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ABSTRACT

More than a century and a half after the emergence of psychology as a scientific
discipline in the nineteenth century, both the nature and the very possibility of
this science—which seeks to furnish a scientific account of consciousness or
conscious experience—remain matters of dispute among psychologists and
philosophers alike. The source of this dispute may be located in the account of the
architectonic of cognition developed by Kant in his transcendental philosophy,
above all in the Critique of Pure Reason—an account that gives rise to a lasting
tension concerning the very possibility of psychology. Yet, in Kant’s philosophy,
the possibility or impossibility of psychology as a science is neither self-evident
nor absolute; rather, it depends upon a careful distinction among the different
senses in which “psychology” is understood by Kant. The present article seeks to
clarify these different senses. By distinguishing among empirical (experimental)
psychology, rational psychology, and pragmatic anthropology, it focuses primarily
on the first two and attempts to elucidate, as far as possible, both their respective
meanings and the possibility of establishing psychology as a science under each of
these conceptions, especially in its empirical form. On the basis of this
clarification, the article further examines the concrete historical realization of
psychology as a science in the nineteenth century and, more broadly, in the post-
Kantian period.
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Extended Abstract

This article addresses one of the most fundamental problems in the history and
philosophy of psychology: whether psychology can be established as an exact
science. Its point of departure is the claim that, despite more than a century and a
half of psychological inquiry, the scientific status of psychology, the nature of its
object, and its relation to empirical cognition remain deeply contested. If
psychology is understood, in its classical sense, as the science of consciousness or
of immediate conscious experience, then its central difficulty becomes clear: how
can what is inward, fluid, first-personal, and given only in inner awareness
become the object of an objective, systematic, and law-governed science? In its
modern form, this difficulty emerges with particular force in Kant’s critical
philosophy. There, inner appearances are given in inner sense under the form of
time, yet they cannot be brought under the form of outer intuition, namely space,
in the manner required for mathematically exact natural science. The present
study reconstructs this problem and argues that the status of psychology in Kant is
neither simply negative nor univocal, but rather internally differentiated and
decisive forthe later history of psychology.

To clarify this issue, the article distinguishes among three different senses of
psychology in Kant: empirical psychology, rational psychology, and pragmatic
anthropology. This distinction is essential, since Kant’s denial of psychology as a
science does not apply to all three in the same manner. Pragmatic anthropology
belongs to a practical rather than a strictly theoretical domain: it concerns
education, cultivation, character, and the art of living, and it does not aspire to
exact scientific status in the sense exemplified by physics. The real problem
therefore concerns the first two senses. On the one hand, empirical psychology
seeks to derive from inner experience a science analogous to the natural sciences.
On the other hand, rational psychology attempts, by means of a priori reasoning,
to secure cognition of the soul, the self, and their essential predicates. The
discussion thus moves beyond generalized claims about Kant’s rejection of
psychology and offers instead a differentiated reconstruction of the distinct
targets of his critique.

With respect to empirical psychology, the analysis turns on two fundamental
obstacles: the impossibility of mathematization and the impossibility of strict
experimentation. For Kant, an exact science is possible only where its object can
be given in intuition such that lawful determination, measurement, and
mathematical construction become possible. Yet psychic states and inner
appearances are given only in time, not in space. For this very reason, they cannot
be constituted as objects of possible experience in the same sense as bodies in
nature. Psychology therefore cannot assume the form of an exact science
comparable to Newtonian physics. Moreover, introspection cannot provide the
kind of epistemic stability required by science proper, since observation alters the
state observed, and what is observed cannot be fixed, repeated, or externally
controlled in the required way. The problem, then, is not merely that
consciousness is difficult to measure; rather, the domain of inner appearance
lacks the transcendental conditions under which exact natural science becomes
possible.

With respect to rational psychology, the problem shifts from the limits of inner
experience to the Paralogisms of Pure Reason. The issue is no longer simply that
the soul is not given in experience, but that reason falls into a specifically
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transcendental illusion by mistaking the formal condition of thought for cognition
of a real object. The proposition “l think” accompanies all representations and
expresses the formal unity of apperception, yet it yields neither an intuition of a
substance nor any legitimate basis for metaphysical inferences concerning the
soul’s substantiality, simplicity, persistence, or immortality. Rational psychology
thus fails not merely empirically but critically: it extends the categories beyond
the bounds of possible experience. At the same time, the idea of the soul is not
simply eliminated. It retains a regulative, rather than constitutive, function: it may
guide the systematic unification of inner appearances without yielding theoretical
cognition of the soul as object. This displacement from constitutive cognition to
regulative employment is one of the central claims established in the article.

The inquiry further shows that Kant’s critique did not merely close off the
possibility of psychology, but also opened the principal lines along which later
psychology would develop. Nineteenth-century efforts to quantify psychic
phenomena and to stabilize experimental procedures can be understood, in large
measure, as responses to the two Kantian obstacles just identified. The discussion
therefore extends to what later interpreters have called transcendental
psychology: a label not used by Kant himself, but often applied to those
dimensions of his philosophy concerned with the faculties, synthesis, sensibility,
and understanding as conditions of the possibility of experience. In this context,
the enduring question becomes whether Kant’s critical project ought to be read
strictly as transcendental philosophy, or whether it also contains the elements of
a theory of cognition that later traditions could appropriate in psychological
terms.

The article concludes that what Kant declares impossible is not every inquiry into
the mind, but psychology as an exact science in the strict sense. His critique
imposes an epistemological limit, yet at the same time serves as a methodological
provocation: by identifying the structural obstacles facing any science of
consciousness, Kant helped define the very horizon within which later psychology
was compelled to situate itself. The crisis of psychology, on this view, is not an
accidental difficulty that later befell the discipline, but something rooted in its
very constitution as a science of consciousness.

Main Contributions and Findings

1 .Conceptual differentiation of the meanings of psychology in Kant

The article distinguishes systematically among empirical psychology, rational
psychology, and pragmatic anthropology. This differentiation shows that Kant’s
negative judgment on psychology is not indiscriminate, but directed toward
distinct projects in different ways.

2 .Reconstruction of Kant’s argument against empirical psychology as an exact
science

It is shown that empirical psychology fails, in the Kantian framework, not merely
because of practical difficulties of measurement, but because inner appearances
are given only in time and therefore cannot satisfy the transcendental conditions
of mathematized natural science.

3 .Reconstruction of Kant’s critique of rational psychology through the
Paralogisms

The article clarifies that rational psychology rests on a transcendental illusion: it
mistakes the formal unity of apperception for cognition of the soul as object, and
thereby illegitimately extends the categories beyond the bounds of possible
experience.

4 .Clarification of the regulative status of the idea of the soul

Although the soul cannot be known theoretically, its idea is shown to retain a
regulative function in the systematic unification of inner appearances. Kant’s
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critique is therefore restrictive, but not simply eliminative.

5 .Reinterpretation of the nineteenth-century development of psychology in
light of the Kantian problem

The study shows that major nineteenth-century attempts to quantify mental
phenomena and to stabilize experimental psychology can be understood as
responses to the two principal obstacles identified by Kant: mathematization and
experimentation.

6 .Extension of the Kantian problematic into transcendental and cognitive
approaches to mind

The inquiry demonstrates that the Kantian question concerning consciousness
and science does not end with Kant, but continues into later debates on
transcendental psychology, psychologism, and contemporary cognitive
approaches to mind.
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2. Pragmatische Anthropologie
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2. Empirische Psychologie
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2. Rational
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1. Lectures on Metaphysics and Anthropology
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1. Paralogisms of Pure Reason

2. Transcendent rational psychology
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5. Personative or summative fiction
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