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1. Introduction: the Kantian background 

 

It is, as is well known, a feature of utmost importance to Immanuel Kant’s transcendental 

philosophy that the concepts of the transcendental and of the transcendent are strictly kept 

separate.1 The latter refers to something that lies beyond human experience and knowledge 

(such as things in themselves, or the unknowable objects of the “ideas of pure reason” 

critically analyzed in Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic, i.e., the soul, freedom, and God), 

whereas the former denotes the limits and/or conditions of experience and knowledge, 

particularly the necessary conditions for the possibility of cognitive experience that Kant 

examines in his Transcendental Aesthetic (i.e., space and time as Anschauungsformen) and 

Transcendental Analytic (i.e., the pure concepts of understanding, or the categories).2 One 

of Kant’s most emphatic formulations of the distinction is the following: 

 

Wir wollen die Grundsätze, deren Anwendung sich ganz und gar in den Schranken 

möglicher Erfahrung hält, immanente, diejenigen aber, welche diese Grenzen 

überfliegen sollen, transzendente Grundsätze nennen. Ich verstehe unter diesen 

nicht den transzendentalen Gebrauch oder Missbrauch der Kategorien, welcher ein 

blosser Fehler der nicht gehörig durch Kritik gezügelten Urteilskraft ist, die auf die 

Grenze des Bodens, worauf allein dem reine Verstande sein Spiel erlaubt ist, nicht 

genug achthat; sondern wirkliche Grundsätze, die uns zumuten, alle jene 
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Grenzpfähle niederzureissen und sich einen ganz neuen Boden, der überall keine 

Demarkation erkennt, anzumassen. Daher sind transzendental und transzendent 

nicht einerlei. Die Grundsätze des reinen Verstandes, die wir oben [i.e., in the 

Transcendental Analytic] vortrugen, sollen bloss von empirischem und nicht von 

transzendentalem, d.i. über die Erfahrungsgrenze hinausreichendem Gebrauche 

sein. Ein Grundsatz aber, der diese Schranken wegnimmt, ja gar sie zu 

überschreiten gebietet, heisst transzendent.3 

 

From the Kantian point of view, then, a transcendent principle more radically 

transgresses the boundaries of human experience than a transcendental one (or one 

transcendentally and non-empirically employed); it not only (tries to) step outside the limits 

set for the empirical employment of the principles of understanding (or categories) but 

removes the very limitation itself, or at least seeks to do so. There are a number of other 

passages in the first Critique in which Kant tries to spell out what he means by the 

“transcendent”. For example, we are told that there is no adequate empirical employment 

for transcendent principles.4 Kant himself, however, may be claimed to, at least 

occasionally, obscure his terminology. The “pure concepts of reason” examined in the 

Dialectic are “transcendental ideas” (transzendentale Ideen), while their employment is, 

typically, “transcendent”.5 Another passage, from the conclusion of the Antinomies, makes 

things somewhat clearer: 

 

Solange wir mit unseren Vernunftbegriffen bloss die Totalität der Bedingungen in 

der Sinnenwelt, und was in Ansehung ihrer der Vernunft zu Diensten geschehen 

kann, zum Gegenstande haben; so sind unsere Ideen zwar transzendental, aber doch 

kosmologisch. Sobald wir aber das Unbedingte (um das es doch eigentlich zu tun 

ist) in demjenigen setzen, was ganz ausserhalb der Sinnenwelt, mithin ausser aller 

möglichen Erfahrung ist, so werden die Ideen transzendent; sie dienen nicht bloss 

zur Vollendung des empirischen Vernunftgebrauchs (der immer eine nie 

auszuführende, aber dennoch zu befolgende Idee bleibt), sondern sie trennen sich 

davon gänzlich, und machen sich selbst Gegenstände, deren Stoff nicht aus 

Erfahrung genommen, deren objektive Realität auch nicht auf der Vollendung der 

empirischen Reihe, sondern auf reinen Begriffen a priori beruht. Dergleichen 

transzendente Ideen haben einen bloss intelligiblen Gegenstand, welchen als ein 
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transzendentales Objekt, von dem man übrigens nichts weiss, zuzulassen, allerdings 

erlaubt ist, wozu aber, um es als ein durch seine unterscheidenden und inneren 

Prädikate bestimmbares Ding zu denken, wir weder Gründe der Möglichkeit (als 

unabhängig von allen Erfahrungsbegriffen), noch die mindeste Rechtfertigung, 

einen solchen Gegenstand anzunehmen, auf unserer Seite haben, und welches daher 

ein blosses Gedankending ist.6 

 

The objects of transcendent ideas, or of ideas and principles whose employment is 

transcendent, thus remain “mere intelligible objects”, “mere thought-things” 

(Gedankendinge), comparable to Kant’s famous noumena. Roughly, Kant’s picture is that 

the transcendental ideas of soul, freedom, and God can be employed either immanently or, 

if they are taken to be concepts of real entities (if “sie für Begriffe von wirklichen Dingen 

genommen werden”), in a transcendent manner: “Denn nicht die Idee an sich selbst, 

sondern bloss ihr Gebrauch kann, entweder in Ansehung der gesamten möglichen 

Erfahrung überfliegend (transzendent), oder einheimisch (immanent) sein [...].”7 The 

transcendental ideas of the Dialectic may, moreover, have a legitimate regulative 

employment, but they can have no constitutive employment in the way in which the 

transcendental conditions of experience to be found in sensibility and understanding do; 

that is, they cannot be used to constitute a transcendent rationalist system of knowledge.8 

I have quoted Kant extensively in order to provide some context for the reflections 

that follow, but my purpose in this essay is not to settle the historical question of what Kant 

meant by the two notions I am examining. The relation between the transcendental and the 

transcendent does deserve philosophical scrutiny even in our own time, however. Indeed, 

this distinction is all too often overlooked today. We easily find otherwise insightful and 

careful thinkers somewhat carelessly using these two terms more or less interchangeably, or 

at least without making clear what their meanings are. We also find philosophers 

deliberately blurring the distinction: for instance, A.W. Moore passes over Kant’s 

distinction “for the sake of simplicity”, while inaccurately claiming that transcendental 

idealism postulates a transcendent (non-empirical) dependence of “some aspects of the 

form of that to which our representations answer” on “some aspects of the 

representations.”9 

In many cases, including perhaps Moore’s, using the word “transcendental” would 

suffice; the talk about transcendent entities or transcendence often leads to trouble.10 It 
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would, however, be too simple just to drop the transcendent and stick to the transcendental, 

because in some cases no adequate understanding of certain specific transcendental 

conditions is possible without reference to what is seen as transcending the limits set by 

those conditions. I shall, in the following, discuss cases in which a commitment to 

something that is taken as transcendent from the perspective of certain kind of experience, 

or form of life,11 is a transcendental requirement for the intelligibility of that kind of 

experience or form of life. In Kantian terms, the question is whether the legitimate 

employment, or perhaps regulative employment, of a certain transcendent idea or principle 

can be transcendentally defended or vindicated. We will, thus, notice a puzzling but 

philosophically interesting interplay of the transcendental and the transcendent. 

It should be noted that I am no semiotician; yet, given the interest in 

“transcendence” in recent “existential semiotics”,12 my purely philosophical reflections 

may (I hope) be helpful in this context. In any event, it should be clear that the issue I will 

be examining concerns the conditions and limits of human representational capacities. 

Insofar as the nature of representation is relevant to semiotics, the distinction between the 

transcendent and the transcendental, as well as their “interplay”, should also be.13 

 

 

2. Arguing transcendentally for transcendence? 

 

As an obvious source of relevant examples of transcendental reasoning about the 

transcendent, I shall consider a particular language-game, or a group of language-games, 

namely, the religious one(s),14 and briefly examine two specific problems pertaining to 

religious language-use, namely, the problem of the existence of God (section 2.1) and the 

problem of evil (section 2.2). 

I have chosen to focus (in section 2.1) on a transcendental argument for theism 

drawn from Charles Taylor’s work, instead of, say, the more explicitly transcendental 

“Martin – Frame Debate” on TAG (the transcendental argument for the existence of God) 

vs. TANG (the transcendental argument for the non-existence of God).15 The latter 

exchange of arguments is an exchange between a somewhat fundamentalist believer (John 

N. Frame) and a stubborn atheist (Michael Martin) about whether God’s existence is a 

necessary presupposition for logic, science, and morality (as Frame believes) or whether, 

rather, God’s non-existence can be seen as such a presupposition. Martin argues that God’s 
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existence would make logic dependent on God’s will and thus contingent (which is absurd), 

would violate basic scientific principles (because science can admit no miracles), and 

would destroy objective morality (because the morally right, pretty much like the logically 

necessary, would be dependent on God’s arbitrary judgment). Needless to say, a Christian 

believer like Frame contests these claims and argues, apologetically, that no logical or even 

meaningful thought, let alone science or morality, is possible in the absence of God. The 

exchange does contain interesting discussion of, e.g., the concept of a miracle and the 

concept of God’s necessary existence, but it throws little light on the relation between the 

transcendental and the transcendent. Frame can be read as a thinker postulating a 

transcendent being as a transcendental condition of something we take for granted (logic, 

science, morality), but his argument is hardly sophisticated enough to deserve detailed 

philosophical attention from people not so strongly committed – either to Christian theism 

or to atheism à la Martin. In short, both Frame and Martin operate on a level of generality 

that hides rather than illuminates the key issues. Neither TAG nor TANG is helpful as an 

evaluation of a genuine religious believer’s thinking. A more pragmatic and contextualized 

strategy, such as Taylor’s, is worth exploring.16 

 

2.1. Is there a transcendental argument for theism? As an example of a truly 

transcendental – and truly interesting – argument for theism, i.e., for the existence of God 

(and, specifically, God’s grace) as an indispensable presupposition of our moral lives, we 

may take a look at Taylor’s argument, as analyzed in a recent essay by D.P. Baker.17 First, 

however, some terminological issues must be settled. The notion of a transcendental 

argument (not only the modern notion of the “transcendental” as such) goes back to Kant, 

whose Transcendental Deduction of the categories is usually taken to be a model of 

transcendental arguments. In such arguments, something (such as the categories) is shown 

to be a necessary precondition for the possibility of something that we take as given or 

unproblematic (such as cognitive experience of objects). While these arguments, in Kant 

and in more recent writers, are often interpreted as intending to refute skepticism, e.g., 

Humean skepticism about causality, they do not stand or fall with this anti-skeptical 

project. They can be construed more broadly as arguments investigating how we are 

committed, in our lives and practices, to certain concepts, such as the concepts of causality 

(Kant) or rule-following (Wittgenstein), which may be seen as conditions for the possibility 

of cognitive experience or meaningful language, respectively. Thus, a pragmatic 
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reinterpretation of the transcendental strategy of argumentation is available, although 

mainstream discussions of these matters today still understand transcendental arguments as 

inherently epistemological and anti-skeptical.18 

 One more historical note is needed at this point, before we take a closer look at 

Taylor’s (and Baker’s) Kantian-like transcendental argument. While we may say that Kant 

invented transcendental arguments, he did not apply such arguments in theology.19 For 

Kant, transcendental arguments, such as the famous Deduction or the Refutation of 

Idealism, were designed to show how certain things are required as preconditions of 

humanly possible experience. God, if he exists, falls outside humanly possible experience. 

No argument, transcendental or otherwise, can entitle our belief in God in the way in which 

we are entitled to believe in causality, for instance, or in the forms of pure intuition, viz., 

space and time. According to Kant, we simply cannot know, either a priori or a posteriori, 

that God exists; God is neither an object of possible experience nor a transcendental 

presupposition of the possibility of experience. Yet, Kant famously wanted to restrict the 

scope of knowledge in order to make room for faith,20 and regarded God’s existence as a 

“postulate of practical reason” required in his moral philosophy.21 As Kant argues in his 

second Critique, morality requires that we aim at the Highest Good, or summum bonum, 

and thus pursue the happiness of those who obey the moral law – even though happiness 

itself can by no means be an ethical motive for our actions. Since such happiness and thus 

the Highest Good itself are not guaranteed for ethical persons in the empirical world of 

appearances, we need to “postulate” God’s existence (along with freedom and the 

immortality of the soul) in order to account for our moral pursuit. God will, we are entitled 

to hope, ultimately reward those who act purely on the grounds of their respect for the 

moral law. 

 This might be labeled a transcendental argument, although in Kant’s own terms it is 

not one. While God’s existence is, in Kant’s view, a condition for the possibility of moral 

life as we experience it, we cannot know that God exists. The argument for God’s existence 

as a postulate of practical reason does not yield knowledge; its epistemic status is different 

from the conclusions of the transcendental arguments offered in Kant’s theoretical 

philosophy, which are taken to be indubitable. As was pointed out in the introduction, Kant 

criticized the transcendent use of reason involved in all attempts to claim knowledge about 

God (or about the world as a totality). It is also worth noting that Kant explicitly urges us 

not to resort to transcendental arguments in theology. Now, it has been widely believed that 
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Kant himself never used the term “transcendental argument” – and that it is a much more 

recent coinage, introduced in the twentieth century, gaining wider usage in the literature 

only since P.F. Strawson’s seminal work, Individuals22 – but this is not true. There is one 

passage in the first Critique in which the term does occur,23 and the context is interesting 

from the perspective of the philosophy of religion. In his attack on what he calls the 

“physico-theological” proof of God’s existence – that is, what is today labeled the 

“argument from design” – Kant says that the purposiveness and harmony of nature can only 

prove the contingency of the form of the world, not of the substance or matter of the world 

(and thus the need for a transcendent creator); in order to prove the latter we would have to 

prove “that the things in the world would not of themselves be capable of such order and 

harmony, in accordance with universal laws, if they were not in their substance the product 

of supreme wisdom”. But we can at most prove that there has been an “architect”, not that 

there has been a creator. This is insufficient for proving “an all-sufficient primordial 

being”. He concludes: “To prove the contingency of matter itself, we should have to resort 

to a transcendental argument, and this is precisely what we have here set out to avoid.”24 

 The “transcendental argument” for the existence of God that Baker finds in Taylor’s 

defense of moral realism in Sources of the Self is, then, not strictly speaking Kantian, 

because for Kant such arguments are impossible in the theological case, but it does bear 

resemblance to the general model of transcendental argumentation we can adopt from Kant. 

Of course, Taylor is not arguing that God’s existence is a necessary presupposition for the 

possibility of cognitive experience; just like Kant’s, his theistic argument is restricted to the 

sphere of morality. In Kant’s terms, he does not prove God’s existence. This is hardly 

surprising: no one should today dream of the possibility of giving a deductive philosophical 

proof for theism in such a manner that atheists would become convinced and turn into 

believers. Kant’s and, before him, Hume’s arguments against ontological, cosmological and 

design proofs are so powerful that the prospects of infallibly demonstrating the existence of 

God look hopeless. Taylor’s argument, while transcendental, does not lead to an 

indubitable conclusion about God’s necessary existence. But it is, clearly, an argument 

trying to demonstrate our need to postulate God in order to account for our moral 

experience. Thus, it provides a case study of a transcendental argument which is not 

logically conclusive but may nevertheless illuminate important interconnections between 

some central concepts we use to structure our lives or “lifeworld”, including in particular 

concepts seeking to represent the transcendent.25 
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 In Baker’s formulation, Taylor’s argument can be reconstructed as follows: 

 

1. We are essentially subjects. 

2. It is essential to our manner of being as subjects that we perceive the world in moral 

terms. 

3. It is essential to a moral outlook that it take a “hypergood perspective”. 

4. It is the nature of a hypergood that it orders and shapes other goods into a framework. 

5. We are therefore beings whose experience is defined by a moral framework which is 

dominated by a hypergood.26 

 

In brief, then, Taylor (in Baker’s view) argues that insofar as we are subjects or agents, 

which is something that we must take as given, we are inevitably committed to a moral 

framework in which one or another “hypergood” is operative. Such a commitment is, 

humanly speaking, inescapable. That this view is (though largely implicitly) based on a 

transcendental argument can clearly be seen, for instance, from the following statement by 

Taylor: “[D]oing without frameworks is utterly impossible for us; […] the horizons within 

which we live our lives and which make sense of them have to include these strong 

qualitative discriminations. […] [L]iving within such strongly qualified horizons is 

constitutive of human agency, […] stepping outside these limits would be tantamount to 

stepping outside what we would recognize as integral, that is, undamaged human 

personhood.”27 In brief, no humanly meaningful life – that is, life oriented toward certain 

goals or values found worth striving for – is possible without an overarching framework 

defined by one or another dominating “hypergood”. 

 Baker suggests that this general transcendental argument must, according to Taylor, 

be further supported by a specific transcendental argument. Here we finally end up with the 

theistic proposal. For Taylor, according to Baker, theism provides the “best account” of the 

goods we find indispensable to our moral experience.28 The general transcendental 

argument according to which a moral framework dominated by a “hypergood” is an 

inescapable feature of our moral experience relies on the following more specific argument: 

 

1. It is indispensable to our moral framework that it include certain specific goods, which 

can be orientated to and described in differing ways (for example, ‘grace’ […]). 
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2. It is the Best Account of these goods that they be understood as part of a theistic 

account. That is, once the […] goods are clearly articulated, it is indispensable to a Best 

Account of those goods that they be described in theistic terms.29 

 

Thus, Taylor’s “hypergood” is most naturally interpreted in a transcendent or 

transcendence-invoking manner. An overarching, dominating good structuring all the 

lower-level goods strongly valued in human life can only be grounded in, or can only result 

from, God and his grace. 

However, Baker finds Taylor’s argument wanting, because transcendental 

arguments ought to be indubitable and there is undeniably still room for doubt in the 

theistic indispensability claim. Taylor does not, it seems, provide us with a sufficient 

rational reason for believing in God, and hence his argument is not apodictically certain. 

The transcendental reasoning Taylor engages in simply fails to show that the existence of a 

hypergood (such as God’s grace) is really indispensable to our moral experience. At best, 

Baker seems to be saying, Taylor may succeed in showing that we need to believe in God 

in order to account for the phenomenology of our moral experience; he cannot show that 

our belief must be true. It is obviously one thing to claim that we cannot help believing that 

p and another thing to claim that our belief that p accurately represents the facts, or the way 

the world is independently of our beliefs.30 

However, this inevitable circularity of transcendental argumentation need not worry 

us, if we construe these arguments in a pragmatic fashion, running together transcendental 

and abductive (pragmatically explanatory or elucidatory) arguments, as well as the 

ontological and epistemic status of transcendental arguments.31 In fact, transcendental 

arguments can only get going if we follow Kant in rejecting the split between the 

ontological and epistemic conclusions to be drawn from such arguments, or the 

corresponding split between arguments designed to establish the truth of their conclusion 

and those merely designed to establish our inescapable need to believe the conclusion. This 

is a truly pragmatist move: if it is humanly inescapable, say, as a precondition of moral 

experience or meaningfulness in life, to believe in God, then that belief is ipso facto 

pragmatically true for us.32 The notion of truth is, in pragmatism, “humanized”: there is no 

higher perspective available for us regarding the truth or falsity of any belief than a 

perspective lying within the commitments of our best – most critical and self-reflective – 

practice. 



 10

Consequently, if Taylor succeeds in showing that we really have to believe in God’s 

existence in order to account for the source of the “hypergoods” we find inevitable in our 

self-image as moral agents, then, if we are also prepared to follow pragmatists like William 

James, we cannot but regard God’s existence as a pragmatically true postulate for us.33 

Endorsing this conditional claim is of course quite different from proving God’s existence 

demonstratively, but Taylor’s argument is hardly meant to be demonstrative in the sense in 

which the classical theistic proofs were. On the contrary, it is much closer to Kant’s above-

discussed way of deriving theism, as a postulate of practical reason, from the rationally 

binding nature of the moral imperative (rather than the other way around). 

Indeed, if we synthesize pragmatic and transcendental arguments, as I am 

suggesting we should do, then Kant’s own pragmatic argument, which turns theism into a 

presuppositional necessity from the point of view of morality (which we treat as given and 

undeniable, unless we are moral nihilists or skeptics),34 will turn out to be a transcendental 

argument in this more flexibly construed sense. Pace Kant himself, transcendental 

arguments thus defined may have a legitimate use in theology, more specifically moral 

theology – following Kant’s own example. But this redefinition of the notion of a 

transcendental argument requires that we soften the requirement of the indubitability of the 

conclusions of such arguments. The transcendental principles that can be established 

through transcendental reasoning are certain, indubitable, or apodictic only contextually, 

only, say, in a certain historical and cultural setting in which people find certain beliefs or 

the use of certain concepts inevitable. This amounts to something like a “relativized a 

priori”, which has been a major topic in post-Kantian discussions of the nature of a priori 

principles, especially in the twentieth century. 

It is important to see that pragmatically reconstructed and contextualized 

transcendental arguments are not intended as refutations of skepticism, either in the theistic 

case or more generally. As Baker’s criticism of Taylor’s transcendental argumentation 

shows, it is impossible to conclusively refute the skeptic in the theistic case. Transcendental 

arguments – Taylor’s or indeed Kant’s own – proceeding to the theistic conclusion via 

considerations of morality leave their conclusion inadequately supported from the point of 

view of the skeptic, who can, of course, also adopt moral skepticism, refusing to treat our 

moral orientation as inescapable and constitutive of our agency in the way in which Kant 

and Taylor treat it as such.35 One may even point out that it is hopeless to overcome either 

moral or religious skepticism by means of a transcendental, or any, argument, because 
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morality, pretty much like religion, requires something like faith and is thus essentially 

fragile and vulnerable – something one can lose, though not usually as a result of an 

argument.36 

In this sense, transcendental arguments are internal to the practices the moral agent 

or the religious believer is already engaging in, i.e., internal to practices within which the 

skeptical threat does not arise at all. These arguments, non-skeptically rather than anti-

skeptically reinterpreted, can only secure our need to maintain certain beliefs or to employ 

certain concepts (representing the transcendent) insofar as we go on engaging in the 

practices we actually do engage in, practices from which the arguments themselves begin 

and gain their significance, practices within which the kind of transcendence the arguments 

defend is naturally assumed.37 

 I see, then, some hope for pragmatic-cum-transcendental arguments for a theistic 

world-view, construed as a presupposition of our moral lives in a pragmatist (primarily 

Jamesian) or Kantian-Taylorian manner, but such arguments must, as we have seen, be 

considered fallible and only contextually binding, as all pragmatic arguments must. There 

is, then, no point in trying to prove God’s existence from a philosophical point of view 

lying outside religious life itself. Elaborating on this insight is where “Wittgensteinian” 

philosophers of religion, among others, have done a great job.38 But if we end up endorsing 

their (e.g., Phillips’s) views, do we have to subscribe to fideism, the thesis that religious 

belief needs no evidential (or, more generally, rational) defense or justification at all? Such 

questions will remain open here. We have at any rate come very close to the thesis that 

theism cannot be rationally demonstrated or even defended to an unbeliever or skeptic at 

all. Insofar as any arguments can be given here, their relevant audience will already have to 

be committed to theism. Thus, Baker is in a sense right. Taylor cannot succeed in proving 

God’s existence by means of a transcendental argument drawn on the requirements of 

moral realism; nor can any other transcendental inquirer, even Kant himself. But I have 

pointed out that, in a more flexible, contextualized, and historically sensitive sense, 

transcendental arguments (for the transcendent or for any philosophical thesis) are not 

irrelevant, and contemporary philosophers of religion, as well as semioticians, ignore them 

at their own peril. Within a practice, field of commitments, or form of life, they may have 

an important role to play in an elucidation of the relations between the concepts employed 

and the commitments made, even concepts referring to the transcendent. For a certain kind 

of moral outlook, theism may turn out to be a necessary pragmatic precondition. This may 
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even be the case with our, modern Westerners’, moral outlook – but it may not. 

Transcendental arguments, when pragmatized, must in any case be relativized to the 

practice-laden context in which they are understood as effective and relevant to human 

experience. Otherwise there is for them no practical work to do, neither in the postulation 

of transcendence nor in more mundane matters. 

 

2.2. The problem of evil and the limits of language. I will now move on to my second, 

more specific example, also drawn from religious language(-games). While Taylor’s 

argument, analyzed above, emphasizes the “hypergoods” dominating our ethical agency, it 

may be interesting to take up another religiously relevant notion, evil. The contrast to 

Taylor’s views is clear, but similar transcendental issues about our ability to represent the 

transcendent arise. 

The problem of evil is often presented as a simple argument which is supposed to be 

fatal to theism: 

 

1. A benevolent, omniscient and omnipotent (etc.) God, the creator of the world, exists. 

(Theistic presupposition.) 

2. If such a being exists, then s/he prevents all unnecessary evil. (Apparent necessary truth.) 

3. However, there is plenty of unnecessary evil in the world, i.e., evil that an omnipotent 

being apparently could prevent or remove. (Empirical matter of fact.) 

4. Therefore, God (as described in the first premise) cannot exist. 

 

According to this argument, theism collapses, at least in its traditional forms, as the 

indisputable existence of evil is presented as a challenge to the believer. If God is good but 

cannot prevent or remove unnecessary evil, then s/he cannot be omnipotent. If there is some 

evil s/he does not know about, then s/he cannot be omniscient. And if God is both 

omniscient and omnipotent but does not remove the unnecessary evil there is, then s/he is 

not wholly good. The theist will have to give up one or another of the traditional attributes 

of God, or else s/he will have to give up theism altogether. Presented in this manner, the 

problem of evil has been used as an atheological argument, to demonstrate that the theist is 

confused in believing both in the existence of God and in the (empirical) reality of evil. 

 The problem of evil – like, presumably, any philosophical argument – can, however, 

never be neutrally formulated in a situation in which no world-views or “weltanschaulich” 
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commitments (e.g., religious or non-religious ones) are at work. On the contrary, its very 

formulation presupposes all kinds of things, and here a transcendental analysis may help us 

to view the situation accurately. Very simply, the problem of evil must be presented in 

language, or at least in signs or symbols of some kind; now, if we follow the 

Wittgensteinian line of thought (transcendentally interpreted) according to which there can 

be no meaning without there being habitual use of expressions within public human ways 

of acting, language-games, we should admit that the meanings of our linguistic expressions, 

including “evil” and “God”, are inextricably entangled with their use in language-games 

and thus in our practices (or forms of life).39 Arguably, for a genuine believer who speaks 

about God in a religious way, belief in God’s existence is the background of any 

conceivable discursive treatment of evil. The plausibility of the premises of any argument, 

including the supposedly atheological problem of evil, will be evaluated against this 

background. One of the three premises might then be denied, or alternatively the religious 

person might contest human beings’ ability to argumentatively evaluate or reason about 

God’s volitions and actions, which, after all, must remain a great mystery for humans. This 

attitude may be both religiously and conceptually inevitable for someone playing a 

religious language-game. The believer may point out that it is nonsensical for a human 

being even to try to evaluate God’s works or to argue about them. God is, simply, 

sovereign; we humans are tiny, unimportant creatures.40 We cannot ask whether God’s will 

or the world-order s/he has created is just or unjust. God is sovereignly beyond human 

understanding and standards of justice. 

 What does all this have to do with the transcendental and the transcendent? The 

crucial link is the question about the limits of language. One comes close to breaking the 

limits of meaningful discourse in examining the problem of evil atheologically. From the 

point of view of the religious person (within her/his language-game), the atheological 

arguer simply fails to use the word “God” religiously; the atheologian presents an abstract 

argument that breaks the rules of the religious language-game, or belongs to an entirely 

different language-game whose statements are only of limited relevance to religious life.41 

If, following Wittgenstein, we hold that the meaning of our linguistic expressions is 

grounded in their use in language-games, we are forced to admit that the meanings of words 

such as “God” and “evil” – like the meanings of other religiously relevant expressions 

(such as “mercy” and “sin”) – may vary among language-games. In particular, the 

meanings of these terms may vary as one moves from religious discourse to secular 
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(atheist) discourse, or vice versa, from a certain kind of habitual employment of concepts 

and/or symbols to another. 

If this analysis is correct, then the problem of evil cannot function as an 

atheological argument, because the one who presents the argument uses language 

differently from the (imagined) believer whose view is the object of the argument. It is right 

here that we encounter a limit of language, of what can and cannot be meaningfully said in 

a language-game. Conversely, a believer who tries to overcome the problem of evil through 

a “theodicy” likewise breaks the limits of religious language. What the Wittgensteinian 

considerations offered here refute, then, is not only atheological criticism of the theist’s 

conception of God but also the traditional theist’s attempt to provide a theodicy.42 Both the 

atheological charge of God’s injustice and the theodicist’s defense of God against such 

charges are, from the point of view of a genuinely religious trust in God, equally 

blasphemous and conceptually muddled. Accordingly, the truly religious person sees the 

problem of evil as a practical problem of how to live religiously in a world in which evil is 

an undeniable reality.43 

 The religious discourse on evil is of special significance here, because what the 

religious language-user takes to be ineffable (i.e., the transcendent, or what transcends the 

bounds of sense) partly determines what can be meaningfully said in religious language. 

That something is viewed as transcendent functions as a transcendental precondition of the 

meaningfulness of expressions used within religious life. As Jeff Malpas correctly notes, 

Kant himself “seems occasionally to designate something as ‘transcendental’, even though 

it involves the positing of something ‘transcendent’, in virtue of the fact that the positing is 

itself a requirement of the structure of the possibility of knowledge”.44 A conception of 

what lies beyond the expressive power of a language(-game), as codified in the (possibly 

changing) rules of the game, crucially affects what lies within the limits, i.e., what can be 

said and done in the language-game. In this case, a conception of God’s sovereignty as 

something that cannot be intelligibly expressed in language but is only possible, say, as an 

object of mystical admiration, along with the corresponding acknowledgment of the 

mysterious or even unconceptualizable reality of extreme evil, may decisively influence 

what can be said about evil (or, say, justice) in, or by means of, religious language. We 

cannot step outside the language-games in which our lives are most deeply based – this, if 

anything, is the fundamental idea of Wittgensteinian transcendental examination of the 

limits of language. But we can, “from within”, stare at the bounds of sense, just as the 
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believer stares at the transcendence s/he believes to exist while remaining bound to her/his 

earthly existence (from which evil can never be eliminated). The one who observes, from 

within a religious use of language, that there are (theodicist) “speculations we should not 

even contemplate”,45 limits of ethically responsible human thought and language-use, is 

firmly rooted in a this-worldly, human, way of experiencing the world, but it is her/his 

somewhat other-worldly conception of transcendence that enables her/him to draw the 

limits of (ethically acceptable) language-use that s/he draws through her/his life and faith. 

 There is, of course, the possible reply – analogous to Hegel’s famous critique of 

Kant – that in order to draw a limit one will have to go beyond it, to already occupy a place 

“on the other side”. But the conception of transcendental philosophy put forward here is 

designed to meet this challenge by insisting on the possibility of examining transcendental 

limits (of experience, meaningfulness, and so on) “from within”. Hence the metaphor of 

“staring at” the limits, as contrasted to the one of drawing some definite limits which could 

only be drawn from a point of view lying beyond them. A pragmatically oriented 

transcendental philosophy admits that human ways of setting limits are never permanent 

but remain fallible and can always be contested.46 

 In sum, we may say that the relevance of the problem of evil to the philosophy of 

language (and to transcendental philosophy and semiotics more inclusively) is at least 

twofold. First, we may ask whether (and in what sense) one can represent evil itself and 

what one actually represents when addressing this topic. Secondly, one may ask what 

representing evil entails, especially, what it requires from our use of other symbolic 

expressions, e.g., our employment of the notion of God. The problem framework of evil 

offers interesting material to illuminate the ways in which the meanings of our concepts 

become deformed, if one fails to recognize the specific features of the language-games (or, 

more generally, sign systems or symbolic frames of reference) one employs, scientific and 

religious ones included. In this case, there is a great difference between taking God’s 

existence (or the statement, “God exists”) to be an hypothesis to be tested in the light of 

evidence (in which case the empirically undeniable existence of evil would amount to 

counter-evidence) and taking it to be a genuinely religious statement. Arguably, for a truly 

religious person, nothing can count as evidence against God’s existence. For such a person, 

faith is simply not a matter of testing an hypothesis. Religious concepts and the statements 

one formulates by employing them simply play crucially different roles in the language-

games of the believer and the atheologian. For a Wittgensteinian who ties meaning to use, 
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the meanings of these concepts and statements are, then, widely different in these two 

cases.  

 Accordingly, acknowledging (transcendentally) the bounds of sense, the limits of 

language, can orientate one’s participation in a particular language-game – what one does 

or can do within the bounds of sense defining that particular language-game – in a 

significant way. This is what I have meant by claiming that a conception of something as 

transcendent from the point of view of a particular language-game can, on a transcendental 

level, function as a precondition of the meaningfulness of what is or can be said and done 

within the game, thus constituting the boundaries that the transcendent feature itself (qua 

transcendent) inevitably transgresses. One of the peculiarities of human language-use is, 

then, that the possibility of transgressing the limits of meaningful use of concepts is, in 

some cases at least, built into the very practice of language-use at issue. 

 The case we have considered is also one that throws some light on the relation 

between transcendental philosophy as a methodology and as a metaphysics.47 In the case of 

the problem of evil, a metaphysical commitment to transcendence affects the legitimate 

methodology of examining the meaning of concepts and the justification of beliefs within 

the given (religious) language-game. A number of difficult philosophical issues will, 

undeniably, remain unsettled here, the gravest one among them being presumably the 

problem of relativism.48 This, however, is a problem we must learn to live with (rather than 

imagining that it could be solved for good), at least insofar as we are willing to let our 

pragmatic basic convictions, the (possibly historically changing) certainties “in action” that 

provide the non-foundational “foundation” for whatever we are able to say or think in our 

language, affect our abilities to consider philosophical arguments sound or unsound, or 

relevant or irrelevant. There is no royal road to an overcoming of relativism, as long as the 

pragmatic contextuality of any form of humanly intelligible sign-use is taken seriously. 

 

 

3. Ethics and value: the limits of language reconsidered 

 

The discussion of religious language in the previous section was partly, though not 

explicitly, based on Wittgenstein’s (and some of his followers’) ideas. It is worth while to 

say a few more words on the relation between religious and ethical language, as conceived 

by Wittgenstein. This again leads us to the problem of the relation between the 
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transcendental and the transcendent. Perhaps we can say that both are present in 

Wittgenstein’s views on ethics: the ethical thinker’s commitment to transcendent, ineffable 

moral values (e.g., “the right way”) is a transcendental condition for the possibility of 

serious ethical life and thinking. One might argue, again with a Wittgensteinian tone of 

voice, that unless ethical value is something transcendent and absolute, in comparison to 

our always relative and transitionary human projects, it is not ethical in any deep sense. 

This, however, needs some elaboration. 

 In a couple of famous remarks toward the end of the Tractatus,49 Wittgenstein tells 

us that ethics and aesthetics are one, that they are based on the will of the subject (“my 

will”), and that they are, like logic, “transcendental”.50 The 1929 “Lecture on Ethics” 

continues along similar lines. Having described ethics as an inquiry into what is valuable or 

really important or into the meaning of life or what makes life worth living, Wittgenstein 

says that these expressions can be used in a trivial and relative sense or in an absolute and 

ethical sense.51 The value judgments of ethics are absolute, not relative, and therefore they 

lie beyond what can be stated in language. The absolutely good or the absolutely valuable 

has no more literal sense than the experience of being “absolutely safe” has; thus, in ethics 

we necessarily misuse language.52 Ethical value, in short, is not on a par with worldly facts 

(which include relative values, means for certain ends). People who try to write about ethics 

or religion “run against the boundaries of language”.53 As the Tractatus puts it, there can be 

no ethical propositions (or sentences, Sätze), because nothing “higher” can be expressed in 

propositions or sentences; ethical value, or the “meaning” (Sinn) of the world, must lie 

“outside the world”.54 Ethics, then, is something sublime, otherworldly – transcendent. Or 

is it? 

 Dale Jacquette reads Wittgenstein as subscribing to the thesis that ethics “transcends 

the natural world”.55 This is so, because, according to Wittgenstein (in the Tractatus), the 

“metaphysical subject” is a necessary condition for any ethical value and this subject 

transcends the natural world.56 The subject itself, as transcendent, is thus the source of the 

transcendence of ethics. The result is that ethics belongs to that which must be passed over 

into silence according to the famous final proposition of the Tractatus. There can be no 

(deep, interesting, or non-vulgar) talk about ethics or values at all – but only trivial, 

shallow, relativized value-talk. As Jacquette puts it, “there is only the transcendence of 

ethical attitude and practice that colours the world of objective fact with ethical-aesthetic 

value in subjective experience grounded by the world-transcendent metaphysical subject”.57 
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 Jacquette’s (and many other interpreters’) way of speaking about the transcendence 

of ethics and about the subject as transcendent may, however, be subjected to critical 

scrutiny. Wittgenstein’s statement that ethics (as well as aesthetics) is transcendental 

should be taken seriously;58 given his Kantian-Schopenhauerian background and the 

generally extremely carefully constructed text of the Tractatus, it seems implausible to 

suppose that Wittgenstein would simply have ignored the Kantian distinction or have made 

a slip of pen here. Despite Wittgenstein’s undeniably mystical bias, there is, arguably, a 

sense in which ethics does not, according to him, lie “outside” or “above” the world (and 

human life) in any literal sense of these words. It lies, rather, at the limit of the world, for 

ethics, like religion and aesthetics, provides for Wittgenstein a view to the world as a 

(limited) whole, as something valuable in a higher sense. In short, given Wittgenstein’s 

discussion of the metaphysical subject as a “limit of the world” in the Tractatus,59 one may 

say that ethics is essentially about the subject’s perspective or attitude to the world and life, 

a perspective constituting a condition for the possibility of the world. This position is 

compatible with, or may even require, the “transcendental solipsism” one finds 

Wittgenstein developing in the Tractatus: the subject (as the limit of the world) sees her/his 

world as a whole under the aspect of ethical or aesthetic value, sub specie aeternitatis. 

There is no (at least not clearly) “transcendence” here – but only transcendentality.60 

 I am not sure, however, whether this transcendental yet non-transcendent 

interpretation of ethical value and of the ethical (metaphysical) subject as conceived of by 

Wittgenstein can really be carried through. The above-cited formulations in the “Lecture on 

Ethics”, in particular, seem to affirm a picture according to which ethics is a (desperate) 

attempt to speak about something that lies beyond the boundaries of language, steps over 

the legitimate limits within which meaning is found. One option might be to interpret 

Wittgenstein as offering a transcendental argument in favor of certain transcendent 

assumptions – analogously to the treatment of the problem of evil analyzed in section 2.2 

above. 

 Perhaps the detailed recent interpretation of Wittgenstein’s early views on ethics 

and ontology by Martin Stokhof may help us here.61 Referring to the discussion of the will 

in the Tractatus, Stokhof does speak about the “ineffability of value”62 and about the 

“transcendent nature of the will with regard to the world and the concomitant transcendent 

nature of ethics”.63 He immediately adds, however, that this transcendence is logical, not 

ontological: “All our acting takes place in the world and hence our will, our ethical 



 19

attitudes, are immanent at the same time.”64 Values, although they do transcend the world, 

should not be sought in an “ontologically transcendent realm”, because the world is 

primarily a linguistic notion, rather than an ontological one.65 True, the (ethically) good “in 

an absolute sense” can – or should, according to Wittgenstein – be seen as “an attribute of 

God’s Will”, but even here the transcendence involved is not absolute but is “tied to the 

world”, given Wittgenstein’s identification of God with “how things stand”.66 Stokhof thus 

argues that the distinction between the individual, psychological subject and the 

metaphysical (willing, ethical) subject – a distinction between two different perspectives 

from which the world can be viewed – is not a distinction between two separate ontological 

realms, that is, between empirical reality and otherworldly transcendence.67 Through 

Wittgenstein’s linguistic turn of the “Kantian program”, the notion of transcendence is 

transformed, rearticulated as an essentially linguistic (or, as one also might suggest, 

semiotic) notion: 

 

So, ethics is transcendental not because values are outside the world, in some 

otherworldly, platonic realm, nor because they cannot be grasped in thought, but 

because ethics “cannot be said.” There are values and they are in the world, but not 

in the same way as contingent objects and situations are. And they are accessible, 

also for the individual subject, albeit not by means of its discursive powers of 

language and thought. […] By placing ethics outside the realm of the meaningful, 

Wittgenstein tries to safeguard it from argumentation and disputes, dogmatism and 

feuds. There is absolute value, but it is not accessible for the discursive mind and 

the corresponding linguistic ways of interacting with the world.68 

 

 According to Stokhof, Wittgenstein is saying that we can view the world from the 

point of view of logic and ontology, “from the midst of things”, but also sub specie aeterni, 

“as a limited whole, of which the limits are determined by the ethical will”. These, again, 

are not two different ontological spheres but two ways of viewing the same thing or two 

ways of interacting with the world.69 As Stokhof further explains his conception of the 

peculiar sense of transcendence involved in Wittgenstein’s position: 

 

Ethical value is in the world. It is an intrinsic aspect of our actions and our actions 

are clearly part of the world. In this sense the world has an ethical dimension and 
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value is immanent. But these intrinsic ethical properties cannot be expressed in 

language and hence in the world as it appears in our language, and hence in our 

thought, value is not to be found. In that sense value is transcendent. Immanence 

and transcendence are logical and not ontological categories, since the world and its 

limits is a logical and not an ontological notion. Only in this way can the Tractatus 

be read as a coherent whole.70 

 

 Stokhof believes that his reading of Wittgenstein, with the qualified sense of 

ineffability and transcendence involved, may save a “down-to-earth”, practical way of 

dealing with moral problems, and that the value of the Tractatus may even lie in its 

invitation to lead a fundamentally ethically concerned everyday life.71 I am not sure 

whether his interpretation can secure such a result – although I do see major similarities 

between Wittgensteinian moral philosophy and (neo)pragmatism in ethics.72 Be that as it 

may, it seems to me clear that Stokhof’s reading is superior to Jacquette’s, which leaves the 

crucial concepts of the transcendental and the transcendent largely unexplained. Stokhof, 

thoroughly familiar with the Kantian context of transcendental philosophy from which 

Wittgenstein’s inquiries take their departure, succeeds in showing how Wittgenstein’s 

remarks on ethical value and the ethical (metaphysical) subject actually yield a rearticulated 

notion of the transcendent. Insofar as God is involved in Wittgenstein’s project as “fate” or 

the way the world really is (as seen sub specie aeterni), a crucial link between the concerns 

of the philosophy of religion (section 2 above) and moral philosophy (the present section) 

has been established. In both, a rearticulation of the traditional Kantian distinction between 

transcendentality and transcendence is urgently needed. 

 The question remains whether, say, Taylor’s ethical argument for theism – for a 

transcendent source of the “hypergoods” structuring our normative orientation in the world 

– could be interpreted in a way analogous to Stokhof’s non-ontological treatment of 

Wittgenstein. I must leave this issue for another time. I doubt that Taylor himself, a 

Catholic believer, would be excited about this option, though. 

 

 

4. Concluding remarks: a transcendentally constituted transcendence? 
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We have, through a study of a few closely related cases of religious and ethical language-

use, ended up with the need to acknowledge, in addition to the transcendental limits of 

meaningful language, the transcendental role played (at least on some occasions) by the 

transcendent. We have reached this conclusion through relatively simple examples; yet, 

even these cases are sufficient to make the claim that a commitment to the transcendent 

may play a transcendental role in our linguistic practices. On the other hand, no alarming 

commitment to any pre-critical (non-Kantian) form of metaphysical idealism follows, 

because the transcendent, according to our pragmatic and Wittgensteinian view, is 

relativized to the transcendental limits of the particular language-game in question, such as 

the religious discourse on evil or the ethical discourse on values. In such a given language-

game, conversely, the transcendental limits are partly set (through our changing practices) 

by something’s being acknowledged, by the relevant participants in the practice, as 

transcendent. This is a circle, of course, but hardly any more disturbing than the reflexive 

circularity inherent in virtually any employment of a transcendental method. 

 We might at this point draw a distinction between absolute and relative notions of 

transcendence, suggesting that the former lies beyond any human limits (of sense, of 

cognition, etc.), while the latter remains relativized to some particular language-game and 

might not be transcendent from the point of view of some other language-game. This 

distinction becomes elusive, however, as soon as we note that it is only against the 

background of, or relative to, some particular practice or language-game that anything 

(even, say, divinity) can be said to transcend all human limits. Thus, the “absolutely 

transcendent” can be conceived as such only from the perspective of one or another 

relativizing practice. This is perhaps to say that a genuinely transcendental approach has no 

use for the notion of absolute transcendence, though it is able to – or indeed must, as I have 

suggested – accommodate relativized forms of transcendence. 

 If our commitments to the transcendent are, then, inevitably, humanly relativized 

and (as we might say) “perspectival” ones, the final question arises whether we, because of 

our (supposedly) transcendental need to postulate the transcendent, actually construct the 

transcendent. Does the transcendent, if real, depend on us for its reality – on our human, 

especially ethical or ethico-religious, perspectives, interests, needs, and perspectives? 

Could any humanly intelligible notion of transcendence be reinterpreted in such a 

relativized fashion, or is only an absolute transcendence transcendent enough?73  
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I must admit that, through the discussion of my chosen examples, I have hardly 

found any final or general answers to the questions I have raised in this essay. But I hope 

that a pragmatic view of the role played by transcendental conditions in various areas of our 

lives, even by transcendentally established commitments to transcendence, may offer some 

help in highlighting the specific nature of such conditions and commitments. Thus, 

pragmatist philosophy, whose very aim is to render abstract philosophizing relevant to 

human life, is not an enemy of, but actually needs, the concepts of the transcendental and 

the transcendent.74 
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1 This paper focuses on the concepts of the transcendental and the transcendent only in post-Kantian 
philosophy. Thus, I will set aside the medieval discussions of transcendentalia, that is, such concepts as 
Being, One, True, or Good, which were thought to apply to all beings.  
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