as regulative principles for the systematic 
unity of the manifold of the manifold of empirical 
cognition in general, through which this cognition, 
within its proper boundaries, is cultivated and cor-
rected more than could happen without such ideas, 
through the mere use of the principles of understand-
ing. (Kant [1781/1787]: A671/B699, amended trans-
lation)

In this passage, Kant explicitly mentions a 
transcendental deduction of the ideas and says 
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that what he has just explained – this (dieses) – is 
what such a deduction amounts to. The long sen-
tence coming before this remark contains two 
main claims. The first claim is that ideas «cannot 
be referred directly to any object corresponding to 
them and to its determination». This is the Tran-
scendental Dialectic’s negative result which was 
mentioned as a last point in previous section 4): 
the objects represented in the ideas cannot be giv-
en to us and, in this sense, they have no reference 
– they are not objects of a possible experience 
and it is therefore impossible for us to have any 
knowledge of them. More than a transcendental 
deduction, this claim seems to be the (negative) 
outcome of such a justification procedure: reason’s 
claim to be in possession of a metaphysical knowl-
edge of the world, God and the soul is refuted on 
the grounds of the lack of an adequate ground for 
justifying it.

The second claim is that the presupposition of 
the «object in the idea lead[s] to systematic uni-
ty» and, because of this «it is a necessary maxim 
of reason to proceed in accordance with such an 
idea». For what concerns the expression «object in 
the idea», this is something which Kant introduces 
some lines above the quoted passage. For some-
thing to be given «as an object in the idea» (Kant 
[1781/1787]: A670/B98) means that «no object is 
given […] but which serves only to represent oth-
er objects to us, in accordance with their system-
atic unity, by means of the relation to this idea, 
hence to represent these objects indirectly» (ibid.). 
This, however, is nothing other but the mecha-
nism which we have pointed out as the fourth and 
last point in the previous section: although we are 
not given the objects represented in the ideas (e.g. 
God), we nonetheless represent things as if these 
objects were given and, specifically, as if the things 
which we actually know were in relation to them 
as their ultimate ground. Similarly, what we have 
seen in the previous section also explains why to 
do so constitutes a necessary maxim of reason: to 
represent things as grounded in something uncon-
ditioned was in fact a direct consequence of rea-
son’s prescription of a complete unification of our 
knowledge under principles, because to search 

for this unity immediately amounts to represent 
things in such a way.

This clearly cannot constitute a transcenden-
tal deduction like the successful one of the cat-
egories or the unsuccessful one of the first consid-
ered claim (i.e. those of transcendent metaphys-
ics), for there is no claim to be in possession of a 
knowledge of some object. Nonetheless, it seems 
to fit the aforementioned legal meaning of deduc-
tion, in that it answers a question of right: a cer-
tain way of representing of things, that to ideas, is 
explained to have in fact a legitimate use – ideas 
have a legitimate use as regulative principles for 
the investigation of phenomena, for searching for 
principles under which to unify the cognitions 
that we already have. In this way, this deduction 
importantly differs from that of the pure concepts 
of the understanding, in that it does not involve 
showing how, without certain representation, a 
certain activity would not be possible: the logic 
at play is a much more linear, in that Kant simply 
shows that to search for the unity of our principle 
directly amounts to represent nature as unitary.

3. THE CONTENTS AND THE LOGIC OF THE 
PRINCIPLE OF PURPOSIVENESS OF NATURE

In this section I will show how the logic 
behind Kant’s introduction of the principle of pur-
posiveness of nature in the third Critique and its 
presentation as necessary closely resembles that 
of ideas (as reconstructed in the previous sec-
tions): also in this case, a certain way of represent-
ing nature is immediately bound with a certain 
search activity (respectively: the representation of 
nature as purposive for our cognitive faculties and 
reflecting judgement).

Both the principle of purposiveness of nature 
and the notion of a reflecting power of judgement 
(together with that of determining power of judge-
ment) are novelties introduced in the third Cri-
tique10. In particular, the third Critique’s distinc-
tion between reflecting and determining power of 

10 On the discovery of the principle of purposiveness, see 
Zammito (1992): 89-105 and 151-177.
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judgement further specifies the first Critique’s role 
of Urteilskraft (of mediating between the particu-
lar and the universal, see e.g. Kant [1781/1787]: 
A132/B171) by distinguishing between two ways 
in which these two can be related. When the uni-
versal (the concept) is already given and the pow-
er of judgement simply subsumes the particular 
under it, the power judgement is determining (see 
Kant [1790]: 179; 67), when the concept under 
which the particular falls is not yet available and 
we therefore need to find it, the power of judge-
ment is reflecting – as Kant himself writes, its 
role is that «of ascending from the particular in 
nature to the universal» (Kant [1790]: 180; 67), 
and it aims to «the unity of all empirical principles 
under equally empirical but higher principles» 
(Kant [1790]: 180; 67).

In this respect, Kant’s distinction between the 
reflecting and determinant power of judgement 
presents an important similarity with the two dif-
ferent uses of reason which, as we have seen in 
the previous section, Kant dealt with in the Tran-
scendental Dialectic of the first Critique. In it, Kant 
factually attributed two different kinds of activity 
to reason: both drawing inferences when the prin-
ciples are available and finding principles under 
which to group other judgements. The distinc-
tion between determining and reflecting power 
of judgement seems to replicate the same logic: in 
one case the concept (or the principle) is given, 
and the role of the faculty is, respectively, to sub-
sume the particular under the universal or draw-
ing the inference; in the other, opposite case, the 
concept (or principle) is not given, and reason or 
judgement aims to find them11.

11 In this respect, it is important to point out a funda-
mental difference between the activity ascribed to rea-
son in the first Critique and the one attributed to reflect-
ing judgement in the third. Whilst reason’s activity was 
completely severed from intuition – what it systematised 
were judgements and concepts (see Kant [1781/1787]: 
A306/B364 and A302/B359) – the reflecting power of 
judgement deals directly also with intuition: its business 
includes also «finding the universal for the particular that 
is offered to it by perception» (Kant [1790]: 186; 72). The 
historical reasons for this change of ascription are to be 

The principle of purposiveness of nature is 
introduced by Kant as a principle through which 
we represent nature «as if an understanding con-
tained the ground of the unity of the manifold of 
its empirical laws» (Kant [1790]: 181; 68). What 
this means is explained in two ways. First a), 
through this principle, we are said to represent 
nature as «suitab[le] for human understanding in 
its necessary business of finding the universal for 
the particular that is offered to it by perception 
and then further connection in the unity of the 
principle for all that is different (though univer-
sal for each species)» (Kant [1790]: 186; 72). Sec-
ondly, b) the principle of purposiveness of nature 
is said to be «expressed in the maxims of the pow-
er of judgement» (Kant [1790]: 184; 71), which 
are what in the first Critique were called max-
ims of reason (see Kant [1781/1787]: A666/B694) 
and comprehend all those laws like the lex con-
tinui (see Kant [1790]: 182; 69; Kant [1781/1787]: 
A661/B689) and Ockham’s razor (see Kant [1790]: 
182; 69; Kant [1781/1787]: A652/B680), which 
regulate our empirical investigation of nature.

Kant’s explanation of the purposiveness of 
nature as a suitability for our cognitive busi-
ness (a) presents an important similarity with 
the logic behind the first Critique’s explanation 
of the genesis and the necessity of representing 
things through ideas. Indeed, as we have seen in 
the previous section, the fundamental element at 
the root of the genesis of this necessity was also 
a task, and specifically that task of searching for 
higher principles which is now taken to be one of 
the two cognitive tasks now ascribed to reflecting 
judgement. A certain way of representing things 
was in fact the immediate consequence of what 
was reason’s prescription – to search for some-
thing (i.e. a certain unity) directly amounted to 
represent nature as having a yet to find unity of 
this kind. The dependency on a cognitive goal of 

traced back to Kant’s work on his theory of the beauti-
ful, and in particular to the link between beauty and 
purposiveness and the contextual discovery of reflective 
judgement: on this, Zammito (1992): part one and Sala 
(2018b).
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a certain representation of nature was also explic-
itly acknowledged by Kant in his definition of 
reason’s maxims as «subjective principles that are 
taken not from the constitution of the object but 
from the interest of reason in regard to a certain 
possible perfection of the cognition of this object» 
(Kant [1781/1787]: A666/B694, my emphasis). In 
this respect, the fundamental difference is that, 
whereas in the first Critique purposiveness was 
left implicit – nature was taken to have a certain 
kind of unity in conformity with a certain cognitive 
end, but this unity was not directly explained in 
teleological terms – in the third Critique the rep-
resentation of nature is spelled out directly in tele-
ological terms, and further specified only later, by 
spelling out what this conformity entails.

This brings us to the second b) explanation 
of the principle of purposiveness of nature, i.e. 
that in terms of the maxims of judgement. Differ-
ently than in the first Critique, Kant does not deal 
with these maxims in much detail: he simply men-
tions three of them (but implies that there are oth-
ers by terminating the list with an etc.), and then 
claims that they are «the basis for research into 
nature» (see Kant [1790]: 182; 69)12. Also in this 
case, Kant’s considerations about these same max-
ims from the first Dialectic make it clear what the 
link between these maxims and the notion of pur-
posiveness is: as seen above, a certain way of rep-
resenting nature (i.e. according to these maxims) 
is a direct consequence of a certain cognitive task 
(an «interest»), so that to represent nature accord-
ing to them factually is to represent it as conform-
ing to this task, that is, as conforming to our cog-
nitive goals13.

12 Although he does not mention the first Critique in his 
explanation, Allison (2001): 30-34 offers a similar inter-
pretation of these maxims.
13 The fact that, in the first Critique, Kant considers also 
the ideas to be necessary for this research activity clearly 
raises the question of how he later conceived of the rela-
tion between reflective judgement and transcendental 
ideas. To answer this question, however, falls beyond the 
scope of my paper.

4. THE TRANSCENDENTAL DEDUCTION OF 
THE PRINCIPLE OF PURPOSIVENESS

In view of the foregoing sections, it is finally 
possible to give an account of the transcenden-
tal deduction of the principle of purposiveness of 
nature. As he did in the Transcendental Dialec-
tic for the ideas, also in this case Kant does not 
dwell long on the transcendental deduction of 
the principle of purposiveness, and deals with it 
just in one section of the Introduction, the fifth14. 
After stating that the principle of purposiveness 
of nature is expressed in the maxims of the power 
of judgement and that it needs a transcendental 
deduction, Kant lays out some remarks which, one 
page later, he retrospectively declares to be such a 
deduction (See Kant [1790]: 184; 71).

In particular, Kant begins by stating how the 
laws of nature in general (i.e. those expresses in 
the principles of pure understanding) are not 
the sole laws of nature: there are also the empiri-
cal laws, i.e. the laws of nature that we discover 
empirically. Kant makes then two observations 
on these latter laws: on the one hand, as we know 
them only a posteriori, there is a distinct sense in 
which they are contingent – experience does not 
give us any insight into the necessity of what its 
known through it, so that, in this sense, these laws 
are not known as necessary. On the other, precisely 
because we conceive them as laws, we take these 
empirically discovered laws to nonetheless be nec-
essary15. Following these considerations, he writes:

14 As it will become evident in the body of the text below, 
I believe that the portion of text which Kant himself indi-
cates as the transcendental deduction of the principle of 
purposiveness of nature contains an argument which is 
on its own sufficient for answering the question of the 
legitimacy of such a principle. Therefore, it seems to me 
unnecessary to assume, as often done (see e.g. Allison 
[2001]: 38; Teufel [2017]: 110), that the transcendental 
deduction of this principle is more extended in the text 
than what Kant explicitly states. 
15 For the moment, it is unnecessary to opt for a particu-
lar interpretation of this notion of necessity. In the follow-
ing I will argue that, despite what one might thing at first 
sight, the necessity in question is not the nomic necessity 
of the law, but its conceptual necessity as the specification 



50 Lorenzo Sala

with regard to them [the empirical laws] we judge 
the unity of nature in accordance with empirical 
laws and the possibility of the unity of experience (as 
a system in accordance with empirical laws) as con-
tingent. But since such a unity must still necessarily 
be presupposed and assumed, for otherwise no thor-
oughgoing interconnection of empirical cognitions into 
a whole of experience would take place, because the 
universal laws of nature yield such an interconnection 
among things with respect to their genera, as things 
of nature in general, but not specifically, as such and 
such particular beings in nature, the power of judg-
ment must thus assume it as an a priori principle for 
its own use that what is contingent for human insight 
in the particular (empirical) laws of nature never-
theless contains a lawful unity, not fathomable by us 
but still thinkable, in the combination of its manifold 
into one experience possible in itself. Consequently, 
since the lawful unity in a combination that we cog-
nize as in accordance with a necessary aim (a need) 
of the understanding but yet at the same time as con-
tingent in itself is represented as a purposiveness of 
the objects (in this case, of nature), thus the power of 
judgment, which with regard to things under possible 
(still to be discovered) empirical laws is merely reflect-
ing, must think of nature with regard to the latter in 
accordance with a principle of purposiveness for our 
faculty of cognition, which is then expressed in the 
maxims of the power of judgment given above. (Kant 
[1790]: 183-185; 70-71)

This passage is made problematic by the fact 
that, in it, Kant resorts to the notions of «unity 
of experience» and «unity of nature», which he 
does not explain. However, whatever these might 
mean, the structure of the argument is clear – it 
explains the necessity of adopting the principle of 
purposiveness of nature, and is structured in the 
following way:

I. If the laws of nature are regarded as contingent, 
the unity of nature is to be regarded as contingent
II. If the unity of nature is regarded as contingent, 
the unity of experience is not possible
III. But the unity of experience must be possible
IV. ∴ (I, II, III): Nature must be conceived as con-

of a more general law. 

taining a lawful unity even though we have no 
insight into the necessity of empirical laws. 
V. What is contingent and is in accordance with 
an aim is purposive
VI. The lawful unity of nature is in accordance 
with an aim of the understanding
VII. ∴ (V, VI) The lawful unity of nature is purpo-
sive with respect to the aim of the understanding
VIII. ∴ (IV, VII) Nature must be conceived as pur-
posive with respect to our cognitive goals
IX. What it means to be conceived as purposive is 
expressed by the maxims of judgement.

As mentioned above, Kant does not explain 
what he means by «unity of experience» and «uni-
ty of nature», so that the meaning of Kant’s argu-
ment is not immediately transparent. In particu-
lar, without reconstructing the meaning of unity 
of experience and unity of nature is not possible to 
give an account of Kant’s argument. Nonetheless, 
there are three important lessons that can already 
be drawn from it. 

First, a) from the structure of the argument, it 
is clear that, if the first part (I-IV) of the argument 
is to be valid, for nature to have a «unity» must be 
equivalent with it containing a «lawful unity». 

Secondly, b) the lawfulness of this unity is put 
in contrast with the contingency of the empirical 
laws. In particular, the fact that Kant (IV) writes 
that we have to think nature as «lawful» despite 
we do not have any insight into the necessity of 
the empirical laws seems to imply that, b1) had 
we known the laws a priori (and therefore had an 
insight in their necessity), nature would have been 
known to have this lawful unity. Similarly, also the 
converse seems to hold: b2) to know nature’s law-
ful unity would mean to have an insight in the 
necessity of empirical laws.

Third, c) most importantly, Kant’s claim that to 
conceive nature as having a lawful unity is to con-
ceive it as purposive (VI), when combined with 
his last claim (IX) – i.e. that to think of nature as 
purposive is to think of it according to the max-
ims of judgement – tells us that to conceive nature 
as having a lawful unity is to conceive it according 
to the maxims of judgement. 
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Now, as seen above (section 3), to conceive 
nature according to the maxims of judgement was 
to conceive it as a hierarchically ordered system of 
genera and species. In this way, as seen in section 
one, we take all our concepts and cognitions to 
be unifiable by being brought back to higher ones 
(i.e. by finding their principles). Therefore, e) the 
unity of nature, the «lawful unity» Kant is refer-
ring to in the deduction, must be taken to be the 
same one of the maxims of judgement, i.e. nature 
as a system of genera and species.

This is in turn decisive for understanding 
Kant’s reference to the particular laws of nature 
and their necessity. Indeed, as mentioned above, 
Kant’s argument seems to imply that, were we 
to know nature’s lawful unity, we would have 
an insight into the necessity of empirical laws in 
question. However, given that, as we have seen, 
the lawful unity in question is the unity of nature 
as a system of genera and species, this means 
that, were we to have an insight into this unity, 
we could derive all the particular empirical laws a 
priori, from what we would know to be their prin-
ciples. Accordingly, the necessity at stake in the 
transcendental deduction of the principle of pur-
posiveness is not so much the nomic necessity of 
the empirical laws of nature, but their necessity as 
part of the lawful unity of nature, and accordingly 
as the necessary consequences of higher laws: as 
illustrated in the first Critique for syllogisms, also 
in this case a judgement and what it expresses are 
known as necessary by bringing them back to a 
principle.

Lastly, the fact that nature’s lawful unity is 
identified with the unity of nature as a system of 
genera and species helps us clarifying also how the 
unity of experience on which the argument hinges 
is to be understood, and the sense in which it is 
necessary. First, given how the principle of purpo-
siveness of nature is expressed by the maxims of 
judgment and how this principle is a condition 
of possibility of this unity of nature, this unity of 
experience is to be understood as the systematic 
unity of our empirical cognitions which we have 
dealt with in section 1 and 3: that is, as the unity 
of our empirical cognitions under principles. Sec-

ondly, this makes in turn clear the sense in which 
this unity is necessary: not so much in that, with-
out it, experience is not possible, but inasmuch as 
it is a prescription of our cognitive faculty them-
selves. In particular, the search for a systematic 
(i.e. complete) unity of our cognitions that, in the 
first Critique, was a consequence of our reason’s 
prescription to find higher principles to unify 
our cognitions, is in the KU ascribed to reflective 
judgement, and spelled out in terms of universals 
and particulars.

Against this background the transcenden-
tal deduction of the principle of purposiveness of 
nature seems to closely resemble the mechanism 
which was already present in the Transcendental 
Dialectic of the first Critique: a certain way of rep-
resenting nature is entangled with a cognitive goal 
that, for Kant, is embedded in our faculties. In par-
ticular, the goal in question is to organize our cog-
nitions in a completely systematic way. Although 
in the KU Kant does not dwell long in explaining 
why he takes this to be an intrinsic cognitive goal, 
it seems possible to explain this in analogy with 
the KrV: there, the goal of organizing our cogni-
tions in a system was a direct consequence of the 
reiteration of the more basic goal of unifying them 
under principles, and this applies also to the KU 
and reflective judgement’s prescription to find a 
universal for any particular (see section 3). 

Secondly, this cognitive goal directly implies a 
certain representation of nature: to aim for a sys-
tematic unity of our empirical cognitions means 
to represent nature (i.e. the things represented by 
these cognitions) as analogously organized, that 
is: as a system of genera and species (see section 
1, 3). In the deduction’s text, this is conveyed by 
the aforementioned passages I-IV: if the «unity of 
experience» (i.e. a system of empirical cognitions) 
is to be «possible», what is cognized needs to be a 
«lawful unity» (i.e. organized in a systematic way). 
Moreover, as to represent nature as such a system 
is to represent nature in conformity with our cog-
nitive goals, to represent it in this way means to 
represent it as purposive for our cognitive faculty.

Like the one of ideas in the Transcendental 
Dialectic, also this Deduction shows the necessity 
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of a certain representation of nature only in rela-
tion to a specific cognitive goal, which is not in 
itself a condition of possibility of experience. As 
a consequence, also in this case, Kant’s argument 
does not prove that nature is in a certain way (in 
this case, purposive for our cognitive faculties): 
it proves only that it is legitimate for to represent 
nature as being in a certain way in our search for 
yet to find universals. Accordingly, also in this 
case, the way of representing nature which is dealt 
with in this transcendental deduction is legiti-
mated only as a regulative principle and not as a 
constitutive one: we are legitimated to research the 
laws of nature as if nature were purposive for our 
cognitive faculty (i.e. systematic), but we are not 
legitimated to use this representation of nature as 
a principle for determining any object.
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