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ABSTRACT

CIRCLE OF CIRCLES:
RETHINKING IDEALISM THROUGH HEGEL’S EPISTEMOLOGY
(KREIS VON KREISEN: UBERARBEITUNG DES IDEALISMUS DURCH

HEGELSCHE ERKENNTNISTHEORIE)

By
Sila Ozkara

May 2021

Dissertation co-supervised by Tom Rockmore and Anton Friedrich Koch

This dissertation’s central thesis is that Hegel’s approach to knowledge and
philosophy is “circular”. A “circle of circles”, Kreis von Kreisen, an image Hegel
regularly uses throughout his corpus, has sustained a steady wonder in his commentators.
Nevertheless, it has not been studied with rigor adequate to its extensive importance,
which spans his philosophical career and frames his engagement with the history of
philosophy and the philosophy of his time. Due attention to Hegel’s concept of circles
provides a robust frame for grasping his philosophical project, idealism, and account of
knowledge. The content of each of Hegel’s works is the totality of the historically-

determined knowledge specific to the science in question in that work: each a circle that

v



constitutes a whole. The whole is the truth. The circle closes when the end point reaches
back to the beginning and becomes one with it, justifying the whole circle. This end
point, which Hegel calls an “absolute” in each work, indicates limits. As opposed to the
infinite progress of the “spurious” infinite, his “true” infinite found at the closing point of
the circle, namely at the absolute, indicates that knowledge is infinitely limited —

and that is the truth. Truth is limited to what we can/may know in a given context and
development. Recognizing the limits of our current framework by seeing it absolutely,
1.e., in its entirety, provides the perspective for us to progress further. Accordingly, I
argue Hegel provides an alternative to 1) the epistemologies of his contemporaries, 2) the
central historical epistemologies of the Western philosophical tradition, and 3) some
epistemologies dominant today. Hegel’s circular epistemology answers, on the one hand,
the skeptical worry about justification, and, on the other, concerns regarding foundations
raised by German idealist thinkers in the wake of Kant’s critical philosophy — mainly by
Reinhold, Schulze, Fichte, and Schelling. Through detailed readings of

the Phdnomenologie des Geistes, Wissenschaft der Logik, and Enzyklopddie der
philosophischen Wissenschaften 1 argue for a novel way Hegel’s epistemology addresses
the perennial philosophical problems of how we, as knowing subjects, begin systematic

inquiries, justify what we claim to know, and attain knowledge.



ABSTRACT

(Deutsch)

Die zentrale These dieser Dissertation ist, dass Hegels Zugang zu Wissen und
Philosophie "zirkuldr" ist. Ein "Kreis von Kreisen", ein Motiv, das Hegel in seinem
gesamten Werk regelmif3ig verwendet, hat bei seinen Kommentatoren ein standiges
Staunen hervorgerufen. Dennoch ist er nicht mit der Strenge untersucht worden, die
seiner umfassenden Bedeutung angemessen ist, die seine philosophische Karriere
umspannt und seine Auseinandersetzung mit der Geschichte der Philosophie und der
Philosophie seiner Zeit einrahmt. Die gebiihrende Aufmerksamkeit fiir Hegels Konzept
der Kreise bietet einen robusten Rahmen fiir das Verstidndnis seines philosophischen
Projekts, seines Idealismus und seiner Darstellung des Wissens. Der Inhalt jedes von
Hegels Werken ist die Gesamtheit des historisch bedingten Wissens, das fiir die
betreffende Wissenschaft in diesem Werk spezifisch ist: jeweils ein Kreis, der ein Ganzes
bildet. Das Ganze ist die Wahrheit. Der Kreis schlie3t sich, wenn der Endpunkt zum
Anfang zuriickreicht und mit ihm eins wird und den ganzen Kreis rechtfertigt. Dieser
Endpunkt, den Hegel in jedem Werk ein "Absolutes" nennt, zeigt Grenzen an. Im
Gegensatz zum unendlichen Fortschritt des "schlechten" Unendlichen zeigt sein "
wahrhaftes" Unendliches, das sich am Schlusspunkt des Kreises, namlich am Absoluten,
findet, dass das Wissen unendlich begrenzt ist - und das ist die Wahrheit. Wahrheit ist
begrenzt auf das, was wir in einem gegebenen Kontext und einer gegebenen Entwicklung
wissen konnen/diirfen. Das Erkennen der Grenzen unseres gegenwértigen Rahmens,
indem wir ihn absolut, d.h. in seiner Gesamtheit sehen, bietet uns die Perspektive, weiter

voranzukommen. Dementsprechend argumentiere ich, dass Hegel eine Alternative bietet

Vi



zu 1) den Erkenntnistheorien seiner Zeitgenossen, 2) den zentralen historischen
Erkenntnistheorien der westlichen philosophischen Tradition und 3) einigen heute
dominierenden Erkenntnistheorien. Hegels zirkulidre Erkenntnistheorie antwortet
einerseits auf die skeptische Sorge um die Rechtfertigung und andererseits auf die
Bedenken hinsichtlich der Grundlagen, die von deutschen idealistischen Denkern im
Gefolge von Kants kritischer Philosophie - hauptsdchlich von Reinhold, Schulze, Fichte
und Schelling - geduBert wurden. Durch detaillierte Lektiire der Phdnomenologie des
Geistes, der Wissenschaft der Logik und der Enzyklopédie der philosophischen
Wissenschaften argumentiere ich fiir eine neue Art und Weise, wie Hegels
Erkenntnistheorie die immerwahrenden philosophischen Probleme angeht, wie wir als
wissende Subjekte systematische Untersuchungen beginnen, rechtfertigen, was wir zu

wissen behaupten, und Wissen erlangen.
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INTRODUCTION

1. Overview

A circle of circles, Kreis von Kreisen, an image which Hegel regularly uses
throughout his corpus, has sustained a steady wonder in his readers and commentators.
One can find some passing remark or other about Hegel’s circles in almost every book
published about his philosophy. Although many of Hegel’s commentators take up the
concepts of circles and circularity in Hegel’s philosophy, very few give an account of
what Hegel means by these terms, and even fewer develop an account of circularity in
relation to Hegel’s epistemological project that spans his career. The notion of circularity

in Hegel’s philosophy remains seemingly obscure and often misunderstood.

It is fair to say that circular epistemology is an aspect of the Hegelian position that
is scarcely known but central to his view. More work needs to be done to grasp Hegel’s
circular position in order to make sense of Hegel’s philosophy successfully. This
dissertation is written with the aim to develop an account of Hegel’s circular
epistemology in order to clarify it and show its importance historically, systematically,
and with an eye to its relevance for our philosophical work today. Though there is much
more work to be done on Hegel’s circular epistemology and its import, I explore in detail

in this dissertation some of the key elements of it.

Circularity, I argue, provides us with not only a robust frame through which we
may grasp Hegel’s overall philosophical project, but also a path to decipher Hegel’s
account of knowledge. Specifically, the circularity of his view is closely related to his

view of dialectic (or progression through the logical work of inadequacies and

Xvi



contradictions) as a continued approximation to what is acceptable, namely, as a claim to
know as an ongoing progression. Accordingly, absolute knowledge (or any other absolute
in his works) is not a totalizing point at which all claims to further knowledge are
absolutely exhausted. In contrast, the absolute for Hegel, according to the circular view,
is the recognition of the limits of the conceptual/ideal framework within which one has

been working (Spirit, Being, Idea, Nature, and so on).

There 1s much to consider when attempting to grasp circularity, as this
dissertation shows. In order to begin to make sense of what the curious allusion to the
figure of a circle that appears repeatedly in Hegel’s works means, we need to consider the
relevant historical context and the philosophical discussions happening around Hegel to
which he is responding and with which he is coming to grips. Throughout the
dissertation, though especially in the first four chapters, I devote a great deal of space to
just such considerations, working across thinkers and different philosophical works to
trace the path to Hegel’s arguments. If Hegel teaches us anything, it is first and foremost
the importance of history and its development insofar as they affect and determine the
development of our own ideas today and our ideas about Hegel (though, as I discuss in

Chapter 3, this is distinct from relativism).

Alongside such historical considerations, it is crucial to also systematically frame
the issue at hand according to the concepts with which Hegel was working and the
philosophical problems with which he was grappling. Given the span of his use of
circular epistemology throughout the extent of his career, there are many concepts and
philosophical problems which, we see when we study closely, Hegel developed in direct

relation to his circular epistemology. His idealism, philosophical systematicity and

Xvil



method, and his notions of truth, infinity, finitude, ideality, reality, metaphysics, and
epistemology, to name a few, are directly related to his notion of circularity. As I show
throughout the dissertation, reading Hegel’s works with a grasp of circular epistemology
opens up many exciting avenues for fruitful exploration regarding these notions and

1Ssues.

What should make Hegel’s circular epistemology of further interest to Hegel
scholars and, in fact, to philosophers working in the fields of metaphysics and
epistemology in general today is its relevance to some current philosophical debates in
fields not often associated closely with German Idealism. In Chapter 5, my argument
against vicious circularity as a proper characterization of Hegel’s circular epistemology
demonstrates the ease with which Hegel’s circular epistemology can immediately be
brought into dialogue with influential philosophers like Sellars, Davidson, Quine, and
McDowell and the debates surrounding their work (McDowell does work on Hegel’s
philosophy, but not on his circular epistemology). My position is that Hegel’s circular
epistemology provides a strong alternative to dominant accounts of knowledge today.
However, much more work can be undertaken in the future to explore the relevance of

Hegel’s circular epistemology to current debates.

2. Outline of Chapters

Chapter 1 begins with an initial conceptual frame of the project: I present Hans
Albert’s Miinchhausen-trilemma to present the skeptical worry about the problem of

Justification in epistemology. According to the trilemma, the only possible options for

xviil



justifying any claim is through either infinite regress, foundationalism, or vicious
circularity (all three of which I explain in this chapter). I argue that Hegel answers this
trilemma with his circular epistemology. This problem of justification is a concern for
Hegel and his contemporaries who are working in the wake of Kant’s philosophy. I claim
that by revealing that we do not have direct cognitive access to reality, Kant’s Copernican
revolution generated a crisis of truth in philosophy and evoked the skeptic concern
among Kant’s immediate commentators of how to secure truth and justify knowledge. I
explore Kant’s reconception of empiricism through his transcendental idealism and

Hegel’s critique of empiricism.

In Chapter 2, in order to establish a context for relating Hegel’s theory to his
contemporaries, I provide necessary historical analyses to demonstrate a little-recognized
idea: German Idealism is framed by the task of finding an adequate foundation for Kant’s
system. I consider works by Kant, K.L. Reinhold, G.E. Schulze, J.G. Fichte, and F.W.J
Schelling. The rest of the dissertation includes an extended argument for my view that

Hegel’s circular epistemology solves this problem in a distinct way.

Many scholars suggest that Hegel’s main works are solely metaphysical. I argue
in Chapter 3, however, that this view is mistaken: they are first and foremost
epistemological. Though there are a variety of books on Hegel’s epistemology (e.g.,
Westphal, 2003), none sufficiently establish this point. My third chapter makes this
argument, focusing on Hegel’s Phdnomenologie des Geistes (1807), Enzyklopddie der
philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse (1817), and Wissenschaft der Logik
(1832). I further argue through an historical analysis that Hegel follows the trajectory of

cognitive strategies built by Kant, Fichte, and Schelling.
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Having demonstrated that epistemology is at the heart of Hegel’s thought, I am
able start exploring in detail the notion of circularity in Hegel’s philosophy and
epistemology in Chapter 4. Here I give an in-depth exposition of Hegel’s circular
epistemology: all knowledge claims depend on one another equally, while the end of the
system refers back to its beginning, producing a systematic reflexivity. Most traditional
epistemologists have understood knowledge in a foundationalist framework. By contrast,
Hegel’s circular epistemology is developed through a critique of foundationalism. For
Hegel, knowledge claims are justified by and refer to other knowledge claims, which are
consequently interdependent, forming a connected system that establishes truth.
Moreover, the notion of circularity explains some other key concepts in Hegel’s works,
such as infinity and ideality. True infinity, as opposed to the mistaken (“spurious”)
conception of infinity, takes the shape of a circle, is ideal, and is the model for
philosophy. By focusing on this, I argue for a way to understand knowledge that

challenges the epistemological paradigms dominant in the field today.

In Chapter 5, I tackle the criticism that since circular reasoning is vicious, Hegel’s
circular epistemology must also not be a feasible cognitive strategy. In order to make my
argument, I frame the potential criticism of Hegel’s circularity in the terms used by John
McDowell (1994) in his criticism of Donald Davidson’s anti-foundationalist and
coherentist theory as “frictionless spinning in a void” (borrowing the term from Wilfrid
Sellars). I defend Hegel’s circular epistemology against this charge of vicious
“frictionless spinning in a void” by focusing on the hypothetical yet grounding character
of different elements of Hegel’s system. In doing so, I not only show that Hegel’s circular

epistemology is not vicious, but also that it can provide a useful alternative to the



influential coherentist theories today (for instance, those of Davidson, Sellars, and
Quine).

To conclude my dissertation, I explore in Chapter 6 the circular epistemology of
Hegel’s Phdnomenologie, Enzyklopddie, and Wissenschaft der Logik. Moreover, in this
exploration that spans across Hegel’s philosophical career, [ address an issue that hitherto
has been ignored by commentators, but that is decisive throughout Hegel’s corpus: his
reaction to Reinhold’s reading of Kant. I argue that this shapes essential aspects of the
context in which Hegel develops his account of anti-foundationalist circular epistemology
throughout his career, starting with his first philosophical publication, Differenz des
Fichteschen und Schellingschen Systems der Philosophie (1801). Very little historical
work has been done on Reinhold’s philosophy in general, and much less on Hegel’s
relation to it. Through my arguments in this final chapter, I am able to draw further
conclusions about how the circular and anti-foundationalist character of Hegel’s

epistemology transforms our understanding of his philosophical oeuvre as a whole.

3. Discussions of “Circularity” in Hegel Scholarship

As mentioned above, many discussions on Hegel’s notion of “circle” often take
for granted the exact meaning of the term and do not come close to analyzing the
significance of circularity for Hegel’s philosophical project overall. In advance of starting
my own account of Hegel’s circles, I want to briefly review some main references to
Hegel — though this review is not meant to be exhaustive, for many scholars make

passing remarks to circularity in Hegel’s thought without explaining it satisfactorily.
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It is crucial to note that none of the various references to and accounts of Hegelian
circles (except a brief explanation of the center by Rockmore) pay attention to the center
of the circle, which is a crucial element in Hegel’s. These accounts focus on the reflexive
nature of the circle of the end returning to the beginning, i.e. these two points matching.
Without keeping the middle point in view as that around which the circle is developed,
we could very well be speaking of any other shape, as long as it is a closed shape:
triangle, ellipse, heptagon, etc. would all satisfy this criterion of having the point where
we start drawing connect with the point where we end drawing. Thus we need a further
criterion that sets circles apart, namely, that any point on the circumference of the circle
is equidistant from its center point. This, I argue, is a significant element of Hegel’s
circular epistemology. As I argue in Chapter 4, the center of the circle constitutes the

philosophical concept or problem around which each circle is constructed.

Tom Rockmore’s Hegel’s Circular Epistemology (1986) remains the only book
written in the English language which takes up the issue in considerable detail. Since then
he has written several articles about the notion of circularity in Hegel’s work. He also has
an article titled “Hegel’s Circular Epistemology as Antifoundationalism” (1989). I wrote
my Master’s Thesis on this subject. Though there are many references to Hegel’s views
of circles and notion of circularity in passing, to the best of my knowledge no other

scholar discusses the epistemic import of circular epistemology with serious attention.

Rockmore’s Hegel’s Circular Epistemology is a serious book-length introduction
to the topic. In his work, Rockmore provides a historical overview of Hegel’s circular
epistemology in relation to the history of philosophy discussing Plato, Descartes, Kant,

and others. He also discusses circularity in an exploration ranging from a geometric shape
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to a pattern in philosophy. His account of Hegel’s notion of circularity revolves heavily
around the historical setting of Hegel’s works. He argues that Hegel’s circular
epistemology arises in response to the discussions of his time. He discusses circularity in
detail in Hegel’s work. Furthermore, he devotes a chapter to the relation of Hegel’s
philosophy to the later debate. In On Hegel’s Epistemology and Contemporary
Philosophy Rockmore presents a series of papers that range from the circularity of
Hegel’s epistemology to the relevance of Hegel’s epistemology to contemporary

epistemological debates.

More than 30 years after the publication of this work, not much has been done in
the scholarship in taking further Rockmore’s insights about Hegel’s notion of circularity
and its relation to epistemology. My dissertation is a revisiting of the material Rockmore
worked with and my account here builds on Rockmore’s by focusing on the import of
circularly for Hegel’s idealism, exploring some of the historical relations in more detail
and identifying new ones, showing the significance of the role of circular epistemology
for various key concepts in Hegel’s thought, and so on. If Rockmore and I are correct in
our claim that circularity is central in defining Hegel’s philosophy and approach, then not
one but many books should be written on the subject in order to explore and figure out
what it means for various aspects of Hegel’s philosophy, his contemporaries, the history
of philosophy in general, and how we do philosophy today. Thus, my dissertation is
intended to be a modest addition to a topic that I think ought to have a vast amount of

scholarship dedicated to it.

Rockmore devotes a chapter to the historical context in which Hegel’s notion of

circularity as a cognitive strategy was formulated. I do the same but go further as I
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provide more in-depth analyses of specific passages of various philosophers (I focus on
fewer in number but provide more detail and depth in my analyses). I also explain the
importance of the overarching historical moment that prompts the need for Kant’s
immediate commentators to seek complete systems and to debate the requirements for

having complete systems.

Perhaps most importantly, my dissertation, as its title Circle of Circles:
Rethinking Idealism through Hegel’s Epistemology indicates, makes the unique
contribution that Hegel’s notion of a circular epistemology provides a new conception of
idealism. Rockmore does not specifically discuss idealism in his work. By making the
connection between Hegel’s approach to epistemology and idealism, my dissertation goes

beyond Rockmore’s work.

Rockmore’s position in German Idealism as Constructivism is that Hegel’s view
of a posteriori justification provides an a posteriori reformulation of Kant’s a priori
justification. I build on Rockmore’s view by suggesting that this turn to the a posteriori
indicates something important for the idealism of German Idealism which is so often
associated with the a priori. Idealism has historically been associated with the a priori
(except in the case of Berkeley). Hegel’s twist on Kant’s constructivism that Rockmore
identifies, in my analysis, turns out to be significant for understanding the importance of

Hegel for a renewed conception of idealism.

I present a detailed exploration of why Hegel’s works are chiefly concerned with
epistemology and my formulation of Hegel’s non-standard epistemology. I provide a
historical analysis of the emergence of the term “epistemology” and connect it with

Hegel. Rockmore mentions the epistemological character of Hegel’s works briefly in the
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Introduction of his book, but does not devote a chapter-length study for why they are
epistemological. Furthermore, unlike Rockmore, I have various brief discussions relating

Hegel’s epistemology to contemporary epistemology.

After Rockmore, Michael J Inwood is perhaps the scholar that undertakes the
most detailed discussion of circles and circularity in Hegel’s system. In Hegel, he devotes
several passages and two sections to the discussion of circularity. He writes that “the
circularity of Hegel’s system is one of its most remarkable features” (Inwood 317).
Furthermore, according to Inwood, “there are in fact several circles. Each of the three
main parts of the system, as well as the system as a whole, forms a circle” (Inwood 317-
318). Inwood describes these circles under four headings. The first one is that each of the
parts of Hegel’s system (Logic, Nature, Spirit) is a circle (Inwood 320); the second one is
that the system as a whole with its three parts forms a circle; the third is that the Logic
forms a “distinct” circle in that the last point of the Logic not only directs us to Nature
but also back to its beginning (though it is unclear to me how this is different from the
other circles in Hegel’s system); and finally the fourth is that “the circularity of the Logic
is, however, also a consequence of” the circularity explained by the second point, and

that “logic is meant to prefigure its own applications” (Inwood 321).

According to Inwood, Hegel’s philosophy “forms a circle and it does not have a
starting-point at which decisions have to be made about our procedures. Our procedures
emerge and justify themselves within the system” (Inwood 112). Furthermore, Inwood
remarks that one way in which we can interpret the circularity is that when we come to
the ends of Hegel’s works with grandiose section titles such as “absolute knowing” or the

“absolute Idea”, what we find is not something that is distinct from what we have so far
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seen, but rather a “recapitulation of the whole series together with an account of the
method by which it was generated” (Inwood 151). Inwood also explains Hegel’s
discussion of infinity as a circle found in his Logic (Inwood 150-154). Accordingly, a
circle is nevertheless a line, and therefore linear (Inwood 150). This I find to be a strange

claim, given that a circular account is opposed to a linear account.

I agree with Inwood’s claims so far except for the final point. In fact, I find them
to be a reiteration of what Rockmore has already done two decades earlier. Inwood
further criticizes Hegel’s circularity. He writes “how does the end of the system, or of the
Logic, legitimate the beginning? Sometimes it seems as if it explains or justifies the
beginning only in the sense in which an element, a proposition, for example, or the
opening of a play, becomes clearer when we see what is or can be derived from it” and
“Hegel’s epistemic circle may be a circle in no more stringent a sense than that in which
the first type of circle is, namely that the last term of the series is a survey of the series as
a whole. In such a survey, we see the place of the beginning in the whole system, but it
does not follow that the beginning we chose is fully vindicated” (Inwood 153). He further
notes that simply being in a circle does not justify their epistemic validity (Inwood 154).
In other words, Inwood fails to see that as a theory is worked out it progressively justifies
its claims. Furthermore, according to Inwood, we may not enter the circle at any point we

please since the circle is not “homogeneous” (Inwood 153-4).

Inwood recognizes that the circle may be an epistemic one. However, I show that
he is not exactly accurate in claiming we cannot enter the circle at any point we please. It
is true that we cannot enter the circle at a point we choose, but nevertheless the beginning

is presuppositionless and thus not mediated. Accordingly, it could very well be any point
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whatsoever from our perspective, because the beginning is indeterminate. Furthermore, I
also show that Inwood’s criticism that the circle does not justify its beginning point to not

be a problem for Hegel based on my discussions related to Hegel’s idealism.

H. S. Harris takes the notion of circles in Hegel’s philosophy very seriously — so
seriously that he refers to circles in his explanation of at least 33 of the paragraphs of the
Encyclopaedia Logic in his Lecture Notes on Hegel’s Encyclopedia Logic (1830) or a
course during the academic year 1993-1994 at Glendon College, Y ork University,
Toronto. Although these notes were not intended to be published, they are nevertheless a
useful resource for grasping Harris’s views about Hegel’s Logic. Harris refers to circles,
or characterizes a certain movement in the Logic in at least §§ 15, 16, 19, 86, 88, 121,
133,136, 147, 148, 149, 153, 155, 185, 186, 187, 187, 188, 189, 190, 204, 209, 213,214,
220, 223,229, 238, 239, 241, 242, 243, and 244. Harris applies the terms “circle” and
“circular” to various topics such as force (§136), causality as reciprocity of action and
reaction (§153), quality and quantity (§155), and movements regarding the syllogism of
universal (U), singular (S), and particular (P) (§§186-190). Although Harris discusses
circles and circularity regarding the more usual themes of the end returning to the
beginning (§§242-244), the presuppositionless beginning and how it entails a circle
(§19), and the good infinity in the shape ofa circle (§133), his frequent references to

circles is unusual to find in Hegel scholarship.

I am sympathetic to an approach of seeking circles and circularity everywhere in
Hegel who takes them very seriously. However, Harris fails to differentiate between what
he calls “circle” and “circular”. He interchangeably uses the term “circle” for various

logical moves such as reciprocity, reflection, inwardization and externalization, return to
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the beginning at the end, foreseeing the end from the beginning, presuppositionless
beginning, and so on. Regardless of the inaccuracies on circularity, Harris’s works on

Hegel are insightful in clarifying many aspects of Hegel’s thought.

At various points throughout her book Memory, History, Justice in Hegel,
Angelica Nuzzo discusses Hegel’s circles. The first time she mentions the circular
structure found in the PhG 1s when she is making reference to the non-foundational
structure of Hegel’s works. She refers to this structure as a “net of correspondences”,
which take the shape of a circle in the PAG (Nuzzo 40). Since ‘memory’ is its central
theme, Nuzzo’s book discusses circles in relation to memory. In a section called “The
circle of the last Erinnerung and the present — (DD) Das absolute Wissen”, Nuzzo writes
that after the Religion chapter of the PhG, the final chapter, “‘absolute knowing’
introduces a circular model of history that attempts to link memory with the dimension of
Gegenwart — the presence of the eternal as well as the historical present. Thereby the end
of the work is brought back to its beginning” (Nuzzo 43). Insofar as Nuzzo is relating the
circularity found in Hegel’s system to the notion of ‘memory’, she is making some
relation to epistemology. However she does not go into a detailed discussion of the

circularity, but remains focused on her main topic, which is ‘memory’.

Nuzzo explains that the Logic, as it progresses, moves away yet at the same time
gets closer to the beginning. She writes “In the last pages of the Logic, Hegel shows that
every step in the progressive advancement of determination, by getting further and
further away from the beginning, defines at the same time the movement that gets closer
and closer to the beginning. In this way, the logical process viewed from its end is both

the ‘regressive foundation of the beginning and its progressive further determination’”
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(Nuzzo 67-8). Speaking of the end point of the Logic, she writes “Although the absolute
idea’s return to being seems to connect it to a different being than the pure immediate
being with which the beginning is made (hence, hardly seems to be a proper ‘return’), the
absolute method, into which the idea develops is explicitly presented as the circular
movement whereby thinking, in the end of the logical process, connects back to the
beginning” (Nuzzo 76). Nuzzo is here making a distinction between “absolute idea” and
“absolute method” which could be a fruitful approach in identifying the nature of what

follows the circular pattern exactly in Hegel’s system.

She connects the circularity of the absolute method with her focus on memory
(Nuzzo 78-9). She explains what she calls “dialectical memory” as that “which is based
on the Logic, is foundational with regard to all other forms of memory, implies the

circular and reflexive moment of thinking onto itself ... ” (Nuzzo 94).

Stephen Houlgate discusses circles in Hegel’s Wissenschaft der Logik in his The
Opening of Hegel’s Logic: From Being to Infinity. In his discussion of Hegel’s
presuppositionless beginning, he claims that it constitutes a circle. According to
Houlgate, the Logic is a circle insofar as the beginning of pure Being and the end of
absolute Idea are indeterminate and immediate in the same way and thus absolute Idea
returns to the beginning (Houlgate 50, 59). Yet I disagree with his view that the
presuppositionless beginning is a “ground” as a circle (Houlgate 50). I argue that since
Hegel’s system is anti-foundational, the whole circle founds and grounds itself. Though
the presuppositionless beginning is important in the whole circle being the ground (as I

explain later), it is by itself not a ground by any means.
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Jean Hyppolite writes in Logic and Existence that "[o]n the one hand,
absolute knowledge has no pre-existing base; on the other hand, it is necessarily
circular. And these two characteristics are strictly connected" (Hyppolite 68).
Hyppolite is here referring to the presuppositionless, indeterminate, immediate
beginning to any pursuit or account of knowledge, and how this necessarily entails a
circularity since the beginning must then already be the end in some sense. This claim
is similar to Houlgate’s observation that the presuppositionless beginning is also the
same as the end point which has returned to it. I agree with Hyppolite’s claim, and

explain this point further in the body of this dissertation.

Howard P Kainz, in Paradox, Dialectic and System, in a section titled “Hegel’s
System as Paradox: The Circle of Circles” points out that the word ‘Encyclopedia’ has
the Greek root yvyAog, “circle” (Kainz 93). He labels Hegel’s use of the term “circle” to
characterize his whole system as a “geometrical analogy” (ibid) and claims that it is
“problematic” (Kainz 94). He notes that “it is not immediately obvious what is entailed
by a “circle of circles,” which could mean concentric circles, a spiral, etc.” (ibid).
However, this characterization of Hegel’s use as “problematic” is a lazy concession to not

engage in the level of analysis needed to decipher Hegel’s view.

According to Kainz, the good infinite in the shape of a circle runs into the
problem of vicious circularity (Kainz 109). He writes that “systematic circularity in
Hegel is of a special sort—the dialectical circularity of philosophical paradox, in which
two opposed or contradictory ideas are joined together in such a way that they
complement and confirm each other, and transform themselves into each other” (ibid). In

this way, putting aside the paradox language, Kainz can be seen to hold Harris’s view
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about the circularity of the specific moments of Hegel’s system. What I mentioned about

Harris’s use of the term “circle” applies to Kainz’s description of circularity.

Kainz is not alone in preferring the image of a spiral to an image of a circle when
attempting to explain Hegel’s circles. Anton Koch, in a series of lectures, recently
referred to Hegel’s “circle of circles” as a “loop of loops” as in the loops of a roller-
coaster (Koch 2020). The image of the spiral was also Vladimir Lenin’s preferred
interpretation. In “On the Question of Dialectics” (Philosophical Notebooks, 1915),
Lenin writes “Knowledge is represented in the form of a series of circles ... by Hegel. ...
Human knowledge is not (or does not follow) a straight line, but a curve, which endlessly
approximates a series of circles, a spiral” (Lenin 357-61). We can see here that Lenin
makes the connection between circularity, knowledge, and accounts of knowledge.
However, his attribution of the image of a spiral to the circles has no textual basis in
Hegel’s works (though there are repeated references to circles and circularity). He
furthermore does not explain why he makes this characterization, but quickly moves to

discussing another topic.

The motivation for interpreting Hegel’s circles as a spiral is often based on the
mistaken assumption that circularity is totalizing, that a circular system would purport to
be all-containing and create no room for what cannot fit into the circle. A spiral would
supposedly answer this concern. As I show in my dissertation (though more work can be
done on this issue), because (1) Hegel’s circles are not metaphysical but epistemological,
and (2) he has an historicist view of knowledge, the circles are “complete” and total
wholes to the extent that they represent a certain outlook. Once the limits of this outlook

are reached, the circle is complete and one rises onto the next circle. Thus, although there
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is more than one circle, this does not indicate a spiral — a spiral would be a “spurious” or
“bad” infinite, 1.e. an infinite regress, which Hegel definitively rejects as a viable
cognitive strategy (I discuss infinity and its “spurious” as well as its “true”/”genuine”

form in Chapter 4 in extensive detail).

In this vein, against the worry that Hegel’s system is totalizing and deterministic
with no freedom, Slavoj Zizek in Less than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of
Dialectical Materialism makes the argument that, to the contrary, Hegel’s philosophy
opens up the space between the two to present a way forward for us to continue doing
philosophy. He writes “the subject is the operator of the Absolute’s (self-)finitization, and
to “conceive the Absolute not only as Substance, but also as Subject” means to conceive
the Absolute as failed, marked by an inherent impossibility” (Zizek 708). Through this
and other similar remarks, Zizek explains clearly and convincingly that the Absolute does
not indicate the culmination and collection of all possible knowledge, but rather that it is
a collection of the knowledge had by the subject in accord with the limitations of the
subject. The recognition of these limitations in each “absolute” in Hegel’s works thus

generates a new circle.

Zizek devotes a section of his book to Hegel’s circularity with the title “The
Hegelian circle of circles” (Zizek 232-40). Zizek writes here that through the circular
form, Hegel shows the gap between “the transcendental standpoint [which] is in a sense
irreducible, for one cannot look “objectively” at oneself and locate oneself in reality” and
the view that “the task is to think this impossibility itself as an ontological fact, not only

as an epistemological limitation. In other words, the task is to think this impossibility not
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as a limit, but as a positive fact—and this, perhaps, is what at his most radical Hegel

does” (Zizek 239).

He reaches this conclusion after an investigation of Hegel’s circularity in his
philosophy of religion and philosophy of nature (the latter of which I reference in Chapter
6) following an initial conundrum: how can we determine if Hegel is a philosopher of
“potentiality” or “virtuality” (Zizek 231)? He writes that “there is massive evidence that
Hegel is the philosopher of potentiality: is not the whole point of the dialectical process
as the development from In-itself to For-itself that, in the process of becoming, things
merely “become what they already are” (or were from all eternity)? Is not the dialectical
process the temporal deployment of an eternal set of potentialities, which is why the
Hegelian System is a self-enclosed set of necessary passages” (ibid.)? But this evidence is
limited to make the claim about potentiality because of “the radical retroactivity of the
dialectical process: the process of becoming is not in itself necessary, but is the becoming

(the gradual contingent emergence) of necessity itself” (ibid.).

His answer 1s based on an argument that hinges on Hegel’s circles, indicating that
“Hegel’s description ... seems to evoke a full circle in which a thing merely becomes
what it is” (Zizek 236). Zizek doesn’t go into detail in explaining the meaning of this
circularity. He indicates that it demonstrates an ontological commitment, but he also,
rather oddly, suggests that the “circle” for Hegel is in fact an “inside-inverted eight”
figure, that is, a circle that undermines itself at its very end and thus has to go back in to
draw an additional internal circle (ibid.). Zizek discusses Hegel’s circularity as “fully and
explicitly accept[ing] the gap which manifests” between the “transcendental standpoint”

and the thought of the “epistemological limitation ... not as a limit but as a positive fact”

XxXX1i1



(Zizek 239). Accordingly, Zizek argues against “the absurd image of Hegel as the
“absolute 1dealist” who “pretended to know everything,” to possess Absolute Knowledge,
to read the mind of God, to deduce the whole of reality out of the self-movement of (his)

Mind” (ibid.).

Various French thinkers are potentially implicated by ZiZek’s criticism of viewing
Hegel in this absurd image. Gilles Deleuze, for instance, claims that Hegel’s philosophy
relies on a circle of identity and negativity, which thereby leaves no room for difference
and multiplicity either within itself or beyond in philosophy in general. Deleuze makes
frequent references to “Hegel’s circles” in his Difference and Repetition. His discussion
of them is embedded in his criticism of Hegel’s account of difference. Deleuze refers to
“the monocentring of circles” in Hegel’s work such that “infinite representation invokes a
foundation” (Deleuze 49). He criticizes Hegel’s account of difference that, according to
Deleuze, is ultimately based on “the principle of identity” (ibid.). Putting aside the issue
of'identity and difference, which is not directly relevant to the topic of my dissertation, I
disagree with Deleuze in finding a foundational tendency in Hegel’s philosophy:
difference and identity are mutually dependent in Hegel’s Logic, and neither founds the
other. Deleuze further writes that “Hegel’s circle is not the eternal return, only the infinite
circulation of the identical by means of negativity” (Deleuze 50). Deleuze’s discussion of
Hegel’s circles and circularity does not go into detail about the structure or the
significance of circularity or relate them to his epistemology of idealism, and more work

would need to be done to explore his argument in detail.

Georges Bataille devotes a section of his Inner Experience to Hegel. His brief

account, comprising of only a few pages, revolves around a criticism alleging that
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Hegel’s system is untrue to real everyday life with its ecstasies, losses, and blind spots —
its unknowns and mysteries. Bataille claims that unknowability is ineliminable from
experience, that there is always a movement from the known to the unknown that does
not categorically eradicate this unknown. However, he sees Hegel’s system to move only
from the unknown to the known and not vice versa: the unknown will always move
towards the known regardless of the circumstances. Bataille begins the section on Hegel
with a definition of knowledge: “To know means: to relate to the known, to grasp that an
unknown thing is the same as another thing known. Which supposes ... the circularity of

knowledge” in the case of Hegel (Bataille 108).

I disagree with this analysis: Hegel’s works are famously and intentionally riddled
with contradictions and what we think we know turns into an unknown in unexpected
ways throughout his corpus. Not only is the unknown (as Hegel and others characterize
as “negativity” or “abstractness”/”one-sidedness’) an integral part of the process of
Hegel’s philosophy, the circularity is also an affirmation of what we do not know (as I
explained above). Furthermore, Bataille presupposes a foundational structure in Hegel’s

system by basing the unknown on what one already knows.

Because of its circular structure, Bataille views Hegel’s system as totalizing: it is
a system of knowledge at the completion of which nothing remains outside it, thus
nothing is left unknown. Bataille writes that “satisfaction turns on the fact that a project
for knowledge, which existed, has come to fruition, is accomplished, that nothing (at least
nothing important) remains to be discovered” (Bataille 108). This completion has to do
with the knowledge of all the important things that are available to one, but also the

completion of oneself: “The unending chain of things known is for knowledge but the
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completion of oneself” (ibid.). Thus there is no room for the unknown: one is complete
together with one’s system of knowledge and philosophy. But Bataille is mistaken with
his claim about the completion of one-self, because the completion of the circle is the

sacrifice (or externalization) of the “self”.

Bataille characterizes this completion and totality, what he (and Hegel) calls
“satisfaction”, as circularity. He writes that “this circular thought is dialectical” (Bataille
108). Bataille is correct in this characterization and I think Hegel would also agree. For,
Hegel characterizes his system as circular with regard to his account of knowledge. When
the circle 1s complete, it is self-justifying: as Hegel writes, “[t]he True is the whole. But
the whole is nothing other than the essence consummating itself through its development”
(PhG 11, §20; Suhrkamp 24). Bataille’s statement following this quote, however,
presents his criticism of Hegel. He writes that the dialectical circle of thought “brings
with it the final contradiction (affecting the entire circle): circular, absolute knowledge is
definitive non-knowledge. Even supposing that I were to attain it, I know that I would
know nothing more than I know now” (Bataille 108). Bataille regards to be a serious
problem that there appears to be no room for the unknown in Hegel’s system. The
problem is not only with the lack of room for the unknown but also with the way in
which Bataille sees the movement of knowing (relating the unknown to the known, and
thereby forming new knowledge). Furthermore, problematic and worrisome for Bataille
is that according to him, Hegel’s system excludes a group of certain artistic and pleasure-

related aspects of life he finds to be important and related to one another.

Wilfrid Sellars has a similar characterization of Hegel’s philosophy as Deleuze

and Bataille. He mentions “the picture of a great Hegelian serpent of knowledge with its
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tail in its mouth (where does it begin?)” when presenting his views against
foundationalism in Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind (EPM 156, §38). Here,
although Sellars 1s against foundationalism as a viable explanation of justification and for
an epistemology in general, he is also critical of the Hegelian circularity, as is evidenced
by his question “where does it begin?” (ibid.). According to Sellars, the Hegelian view
has a “static character” and cannot account for the dynamic nature of the way in which
parts of knowledge interact and depend on one another. I will discuss an aspect of

Sellars’s view in relation to Hegel’s in Chapter 5.

Beatrice Longuenesse, in her Hegel’s Critique of Metaphysics presents the
“Hegelian circle” as a problem. For her, the Science of Logic does not have an object
outside of itself; it is self-contained. She writes that Hegel “proclaims that philosophy
does not have an object outside itself about which its theories are developed” and that “to
defend Hegel’s project by thus invoking its radical singularity is hardly satisfactory”
(Longuenesse 13). However, she explains that Hegel has good reason for why his
philosophy does not have an object outside itself: “the novelty of Hegel’s position in
philosophy lies in large part in the very status Hegel assigns to philosophical discourse.
He proclaims that philosophy does not have an object outside itself about which its
theories are developed. Thus philosophy is radically foreign to representational thinking”
(ibid.). Nevertheless, not having an object means it becomes “a philosophy to which
nothing can be objected” and that it “is of little interest” (ibid.). She continues by stating
“The surest way to rob Hegel’s philosophy of its bite is to make of it a grandiose but self-
contained enterprise” (ibid.). However, Longuenesse suggests that there is a solution, that

“it is possible to get out of the Hegelian circle, by relating it back to its antecedents in the
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history of philosophy” (ibid.). In this account Longuenesse develops an argument against
the kind of reading of Hegel she found to be problematic (which she equates with the
“Hegelian circle”) through reading Hegel’s philosophy in the context of Kant. In this
argument, despite providing two passages in which Hegel makes reference to circles, she

does not explain what Hegel means by circularity (Longuenesse 33, 34).

Cyril O’Regan, in The Heterodox Hegel, claims that Hegel “subsumes the process
or ... character of Spirit under the meta-image of the circle (der Kreis)” (O’Regan 46). |
disagree with O’Regan in his claim that the circle is a “meta-image”. Putting aside the
lack of clarity involved with the term “meta-image”, I find that characterizing circularity
in this manner trivializes Hegel’s epistemology that is intrinsically circular at several
levels. Similarly, Glenn Alexander Magee characterizes Hegel’s use of the term “circle”
as a “‘metaphor” in his Hegel and the Hermetic Tradition (Magee 155). He presents this
within his discussion of Hegel’s work in relation to the Kabballah. I disagree with this
characterization of circularity as a metaphor, since I argue that the argumentation,
epistemology, and the whole system of Hegel literally follows a circle. I explain this in

my account of circularity throughout the dissertation.

This overview of the scholarship on Hegel’s notion of circularity is not complete,
but provides more or less the range of engagement with the topic. As I have shown in my
brief accounts, none of these thinkers (except Rockmore) give a robust and detailed
account of circularity or explain the importance of the center of the circle. My aim in this
dissertation is to begin an account of circularity in Hegel’s philosophy that shows the
extent to which it plays a significant role in structuring Hegel’s main positions in

particular and corpus throughout most of his career in general.
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Chapter I

Framing the Issue: The Quest for Truth and the Skeptical Miinchhausen-
Trilemma

Philosophy, as the discipline proverbially centered on the love of knowledge, is by its
very nature essentially concerned with finding the truth and what knowing the truth means. This
dissertation concerns Hegel’s notion of circularity as a successful attempt at grappling with this
essential concern. It is not a little known fact that Hegel referred to his philosophy as circular,
and in certain places, as a circle of circles. I argue that Hegel’s use of circularity is a strategy for
epistemology. ‘Why circularity?’ is one of the questions we may ask. To answer it and to fully
appreciate the importance of circularity, not only do we need to explain what circularity as an

epistemological strategy is, but also, to what it constitutes an alternative.

In this first chapter, my two central goals are: 1) to discuss the three main approaches to
truth as presented by the Miinchhausen-trilemma thought experiment (and how all three of them
are problematic), and 2) to illustrate the position to which Kant’s philosophy with its Copernican
revolution brought thinkers with regard to seeking knowledge or truth such that they needed to

reevaluate their epistemological and ontological approaches.

I begin by presenting an overview of the alternatives to a circular epistemology using the
Miinchhausen-Trilemma — a thought experiment formulated by Hans Albert in 1968 that reaches
the conclusion that there are three ways to truth (each of which is a cognitive strategy) and all
three of them are problematic. Though circularity is one of these three ways, I argue later in this

dissertation that it is at least potentially an acceptable strategy (when it is not vicious), if not the



correct approach. Below, in my account of foundationalism, I identify a difference between an
epistemic foundation and a methodological basis, then I distinguish between the terms
‘foundation’ and ‘ground’ and explore Hegel’s treatment of ‘ground’, and I provide overviews of
different kinds of foundationalism. I then go on to explore the question of systematicity and truth
that arose anew, sparked by Kant’s Copernican revolution, which I then discuss. I argue that the
Copernican revolution requires a revision in our approach to knowledge, experience, and
philosophy, and introduces a new form of idealism. I discuss this Kantian transcendental

idealism with the support of Kant’s reconceptualization of empiricism and Hegel’s critique of it.

1. The Miinchhausen-Trilemma

In Traktat iiber kritische Vernunft (1968) Albert presents the so-called Miinchhausen-
trilemma as a skeptical trilemma. It is named after the fictional character Baron Miinchhausen
who pulled himself and his horse out of a mire by pulling his own hair. The trilemma, taking its
name from this tale, also suggests there are three possible strategies though none of them is
acceptable. The trilemma is a 20"-century form of epistemic skepticism earlier raised by such

ancient skeptics as Aenesidemus, the Pyrrhonist Sextus Empiricus, and Agrippa the Skeptic.

Albert frames the problem of the Miinchhausen-trilemma in the following way: “Wenn
man fiir alles eine Begriindung verlangt, muss man auch fiir die Erkenntnisse, auf die man
jeweils die zu begriindende Auffassung — bzw. die betreffende Aussagen-Menge — zuriickgefiihrt
hat, wieder eine Begriindung verlangen” (Albert 13). This, Albert claims, brings us to a situation
with only three alternatives, all of which seem unacceptable. The three possibilities Albert

identifies are the following:



i.  Aninfinite regress that cannot provide a secure foundation since it is not independent
but rather dependent.
it. A logical or so-called vicious circle in the deduction that is logically problematic, or
iii. A termination of the process [4bbruch des Verfahrens] through foundationalism

(ibid.).

According to Albert, since both the infinite regress and the vicious circle are
unacceptable, there is necessarily a tendency towards foundationalism (Albert 13). In the
foundationalist strategy, the beginning point justifies the whole system following from it but
does not itself require justification. However, to rely on a beginning point which does not itself
need a justification, but nevertheless justifies everything else means, as Albert also claims, to
introduce a dogma into the quest to know, i.e. to science (Albert 14). Thus, foundationalism is a
“Rekurs auf ein Dogma” (ibid.). The adherence to a foundation as the justificatory point of a
system of knowledge is dogmatic because the foundation stands outside the system it founds and
does not follow the criteria that it sets forth for justification. In other words, the foundation is not

itself justified and is taken as a given.

I agree with Albert that an infinite regress is an untenable position. In an infinite regress,
truth cannot ever be established since there is always recourse to a further justificatory point. I
also agree that the untenable nature of the infinite regress is why most thinkers choose
foundationalism: it offers an easy and obvious solution to the problem posed by the infinite
regress. However, I disagree that, as Albert claims, circularity is problematic. I explain and
defend Hegel’s circular approach against the three alternative strategies Albert mentions in

Chapters 4, 5, and 6.



2. Infinite Regress

Infinite regress is formed in virtue of the need to keep referring to a prior principle for
justification. This strategy fails since each principle referred to for justification will itself need its
own justification, and so on ad infinitum. According to Albert in such a strategy “der durch die
Notwendigkeit gegeben erscheint, [mufl man] in der Suche nach Griinden immer weiter
zuriickzugehen, der aber praktisch nicht durchzufiihren ist und daher keine sichere Grundlage
liefert” (Albert 13).

The problem of regress is explained first and foremost by Aristotle in the Posterior
Analytics 1.3, where Aristotle is concerned with the nature of demonstration. He makes a
distinction between those who hold that all knowledge needs to be demonstrable, and those who
do not. Of the former, he writes that they “hold that, owing to the necessity of knowing the
primary premises, there is no scientific knowledge” (Aristotle 72b, 113). They,

assuming that there is no way of knowing other than by demonstration, maintain that an

infinite regress is involved, on the ground that if behind the prior stands no primary, we

could not know the posterior through the prior (wherein they are right, for one cannot
traverse an infinite series): if on the other hand—they say—the series terminates and
there are primary premises, yet these are unknowable because incapable of

demonstration, which according to them is the only form of knowledge. (Aristotle 72b,
114)

However, Aristotle claims that this is an impasse, and that his own doctrine on the contrary is
that not all knowledge is demonstrative: the “knowledge of the immediate premises is
independent of demonstration” and “besides scientific knowledge there is its originative source
which enables us to recognize the definitions™ (ibid.) . This shows that in reaction to a model of
infinite regress, Aristotle prefers a foundationalist model in which demonstration depends on the
“primary premises” which functions as a foundation through which other knowledge is

demonstrated.



In fact, for Aristotle, the foundation consists in one or more “premises prior to and better
known than the conclusion” (Aristotle 72b, 114). For this reason, he claims that a “circular
demonstration” is not possible. A circular demonstration, in Aristotle’s terms, requires an
equivalence between the prior and the posterior terms. As a result of this equivalence, posterior
and prior terms are no longer as such; if they are one and the same, they are no longer posterior
and prior. Hence, to maintain this order, there needs to be a hierarchy of knowing. The
knowledge upon whose basis we demonstrate other knowledge must be better known than the

knowledge we demonstrate. I discuss this point further in the coming chapters.

3. Foundationalism

In simple terms, foundationalism is any form of the view that an epistemic belief depends
on a prior belief that does not need to depend on anything else itself. The word ‘foundation’ is
understood in different ways.

Albert refers to foundationalist structures as employing a termination of the process of
justification. Instead of invoking a justificatory chain in an infinite regress, in a foundationalist
model one stops at a certain point. He calls this “ein Abbruch des Verfahrens an einem
bestimmten Punkt” that he explains as “der zwar prinzipiell durchfiihrbar erscheint, aber eine
willkiirliche Suspendierung des Prinzips des zureichenden Begriindung involvieren wiirde”
(Albert 13). The foundation is set arbitrarily and thus is not itself subject to the criteria that are
set for what it justifies.

A foundation is different from a cause or any justification. A foundation is specifically a
beginning point which provides epistemic justification for what follows. In this sense it can be

referred to as a cause, but not all causes are foundations. For, not all causes function as the



justificatory point that is itself exempt of justification, and stands at the beginning point beyond
which we cannot go any further. Foundations, unlike some other kinds of causes, are without
exception intended as the beginning points of systems which epistemically justify the rest of the
system.

Kant’s immediate commentators, who are commonly called German idealists,' were
interested in the notion of foundationalism, and specifically in its role as a beginning point. |
explain the meaning of “idealism” below. I discuss the complicated relationships of some of the
major German Idealists to foundationalism in the second chapter. I argue that their discussions
regarding foundations that he rejects motivated Hegel’s formulation of a circular epistemology. I
distinguish between the various meanings of ‘foundation’ as well as the function of the
foundation in theories of knowledge, including German idealism. This is useful for situating the
approaches to foundations in German idealism amidst the various other possible approaches, and
thereby to have a better grasp of the discussions on foundations which took place among the

German idealists.

3.1. Why Foundationalism?

Foundationalists, in broad terms, all hold that knowledge rests on some version of the
view that knowledge depends on a ‘foundation’. A foundation is a piece of knowledge that has
justificatory power for other, linked items of knowledge that does not itself require a
justification. But why foundationalism? The answer is often that foundationalist frameworks

avoid certain issues regarding justification. Justification is deemed to be necessary if, for

!'It is worth distinguishing between commentators on Kant’s philosophy like Reinhold, original thinkers like Fichte,
Schelling and Hegel, and those largely disinterested in Kant, such as Jacobi.



instance, knowledge is defined as ‘justified true belief’. Basing all knowledge on a justificatory
principle (or principles) enables the justification of epistemic claims while avoiding the problems
of regress and vicious circularity. The need and requirement for a justificatory beginning point or
foundation is explained by Descartes in the Meditations on First Philosophy.

Descartes is often credited by scholars? for having formulated the canonical form of
foundationalism — though it is a completely different question as to what extent, if at all, his own
philosophical system is foundationalist one. He presents a version of epistemic foundationalism
in his Meditations on First Philosophy in articulating the need for an epistemic foundation as a
condition of knowledge. The Meditations is not a work that presents a system of philosophy, but
rather an introduction to articulating and then dispelling skepticism.? Descartes’s discussion for a
need for a foundation in the Meditations, however, is significant for articulating my
understanding of foundationalism for systems of philosophy.

Descartes requires a foundation for knowledge: an initial principle that meets the criteria
of'an epistemic foundation. In his Meditations, he asserts his need to “raze everything to the
ground”, that is, to get rid of all of his previously held beliefs and possibly-false claims for
knowledge in order to “begin again from the original foundations” (Descartes 59). The reason he
gives the reader for this is that he had numerous false opinions in his youth and therefore all the
opinions he had built upon them are now also dubious (ibid.). He writes “if [he] wanted to
establish anything firm and lasting in the sciences” then he needed to find the true foundation,
that is, a foundation that unlike previous efforts is not even possibly subject to doubt (ibid.).

These may seem like innocent metaphors at first sight, however, when one reads further, one

2 Notably Kim (1988), Taylor (2002), among others.
3 Furthermore, we could argue that not everything that Descartes does in his Meditations follows from the initial
foundation that he establishes. A detailed discussion of Descartes’s philosophy is, however, not my goal here.



sees that Descartes is attempting to develop everything on the one foundation that he does find,
which is that ke is a thinking thing (Descartes 65).

He claims that investigating the truth of every single belief and knowledge claim will be
too arduous and time consuming. In fact, it cannot be done. Therefore, he sees that it will suffice
to doubt everything altogether, especially if he can doubt what lies at the foundation of all of his
beliefs and knowledge. He states that “because undermining the foundations will cause whatever
has been built upon them to crumble of its own accord, I will attack straightaway those principles
which supported everything I once believed” (Descartes 60). This false foundation for him was
his senses and sense perception (which could also mean that he had many foundations for his
beliefs and knowledge if each sense perception is to be counted as a single founding point),
because he once thought that all of his knowledge came from his senses. But since he now
realizes that senses can be sometimes deceptive, sense perception can be mistaken, he needs to
reevaluate the value of knowledge based on his senses (ibid.). If he claims that senses are not to
be trusted, and if senses ground all knowledge as an epistemic foundation, then all knowledge
based on this foundation will also possibly fail.*

There are two points to notice in this picture of Cartesian foundationalism: 1) knowledge,
which builds necessarily upon other knowledge, begins by resting on a foundation, 2) knowledge
is justified by and on/y by a foundation that also functions as the justification for all knowledge

within a system. These two points function as the criteria for epistemic foundationalism.

4 Descartes likens his search for the one foundational piece of knowledge upon which to base all other knowledge to
an Archimedean point: “Archimedes sought but one firm and immovable point in order to move the entire earth
from one place to another. Just so, great things are also to be hoped for if I succeed in finding just one thing,
however slight, that is certain and unshaken” (Descartes 63). He later establishes that the foundation upon which he
will base all of his knowledge is the proposition “I am, I exist” and that he is “a thinking thing” (Descartes 64, 65).



3.2. Kinds of Foundationalism Used Historically

There are many different kinds of foundationalism. In this section, I explain some of the
prominent ones. I initially distinguish between what I term ‘methodological basis’ where an
initial principle that functions merely as the beginning point and nothing more (though it may
play a role in the structure of the system — that is, beyond the role of being the beginning point)
and what is commonly called ‘epistemic foundationalism’ where the foundation is deemed
necessary for epistemic justification. This distinction is especially significant for the
philosophers I discuss in the following chapter. I then go on to distinguish between various forms

of epistemic foundationalism.

3.3. Methodological Basis vs. Epistemic Foundation

I call ‘methodological basis’ a system where the initial point does not epistemically
justify the rest of the system. It may or may not bear on the systematic unfolding of the rest of
the system, but regardless, such a bearing is only methodological in nature and not
epistemological. Methodological here means that the beginning point is relevant not because of
its content but merely because of its form qua beginning. It may be the case that there is little
significance given to the initial point after the beginning of the system. Or alternatively, the
initial point may play a role in the structuring of the system but does not epistemically justify
other parts® of the system. In such theories, the system is structured in a way that makes

references to the initial point and utilizes it by referring back to it in explanations. An example to

5 One could claim that structuring a system effectively must involve all parts of the system, i.e. include the initial
point as well. However, in foundationalist theories, the beginning point is often privileged and stands outside of the
justificatory mechanism that it introduces: the beginning point does not need a justification.



a methodological basis is Schelling’s “absolute I’ as the ground of all knowledge in his early

work, which I discuss in the next chapter.

In epistemic foundationalism, in contrast to using a methodological basis, the foundation
functions as the supposedly unshakeable point from which the rest of the system follows. In
epistemic foundationalism, the foundation is the guarantee for the whole theory. Thus, a lot
hinges on the foundation. In a case with a methodological basis, the basis begins the theory, but
is not necessary (nor sufficient) for the justification of the truth of the theory. The theory is built
on this basis, but nevertheless, the justification is not based on the initial point. In epistemic
foundationalism, the truth of all the points of knowledge in a given system are justified by virtue

of the epistemic beginning point.°

34. ‘Foundation’ vs. ‘Ground’

This distinction between a methodological basis and an epistemic foundation helps shed
light on the difference between two terms that are routinely used to refer to the beginning points
of systems: ‘foundation’ and ‘ground’. The philosophers I discuss in the following chapter
sometimes use the word ‘ground’ and sometimes ‘foundation’. Although it seems as if these
words could be interchangeable at first glance, they are not. This is further complicated in the
English language since ‘Grund’ is sometimes translated as ‘foundation’. A foundation is first,
but what 1s first is not always a foundation. In the sense that the German idealists use the terms, a

foundation is almost always an epistemic foundation, whereas a ground has a closer meaning to a

¢ For instance, in Descartes’s Meditations, he proves God’s existence based on his initial foundation that he exists as
a thinking thing. Without his initial epistemic foundation, Descartes could not have proven the existence of a
benevolent God and the non-existence of an evil genius who may be tricking him. Even though God’s existence is
not immediately evident at the beginning point of cogito, it is derived from this beginning point.
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methodological basis (for instance in Schelling’s use, as I explain in the following chapter).
Thus, an epistemic foundation can be referred to by both ‘foundation’ and occasionally, though
much less frequently, as a ‘ground’, whereas a methodological basis is referred to as a ‘ground’

and never as a ‘foundation’.

A ‘foundation’ refers to what justifies a system of knowledge or theory. It is always: 1) a
beginning point, 2) systemic, and 3) epistemically justifies the whole system. In contrast to a
‘foundation’, a ‘ground’ does not have justificatory power in the systemic sense. A ground: 1)
can be a beginning point or found anywhere else in a system or theory, 2) is not systemic (unlike
a foundation — perhaps this is the biggest contrast between the two terms), 3) can be a cause or
the basis with respect to which we can make a cognitive claim or postulate some part of a theory,
but it is not systemic, and 3) it is not necessarily a justification. The use of the term ‘ground’ is

less stringent and less demanding than ‘foundation’.

For instance, the PAG grounds the WL insofar as it comes before it and is the necessary
journey of education that brings consciousness to the level of science (as I discuss in detail in
Chapters 3 and 6), but is not its justification. The WL requires the PhG the precede it (or that we
engage in our “own pure abstraction, the simplicity of thinking—in the resolve of the will to
think purely” (EL 124, §78, Zusatz; Suhrkamp 168) — more on this in Chapter 3), but is not
dependent on the PhG to justify it as a whole or any portion of it.” Hegel writes in the
Enzyklopaedie that the beginning point of the Logic as “the standpoint of philosophical knowing
is at the same time inwardly the richest in basic import [gehaltvollste] and the most concrete

one” (EL 64, §25, Zusatz; Suhrkamp 92). This standpoint emerges as a result of the development

"1 discuss this relation between the PhG and the WL in detail in Chapter 6.
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of PhG and “presuppose[s] ... the concrete shapes of consciousness, such as morality, ethical
life, art, and religion” (ibid.). Based on this presupposition, then, Hegel indicates that the
development of these “content[s]” (i.e. morality, art, etc.) as “the subject matters of special parts
of philosophical science, falls directly within that development of consciousness” (ibid.). Hegel
means by this statement that the various shapes of consciousness in its phenomenological
development in the PhG are the specific content of the specific philosophical sciences. Namely,
each specific philosophical science will take up as its content the relevant specific shape of
consciousness found in the PhG. Thus, consciousness is present throughout all of Hegel’s works
on the specific philosophical sciences, but in a qualified way: the “development [of the specific
philosophical sciences] has to take place behind the back of consciousness so to speak, inasmuch
as the content is related to consciousness as what is in-itself” (ibid.). The Enzyklopaedie,
including the Logic, Hegel informs us, has as “its principle aim ... to contribute to the insight
that the questions about the nature of cognition, about faith and so on, that confront us in the
[realm of] representation, and which we take to be fully concrete, are in point of fact reducible to
simple determinations of thought, which only get their genuine treatment in the Logic” (EL 64-5,

§25, Zusatz; Suhrkamp 92).

Another example to a ground can be seen in Kant’s statement that “apperception is itself
the ground of the possibility of the categories, which for their part represent nothing other than
the synthesis of the manifold of intuition, insofar as that manifold has unity in apperception”

(CPR A401, 442). Though, it is important to note that Kant was not concerned with forming a
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complete system. Foundations, insofar as they are systemic, occur in theories with an outlook to

establish a complete system.®

A ‘ground’ can be thought of as a preface to a theory, or its beginning, but it can also be
thought of as a cause. In German, the word Begriindung and its verb form begriinden mean
‘justification’ and ‘to justify’, respectively, though translated literally they mean ‘grounding, ‘to
ground’ or ‘to give/provide a ground’. In English as well, the word ‘ground’ can be used to mean
‘cause’. Although in the everyday English and German use the word ‘ground’ or ‘Grund’
indicates the cause of something, its technical use in theories of knowledge has a certain nuance.
As a technical term, it does not hold the same justificatory strength that ‘foundation’ holds.
Moreover, the German word Grund means ‘cause’ or ‘reason’ as much as it means ‘ground’ or
‘basis’, as in the ground of a house or building (a metaphor that Hegel also uses when discussing
‘ground’ (WL 463-4; Suhrkamp 105) — I discuss Hegel’s treatment of ‘ground’ below).
Grundlage means ‘groundwork’: what is basic and comes prior to some other things in question.
The use of ‘Grund’ as a technical term by some German idealists, for instance Schelling, reflects

this other more spatial understanding of ground (as in earth, what is at the bottom) or basis.

A ground, insofar as it is a beginning, can cause what follows in a theory — in the very
limited sense of ‘cause’ that suggests, restricted to only indicating what should follow the
beginning point. However, this limited indicational causation is not an epistemic justification for
the claims in the rest of the theory. A ground is the context in which a theory is presented, or the
framework in which the axioms of a theory are placed. Hence, ‘foundation’ is a stronger term

than ‘ground’ when considering epistemic justification.

8 I discuss Kant’s transcendental unity of apperception and his relation to systematicity in Chapter 2.
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Hegel devotes a section to the notion of ‘Ground’ in the Doctrine of Essence in the WL.
In this part of the WL Essence transitions from Contradiction to Ground when “Essence
determines itself as ground” (WL 444; Suhrkamp 80). As such, ground is “one of the reflected
determinations of essence” (ibid.). A very brief summary of the unfolding of this section can be
given as follows. After receiving content for the form and matter that it is as “absolute ground” at
first (WL 447-56; Suhrkamp 84-96), it becomes “determinate ground” for a determinate content
(WL 456; Suhrkamp 96). Ground then transitions into “condition”, and we come to find that
ground in its most developed form is the condition for Existence (WL 474-78; Suhrkamp 119-

23).

Hegel’s treatment of the notion of ‘ground’ indicates, therefore, that “ground” is the
condition for existence. However, Hegel is not using the term in the same sense as his
contemporaries. There is a good reason for that, namely, Hegel’s critique of “the founding and
grounding tendency” in philosophy (Differenzschrift 179). Hegel’s discussion of this founding
and grounding tendency is aimed mainly at Reinhold, which I discuss in detail in Chapters 4 and
6. In this treatment of ‘ground’ in the WL he redefines what ‘ground’ means as a technical term
by relating it to circularity in epistemology: he writes of determinate ground that “there is
nothing in the ground that is not in the grounded, and there is nothing in the grounded that is not

in the ground” (WL 457; Suhrkamp 97).

One of the key tenets of Hegel’s circular epistemology (which I discuss in detail in
Chapter 4) is that the end returns to the beginning and in this way justifies the whole system and
its contents. Since the whole is justified by this affirmative return of the end point to the
beginning, the whole system in its development and completion (i.e. “the grounded”) is already

contained in some way in the beginning (i.e. “the ground”) and vice versa, as Hegel’s statement
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in the sentence just quoted. We can see this relation of reflection in effect in the WL as a circular
system: “Being” (i.e. “the ground”) holds all of its further determinations within itself albeit yet
as immediate and undetermined. The rest of the work (i.e. “the grounded”) is precisely all of

Being’s determinations — hence, “the grounded” also has in it “the ground”.

Of course, “reflection” as a kind of movement in the WL is not complete, and hence the
movement of only a certain portion of it, namely the Doctrine of Essence. Thus, saying that the
“ground” and the “grounded” are in one another does not fully capture the import of Hegel’s
circular epistemology (the nuances of which I discuss mainly in Chapter 4). Hegel is
nevertheless redefining the epistemological/ontological use of the term ‘ground’ as a criticism of

those who use it as a form of methodological basis.

Hegel does not begin the WL with a discussion of what the ground of the WL should be.
In fact, quite the opposite is the case: Hegel goes to great lengths to assert the hypothetical nature
of the presuppositionless beginning of the WL. This presuppositionless beginning is not to have
any justificatory power for the rest of the system until we come to a point at which we find
ourselves return to the beginning, which only then justifies this beginning and everything else in

the system.’

Hegel does not discuss “ground” in the WL in order to determine the basis of a system.
Hence, his use is different from those who employ ‘ground’ to refer to the basis or cause of their
system. Hegel instead brings up the notion of “ground” about halfway through the Doctrine of

Essence, as a determination of Essence. Thus, “ground” for Hegel is one of the many

% I discuss the presuppositionless beginning in detail in Chapter 4, but also in Chapters 5 and 6.
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determinations that Being has, and not any more privileged for a system than the other

determinations.

Furthermore, as is the fate of any notion in Hegel’s works, “ground” is aufgehoben
because it can be further mediated and determined: as a result, we find its truth to be “condition”,
which then leads to “existence” (WL 469, 481; Suhrkamp 113, 125). “Ground” for Hegel then is
not a complete whole, as with any other notion on its own in Hegel’s works; it has
developmental relations with what comes before and after it. This transition also means that
“ground” is in effect the “condition” for “existence”. Thus Hegel affirms the use of the term
‘ground’ as having the meaning of ‘cause’. But he nevertheless redefines it by stating, as
discussed above, that “there is nothing in the ground that is not in the grounded, and there is
nothing in the grounded that is not in the ground” (WL 457; Suhrkamp 97). This is a form of
causality that is itself also the effect — the ground that is the condition for existence is itself the
existence rather than something separate. The ground, insofar as it includes everything in the

grounded (and vice versa), also is the whole, and not something separate from the grounded.

3.5. Different Kinds of Epistemic Foundationalism

We can identify three main kinds of epistemic foundationalism. These are classical,
internalist, and externalist forms of foundationalism.'? Classical foundationalism is the most
common historical form of foundationalism. The above discussed positions which Aristotle and

Descartes present fall into this category. It is the view that there is an infallible justificatory point

19 These positions are all dogmatic. I come back to this point later in the dissertation.
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more basic than other points. The justificatory foundation point is more basic because it is not

inferred from anything, but rather is used to infer the other points.

Classical foundationalism is criticized by various thinkers.!' Some thinkers claim that
classical foundationalism leads to skepticism,'? and therefore amend it. This amendment is called
internalist foundationalism and can be grouped under two headings: doxastic conservatism and
phenomenal conservatism. Both of these are more conservative than the foundations which

classical foundationalism accepts.

Doxastic conservatism takes beliefs as foundations for justifying knowledge. For doxastic
conservatism, the mere fact of believing something to be true, in the absence of any reason to
doubt this belief, is enough to make it function as a foundation. Phenomenal conservatism
similarly takes as justification a so-called internal state, but this internal state is not a belief. It is

rather a sensory, perceptual, or intellectual state which functions as a foundation. '?

Externalist versions of foundationalism are presented as a reaction to both the classical
foundationalisms and internalist foundationalisms. For the externalist, justification depends on
something outside the mind:'# it is non-inferential and not a mental state, and is thought to exist
regardless of any mental state. An example can be given within Alvin Goldman’s (1979) theory
of reliabilism, which is a kind of externalist foundationalism. According to Goldman, justified

beliefs (i.e. knowledge) are reliable beliefs, that is, beliefs which have been acquired through

11 See for instance Laurence Bonjour (1985), or Wilfrid Sellars’s famous myth of the given argument (1963).

12 I discuss in Chapter 2 that Schulze may be considered among these thinkers who take an issue with classical
foundationalism. Though he shows foundationalist tendencies himself, he does not propose his own foundation.

13 Although these two positions are both called conservatisms, it is worth noting that phenomenal conservatism is
more permissive and open than classical foundationalism since it accepts any mental state as possibly a valid
foundation.

14 Such distinctions between ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ the mind do not make sense for the German idealists after Kantian
philosophy has shown that we do not have access to things as they are in themselves wholly independent of us.
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what Goldman calls reliable processes. The reliability of the process then functions as the
external foundation for the belief to be justified, and to thereby count as knowledge. It is, for me,
then an open question of what can be regarded as reliable and on what standard or criteria this
reliability will be based. Regardless, in Goldman’s view, the reliable process is something
distinct from mere mental or internal states. Since the German idealists, following Kant, were
interested in a priori knowledge and thought, their interest in foundations is not of an externalist

kind.

Putting these more technical differences aside, it is worthwhile to note that if some x
justifies y and x is non-inferentially justified, x does not have to be the only foundation in a
system, since there can be more than one and even many foundations.'> However, the figures I
discuss in the following chapter were mainly interested in the possibility of finding the single
founding principle that could function as a non-inferential justification for all other knowledge.
They were mostly not concerned with finding more than a single non-inferential point of

justification.

There are, at this point, various ways in which one could go to justify claims to know,
ranging from coherentism to relativism to Hegel’s view of circularity. Foundationalism was and
still is highly relevant in epistemology, for instance in considering claims to know, entire

systems, and theories of knowledge.

15 For instance, if one were to take sense perceptions as foundational, there would be countless foundations.
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4. Vicious Circularity

A logical circle in justification is also often called a vicious circle. It has been denounced
as a problematic and unacceptable form of justification throughout the history of philosophy.
Aristotle’s remarks that I cited above are an example. Albert explains the logical circle “in the
deduction” as follows: a logical circle in the deduction which “dadurch entsteht, dass man im
Begriindungsverfahren auf Aussagen zuriickgreift, die vorher schon als begriindungsbediirftig

2

aufgetreten waren, und der, weil logisch fehlerhaft, ebenfalls zu keiner sicheren Grundlage fiihrt

(Albert 13).

In a logical circle, one begins with a point which is not justified but which leads to a
further point which leads to another further point, and so on, until the justification of the last
point is achieved by referring to the initial point. One arrives at the last point through the
progression of the previous points. This last point also happens to match the first point. Hence
the first point is used to justify the last point, and thereby the first point itself also receives

justification.

This model is different from Hegel’s circular epistemology in various ways. I explain
these in detail and show why Hegel’s circular epistemology does not fall into a vicious circle in

Chapter 5.

5. The Question of Systematicity and Truth: Framing the Issue

The theme of this dissertation is a difficulty found in various approaches to truth. If
philosophy is the love of wisdom, at its core is the desire to know and to know the truth. The

question of truth has plagued thinkers for millennia. In this dissertation, I present what I take to
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be a strong answer for the search for truth against the background of the nineteenth century

debate, above all in Hegel as well as in the recent views of Sellars, Quine, and Davidson.

Why ought we now to be concerned about the question of truth? Is there more to it than
the historical value that we may find while doing historical philosophy within purely academic
limits? In the present age we are still asking the same questions about truth — albeit after the
Modern ambitions of forming complete and totalizing systematicity have supposedly failed. The

concern is as relevant as ever, and I argue that Hegel’s theory provides a solution.

6. The Importance of the Question of Truth for German Idealism

Hegel’s theory arose at a time when the question of truth was especially significant. Ours
is a moment fraught with a tendency to systematize, order, count, and structure in a totalizing
manner — as partially a result of the advances made in the sciences in the 17" and early 18"
centuries.'® The advances made in philosophy directly preceding Hegel led to uncertainty about
knowledge and ourselves. I explain these two points and their effect in making the issue posed
by the Miinchhausen-trilemma (or the skeptical issue) a central one for Hegel and his

contemporaries.

The tendency of modernity to systematize, order, count, and structure in a totalizing
manner is clearly portrayed by Descartes. He can be considered the quintessential early modern

philosopher who first voiced the problem of truth as a function of system or at the very least a

16 One need only think about advances such as the invention of the telescope, Kepler’s laws of planetary motion,
Galileo’s observations, Hooke’s discovery of the cell, van Leeuwenhoek’s observation of microorganisms with a
microscope, Descartes, Leibniz, and Newton’s work in calculus, Newton’s theory of gravity, the publication of
Linnaeus’s system of classifying plants in Systema Naturae, Messier’s publication of a catalogue of astronomical
objects, and so on.
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method. Descartes thus shows a desire to reach truth and to do so in a systematic way that

questions how one begins.

Kant and later thinkers confront a different question. Truth takes a different, and in a way
more significant role in and after the Kantian critical philosophy.!” The main difference is the
element of the cognizer that Kant brings into the picture, and the question of the extent of the
role of the phenomenal aspect of cognition for claims to truth. In the Preface to his CPR, Kant
writes that “[u]p to now it has been assumed that all our cognition must conform to the objects;
but all attempts to find out something about them a priori through concepts that could extend our
cognition have, on this presupposition, come to nothing” (CPR Bxvi, 110). Most thinkers prior to
Kant assumed that we cognized things as they are, that is, our cognition conformed to and in fact
grasped independent objects. (Most observers continue to support one or another version of this
view after Kant.) This presupposes access to objects through cognition, where cognition grasps,
knows or otherwise comprehends the world. However, Kant is claiming that this assumption
does not allow us to understand cognition, and that attempts to explain cognition based on this

assumption have failed.

Kant’s suggestion is that we observe whether we make more progress in our explanation
of cognition if we do not assume that our cognition conforms to objects. He writes

Hence let us once try whether we do not get farther with the problems of metaphysics by
assuming that the objects must conform to our cognition, which would agree better with
the requested possibility of an a priori cognition of them, which is to establish something
about objects before they are given to us. (CPR Bxvi, 110)

We should inquire whether we know only objects we construct, make, or otherwise produce

through our very cognition as the alternative to the familiar but unworkable assumption that we

17 The label “pre-critical” is used for philosophical positions that came before and do not take into account the
inversion that Kant establishes through his Copernican revolution (CPR Bxvi, 110).
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know mind-independent objects as they are. Kant is suggesting that the change is necessary since
the contrary assumption has “come to nothing” (ibid.). According to Kant there are only two
possibilities: either cognition conforms to objects or objects conform to cognition. He thinks that
the first option has failed to explain cognition, and that the only alternative to explain cognition

is through the second option.

The CPR studies whether we can make more or perhaps better progress at all if we
assume that objects conform to our cognition, rather than the other way around. He characterizes
this shift as similar to Copernicus’s revolution when he writes that “[t]his would be just like the
first thoughts of Copernicus, who, when he did not make good progress in the explanation of the
celestial motions if he assumed that the entire celestial host revolves around the observer, tried to

see if he might not have greater success if he made the observer revolve and left the stars at rest”

(CPR Bxvi, 110).

Copernicus, through his revolutionary cognitive claim, reverses what thinkers until then
had assumed about the movement of the Earth in relation to the other planets in the solar system.
He discovers that contrary to what had been assumed, the Earth is not the center of the solar
system, much less the center of the universe: the planets do not revolve around the Earth, rather
the Earth revolves around the Sun along with the other planets in the solar system. This
revelation revolutionized the way in which one approached the observer and the observer’s
relation to the planets, and allowed for much more progress to be made in astronomy. Kant’s so-
called Copernican revolution presents a similar reversal in our approach: rather than taking
cognition to conform to objects, Kant suggests the revolutionary idea that we should take objects

to conform to our cognition.
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Through Kant’s reversal, we take cognition and its apparatus to be central rather than the
objects independent of this cognition. Kant and Copernicus are both inversing the assumptions
regarding on what we should base what we know about cognition and the planets, respectively,
and this is the reason why Kant calls his critical philosophy a Copernican revolution. They both

introduce a change in orientation.

Nevertheless, there is one key difference: Copernicus is challenging the view that we are
at the center, whereas Kant is doing the opposite by placing cognition at the center. However,
this is an incomplete look at what the two thinkers are accomplishing. Both, Rockmore writes,
“describe reality as it appears through the subject” (German Idealism as Constructivism 24):
Copernicus “explains apparent motions of the planets through the motions of the observer” and
Kant explains reality as it appears in the cognition of the subject. For both, the explanations are
from the standpoint of the subject and to what the subject epistemically has access. In this sense,
it is appropriate for Kant’s revolutionary critical philosophy to be referred to as accomplishing a

Copernican revolution.

Kant’s goal in the CPR is two-fold: to know empirical objects, and to know them a priori,
that is to “find out something about [objects] a priori through concepts that could extend our
cognition”, and the “possibility of an a priori cognition of [objects]” (CPR Bxvi, 110). A4 priori
for Kant means with necessity and universality. The aspect of necessity comes from its relation
to reason (though, he claims to have detected a priori structures in sensibility as well) and its
non-contingency on empirical happenings unlike a posteriori things. A priori also has an aspect
of universality because a priori things are not contingent but are of characteristics that are valid
for all under the term. Kant’s statement that the earlier accounts of cognition failed is based on

the impossibility of finding necessary and universal rules for cognition if it must conform to
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objects; in that case, cognition would be individualized to each object, which are all different,
making cognition individual (not universal) and contingent on the object being cognized. Thus, it
is impossible to come up with an a priori account of cognition if we assume that cognition

conforms to objects.

Kant suggests in this passage in the Preface to the CPR (as he is about to demonstrate in
the rest of his work) that we will be successful if we take objects to conform to our cognition
instead. He writes in the same paragraph that “since experience itself is a kind of cognition
requiring the understanding, whose rule I have to presuppose in myself before any object is given
to me, hence a priori, which rule is expressed in concepts a priori, to which all objects of

experience must therefore necessarily conform, and with which they must agree” (CPR Bxvii,

111).

That objects conform to our cognition, however, has implications about how we
understand ‘objects’. Kant writes that “we can cognize of things a priori only what we ourselves
have put into them” (CPR Bxuviii, 111). In Kant’s framework, ‘objects’ are the objects of our
cognition and within the bounds of cognition. This goes, for instance, against an understanding
of the world in the Cartesian sense where there is a ‘mind-external’ world with which our
thoughts must cohere for knowledge to be possible. Kant’s system attempts to get rid of this
duality by placing the objects within cognition, through his claim that we can know things not as

they are but as they conform to cognition.

Among the consequences of Kant’s Copernican revolution is, in my view, the need for
systematicity, that is, in establishing a system through which truth may be found. Kant was

concerned with answering dogmatism as well as skepticism (especially Humean skepticism). In
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pre-critical (i.e. dogmatic) philosophy, access to truth was not the same kind of issue for
philosophers because the widespread assumption — the widespread epistemological model — was
that we have access to things as they are, independently of how our cognition is. In other words,
we could see the truth once we looked at things carefully, and perhaps in some cases lifted a veil
or two to really get to the heart of the matter. However, Kant showed us that this model is
mistaken since we do not have a privileged access to the truth of things as they are in themselves,
but rather that we only have access to how things appear to us. Thus, we know something about
ourselves when we think we know something about the world as distinct from us. Thereby,
Kant’s discovery shattered all prior notions of truth. Even Hume’s critique of causality did not go

far enough to imagine the depths of the problem with what was taken to be the truth before Kant.

Hume in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding criticized the dogmatic notion
of causality: the view that we can observe causation, or that causation is somehow found in the
interactions between things such that we can definitively identify ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ through
mere observation. He argued that we do not observe or otherwise perceive causal relations
between things that follow one another. Rather, he stipulated that the causal relations that we
ascribe to events that we call ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ are based on a “custom” or “habit” that we
come to develop as a result of observing one thing follow the other repeatedly. As a result, we
call the first thing the ‘cause’ and the second thing the ‘effect’ of that cause. In this ascription of
the words ‘cause’ and ‘effect’, we come to think that there is some deeper relation —causality—
between the two rather than mere repetition that forms a custom or habit in us to expect the same

sequence or pattern.

For Kant, Hume’s insight was significant; it woke him up from his dogmatic slumber.

Regardless, Hume’s skepticism, though astute, left Kant with two problems: 1) the need to go
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deeper than Hume had done in putting into question different aspects of cognition, and not just
causation (for, causality is just one of twelves categories, as Kant claims in his Table of

Categories), and 2) the need to answer this skepticism to restore trust in cognition.

7. Idealism

Kant’s philosophy revealed a crisis about how philosophy should proceed as an enterprise
that at its very core is about truth. Now that philosophers had their assumptions turned upside
down in a Copernican manner, they were finally unable to base claims for truth in the senses or

in perceptions, but only in cognitions which nevertheless yielded nothing more than appearances.

This shift from thinking that we have access to the truth of the way things are in

themselves to appearances is the reason for various important advances after Kant in philosophy:

i.  As mentioned above, Kant’s immediate followers, focused around creating systems as a
result of having been placed in a new position. This is a reason why the twenty-five years
after Kant’s publication of the CPR were such a rich period of philosophy in Germany;

ii. After Kant, truth could only be sought in appearances but no longer in a world that is
seemingly independent of cognition of rational beings. This led to a new form of
idealism. When I refer to German idealism, or to German idealist philosophers in this
dissertation, | have in mind philosophers interested in systematicity after Kant, in the
immediate years after Kant’s Copernican revolution. This is a kind of idealism because
truth is no longer ‘out there in the world’, but rather rooted in our cognition if it is to be
found anywhere at all;

iii. Hegel’s circular epistemology is formulated as a response to this crisis in philosophy’s

claims to truth and the resulting discussion by the German idealists following Kant, but
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also conceived by Hegel as a response to questions about truth and knowledge which

have been formulated since the pre-Socratics.

All three of these points are discussed in further detail in the following chapters. However, one
point bears special interest to discuss here in connection with the topic of this chapter. As a result
of Kant’s Copernican revolution, many observers think, following a widespread and plausible
reading of Kant’s later view, that we can no longer speak of objects without reference to objects
as they are in our cognition. There are two significant results of this change on which I now want
to focus: (1) ontology is no longer simply ontology, but is deeply imbued with and is necessarily
connected to epistemology — we can no longer separate the two, and (2) empiricism is refuted,
and thus when speaking of epistemology and the object of knowledge, we can no longer speak of
a distinction between empirical and philosophical knowledge; any discussion of an account of
knowledge has to consider as its object philosophical knowledge. To make these two points, |

now discuss Kant and Hegel’s refutations of empiricism.

Empiricism, traditionally understood, is the view that knowledge comes exclusively from
sensory experience. Empiricism, thus, is the view that all knowledge, and cognition, come
through a posteriori means. Stuart Brown writes that “[t]he term ‘empiricist’ is used broadly of
anyone who thinks that all knowledge of the world is based upon experience—or, slightly more
narrowly, of anyone who thinks that all substantive knowledge is based upon experience”
(Brown S. 10). As Locke famously claimed, we are born with our minds as blank slates, only to
gain knowledge through our sensory experience of the outside world. '8 Hume held a similar

position with his view that all our ideas come from sense perceptions'® and his insistence on the

18 See Locke, J. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Books I and IL
19 See Hume, D. An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. Section 2: Of the Origin of Ideas.
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point that we may not know causality outside of our reliance on custom.?® Surely, there is a host
of literature written on empiricism in the 20™ century,?! but I will not delve into these debates
here. Instead, I focus here on the form or forms of empiricism with which Kant and Hegel were

acquainted.

7.1. Kant’s Transcendental Idealism and Reconception of Empiricism

Kant defines logical paralogisms as “consist[ing] in the falsity of a syllogism due to its
form, whatever its content may otherwise be” (CPR A341/B399, 411). His “fourth paralogism”
in the CPR concerns ideality (CPR A366, 425). The result of this paralogism is that “the
existence of all objects of outer sense is doubtful. This uncertainty I call the ideality of outer
appearances, and the doctrine of this ideality is called idealism, in comparison with which the
assertion of a possible certainty of objects of outer sense is called dualism” (CPR A367, 425).
According to Kant’s definition, Descartes, for instance, is a dualist, since he concludes in the
existence of mind-independent objects in his Sixth Meditation. Aristotle is also, by this
definition, a dualist. Kant himself, however, is an idealist, as well as his immediate

commentators such as Reinhold, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.

Since a paralogism is by definition dualist, it is false that idealism is opposed to dualism.
The falsity in this case consists in a consequence that follows from the doubtful status of objects

of outer sense for the idealist. Kant writes that “[b]y an idealist, therefore, one must understand

20 See Hume, D. An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. Section 4: Skeptical Doubts Concerning the
Operations of the Understanding.

2! This debate was considered by many to be concluded with Sellars’s 1956 EPM in which he rejects the idea of a
“given,” that we can have perceptual content without pre-established conceptual content. I discuss Sellars’s “Myth of
the Given” in Chapter 5. There is further significant discussion, however, also concerning Hegel, by John McDowell
and Robert Brandom. See Redding 2011.
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not someone who denies the existence of external objects of sense, but rather someone who only
does not admit that it is cognized through immediate perception and infers from this that we can
never be fully certain of their reality from any possible experience” (CPR A368-9, 426). He
further claims of transcendental idealism the following: “I understand by the transcendental
idealism of all appearances the doctrine that they are all together to be regarded as mere
representations and not as things in themselves, and accordingly that space and time are only
sensible forms of our intuition, but not determinations given for themselves or conditions of

objects as things in themselves” (CPR A369, 426).

The doubt that the transcendental idealist has about the objects of outer sense makes the
transcendental idealist take them as nothing more than appearances. The existence of objects of
outer sense are thus not rejected by the transcendental idealist, but rather they are placed in
cognition. Objects for the transcendental idealist are appearances regardless of whether they
belong to the inner or the outer sense, and appearances are encountered in cognition itself. Asa
result, Kant argues that

The transcendental idealist ... can be an empirical realist, hence, as he is called, a dualist,

i.e. he can concede the existence of matter without going beyond mere self-consciousness

and assuming something more than the certainty of representations in me, hence the

cogito, ergo sum. For because he allows this matter and even its inner possibility to be
valid only for appearance — which, separated from our sensibility, is nothing — matter for
him is only a species of representations (intuition), which are called external, not as if
they related to objects that are external in themselves but because they relate perceptions

to space, where all things are external to one another, but that space itself is in us. (CPR
A370, 426)

For Kant, then, as this paralogism shows, the transcendental idealist becomes a dualist within the
bounds of cognition. Thus in post-critical philosophy, when we speak of empirical knowledge
(as an empirical realist would) we are speaking necessarily of knowledge that is not just

empirical but categorical.
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Kant thereby effectively removes the ground on which empiricism rests. The Copernican
revolution and the resulting transcendental idealism require that anything which we can take as
an object is an object of and in cognition and is no longer just a thing in itself. Sense perception

is ideal and no longer empirical.

This rebuttal of empiricism as even possibly valid is also supported by Kant’s distinction
between “phaenomena” and “noumena”. He defines “phaenomena” as appearances or objects of
sense (CPR B306, 360). Kant writes that “we distinguish the way in which we intuit them [that
is, objects] from their constitution in itself” (ibid.). Hence, to phenomena, we “oppose ... either
other objects conceived in accordance with the latter constitution, even though we do not intuit it
in them, or else other possible things, which are not objects of our senses at all” which Kant
defines as “noumena” (ibid.).?? The concept of noumenon is what Kant calls “a boundary
concept”, by which he means that we cannot cognize its objective reality (CPR A254-5/B310,
362). However, our concept of phenomena indicates that noumena are at least conceptually

necessary.

Kant claims that “the land of the pure understanding ... is an island, and enclosed in
unalterable boundaries by nature itself” (CPR A235/B294, 354).%% In experience we have access
only to phenomena. From phenomena, we can deduce the conceptual existence of noumena.
Furthermore, “everything that the understanding draws out of itself, without borrowing it from

experience, it nevertheless has solely for the sake of use in experience” (CPR A236/B295, 355).

22 Kant writes “[t]hus all concepts and with them all principles however a priori they may be, are nevertheless
related to empirical intuitions, i.e., to data for possible experience.” (CPR A239/B298, 356).

23 Kant writes “the understanding occupied merely with its empirical use, which does not reflect on the sources of its
own cognition, may get along very well, but cannot accomplish one thing, namely, determining for itself the
boundaries of its use and knowing what may lie within and what without its whole sphere; for to this end the deep
inquiries that we have undertaken are requisite” (CPR A238/B297, 355).
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Experience is, however, necessarily phenomenal. Thus, when we speak of experience and
empirical matters, we can only speak of phenomena, which are opposed to noumena, as above
defined. Empirical objects thus nevertheless fall within the boundaries of the understanding. For,
“the object cannot be given to a concept otherwise than in intuition, and even if a pure intuition
is possible a priori prior to the object, then even this can acquire its object, thus its objective
validity, only through empirical intuition, of which it is the mere form” (CPR A239/B298, 356).
Empiricism thus loses its meaning as a valid philosophical enterprise when considered outside

transcendental idealism.

7.2.  Hegel’s Critique of Empiricism

Hegel’s critiques of empiricism are the topic of much research in contemporary
scholarship.?* Hegel calls attention to empiricism in many places, especially in the first part of

his Enzyklopaedie.

Although we can trace empiricist ideas back to Aristotle,?’ or perhaps even earlier, the
views that are meant often when one speaks of empiricism are those that arose in the 18" century
with figures such as Hume and Locke (whose views are also doubtlessly in affinity with the
ancient philosophers’ views that tended towards empiricist ideas). Hegel differentiates between
the ancient Greeks and the so-called empiricists such as Locke and Hume in the £L. According
to Hegel empiricism does not seek “what is true in thought itself,” but nevertheless as a naive
posit “Empiricism proceeds to draw it from experience, from what is outwardly or inwardly

present” (EL §37, 38; Suhrkamp 107-11). However, what really differentiates empiricism, for

24 See, for instance, Deligiorgi 2011, Westphal 2011, Pinkard 2011.
25 See Aristotle. De Anima, 111.1-111.7.
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Hegel, is the emphasis on “this or that single perception” as opposed to experience in general

with its “form of universal notions, principles, and laws, etc.” (EL §38; Suhrkamp 107-8).

Empiricism, he claims, was “the initial result of a double need” for “a concrete content”
and a “firm hold against the possibility of proving any claim at all in the field, and with the
method, of finite determinations” (EL §37; Suhrkamp 106-7). Hegel remarks that neither of these
needs can “be satisfied by the abstract metaphysics of the understanding” (EL §37 Zusatz;
Suhrkamp 107). In order to satisfy this double need, empiricism arose to focus on single
perceptions, pretending (or rather, ignoring) that they were determined by thought. Thinking
alone had shown itself in the naive philosophy to be unsatisfactory: “as mere understanding,
thinking is restricted to the form of the abstract universal, and is unable to advance to the
particularization of this universal” (ibid.). Thus, “[i]nstead of seeking what is true in thought
itself, Empiricism proceeds to draw it from experience, from what is outwardly or inwardly

present” (EL §37; Suhrkamp 107).

Hegel’s explanation of empiricism is more historical than Kant’s. Hegel highlights the
needs and the circumstances that led to the development of the empiricist position rather than
just focusing on what the empiricist position is in itself, separate from the context in which it
arose. For Hegel, empiricism arose as a reaction to the naive philosophy that took thought and
truth to be “mere understanding”, as wholly distinct from perception (EL §37 Zusatz; Suhrkamp
107). Taking understanding merely on its own was abstract and one-sided — it did not sufficiently
explain perception (at the very least). Thus, empiricism arose as a new metaphysical effort to

answer these worries.
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However, empiricism itself also remains abstract despite seeking to find something
concrete. Hegel writes that “Empiricism falls into error in analyzing ob-jects if it supposes that it
leaves them as they are, for, in fact, it transforms what is concrete into something abstract” (EL
§38, 78; Suhrkamp 108). In empiricism, Hegel remarks that “this or that single perception is
distinct from experience, and Empiricism elevates the content that belongs to perception, feeling,
and intuition into the form of universal notions, principles, and laws, etc.” (ibid.). However, this
is misguided, and just as abstract as naive philosophy was, because one cannot generalize to
experience as a whole from single perceptions by focusing on the perceptions alone. When
focusing on perceptions alone, empiricism takes for granted and does not realize that it is using
metaphysical categories. He writes

The fundamental illusion in scientific empiricism is always that it uses the metaphysical

categories of matter, force, as well as those of one, many, universality, and the infinite,

etc., and it goes on to draw conclusions, guided by categories of this sort, presupposing
and applying the forms of syllogizing in the process. It does all this without knowing that
it thereby itself contains a metaphysics and is engaged in it, and that it is using those

categories and their connections in a totally uncritical and unconscious manner. (EL §38,
78; Suhrkamp 108)

Speaking of empirical matters requires that one also employs metaphysical categories. Itis
impossible to separate ‘pure perceptions’ from the way in which we cognize them. As Kant
successfully showed with the Copernican revolution, it is mistaken to think that we can cognize
things as they are in themselves. At best, we can speak of a sensory manifold, but without the
categories, as well as time and space, and the transcendental unity of apperception, this manifold

1s of no use to us.

Ignoring the role of thought and the understanding in empirical knowledge, empiricism
runs into further issues. Without the categories, one cannot generalize knowledge from single

perceptions — and single perceptions is all that empiricism has to work with. Hegel writes
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More precisely, perception is the form in which comprehension was supposed to take
place, and this is the defect of Empiricism. Perception as such is always something
singular that passes away, but cognition does not stop at this stage. On the contrary, in the
perceived singular it seeks what is universal and abides; and this is the advance from
mere perception to experience. (EL §38 Zusatz, 78; Suhrkamp 108)

According to Empiricism, knowledge must depend on the here and the now, but the here and
now is always fleeting; the here and now never stays stagnant and always changes into another

here and now (ibid.). This is precisely the argument Hegel makes in the Sense-certainty chapter

of the PhG.?

7.3. Empirical and Philosophical Knowledge

As Kant’s and Hegel’s discussions of empiricism show, empirical knowledge changes
character in post-Kantian philosophy. We can no longer speak of empirical knowledge in
isolation from categorial knowledge. Empirical knowledge, after Kant, is in effect phenomenal
knowledge — and phenomenal knowledge is inseparable from knowledge about thought and

understanding.

Twentieth-century and contemporary epistemology?’ often takes empirical knowledge as

its main concern, and often does so from a pre-critical, i.e. dogmatic, standpoint, effectively

26 Tom Rockmore, in Cognition: An Introduction to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1997) claims that there are
three kinds of empiricism, and that Hegel’s view falls into the third kind. The first view, according to Rockmore, is
that of the English Empiricists, who claim “direct knowledge of an independent object” (Cognition 197). The second
kind of empiricism is the Kantian one; this “empiricism claims that we only experience and know dependent
objects” (ibid.). The third kind of empiricism, “tertiary empiricism” in Rockmore’s words, agrees with secondary
empiricism in “restricting experience to dependent objects” but goes a step further and claims that we cannot “know
objects independent of us” (ibid.). According to this kind of empiricism, then, we cannot know “anything else
beyond experience,” where, of course the term “experience” is qualified to mean our Erlebnis of the object, our
cognizance of it. Rockmore writes, for Hegel “knowledge begins with but does not arise in experience, and does not
refer to anything further than what is given in experience” (ibid.).

27 Objectivism and realism in epistemology are both empiricist positions with pre-critical assumptions. They
nevertheless have many proponents (see for instance G.E. Moore (1903), A.J. Ayer (1940), K. DeRose (2005), S.
Schellenberg (2013), S. Siegel (2017)). There are also so-called externalist approaches to knowledge and
justification (see for instance W.P. Alston (1985 and 1988), A.I. Goldman (1991), John Greco (2013)).
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ignoring the position which Kant works out in the critical philosophy. It takes empirical
knowledge in isolation from categorial understanding. I reject this form of epistemology as it
falls into the errors of empiricism which Kant and Hegel, for good reason, both criticized and

moved beyond.

8. Conclusion

In this chapter, in order to frame the issue of the dissertation, I considered the question of
to what Hegel’s circular epistemology is an alternative. I discussed Albert’s Miinchhausen-
trilemma and the three problematic approaches to finding the truth it presents: infinite regress,
foundationalism, and vicious circularity. I further discussed foundationalism and the notions of
foundation and ground in detail given that they hold an important place in the views of Kant’s
immediate commentators to whom Hegel responds with his circular epistemology. I explained
Kant’s Copernican revolution and argued that by displacing the certainty which dogmatic
philosophy had in things in themselves and our access to how they are in themselves Kant on the
one hand engendered a novel need for an adequate approach to truth and knowledge, and on the
other hand changed the terms by which we can speak about empirical knowledge. To illustrate
the latter point, I discussed Kant’s reconceptualization and Hegel’s critique of empiricism. In the
next chapter, I discuss the reception of Kant’s revolutionary critical philosophy by his early

commentators by tracing a tendency to require a foundation in the post-Kantian debate.
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Chapter 11

Cognition (Erkenntnis) and Foundations in Classical German Philosophy

Many commentators characterize Classical German Philosophy by its systematicity: the
figures in this tradition often frame their work with a concern for formulating systems able to
answer any and all philosophical questions that may be posed within the relevant philosophical
fields. This systematicity, I argue, relies for the most part upon different ways of contending with
various sorts of foundationalism or at the very least a significant concern with various methods
of justification in order to reach truth. Epistemic foundationalism is the view that a system of
knowledge depends and must depend on a foundational point or principle for its justification, as
discussed in Chapter 1. Many major figures in the Classical German Philosophy tradition, like
Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Schulze, Reinhold,?® and Hegel, have some (positive or negative)

relation to foundationalism.

I argue that the discussions regarding foundations, justification, and systems of truth are
responses to Kant’s view of cognition. These responses find their culmination in the theory of
cognition that we may extract from Hegel’s philosophy, namely his circular epistemology, which
is a thorough critique and response to foundationalism. To have a clear idea of the trajectory of
this conversation, we ought to read the tradition bearing this interest in mind. Accordingly, my
aim and argument in this chapter is to highlight the concerns for systematicity in forming
justificatory mechanisms in the works of some so-called German idealist philosophers. This

gives us a frame through which to think about the notion of idealism, a way to grasp how the so-

28 Though Schulze and Reinhold are not as widely known as the others, they had a significant influence in the
discussions of their time, and thus are important for our considerations of German idealism today.
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called German idealists understood it, and insight into the role of circularity in Hegel’s

epistemological view.

As discussed in Chapter 1, this concern with systematicity and foundations responds to
Kant’s Copernican revolution. This concern points to Hegel’s conviction that pre-Kantian
philosophers are wrong about the notion of truth and its justification. This chapter will trace the
historical development of what Hegel calls “the founding and grounding tendency” from Kant
until Hegel.?° I first present Kant’s views on cognition, and then critically analyze the responses
and views of his immediate commentators (mainly Reinhold, Schulze, Fichte, and Schelling).3°
Reinhold and Schulze are both committed to epistemic foundationalism. In Fichte and Schelling,
however, we see a development towards methodological bases. In Fichte’s case, there is even the
incorporation of the notion of circularity. This trajectory indicates a development towards

Hegel’s circular epistemology.

2 My method here is mostly to recount through a selective lens the concern with the justification of systems the
philosophers in the discussion have. This is a methodological choice as I will present them in order and in dialogue
to narrate the story of this specific discussion, in aims of paving the ground for my argument which will follow in
the subsequent chapters. In this sense, the main aim of this chapter is to set the stage for explaining the revolutionary
character of Hegel’s critique in the following chapters.

30 One could perhaps see it as necessary that 1 also include a detailed discussion of Jacobi in this chapter, since I am
discussing many of the major figures who were involved in the discussion about Kant’s philosophy and the notion of
systematization. However, I will not be devoting such a space to Jacobi, mainly because I see his philosophical
efforts to, at the core, defy a philosophical system, given his salto mortale. Jacobi argues (or, in my view, merely
states) that one ought to believe, and cannot be expected to do much else, in a life-giving creator (and put aside
reason), which would function as the foundation and justificatory point for him (Uber die Lehre des Spinoza in
Briefen an den Herrn Moses Mendelssohn (1785) 17, Uber die Lehre des Spinoza in Briefen an den Herrn Moses
Mendelssohn, vermehrte (1789) 353). Though this idea may figure into a discussion of foundations as non-
inferentially determined beginning points, because of limitations of space in this chapter that already deals with
many topics and figures and because of Jacobi’s peculiar un-philosophical form of presentation of his ideas, I have
decided to leave him out of the discussion in this current project.
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1. Kant

To understand German idealism, particularly Hegel, it is crucial to start with Kant, in
particular, as noted, with what Hegel calls “the founding and grounding tendency”

(Differenzschrift 179) in classical German philosophy.

Kant begins his critical project with an account of cognition that he continues to examine
it in different ways throughout the three critiques. The CPR offers an account of a priori
cognition by answering the question “How are synthetic a priori judgments possible?”” The
Critique of Practical Reason deals with Kant’s moral philosophy through the lens of cognition,
including its structure and limits. The Critique of the Power of Judgment is Kant’s work on
aesthetics and biological teleology, focusing on aesthetic judgment and feeling, as well as
teleology in nature, again from the perspective of the structure and limits of cognition. I focus
my discussion here on the CPR where Kant concentrates solely on cognition and where his

Copernican revolution puts cognition at the center of philosophy (as discussed in the Chapter 1).

1.1.  The Critique of Pure Reason and an a priori Account

Cognition is central for Kant’s philosophy especially since, in my view, the CPR
functions as the ground for the other two critiques.3! Kant did not actively search for a

foundation, and, unlike his commentators, was not concerned with the question of foundations.

31 The second Critique assumes that cognition is based on our reason, hence a priori, where objects conform to our
cognition. Only on this basis is Kant then able to give an account of right actions based on reason. The third Critique
takes aesthetic experience first and foremost to be related to reason and understanding, universal judgments, and the
power of judgments. In this manner, the cognition of objects as a priori is again at the forefront. Hence, for the third
Critique too, cognition plays the role of a foundation. There is more that can be explained and discussed regarding
my view of this foundational nature of the first Critique for the other two, but this goes beyond the scope of this
chapter.
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According to Kant, connected to his main concern of giving an account of cognition, the
main question in the CPR is “how are synthetic a priori judgments possible?” (CPR B73, 192).3?
The answer provides us an account of reason. Kant writes in the B Introduction that there are
“judgments of clarification”, that is, analytic judgments, and there are “judgments of
amplification”, that is, synthetic judgments (CPR B11, 141). Kant begins the B Introduction with
an explanation of a priori and a posteriori cognitions before explaining the distinction between
analytic and synthetic judgments. Cognition, he claims, begins with experience (CPR B1, 136).
Cognition that is independent of all experience is a priori,*3 whereas cognition based on
experience is empirical, therefore, a posteriori (CPR B2, B3, 136, 137). A priori cognitions are
marked by “[n]ecessity and strict universality” (CPR B4, 137). There are pure a priori cognitions
and a priori cognitions that are not pure. Pure a priori cognitions are those “with which nothing

empirical is intermixed” (CPR B3, 137).

Kant remarks that“[jJudgments of experience, as such, are all synthetic” (CPR B11, 142).
That is, all empirical, i.e. a posteriori, judgments are synthetic. He writes “it would be absurd to
ground an analytic judgment on experience, since I do not need to go beyond my concept at all in
order to formulate the judgment, and therefore need no testimony from experience for that”
(ibid.). This indicates that the ground of these analytic judgments are to be found in cognition
itself. What about a priori judgments? It is clear that a priori judgments can be analytic. Since

analytic judgments are clarificatory, they do not rely on experience, as the passage just quoted

32 The next few pages will deal with some of the more technical aspects of Kant’s work that have been discussed
many times over by his commentators (except for the discussion on foundations and grounds). My aim in repeating
these is to show the central importance of cognition for Kant in many of the important details of his work.

33 Some specific cognitions (a priori ones) can be independent of experience in terms of its content, despite all
cognition in general beginning with experience.
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suggests. It is also the case that a priori judgments can be synthetic — this is the question with

which Kant is concerned.

He entitles section V of the B Introduction “Synthetic a priori judgments are contained as
principles in all theoretical sciences of reason” (CPR B14, 143). Kant uses this section to list all
the theoretical sciences of reason and to explain how each employs synthetic a priori judgments.
“Mathematical judgments are all synthetic” and “mathematical propositions are always a priori
judgments” (CPR B14, 143, 144). Then he writes that “[n]atural science (Physica) contains
within itself synthetic a priori judgments as principles” (CPR B17, 145). Metaphysics also has
synthetic a priori propositions, and “at least as far as its end is concerned, consists of purely
synthetic a priori propositions” (CPR B18, 146), and “the entire final aim of our speculative a
priori cognition rests on such synthetic, i.e., ampliative principles” (CPR B13, 143). Synthetic a
priori judgments are judgments that are made by bringing together (i.e. synthesizing) a priori
judgments. The resulting synthetic a priori judgment involves more content than any of the

individual parts that construe it through their synthesis.

Having determined that synthetic a priori judgments hold a significant place in reason’s
endeavors, Kant asks how it is that they are possible. He claims that this is “the real problem of
pure reason” (CPR B19, 146). Accordingly, he states that “metaphysics now stands or falls”
based on this question (ibid.). Since we know that the sciences which rely on synthetic a priori
judgments are actual and given, we also know that these kinds of judgments are possible. Thus,
human cognition is such that it can expand on its judgments that are not empirical and thus are a
priori; cognition is such that it can expand on itself by itself. This is ultimately a question about

the nature of cognition, if not the question that gets to the heart of the nature of cognition insofar
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as it is able to create and sustain itself. Thus the critique of pure reason is chiefly concerned with

the core of cognition.

That the CPR is concerned mainly with giving an account of cognition can be seen in the
contents of the work. In answering the aforementioned question, Kant considers all aspects of
reason thoroughly to give an account of how cognition works. The “Transcendental Aesthetic”,
“Transcendental Logic”, “Transcendental Analytic” with its subsection “Transcendental
Deduction” are, in my reading, the main parts of the CPR. The remainder of the CPR relies on

the principles determined in these sections.

The Transcendental Aesthetic is the first part of the Transcendental Doctrine of Elements.
Kant writes that it 1s “a science of all principles of a priori sensibility” (CPR B35, 156).
Sensibility is “[t]he capacity (receptivity) to acquire representations through the way in which we
are affected by objects” (CPR B33, 155). Thus, the transcendental aesthetic is the science of all
principles of our a priori capacity to acquire representations through the way in which we are
affected by objects. This means that there are a priori structures that determine our capacity to
have representations through which we are affected by objects. Kant remarks that sensibility is
different from understanding and its concepts (which will be discussed in the Transcendental
Logic). Therefore, the transcendental aesthetic is not at all concerned with the understanding and

its concepts but simply focuses on sensibility.

In the Preface Kant treats cognition as the basis through which everything else is
justified. It functions, for instance, as the way in which Kant explains common metaphysical
concepts such as space, time, quantity, quality, modality, and so on. Metaphysical and

logical/sensible ideas such as space and time and the concepts that Kant presents as the twelve

41



categories grouped under four headings in his Table of the Categories (CPR B106, 212) are
traditionally not explained through cognition, or those things by which we cognize. However, in
Kant’s case, they depend on cognition and in fact structure cognition in a priori terms. In this

sense, we see that cognition is fundamental for Kant’s metaphysics.

Time and space are “forms of intuition” according to Kant. In reacting to the Newtonian
model of time and space as absolute structures independent of cognition, Kant presents time and
space as a priori structures through which we have intuitions. We cannot have intuitions outside
of, or independent from, time and space. In this sense, time and space are the conditions for all
intuitions and appearances (CPR B39, 158 and B51, 164). All of our cognitions are temporal and
spatial. Time is the “inner sense” and space is the “outer sense” (CPR B37, 157). We cannot
conceive of cognitions without these inner and outer senses. As conditions for experience, they
are required for any cognition to arise, for us to have any representations whatsoever. These are a

priori structures that are presupposed for any cognition. They are not “empirical concept[s] that

[have] been drawn from outer [or inner] experiences” (CPR B37, B46, 157, 162).

Kant’s “categories” also function as a priori structures for cognition. They are different,
however, from the forms of intuition, since they are concepts. He claims they are the “pure
concepts of the understanding” (CPR B102, 210). On the one hand, time and space are the two
great forms of “receptivity of our mind” (ibid.). They structure how we receive a cognitive input
that is later worked up to yield appearances and representations. On the other hand, the
categories, or the pure concepts of the understanding, have to do with the “spontaneity” of the
combination of the “manifold” that gets cognized (ibid.). Kant calls this action “synthesis”

(ibid.). Our cognition synthesizes the manifold through the pure concepts of the understanding
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(CPR B103, 210-11). The manifold is given (or formed) a priori through space and time (CPR

B103,211).

These categories are: unity, plurality, totality (under quantity); reality, negation,
limitation (under quality); of inherence and subsistence, of causality and dependence, of
community (under relation); and possibility — impossibility, existence — non-existence, necessity
— contingency (under modality) (CPR B106, 212). They are the a priori structures through which
we cognize and judge things. Traditionally, these concepts are explained separately from
cognition. However, since Kant showed that we do not know things as they are but only through
the lens of our cognition, these concepts must belong to our cognition and cannot be distinct
from it. They are the structures by which we have cognition to begin with. Cognition depends on,
and is determined by, these a priori structures. We cannot have cognition without them. Thus,
we see that for Kant, cognition is essential, (and perhaps central), in explaining (traditional)

metaphysical structures.

The pure concepts of the understanding correspond to and are co-determinative with the
logical forms of judgment. In the Transcendental Deduction, Kant shows that concepts that
correspond to (and were derived from) the logical functions nevertheless are objectively valid,
hence necessarily objectively valid of everything given to us in space and time. The pure
concepts of the understanding are thereby the structures through which we cognize objects.
Together, they provide the cognitive contents of “the transcendental unity of apperception”, i.e.
Kant’s conception of the subject (which I discuss in a separate section below). The categories are
the rules for synthesis. Kant does not make clear whether the objects exist prior to being brought

under the categories or whether the content of the sensory manifold, or sensation, is directly
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brought under the categories.?* The categories are the conditions for our experience. This
explains the name “transcendental unity of apperception” that Kant assumes even before he
argues that the categories are objectively valid: the unity of our cognition relies upon the unity of
the categories in their synthesizing act,* and their unity is constitutive of our consciousness. For
we cannot have consciousness without such cognition, and cognition is a priori determined by

the pure concepts of the understanding.

1.2.  Cognition and the Standpoint of Reason

That objects conform to our cognition has implications for how we understand ‘objects’.
Kant writes that “we can cognize of things a priori only what we ourselves have put into them”
(CPR Bxviii, 111). In Kant’s framework, ‘objects’ are the objects of our cognition. When Kant
speaks of objects, and when we speak of objects in Kantian terms, we are speaking only of
objects that are within the bounds of cognition, and there is a good reason for that, namely our
limitation to cognition (together with the judgments that cognition creates) and the rational
standpoint. Things in themselves, on the contrary, do not count as cognitive objects, since objects
are only what appear in cognition. Since things in themselves cannot be cognized, they are not

objects.

Kant claims that we can cognize and comprehend things only through a priori reason,
which he proves in the Transcendental Deduction. This has implications for philosophy. It means
that Kant’s account of cognition will function as the lens through which we can approach

anything. Since we are confined to the rational standpoint, we can make claims and advances in

34 Though one could argue that Kant’s Schematism (CPR A137/B176 - A147/B187, 271-7) is supposed to solve this
issue, it is not clear that it in fact does. However, an analysis of the Schematism is beyond the goals of this chapter.
35 This synthesis through the categories provides the object of cognition.
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philosophy and the sciences only within this standpoint. Thus, the account of cognition is
prioritized and highly significant: this account is what will determine all our other endeavors for

knowledge.

1.3.  The Transcendental Unity of Apperception

Cognition for Kant has an important aspect to it, namely, the transcendental unity of
apperception, which he discusses in the B Transcendental Deduction. Kant begins §16 of the
Transcendental Deduction by stating that “[t]he I think must be able to accompany all my
representations; for otherwise something would be represented in me that could not be thought at
all, which is as much as to say that the representation would either be impossible or else at least
would be nothing for me” (CPR B132, 246). In §18, he writes that “the transcendental unity of
apperception is that unity through which all of the manifold given in an intuition is united in a
concept of the object” (CPR B139, 250). Kant also calls this unity “the transcendental unity of
self-consciousness” (CPR B132, 247) or “the synthetic unity” (CPR B132, 246). In a footnote, he
claims that “the synthetic unity of apperception is the highest point to which one must affix all

use of the understanding ... indeed this faculty is the understanding itself” (CPR B134, 247).

Clearly, the transcendental unity of apperception plays a crucial role for cognition. Kant
claims that “[a]pperception is itself the ground of the possibility of the categories, which for their
part represent nothing other than the synthesis of the manifold of intuition, insofar as that
manifold has unity in apperception” (CPR A401, 442). What does it mean for apperception to be
the ground for the possibility of the categories? In order for cognitions to be represented in me,
they need to be represented as my cognitions. Therefore, we need to be self-conscious, and aware

of our cognitions as ours in order to have them. Without the transcendental unity of
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apperception, the categories would not exist as such, for they are categories only for an I that
thinks and is aware of itself as thinking. Thus, it may be appropriate to claim that apperception

is the ground insofar as it conditions the existence of the categories as what they are.

However, the crucial status of being a ground of the transcendental unity of apperception
nevertheless does not make it a foundation for Kant’s theory of cognition.3® For something to
constitute an epistemic foundation, it has to serve the purpose of a beginning point which
justifies the other parts of the system. The transcendental unity of apperception does not precede
and lay the foundation for the other aspects of cognition and Kant’s philosophy. Rather, it unifies
the manifold of sensibility to make it available as cognition. It does not justify them
epistemically — it is yet another crucial part of the system of cognition that Kant formulates. In
fact, as quoted above, Kant presents the transcendental unity of apperception as the “highest
point” — hence, it is definitely not a foundational principle which by definition is at the
foundation/beginning. The transcendental unity of apperception is the point we reach in Kant’s
formulation of a system for explaining cognition, and thus it is far from being the foundation
upon which we build everything.3” If the transcendental unity of apperception were the
foundation, then Kant would have to explain all aspects of cognition by using the transcendental

unity of apperception as their justification. This is far from being the case.

Moreover, Kant was not concerned with finding a foundation for his philosophy — at the

very least, he was not concerned with it explicitly. Though he was systematic in his treatment of

3 For a detailed discussion of the difference between ‘foundation” and ‘ground’, please see Chapter 1. In short, a
foundation is an epistemically justificatory beginning point for a system, whereas a ground is nothing more than a
cause or condition and does not have a systemic character.

37 Despite the spatial metaphor on height here, the main point is that for Kant, this “highest point” is something we
reach in our account of cognition. It is not the concept with which we begin our analysis but we have to build our
account to be able to introduce it as a part of this account.
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the various notions with which he was concerned, there is no indication that he wanted to form a
complete philosophical system. Thus, a foundation would be of no relevance for his goals. The
discussion of foundations was started by Reinhold (as I explain shortly) who influenced the
trajectory of how Kant was interpreted and the discussions surrounding the development of

critical philosophy beyond Kant.

A supporting discussion for my claim that Kant was not concerned with founding his
philosophy and that he was not a foundationalist can be argued based on Karl Ameriks’s
argument in the chapter titled “Kant’s Transcendental Deduction as a Regressive Argument” in
his Interpreting Kant’s Critiques (2003). Ameriks convincingly argues against the interpretations
of Peter Strawson, Jonathan Bennett, and Robert Paul Wolff that Kant does not offer a
progressive argument in the transcendental deduction, but rather a regressive one (Ameriks 51,

52).

Ameriks defines a progressive argument in the context of the transcendental deduction as
meaning that one would hold “that it [the transcendental deduction] presents arguments which do
not merely assume synthetic a priori knowledge and demonstrate its presuppositions but which
have synthetic a priori principles as their conclusions” (Ameriks 52). If Kant were presenting a
progressive argument, then, he would not begin with the presupposition of synthetic a priori
judgments, but rather build his argument to reach the result of synthetic a priori judgments only
at the end. Ameriks writes that the interpretations of Strawson, Bennett, and Wolff “see the
transcendental deduction as showing that one can be self-conscious only if there is an objective
world of which one is aware” (Ameriks 54). These interpretations thus assume that an objective
world becomes the basis on which Kant develops his notion of apperception and the

transcendental deduction.
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In contrast, Ameriks claims that Kant presents a regressive argument based on Kant’s
definition of a transcendental argument. A transcendental argument is defined as deducing the
necessary and sufficient conditions for the existence of some knowledge (Ameriks 51). Ameriks
writes that “Kant declares a transcendental account of a particular representation (B) to be one
which shows how B explains the possibility of a kind of synthetic a priori knowledge (4)” (ibid.).
He writes that such an account has two parts, and quotes Kant B40: “(1) For this purpose it is
required that such knowledge does really flow from the given concept, (2) that this knowledge is
possible only on the assumption of a given mode of explaining the concept” (ibid.). A regressive
argument follows this account in the sense that (1) it begins with the concept and explores the
knowledge that “flows” from it, and (2) since “this knowledge is possible only on the assumption
of a given mode of explaining the concept”, the way in which the knowledge flows is
predetermined by the concept itself. Thus, in a transcendental argument, we analyze the concept
regressively, by tracing the “given mode of explaining the concept” and the knowledge that

flows from it.3®

The progressive form of argument is similar to a foundationalist account in that they both
begin from a point of knowledge (this is the foundation in the foundationalists’ case) and build
on that knowledge progressively. By a regressive argument, in contrast, he means that Kant is
looking for the necessary and sufficient conditions for experience. Ameriks claims that Kant’s
regressive argument has a logical form of “A if only B. B.” (Ameriks 52). Ameriks does not

discuss the validity or the characteristics of this logical form (other than to say that it is

38 It follows from this that Kant claims that there can be only two forms of intuition (space and time) and 12
categories. A detailed discussion of this point is beyond the scope of this chapter. For some discussion on this matter
in the literature see Till Hoeppner (2011), Klaus Reich (1992), Lorenz Kriiger (1968), Bernhard Thole (2001).
Isabelle Thomas-Fogiel (2019) also points out that Fichte brought up the issue of “how could Kant know that we
have only twelve categories and not thirty”.
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regressive). Nevertheless, we can extrapolate to say that this formulation is something between a
modus ponens and a modus tollens argument where we are moving from the consequent to the

antecedent (as in modus tollens) but without a negation (as in modus ponens).

Ameriks writes that there are “significant formal correspondences between the Aesthetic
and the Analytic” (Ameriks 53). In the Aesthetic, the central argument with regard to space, he
claims, has the regressive structure and is paralleled by the Analytic. | formulate these arguments

following Ameriks’s discussion in the following way:

Regressive logical form:
A>¥B
B
. Ais possible
Aesthetic:
The science of geometry = synthetic a priori propositions - transcendental idealism is
Synthetic a priori propositions = pure intuitions true
Analytic:
Experience*®® - apperception applies to experience

Apperception applies to experience = pure concepts have validity | = representations of a
Pure concepts have validity = transcendental idealism is true certain kind

Thus, as Ameriks’s account shown in this formulation indicates, Kant follows a regressive
argument in the Deduction. Furthermore, this formulation lays bare that neither apperception nor

cognition (“experience”) are of a foundational nature for Kant. Rather, they are made possible, in

39 T use this sign to mean “if only”.
40 Ameriks calls this “empirical knowledge”. However, for the issues I indicate in Chapter 1, I will not use the term
“empirical”, but rather refer to it as “experience” (which Ameriks also does in parentheses).
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turn, by transcendental idealism, which itself is made possible by representations of a certain

kind.

2. Reinhold

Reinhold was the first thinker to provide a simplified account of Kant’s theory as well as
to show how to reformulate it. In that sense, he invented German Idealism. Reinhold read Kant’s
work and gave a commentary on it in Der Teutsche Merkur, a then widely read journal. As a
result, attention was drawn to it and Kant’s obscure work was made more accessible. Reinhold
praised Kant’s critical philosophy for its practical and moral implications in his Letters on the
Kantian Philosophy. In his commentary called “Elementary Philosophy”, although Reinhold
praised Kant and suggested that his work be read widely, he also indicated the need for a
foundation to Kant’s critical system. Kant’s system did not have a foundation. In response,
Reinhold claimed that it needed a foundation upon which it could stand in order for it to be a
complete project and system. Thus, Reinhold is a quasi-Cartesian foundationalist, regarding the

system to stand or fall depending on its foundation, unlike Kant.

Although Kant did not have an explicit concern for founding his philosophy, Reinhold
states that we need to find a firm foundation upon which Kant’s system can stand. In this sense,
his view is similar to Descartes’ claim that knowledge requires a firm foundation. His effort to
work out the so-called philosophy from the founding principle significantly influenced the early

reception of Kant’s philosophy.
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Reinhold approaches this issue from the angle of the principle of contradiction and the
notion of causation. He shows how Kant answered the dogmatic skeptic (Hume’s view),*! the
empiricist (Locke’s view), and the rationalist (Leibniz’s view). Following these discussions, he
claims that, although Kant took philosophy further than his predecessors, his approach is
nevertheless not complete because it lacks a foundation. Reinhold begins by complaining that
many philosophers assume that “the proposition ‘all that comes to be must have a cause or (what
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amounts to the same thing) must be an effect’” can be demonstrated through the principle of
contradiction (Reinhold 53). He claims these philosophers assume that an effect can be
analytically deduced from a cause, that, in other words, a cause implies its effect and we can
reason from the effect to its cause (Reinhold 55). The principle of contradiction applies in the
following way: it would be a contradiction to think of something that comes to be (i.e. an effect)

without thinking of its cause. They presuppose that “the concept ‘effect’ is already contained in

the concept ‘coming to be’” (Reinhold 53).4?

Reinhold claims that Leibnizians hold this view. Spinoza, Crusius, Hume, and Kant, for
respective reasons, do not think that the concept of effect is included in the concept of coming to
be (Reinhold 54). Regardless of their reasons, their positions show, Reinhold maintains, that “the
principle of contradiction cannot supply the right concept of ‘coming to be’; rather it presupposes
it. For all the proofs by which each disputing party wants to establish the necessity or non-
necessity of thinking ‘coming to be’ as ‘effect’ are derived in each case from the party’s concept
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of ‘coming to be’” (ibid.). Hence, since the concept ‘coming to be’ is different for each, the

assumptions made on that basis cannot found philosophy in the same way that they take the

41 T discuss below that Schulze disagreed with Reinhold on the point that Kant was able to successfully answer
Hume’s skepticism.

42 The discussion of cause and effect is clearly related to the notions of ground and foundation. Both of these notions
function as a form of cause. For a detailed discussion of these terms, refer to my discussion in Chapter 1.
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principle of sufficient reason to found philosophy. Reinhold suggests that even if one concept
were contained in the other, and therefore an analysis of the containing concept yielded the
contained concept, “if [ have no reason to justify my concept save the fact that I have it—if there
is no ground for it besides the concept itself, then the principle of contradiction will be of no help

to me to prove it is real” (Reinhold 55).

In Reinhold’s view, the principle of contradiction cannot be the foundation, or the first
principle, of philosophy such that we can explain everything else through it, because it
“presupposes a ground different from it” “for its correct application” (Reinhold 55). Thus, the
foundation that rationalists such as Leibniz suggest is false. What the empiricists and the skeptics
suggest is also problematic. Reinhold states that they argue that “representation is nothing other
than the impression itself” (Reinhold 57). This is correct from a Kantian perspective. Though for
Leibniz there was a distinction, the representation came to be through the impression, which was
the cause. Reinhold claims that for empiricists and skeptics impressions are foundational when
he writes “I can never reach out to a rose which would be different from my impression of it,
which would not occur in my representation” (ibid.). Reinhold shows that Kant proved both to be
wrong. He writes that Kant showed that “in no way can every effect of the mind’s activity be, or
be taken to be, just an inner impression” and thus that their foundation was “arbitrary” (Reinhold
62). Furthermore, the claim put forth by empiricists that “representations are derived exclusively
from experience” cannot be the case and is again an “arbitrary” claim because “the connection
between objects cannot be sensed, it cannot be produced from sensations”, and therefore “must

be thought to be determined (i.e., subject to immutable laws)” (ibid.).

Accordingly, Kant, while furnishing these criticisms, also provided a better foundation,

albeit still not an adequate one, according to Reinhold. Reinhold writes about Kant that he

52



“discovered a new foundation of philosophical knowledge that includes the truth found scattered,
in one-sided forms, in the previous expositions of that knowledge, yet excludes their falsity”
(Reinhold 61). Kant was not satisfied with “a statement in general about the possibility of
experience as the ultimate foundation without offering a criterion by which to conclude khow, by
which means, and to what extent, this is so. He showed ‘in what the possibility of experience
consists’ through an extensive analysis of the faculty of cognition” (ibid.). Thus this analysis of
cognition becomes the foundation insofar as it provides the possibility of experience (Reinhold

63).4

Reinhold’s main criticism lies in his view that Kant devised only a foundation for
metaphysics and not for all of philosophy, “as constituting the doctrine of the elements of
philosophy” (Reinhold 64). What does Reinhold mean by this? The answer to this question
betrays the specific way in which Reinhold reads Kant, which in some ways is quite unfair to

Kant.

First of all, Reinhold speaks of “elements” and “elementary” aspects of philosophy to
mean foundational aspects for all of philosophy and not only a sub-branch of it such as
metaphysics. Secondly, Reinhold saw the Kantian project as requiring a systematicity with which
Kant was not specifically concerned: Reinhold’s criticism is mainly based on this point. Even
though Kant is very rigorous and systematic in his own right, his concern is not the totalizing

systematicity that Reinhold is striving for. This is a kind of systematicity that presents a

43 Since Reinhold adheres to a Cartesian foundationalism, he is a kind of neo-Cartesian. As explained in Chapter 1,
Cartesian foundationalism necessitates that the justification of an entire system of knowledge depend on a single
indubitable foundation. This is exactly what Reinhold seeks and he does not accept a Kantian system that does not
satisfy this criterion.
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philosophical theory as a complete system that has a non-inferentially determined foundation and

which does not omit anything in its explanatory capacity.

Kant’s main concern was not to build a totalizing theory, but rather to explain cognition
and the human capacity for representation and reason. His critiqgue of pure reason* is just that —a
critique of the way in which human reason has been understood, while giving a detailed account
of cognition. Reinhold’s concerns, and thus his criticism, go beyond this initially humble yet in

practice quite extensive project.

Reinhold reframes Kant’s intentions as he interprets Kant’s philosophy. He claims that
Kant was able to provide a foundation for metaphysics, and not for philosophy in general. Kant’s
intention, however, was not to find a foundation for a system. Although one could claim, as the
German Idealists that came after Kant did, that for Kant cognition was foundational, this was not
by any means a methodological or epistemic concern and did not arise from a desire to base his
whole philosophy on an initial justification point. In fact, for Kant, the goal was to explain
cognition from the perspective of synthetic a priori judgments (which would then prove to be a
critique of reason as it had been understood). Cognition was never the basis for justification for
Kant; in fact it was quite the opposite. Kant’s arguments are all intended to justify his account of
cognition. If anything, Kant calls apperception the ground, as discussed above. However, this is

not a foundation, as I argued.

Since today Reinhold has receded into the history of philosophy, it is useful to consider
his criticism in more detail. Kant found a way to base philosophy on certain general principles,

such as the categories, but not to provide a stronger, epistemic foundation of the kind that

4 Reason, despite being of utmost importance for Kant, is not epistemically foundational, since his notion of
‘reason’ does not begin his theory to then justify all other aspects of it.
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Reinhold intends to provide in reworking the critical philosophy. Kant’s system is limited to
knowable objects: “the CPR proclaimed, and also demonstrated, that any metaphysics not meant
to be the science of objects of possible experience is untenable, unfounded and contradictory”
(Reinhold 65). This is, as noted above, the limitation of the human standpoint. Reinhold
shrewdly notices this as a limitation of Kant’s philosophy. For Kant, we can find “metaphysical
truth” only in objects knowable a posteriori, through a priori cognitions (ibid.). Reinhold claims
that this satisfies the needs of Hume, Locke, and Leibniz (ibid.). The difference is that by
“knowable object” each of those three philosophers understands the “thing in itself”, not its
representation. Yet for Kant, the thing in itself is not knowable/cognizable but only representable
(ibid.). To represent is to know or grasp correctly (as far as is possible within the limits of
cognition, which leaves out things as they are in themselves). Thus, the things in themselves, the
objects independent of our representations, are not the foundation. Rather, “the synthetic unity of
the manifold of intuition in a possible experience”, that is, cognition, is the foundation for Kant
according to Reinhold (Reinhold 66). Sensibility and reason, taken together, are “the science of

the entire faculty of cognition” (Reinhold 67).

However, Reinhold is not satisfied. In Kant’s philosophy, sensibility and understanding
constitute the empirical® faculty of cognition, and reason is the pure faculty. These three taken
together are the science of the entire faculty of representation (ibid.). But they need a foundation.
Cognition with its representing power is central (though not foundational) for Kant, but Reinhold
argues that there is something even more foundational, which is “the science of the a priori form
of representing through sensibility, understanding and reason ... it would be the science of the

entire faculty of representation as such” (Reinhold 67). Reinhold calls this science the

45 Though, as discussed in Chapter 1, “empirical” has a renewed meaning in and after Kant’s philosophy.
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Philosophy of Elements (Elementarphilosophie), “because it serves as the common foundation to
both theoretical and practical philosophy” (Reinhold 68). He states that this is the only way to
properly found and ground philosophy. He takes what Kant has done in his philosophy as valid
and true, and then further grounds it in a way he understands as completing the Kantian project
and system through an epistemic foundation. Space and time, the twelve categories, etc., are “the
properties of mere representations” (ibid.), and through Reinhold’s foundation, they will no

longer be understood as the foundation.

Reinhold writes “from the concept of representation in general, qua generic concept, we
cannot derive the concept of sensible representation, or that of concept itself, or that of idea”
(Reinhold 69). And from specific sensible representations too, we cannot get knowledge of
things in themselves “because a thing cannot be known in-itself through any representation
simply qua representation” (ibid.). Thus we see that representations, as cognitions, cannot be the
foundation for logical and philosophical knowledge/cognition. Instead, Reinhold claims, the
CPR deals only with “the specifying characteristics of the various kinds of representations”
(ibid.). Furthermore, “the concept of representation qua representation can no more be derived

from these specifications than the concept ‘triangle’ can be derived from ‘equal sides’ and

‘unequal sides’ (Reinhold 69-70).

The foundation for Reinhold is the principle of consciousness [Satz des Bewusstseins|
(Reinhold 70). Reinhold states that this foundation cannot be proven by philosophy itself, but can
be shown in it: “the concept of representation can only be drawn from the CONSCIOUSNESS of
an actual fact” (ibid.). There is however, a difference between the principle of consciousness and
the fact of consciousness. The principle, for Reinhold, is the foundation, and the fact follows

from that. This principle founds and grounds philosophy: the principle of our consciousness

56



ensures the fact that we are, and hence is the only possible foundation. Representation and all the
parts of Kant’s system depend on this “principle of consciousness” (ibid.). Thus consciousness is
fundamental to and presupposed by any representation. Though the object of knowledge appears
in each and any representation, Reinhold wants to say that there is something that is deeper and
more fundamental about our being conscious of it in the first place, and that this is the principle
that ought to stand outside the system as the foundation. Reinhold’s effort to find a foundation
for Kant’s philosophy, and thereby an adequate beginning for philosophy prompted philosophers

like Schelling and Fichte to also consider the notions of founding and grounding.

3. Schulze

Schulze was active around the same time as Kant and Reinhold. He is known for his
skepticism, in particular for his criticism of Kant’s project and Reinhold’s efforts to improve
Kant’s project. His skepticism is revealed at the onset by his pseudonym: Aenesidemus, the
name of a skeptic from antiquity. In the text which he wrote under this pseudonym, he focuses
on whether Kant’s critical philosophy is able to answer David Hume’s worries, and displays a
skeptical view towards what the German Idealists call the dogmatism of pre-critical philosophy.
Kant wrote that Hume woke him up from his dogmatic slumber. But, if so, then Kant’s critical
philosophy should not fall prey to the same mistakes that Hume had criticized through his
skepticism. Schulze asks: Is Kant’s philosophy able to give an account of cognition while

responding to Hume’s worries about dogmatic philosophy?

Schulze claims that “it is the thesis of critical philosophy that a large portion of the
determinations and characteristics with which the representations of certain objects

[Gegenstinde] occur in us are to be grounded in the essence of our faculty of representation”
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(Schulze 106). According to Schulze, this view combines the views of Locke and Leibniz: at
once combining empiricism and rationalism; “it establishes that there is in our knowledge
something determined a priori by the mind, and that this something constitutes the form of the
material given to our knowledge a posteriori” (ibid.). Schulze’s adherence to skepticism leads
him to ask whether Kant’s philosophy actually answers Hume’s skepticism, especially when
most of Kant’s followers see Kant’s view as having “in fact conquered a// of David Hume’s
doubts” “by deriving a certain part of human cognition from the faculty of representation”

(Schulze 106).

Schulze considers the philosophy of Reinhold. He writes that “the Philosophy of
Elements has followed a course of its own” (Schulze 107) that differs from the Critique of Pure
Reason. He places the two works at the same level of importance and tells the reader that we
need to evaluate both equally carefully to see which one we agree with or which one is more
dangerous in leading us astray. For Schulze, then, we need to examine “the proofs by which the
Philosophy of the Elements establishes that much of what is in a representation is determined by

the mind” as well as the proofs in the Critique of Pure Reason for the same purpose (ibid.).

According to Schulze, Reinhold argues that representations are, as effects, caused by a
faculty of representations. This faculty is the “ground” and the “cause”. It is prior to all
representations, and is different “from representation as cause from effect” (Schulze 107). Yet,
we can infer the existence of this faculty only from representations themselves (ibid.). Schulze
remarks that Reinhold shows only the existence of the “concept” of the faculty of representation,
not the existence of an actual faculty. Yet, Reinhold nevertheless implies that “an objectively
something”, that is a faculty and not just its concept, exists by implication (ibid.). So, Schulze

writes that the question we need to be asking is the following: “by which means has the
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Philosophy of the Elements [Elementarphilosophie] come to its extravagant cognition of the
objective existence of this something, and with which argument does it justify 1t?” (ibid.). He

claims that Reinhold fails to provide the necessary proof.

The important point to mark here is that Schulze provides a criticism of the founding
principle of Reinhold’s philosophy. The faculty of representation for Reinhold functions as the
epistemic foundation to explain representations. Y et he gives no sound proof of the existence of
such a faculty, except for its concept. One may argue that this is fine for Reinhold since non-
inferentially determined foundations are accepted in epistemic foundationalism. For Schulze,
however, concepts do not imply the existence of actual somethings. For Reinhold too though,
Schulze points out, this is the case. Schulze writes that for Reinhold “thought is distinguished
from being” (Schulze 108). Nevertheless, the argument that Reinhold gives, according to
Schulze, is that “any two things that cannot be thought apart from one another can also not be
apart from one another” (ibid.). If we cannot think of representations apart from thinking about a
faculty of representation that makes the representations themselves possible, and if
representations exist (which Schulze claims no one disputes (Schulze 107-8)), then a faculty of

representation must also exist (Schulze 108).

Reinhold’s mistake is that “in the proof a conclusion is actually being drawn from the
constitution of representations and thoughts in us to the constitution of objects [Sachen] in
themselves, outside us” (Schulze 108). For Schulze, such a claim does not constitute a proof, and
is furthermore not in the spirit of critical philosophy. It is regressive, given the advance made by
critical philosophy against dogmatism. Schulze argues that if Reinhold’s argument were to hold,
“if this syllogism were right, then Spinozism would be invulnerable to attack, as well as the

Leibnizian system and idealism — in fact, the whole of dogmatism in all its diverse and
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contradictory claims about the thing-in-itself” would be invulnerable (ibid.). Schulze’s critique
of Reinhold, then, centers on Reinhold’s claim about the existence of objects outside us, as well
as the existence of a faculty within us. This dual claim is based on the existence of
representations and the notion that some ideas cannot be thought separately from one another, as
remarked above. However, Kant has already given a criticism of Leibniz and Spinoza for such a
view. If one wants to think in critical terms, then one must advance from the point to which Kant
has brought philosophy, and not regress, unless one is criticizing Kant’s philosophy. Kant has
already asserted “the inability of the understanding and of reason to discover by thought the

nature of things-in-themselves” (Schulze 108).

Reinhold, thus, from Schulze’s skeptical point of view, has not demonstrated that there is
a faculty of representations from which representations arise. Schulze claims that no skeptic
denies the existence of intuitions, concepts, or ideas. A skeptic rather maintains that “whether or
not the thought of something that ought to make [them] possible in us in the first place is totally
void of objective value” and “where the representation of this something might originate ... [are]
totally undecided issues” (Schulze 108, 109). Hence, according to Schulze, the problem with
Kant’s philosophy that Schulze had initially identified remains despite Reinhold’s reworking of

Kant’s philosophy.

However, Schulze is seeking a foundation in the epistemic sense. He writes that in order
to solve this problem, we need to either (1) “have established on adequate grounds how far the
employment of the real principle of sufficient reason extends — whether it may be applied to
things as they are in-themselves or in the representations by which we refer to them,” or (2)
“have established the connection between our representations and the objects outside them in

accordance with some other undeniable principle, and also that this connection is knowable to
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us” (Schulze 109). Both options call for epistemic foundations, which in this case is the existence
of a faculty of representation. This foundation for Schulze will justify the existence of such a
faculty as well as how we come to know it. Without such a foundation, he remains a skeptic.
Though, we could ask, how he can demand a foundation from the point of view of the skeptic in
the first place: as we saw in the first chapter with the discussion of the Miinchhausen-trilemma,
historically the skeptical position lies in rejecting any possibility of reaching truth (save, perhaps,
the truth of the skeptical position itself), and can even be charged with the dogmatic attitude

itself.

If we go back to Schulze’s critique of Reinhold, we see that Schulze’s foundationalist
argument continues. He writes that Reinhold has illegitimately “altered or otherwise defined the
restrictions to the employment of the categories stipulated by the Critique,” especially “the
categories of cause and actuality” (Schulze 110). Such a claim shows that Schulze sees Kant’s
categories as epistemologically foundational. They need to be employed correctly if they are to
found knowledge. In fact, Schulze goes as far as to say that it is “simply incomprehensible
whence the Philosophy of Elements obtains the right, in laying down its foundations” (ibid.), that
Reinhold does not have a justifiable epistemic foundation. Reinhold claims that the “faculty of
representation” is in fact just representation itself and fails to justify satisfactorily why it should
have the “title of power or faculty” (Schulze 111). For Schulze, Reinhold’s use of these titles are

“empty”, because he does not in fact explain anything other than of what they are a faculty.*

46 Hegel also claims that most explanations in natural sciences amount to no more than an enumeration of
tautologies and do not in fact explain the essential connections. In a remark in the Real Measure section of the WL,
for instance, Hegel claims that “the attempt to explain coming-to-be or ceasing-to-be on the basis of the gradualness
of the alteration is tedious like any tautology; what comes to be or ceases to be is assumed as already complete and
in existence beforehand and the alteration is turned into a mere change of an external difference, with the result that
the explanation is in fact a mere tautology” (WL 370; Suhrkamp 441). Later on in the work, in The Determinate
Relation of Causality part of the Absolute Relation section, he remarks of causality that there is a “fautology in the
relation of causality”, that explaining cause-effect relations are tautological (WL 561; Suhrkamp 227). He writes
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In a way similar to how Hegel later criticizes natural sciences, Schulze writes that “the
Philosophy of Elements does not really make the presence of representations in us, nor in their
nature, any more comprehensible than they already are on their own” (Schulze 111). Following
the same line of thinking in his discussion regarding dogmatism, Schulze adds that Reinhold
“arbitrarily assumes the being of a faculty of representation, and attributes to it as its property
and mode of operation what, according to experience, ought to be found in representations

instead” (ibid.). In this manner, Schulze rejects Reinhold’s explanation for representations.

Now that he has refuted the possibility of the validity of Reinhold’s reworking of Kant’s
philosophy, Schulze can continue his main effort to explore whether Kant has successfully
answered Hume’s skepticism. First of all, in my discussion of Schulze’s analysis of Kant, it is
important to point out that Schulze takes Kant to be attempting to provide “the foundation of a
system of philosophy” with his CPR (Schulze 113) but does not think that he succeeds given
what he thinks would be objections in a Humean vein. As I have pointed out above, Kant did not
in fact concern himself with finding the foundation of a system of philosophy (and it is also
debatable whether he was at all concerned with having a complete system), but was rather

interested in explaining how it is that we can have synthetic a priori judgments.

According to Schulze, “the deduction of the necessary synthetic judgments from the
mind, and the determination of their connection to the cognition of empirical objects” is the main

principle of Kant’s system (Schulze 112). He claims that it is an “undeniable conscious fact” that

“through this identity of content, this causality is an analytic proposition. It is the same fact which presents itself
once as cause and again as effect, there as something subsisting on its own account and here as positedness or
determination in an other. Since these determinations of form are an external reflection, it is, in point of fact, the
tautological consideration of a subjective understanding to determine a phenomenon as effect and from this to
ascend to its cause in order to comprehend and explain it; it is merely a repetition of one and the same content; there
is nothing else in the cause but what is in the effect” (WL 560; Suhrkamp 226).
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there are certain synthetic judgments in human cognition (ibid.). However, he has concerns, in a
Humean spirit, about whether we have any justification to say that, just because we have “joined
certain representations together once, or several times,” this produces “the effect that we must,
necessarily, so join them every time” (ibid.). This is an attack on the Kantian system claiming
that Kant does not have a justification for how the categories function. The categories he
enumerates that create certain syntheses do not have any grounds by which they necessarily
should produce the same synthesis each time. Just because we have seen in experience that
certain syntheses happen in certain ways does not provide us with a satisfactory proof for the
production of all the future possible syntheses. Schulze writes that “the necessity that attaches to
certain synthetic judgements in our knowledge cannot be made comprehensible to us on the basis

of mere experience, or from our perception of the presence of such judgments in us” (ibid.).

Schulze gives credit to Kant by saying that he tried to refute Humean skepticism in the
CPR “by assuming as already unquestionably certain the very propositions against whose
legitimacy Hume directed all his skeptical doubts” (Schulze 112-3). By this, Schulze means that
Kant wanted to present the Humean problem as not even worth considering by suggesting that
the categories and causality are in fact at the core of the capacities through which we could
criticize and put them into question. This is also a way of ignoring Hume’s problem by
underhandedly pushing it aside. However, ignoring Hume’s problematization of the artificial
connections is no refutation. Kant assumes that these propositions are already unquestionable by
claiming that “the original determinations of the human mind are the real ground or source of the
necessary synthetic judgments found in our knowledge” (Schulze 113, my emphasis). Kant is
inferring that since “we can only think of the faculty of representation as the ground of these

judgments, ... the mind must be their ground in actual fact too” (ibid.). This is similar to the
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problem that Schulze had highlighted in Reinhold’s reworking of Kant’s philosophy: Reinhold’s
assumption that thinking of a faculty implies the existence of this faculty, especially when one
cannot think of an alternative. However, this is precisely the problem that Hume had with

dogmatic philosophy. Schulze is, therefore, skeptical about such a foundation.

Coming from a Humean standpoint, however, Schulze fails to see that Kant does in fact
already answer his worries. While Hume sees causation and associations as only habits of the
mind, Kant argues that all appearances and representations are no more than a mere “habit” of
the mind if we are to use Humean terminology. Kant demonstrates that there is nothing
privileged about causality compared to the other aspects of human cognition. By Hume’s
reasoning, we ought to fall into skepticism about our cognition and all of its appearances per se
and in toto, but Kant shows quite elegantly through his Copernican revolution that all the objects
of cognition are just that, objects of cognition; and that these do not indicate necessary
connections among things at all as they are in themselves separate of our cognition of them.
Thus, we cannot speak of these objects in any other way anyway, and must accept that the
connections are in our cognition does not admit of skepticism about them. It rather reinforces

Kant’s point that we can know things only through the rational standpoint.*’

Schulze also considers a possible defense of Kant’s philosophy in the following form:

the Critique of Reason has first presented Hume’s objection in general terms, showing
that the concepts of the cause-effect link is by no means the only one by which the
understanding conceives links between things a priori. Then it has provided a complete
deduction of all the concepts in question which shows that they do not originate from

47If we can know things only through the rational standpoint, the issue becomes whether truth is relative
(subjective) based on experiences we have had. However, this issue can be solved by pointing out what Kant means
by reason and the standpoint that reason affords rational beings. Reason is governed by a priori principles, and thus
it is universal, despite being expressed through the subject. Any rational being that has the same experiences will
have the same access to truth: truth does not get shaped by the various experiences one has or has had, but various
experiences provide windows for the rational being to the truth that stands independent of the perspectives that
subjects may be afforded. Judgments based on experience can always be falsified (as in inductive judgments)
whereas the a priori work of reason is constant and is not subject to change (as in deductive judgments).
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experience, but have arisen from pure understanding instead. ... From the necessity and
universality that attaches to those concepts and their respective principles, the Critique of
Reason incontrovertibly proves that their cause is to be sought in the human mind.
(Schulze 114)

This, Schulze finds, is, however, not a valid argument against Hume’s worries. Kant answers his
main question “How are necessary synthetic propositions possible in us?”, Schulze claims,
“simply by applying the principle of causality to certain judgments that occur in us after
experience” (Schulze 115). The mind, in this case, is the effective cause of the synthetic
propositions. Based on this, he makes the assumption that “each segment of human knowledge
has a real ground that causes it” (ibid., my emphasis). Schulze claims that without this
assumption, nothing in the CPR makes sense. This point needs to function as the ground on
which human knowledge rests. This ground is the principle of causality applied to the relation
between synthetic judgments and a faculty in the mind. Hence, Schulze not only finds fault in
Kant’s statement that causality is just one of many other relations that cognition consists of, but
also shows that Kant requires the principle of causality to be able to explain causality as a
principle within the mind in the form of one of the twelve categories. However, my explanation

in the above paragraph also provides a defense of Kant’s position against this worry.

In Schulze’s interpretation, causality is a founding principle for Kant’s philosophy. The
mind is also a foundation for all cognitions. Kant “thus infers the objective and real constitution
of what is to be found outside our representations, from the constitution of the representations
and thoughts present in us ... because it cannot be thought otherwise” (Schulze 116). However,
for Schulze, this is exactly the point against which Hume was arguing and Kant fails to give a
successful explanation for cognition that is able address Hume’s worries. Furthermore, according
to Schulze, Kant’s system lacks a proper foundation that is its main issue. Although Schulze’s

main goal is to discuss whether Kant satisfactorily answers Hume’s worries, we can see that
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Schulze is centrally concerned with an epistemic foundationalism which will hold up against his

skeptical scrutiny.

Schulze wants to be a skeptic. Yet he also demands a foundation (or rather dares
philosophers to find a foundation) which will justify the theory and provide truth. Given that
these two positions are seemingly incompatible, and since Schulze’s main demand is a proper
foundation and not a resolution-proof skepticism, I conclude that Schulze is a foundationalist
who employs skepticism and skeptical arguments to illustrate his demand for a foundation. Thus,
regardless of his critique of Reinhold, Schulze ascribes to the idea of a founding principle as
necessary in the same way as Reinhold does. Accordingly, Schulze’s reading of Kant is more

similar to Reinhold’s than those of the other German idealists’.

4. Fichte

Fichte’s most famous work is his Wissenschafislehre (SK), the written version of his main
lectures during his post at the University of Jena. When he was offered the post, he was not yet
ready to present his system; he had just began to formulate it fully and felt that he needed more
time. However, for his post, he needed to start lecturing soon (Braun 8). So he hesitantly
accepted to do so, which led to his sixteen revisions of the Wissenschaftslehre throughout the rest
of his career (ibid.). Before he began the Wissenschafislehre, however, he wrote a shorter
document called Uber den Begriff der Wissenschafislehre (UBW) published earlier than his 1794

Wissenschafislehre, in which he explained the foundations of his system.

Our concern here in this section is with this document, as well as with Fichte’s principles

for his system in the first version of the Wissenschafislehre. We shall see that in both texts,
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Fichte had a complicated stance with regard to foundations. It appears that he was concerned
with building a foundation for his system at various points. He was also interested in providing a

ground for his philosophical system understood as an account of all knowledge.*®

Before starting the analysis of UBW, it will be useful to present a number of passages
from Fichte’s letters to his friends and colleagues that outline the importance of this text for
founding his system. We know from his letters that he had just read Schulze. The study of
Schulze’s views led Fichte to rethink his views on Reinhold and Kant, and more broadly to turn
to the vexed problem of the foundations of philosophy. He wrote to Professor of Philosophy
Johann Friedrich Flatt in Tiibingen at the end of 1793 the following: “Aenesidemus, whom I
count among our decade’s noteworthy products, has convinced me of what I already well before
intuited regarding Kant’s and Reinhold’s works that they are not yet at the level of a science”,
and “that only through the development from a single principle can philosophy become a
science, ... that there is such a principle, which as such however is not yet erected”
(Gesamtausgabe, Hrsg. Lauth/Jacob, Bd. III 2, S. 18, Brief Nr. 168, my translation). This letter
shows that after reading Schulze, Fichte had become more encouraged to, in his own view,
properly found a system of philosophy, following Kant’s critical revolution. Furthermore, it is
clear from his letter that Fichte is entertaining the possibility that such a foundation is supposed

to be a single principle from which the rest of the system follows.

Around the same time, he wrote to his friend Heinrich Stephani to ask whether he had
read Aenesidemus and to share with him that Aenesidemus’ views had affected him. He wrote

[Aenesidemus] has confused for me a fairly long time,*’ overturned Reinhold for me,
made Kant suspicious for me, and toppled my whole system from the ground. Life is

48 What used to be considered empirical knowledge by the dogmatic pre-critical philosophy falls under philosophical
knowledge for Fichte. See my discussion of the transcendental idealism and empiricism in Chapter 1.
4 By this, he is referring to a period of time, a period of philosophy.
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impossible under open sky! So it [my whole system] helped nothing; it had to be rebuilt. 1
am doing that now, since about 6 weeks, faithfully. Enjoy with me the harvest: I have
discovered a new foundation from which the entire philosophy lets itself be developed. —
Kant had in general the right philosophy; but only in its results, not for its grounds.
(Gesammtausgabe, Hrsg. Lauth/Jacob, Bd. 11l 2, 1970, S. 28, Brief Nr. 171, my
translation)

These sentences written to a colleague may be a more honest portrayal of Fichte’s view of
Aenesidemus compared to the passages from the letter to a friend. Here, Fichte confesses that
Schulze destroyed Fichte’s own system that he needs to rebuild it. His description and use of
words are akin to Descartes’s use of the imagery of architecture and buildings when discussing
his own views about knowledge. However, it is not clear whether his understanding of'a
foundation here is an epistemic foundation upon which everything else may be built, or simply a
ground by which he may start his system to then develop it. Regardless, it is clear that the
questions of how to begin philosophy and the different strategies of justification related to

systematicity are at the foreground in his considerations of how to proceed with his philosophy.

Fichte begins his UBW indeed with stating that philosophy is a science [ Wissenschaft].
No more than two paragraphs into the body of the work, he makes an important statement
regarding the requirement of a foundation or initial principle for philosophy. He writes that “a
science has systematic form; all propositions [Sdtze] in it depend on a single principle
[Grundsatz] and unite it to a whole [Ganzen]” (UBW 31, my translation). Later on he repeats the
point that “a science should be one, a unity [Ganzes]” (UBW 33, my translation). Based on the
initial statement, this unity must be composed of propositions that are all based on one founding

principle.

However, the initial founding principle for Fichte is not the only important factor in

having a successful science [ Wissenschaft]. For him, in order for us to have certainty in our
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knowledge and science, we need certainty in all the propositions of the whole science. We need

to consider how these propositions fit together in order to say that they are part of “the science”:
There is no doubt that the individual propositions could not at all be science; rather that
they can become science first in the whole, through their place in the whole, and through
their relation to the whole. Now, however, through the mere putting together

[Zusammensetzung] of parts, there can never emerge something which may not be
applied in one part of the whole (UBW 33, my translation).

Thus, we see in Fichte an adherence to an initial principle, or a ground (with an act, which I
explain below) that also supports a coherentism, or a kind of system that forms a whole where
each part of this system is significant for the whole. In other words, the system must create a

coherent whole for it to be considered a science.

Although there is a coherentism at play, Fichte adheres to a linear approach to epistemic
justification that privileges the beginning point. From this initial point, the contradictions that
arise are resolved through synthetically developing the point at hand. In this manner, the
Wissenschafislehre gets its direction and content. The synthetic development for Fichte is
dialectical in contrast to Kant. This is the crucial move that Fichte offers to German idealism.
Though the development is synthetic, it begins from an initial point that is significant for
epistemic justification. He explains that once we are certain of a first proposition, then a second
proposition will follow from this. For, the first proposition, although it is a founding principle, is
incomplete. Thus the second proposition is also a founding principle for Fichte. Once we are
certain of the second proposition and know its deficiency as well, then the third proposition will

follow (UBW 33). The third proposition is also a founding principle.

The three principles together are without a deficiency. According to Fichte, once we
reach the third principle, we can move to the principles of the science. Since they are a complete

whole only when presented together, the three principles together form the foundation of the
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science. We can, in this manner, build a whole science by basing one proposition on another
after the initial founding principles. Fichte calls this “the systematic form of the whole” (UBW
35, my translation). He stresses the importance of “certainty [ Gewifheit]” for each of these
propositions. In such a system of propositions, he claims that all propositions will have “the

same certainty”, thus guaranteeing that there will be only one science (UBW 33, my translation).

The first principle needs to be certain for Fichte. It is the only one that is certain to begin
with (UBW 33-4).% This certainty is necessary for a science as Fichte sees it, for he writes that
“the certain proposition ... can first obtain its certainty not through the connection [ Verbindung]
with all the rest, but must have it before these; because from a union [ Vereinigung] of several
parts nothing can emerge which is not in one of the parts” (UBW 34, my translation). However,
all the other parts must emerge from this initial principle and its certainty (ibid.). In a science,
“only one proposition can exist, which is already certain and arranged before the connection
[Verbindung]” (ibid.). Such a proposition, single and existing with certainty before the
connection of all other propositions in a science, is called a principle [ Grundsatz], and “each
science must have a principle” (ibid.). However, a science may not have more than one principle,

“because otherwise it would constitute not one but multiple sciences” (ibid.).3!

The propositions that make up a science all rest on the certainty of the principle and they
are also connected with one another not randomly but based on an end [Zweck] (UBW 35).
Echoing Descartes’s metaphor, he writes “Science is a building; the main end [Hauptzweck] of it

is cohesiveness [ Festigkeit]” (ibid., my translation). He continues to use this metaphor while

50 Later we will see that Hegel will pose the question of how we can be certain of anything to begin with before we
have the science (and the criteria it brings) by which we can assert certainty.

51 He must have changed his mind by the time he was writing the Wissenschaftlehre, which has three initial
principles.
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explaining that for the whole to be cohesive, strong, and fully “merged,” it needs to be based on
a strong ground [Grund] (ibid.). Furthermore, “the ground is strong, and it is not on new ground,
but is grounded [gegriindet] on the strong ground [Erdboden]” (ibid.). The ground needs to be

certain already before the system; “but from what then does its own certainty follow?” (ibid.).>

He also remarks that one can ask “if the principle is certain, so is also a certain other
proposition. Upon what does that ground itself then? ... In short, how is the certainty of the
principle itself possible per se; how is the authority of a certain kind from it make possible the
following, grounding of the certainty of other propositions from it?”” (UBW 36, my translation).
Fichte claims that what would answer this question would itself be a science. The content of the
Science is the principle and the propositions that follow from it, and the form of the science is

how these propositions unfold (ibid.).

There 1s much to say about what it means to call “Science” the process through which the
preceding questions may be answered. This, as Fichte calls it, would be a science of a science, or
a Wissenschafislehre (UBW 37). This science of knowledge would then have as its goal to
explain how we come to have any knowledge, that is, knowledge based on a principle, and which

unfolds in the form of propositions that follow from this principle.

Based on this account in the UBW, the whole system is linear, hence foundational. It is
foundational insofar as it depends on an initial principle, and linear insofar as it proceeds in a

dialectical synthesis™ through solving inconsistencies (not merely analytically), through

521t is important to note that although here in the UBW Fichte is using the terms “foundation” and “ground”
interchangeably to refer to his initial principle, he has in mind an epistemic foundation. As discussed in Chapter 1,
“foundation” and “ground” can both be used to refer to epistemic foundations, but only “ground” is used to refer to a
methodological basis. “Foundation” is a stronger term than “ground” in indicating epistemic justification.

53 As mentioned earlier, Fichte’s synthesis is very different from Kant’s insofar as Fichte employs a dialectical form
of synthesis.
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deduction. Nevertheless, there is an element of circularity at play. In order to explain how a
principle is the principle to begin with and how it is possible that propositions follow from it, we
need to have another principle and propositions that follow. This is circular because in order to
explain the authority of a principle, we return to another principle that is structurally of the same
kind. Since the foundational principle of the Wissenschafislehre explains and legislates the
authority of all propositions, it will be the ultimate foundation not just of itself, but of all human
knowledge. For, if our knowledge has a ground, then all questions may be answered (UBW 36).
If all propositions (hence, all knowledge) follow from a single principle, then they must all have

their grounds in that principle and be able to be explained by it.

We can turn to the 1794 Wissenschafislehre itself to find what Fichte identifies as the
principle of all knowledge. Fichte claimed that he himself above all others had understood Kant
correctly and knew how to explain and improve Kant’s philosophy (SK 3). Since he begins his
work by making such claims in the Introduction about Kant and his own work’s relation to Kant,

we need to understand his work as an effort to respond to and ground Kant’s project.

Fichte claims that critical idealism “may deduce the system of the necessary modes of
operation, and with it concurrently the objective presentations created thereby, from the
fundamental laws of intellect, and so allow the whole compass of our presentations to come
gradually into being before the eyes of its readers or listeners” (SK 22). He emphasizes that “the
object itself arises” before our eyes in such a way that we ought to form our laws of thought in
accordance with it, and not before it (SK 23). Such statements about how critical idealism should
proceed capture Fichte’s notion of dialectical thinking, which we see in his three principles. The
three principles arise and develop gradually before our eyes through what Fichte calls

“synthesis” (ibid.).
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Fichte’s notion of synthesis follows Kant’s, meaning the bringing together of two or more
things through an act of reason. He defines synthesis as an act of unification by the imagination
(SK 23). He writes that “the thing comes into being surely through an action in accord with these
laws [laws of reason], that it is nothing else but the fotality of these relations unified by the
imagination, and that all these relations together constitute the thing; the object is surely the
original synthesis of all these concepts” (ibid.). He contrasts the philosopher’s synthesis to a
chemist’s:

The chemist synthesizes a body, say a certain metal, from its elements. The ordinary man

sees the metal familiar to him; the chemist, the union of these specific elements. ... They

see the same thing, though in different ways. What the chemist sees is the a priori, for he
sees the individual elements: what the common man sees is the a posteriori, for he sees
the whole. —But there is this difference here: the chemist must first analyze the whole
before he can compound it, since he is dealing with an object whose rule of composition

he cannot know prior to the analysis; but the philosopher can synthesize without prior
analysis, because he already knows the rule that governs his object, reason. (SK 28)

Based on this comparison, we can deduce that synthesis for Fichte is the way in which
knowledge about reality is built. He states that the philosopher already knows reason, which is
the rule that governs the object of the philosopher’s enquiry. Using reason, the philosopher
synthesizes different elements of what makes up the object. Unlike the chemist, the philosopher

does not need to first know the whole and to analyze it into its parts before she can do synthesis.

Synthesis is the core of Fichte’s dialectical method. Fichte writes the following about
how idealism proceeds:

It shows that what is first set up as fundamental principle and directly demonstrated in
consciousness, is impossible unless something else occurs along with it, and that this
something else is impossible unless a third something also takes place, and so on until the
conditions of what was first exhibited are completely exhausted, and this latter is, with
respect to its possibility, fully intelligible. Its course is an unbroken progression from
conditioned to condition; each condition becomes, in turn, a conditioned whose condition
must be sought out. (SK 25, Fichte’s emphasis)
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The fundamental principle depends on something else that occurs alongside it — we determine
this other thing through synthesis. But we find that this second thing is also dependent on
something else, which we also determine through synthesis. We continue in this manner until we
come to a point where we no longer need a further condition and synthesis. Thus, the original
synthesis turns into something other than what it originally was: the simple act of synthesis turns

into a dialectical progression.

This movement through the act of synthesis is dialectical because, as Fichte puts it, “each
condition becomes, in turn, a conditioned” (ibid.) and propels a movement through synthesis. As
Fichte’s initial three principles show (as I discuss below), a principle, though seeming at first to
be only a condition, turns out to be conditioned through the introduction of another principle that
exists alongside it, and this second principle becomes the condition. This same pattern takes

place with the second and third principles when the third principle is posited.

N.G. Limnatis writes that “Fichte’s anticipation of Hegel is at times astonishing”
(Limnatis 106). Fichte, in the quote above, presents a proto-Hegelian notion of circularity.
Fichte’s three principles form a circle. Fichte himself also claims this to be so:

The laws (of common logic) whereby one must straightway think this Act as the
foundation for human knowledge, or—what amounts to the same thing—the rules
whereby this reflection is initiated, have not yet been proved to be valid, but are tacitly
assumed to be familiar and established. Only at a later point will they be derived from
that proposition whose assertion is warranted only if they are warranted also. This is a
circle, though an unavoidable one. But since it is unavoidable, and openly acknowledged,
we may appeal to all the laws of common logic even in establishing the highest
fundamental principle. (SK 93-4, my emphasis)

Accordingly, we begin with the first principle, which “must” be “some proposition that everyone

will grant us without dispute” (SK 94). The three principles all together justify one another, and
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furthermore they are the ground of Fichte’s system. Hegel goes further to make the whole system

circular, and not just its beginning ground.

Fichte went further than Kant by using a dialectical form of thinking. Limnatis writes that
“Ip]ressing forward a dialectic that is more substantial and far more reaching than Kant’s, Fichte
essentially ‘discovered the method of speculative thinking, which ten years later received the
name ‘dialectical method”>” (Limnatis 106-7).* Limnatis also mentions Hegel’s notion of
circularity but does not go further in explaining it: “Fichte’s dialectic may be seen as the
‘limitative dialectic’ of the human subject (as opposed to the speculative Hegelian dialectic,
which is based on a circularly presupposed actual infinity)” (Limnatis 107). Regardless, he is
correct in stating that Fichte advanced “the Kantian dialectic in a decisively new way” and that

he “both anticipated and stimulated the development of German idealism toward Hegel” (ibid.).

Fichte presents three principles at the beginning of this lecture series. In order to describe
Fichte role in the early reception of Kant, I begin with a short summary of the three principles
and then present them in detail. The first principle® is that the I posits itself. This positing is an
act and it presents identity: I=1.° Given I=I, another self-evident proposition is that I does not
equal not-I. This is the second principle, and is the principle of difference. Once one

acknowledges identity as a principle, one has to also recognize difference.’’ Fichte, after

54 Here Limnatis is quoting T.M. Seebohm from page 17 of “Fichte’s Discovery of Dialectical Method” in Fichte,
Historical Concepts/Contemporary Controversies.

55 Schelling’s unconditional beginning, which I discuss below, is modeled after this. However, although Schelling
remains at the [=I as a ground upon which to develop all categories, Fichte does not. Fichte’s three principles all
together end up being a ground.

56 This seems to contradict what Fichte says in the Uber den Begriff der Wissenschaftslehre about the requirement
that a system of knowledge have one and no more than one principle. However, Fichte presents all three principles
as just that, as Grundsdtze. They are together meant to form a foundation and rely on one another for their validity
and justification. We may then assume that Fichte changed his mind about the detail that a system may not have
more than one principle by the time he started forming his own system. Such a change of mind is not surprising
since he kept revising his work over the years too, suggesting the continual evolution of his views on his system.
57 Schelling makes note of this too but remains at the self-positing absolute I as the foundation.
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presenting difference as the second principle, goes on to show that there is a third principle. This
is the connection between identity and difference, that is, what makes both identity and
difference possible and rely on one another. We reach this third principle only after seeing the
first and the second, because the third principle is simply the relation between the two. Thus,
although we do not get to the third principle until we go through the arduous descriptions of the
first two, the third principle becomes the ground for the other two. These other two principles
rely on the third principle. And the three principles are to be the principles of the metaphysics

that he is about to build in his Science of Knowledge.

Fichte’s three principles can be read as belonging to the overall attempt to grapple with
the Kantian problem of things in themselves, and by virtue of the ongoing conversation among
Kant’s commentators, a foundationalist approach to cognition. In Fichte’s three principles, the
cognizing subject finds within itself what is other to it, of what it has cognition, to wit, either
itself or what is not itself. Fichte himself writes that “[his] system frees [man] from the fetters of
things in themselves, which is to say, from those external influences with which all previous
systems—including the Kantian—have more or less fettered man” (draft of a letter from Fichte
to Jens Baggessen, April/May 1795). Thus, in the following more detailed explanation of the
three principles, it is important to consider this goal. From his statement, we can infer that
Fichte’s aim is to give an account of cognition that does not encounter what many in his time

saw to be a deep problem in Kant’s account.

Fichte, by locating otherness (or the so-called not-self) within identity (or self) eliminates
any form of otherness located outside the subject: he transforms otherness into an integral part of
identity. The import is twofold: difference is “sourced” from within identity (the self generates

its other, not-self, within itself, and the self is also other to itself) and there is nothing other than
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the self and its other (that is generated by virtue of the self-identity of the self, and that in turn is
responsible for the existence of the self as its other); nothing other than the subject and the
difference it encounters. The self generates what it encounters insofar as its existence through
positing generates the otherness as posited against it. This is the core of Fichte’s dialectical

thought.

The first principle is “the first[,] primordial, absolutely unconditioned first principle of all
human knowledge” (SK 93). It is an “Act” that asserts a self-relation, the fundamental
self-identity of everything and “the basis of all consciousness” (ibid.). It begins with “A = A”
which is “A 1s A” (SK 94). Through the realization of the “connection” of A to itself, which
Fichte calls “X” (SK 95), the self that does this positing of A as connected to itself is asserted in
the form of “I” (SK 96). Fichte then reasons that “X that is absolutely posited can also be
expressed as I =I; I am I” (ibid.). Furthermore, “the self posits itself and by virtue of this mere

self-assertion it exists” and vice versa (SK 97) and “[f]he self exists for the self’ (SK 99).

The second principle shows difference, and can be seen as the opposite of the first
principle, which shows identity (SK 103). Difference is entailed by identity; the second principle
follows from, and, in a way, explains the first principle. The second principle is “~A is not equal
to A” (SK 102). Opposition, or difference “in general is posited absolutely by the self” (SK 103).
Thus, the self asserts what is distinct from it, as precisely not being iz. Hence, in Fichte’s words,

“[i]f any ~A 1is to be posited, an A must be posited” (ibid.).

The third principle brings the first two principles together dialectically (SK 106). Although
when the “not-self is posited, the self is not posited” because they negate one another,

nevertheless “the not-self is posited in the self; for it is counterposited” (ibid.). And “insofar as
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the not-self'is to be posited in this consciousness, the self must also be posited therein” (ibid.).
This synthesis of the two principles is dialectical because we see the negation within the positive,
and vice versa. Thus, we retain an opposition within the self: “the identity of consciousness, the
sole absolute foundation of our knowledge is itself eliminated” (SK 107). With the unification of
opposites in consciousness, X 1s also in consciousness. X is necessary in counterpositing, and
thus “itself must be a product ... of an original act of the self” which is the “Y,” “an act of the
human mind”. By this, “the opposed self and not-self are unified...in one consciousness” (ibid.).
We can think of A and ~A as existing together in a single whole without “mutual elimination and
destruction” by recognizing that they act as “limits” for one another: in this mutual limiting, “the
act Y will be a limiting of each opposite by the other; and X will denote the /imits” (SK 108). By
virtue of Y, “both the self and the not-self are absolutely posited as divisible” (ibid.). Hence,
Fichte asserts that difference is implicit in identity: “The selfis to be equated with, and yet
opposed to, itself” and thus “all these oppositions are united” (SK 109). This principle is
expressed in summary in the statement, “[i]n the self I oppose a divisible not-self to the divisible

self’ (SK 110).

The act Y is thus crucial for Fichte’s insight of dialectical thinking insofar as difference is
found in identity through this dividing and limiting act. In this act, the structure of judgment
formation is altered from a synthesis to a copula “is” with a dialectical character: the copula
moves through its own difference by finding difference within its own positing of identity. Fichte
thus formulates a subjective idealism since the act Y is found in the self as an act of the self,
which brings the three principles together as the ground of science: an act in the self grounds

reality and knowledge. Thus, Fichte, in attempting to avoid the Kantian problem of the thing-in-
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itself formulates a theory that is based in the subject. Hegel’s circular epistemology remedies this

full dependence on subjectivity, as I discuss in Chapter 4.

Fichte thinks that through these three principles he has “discovered the way in which
philosophy must raise itself to the level of a manifest science” (SK 89). Fichte also holds that
once he lays out the three principles, we will arrive at “the area in which everything can be
proved” (SK 105) This shows that he takes the three principles to be basic structures upon which
everything else may be explained, though as in the case of Schelling (as I present in what
follows) and unlike in the cases of Reinhold and Schelling, not epistemologically foundational in

the Cartesian sense.>®

5. Schelling

Schelling provides two different approaches to finding a form of justification for a
system, mostly with attention to beginning points as grounds. In his earlier work, he presents
“the unconditional I as the beginning of all philosophy. In what could be considered his
masterpiece and part of his more mature work, System of Transcendental Idealism, however, he
also takes into consideration nature as a possible ground along with the self. In this section on

Schelling, I will discuss these two views.

Schelling, in his earliest major work titled Of the I as Principle of Philosophy, published
a year after Fichte’s first Wissenschafislehre lectures, seeks to find what he calls ‘the
unconditional’ in human knowledge or cognition. His conclusions are very similar to Fichte’s (he

was young, and at the time still a fan of Fichte’s work) though he does not go as far as Fichte

8 Commentators remark on the basic nature of the three principles. Giinter Zéller, for instance, claims that the three
principles underlie and are responsible for “the basic structures of all knowledge and mental life” (Zoller 44).
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does. His reason for seeking the unconditional in human knowledge is that he thinks it has not
yet been established. He is an avid reader of Kant and aims often, just as in this work, to address
the current discussions surrounding Kant’s work. He thinks (similarly to Reinhold and Fichte)
that what Kant’s philosophy offers us is significant, but does not reach the level of what he calls
the unconditioned. For everything in Kant’s system, even aspects that Schelling would say Kant
would take to be most basic, are conditioned, and do not meet Schelling’s standard for

unconditionality.

As I discussed earlier, according to Kant, space and time are the forms of intuition and
the conditions for experience. Schelling writes, however, that “space and time, which are
supposed to be only forms of intuition, cannot possibly precede all synthesis and therefore must
themselves depend on a higher form of synthesis” (Schelling 65). Schelling continues to say
something similar about Kant’s “categories” which are “the pure concepts of the understanding”,
which structure our understanding and on which our cognition depends just like it depends on
space and time. Schelling then writes “Kant’s deductions tell us at first glance that they

presuppose superior principles” (Schelling 65).

Schelling’s idea is that “[t]here must be something in which and through which
everything that is reaches existence, everything that is being thought reaches reality, and thought
itself reaches the form of unity and immutability. ... as an original ground (Urgrund) of all

reality” (Schelling 71). So, Schelling is looking for a ground, not an epistemic foundation.>’

In Schelling’s view, Kant’s system presupposed a foundation which it did not deliver,

and hence is incomplete. Schelling sees this foundation in Kant’s system as cognition, but

59 This ground will give reality to everything else; however, it is not necessary for all epistemological justification.
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cognition is conditioned insofar as it depends on things-in-themselves. Not only is cognition
conditioned by things-in-themselves, but it has further conditions such as the a priori structures

of time, space, and the pure concepts of the understanding.

According to Schelling, Kant’s system presupposes objects beyond the reach of
cognition, or “in themselves”. However, cognition does not have access to things as they are in
themselves, but only to their appearances, that is, to the objects of cognition. Things-in-
themselves, as “limit” concepts, can be thought but cannot be cognized. Schelling sees this as a
weakness in Kant’s system and argues that there needs to be something unconditioned that
grounds philosophy. %’ Kant’s account of cognition, since it requires things-in-themselves, does
not meet this standard. Furthermore, cognition has conditions within it as well which are the a

priori structures of time, space, and the pure concepts of the understanding.

Schelling is making a distinction with regard to foundations in Kant’s work. This
distinction is between cognitions themselves (that is, the appearances or the objects of
consciousness) and the operation of cognition. Thus, when Schelling criticizes Kant’s view of
cognition to depend on other things that condition it, he has in mind the appearances of cognition
being conditioned by the a priori structures that make cognition possible. Schelling is looking
for a foundation that will encompass both the conditions of its own existence and itself: “the
principle of its being and the principle of its being known must coincide, must be one, since it

can be thought only because it itself is, not because there is something else” (Schelling 72).

% For Schelling, the foundation that is required for a system of philosophy needs to not depend on anything other
than itself, for then it would be conditioned: “If there is any genuine knowledge at all, there must be knowledge
which I do not reach by way of some other knowledge but through which alone all other knowledge is knowledge”
(Schelling 71). This will be “the real ground of all our knowledge” (ibid.). Schelling writes “[e]ither our knowledge
has no reality at all and must be an eternal round of propositions, each dissolving in its opposite, a chaos in which no
element can crystallize — or there must be an ultimate point of reality on which everything depends, from which all
firmness and all form of our knowledge springs” (ibid.).
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Schelling’s concern is what philosophy requires as a science. According to him,
philosophy “must at least assume an ultimate principle and, with it, something unconditional”
(Schelling 73). He states that all things are objects of knowing at the same time (ibid.). However,
all objects must have a cause, for “no object ever realizes itself” (ibid.). Thus, we must go
beyond the concept of object to find its existence. Objects are always determined by something
else, that is, they are conditioned by something else, so they do not carry their own necessity
within themselves (ibid.). Thus, we need a subject, which the object presupposes. Subjects and
objects can be determinable only in relation to one another (ibid.). Since they are “conditioned

reciprocally” in this sense, neither of them can contain the unconditional (Schelling 74).

Schelling reasons that we need “to find something that cannot be thought of a thing at all”
to avoid it being a subject or an object (Schelling 74). For, the unconditional cannot be in a thing,
because a thing is always an object or has the possibility of being a subject (ibid.). Schelling’s
conclusion from this is that “[i]t can lie only in that which cannot become a thing at all; that is, if

there is an absolute /, it can lie only in the absolute I’ (Schelling 74-5).

Earlier he had stated that one cannot turn a subject or an object into an unconditional
(Schelling 74), so this resort to the “absolute I” is a break from subjects and objects. The
absolute I is “that which can never become an object at all”, for “the absolute can only be given
by the absolute” (Schelling 75). It must be self-realizing if it is to be unconditional, not
determined by anything else (ibid.). The object and the subject are both inadequate because they
are conceivable only in relation to an object. Thus they both need something unconditional,
something absolute that guarantees their existence by an “absolute contrast” (Schelling 76).
Schelling states that whatever is in a chain of conditioned things “can be conceived only by

presupposing the absolute condition” (Schelling 77).
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This unconditioned beginning point, the “absolute I”, the ground of all knowledge, must
be “I” because the self (i.e. 1) is the only thing that can posit itself since it is self-identical. The I
thinks itself as “I am” and “I am, because [ am” (Schelling 75). “Thus the | is determined as
unconditional only through itself” (Schelling 76). Since the I is identical with I, since I=I, the I is
the first unconditional beginning to all knowledge and philosophy. In this sense, there has to be
an “absolute I” which is self-positing. The “absolute I is not just any I which can be contrasted

to a not-I which are mutually conditioning (Schelling 77-79).

Schelling’s adherence to a single point that grounds his system is a step backward
towards dogmatism after Fichte’s advances in establishing a dialectical foundation. Fichte’s three
principles exhibit a dialectical unfolding and relation. Through his postulation of the three
principles, it becomes clear that we cannot have one of these principles without the other two,
and this necessity of the dependence of the three principles on one another emerges only through
their dialectical development in relation to one another. Schelling, who remains at the level of

the “absolute I as self-identical, ignores Fichte’s turn away from dogmatism.

Fichte couched his principles in the framework of subjectivity. In moving beyond the
objective and the subjective Schelling goes beyond Fichte’s model in attempting to reject both.
He is nevertheless not able to go as far as Fichte in terms of the development in the trajectory
regarding foundations and grounds. Fichte introduced dialectical thinking and an element of
circularity into his philosophy. Schelling, who does not pick up on these, rather focuses on the

interplay between and the limitations of subjectivity and objectivity.

The Kantian “thing-in-itself is the not-I posited as antecedent to any I’ (Schelling 79).

We need to transcend any not-I to reach an “absolute I”’. Schelling goes on to derive the
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categories that Kant had listed in his Table of Categories from the absolute I,°! making the
absolute I the condition for all cognition; it precedes all cognition and is the unconditioned
condition for all cognition. In this manner, Schelling finds an initial principle for philosophy as a
science, and he also finds a ground for the Kantian philosophy that Kant himself failed to
discover. The absolute I is distinguished from the thing-in-itself, the categories and other
conditions for experience, the absolute I stands as both separate as well as the guarantor of these

conditions.

In Schelling’s early view the initial point plays a role in the structuring of the system but
does not justify other parts of the system. Reinhold calls for an epistemic foundation. Unlike
Reinhold, Schelling refers to and relies on the initial point throughout. But he does not bestow
upon it the function of justifying the rest of the system. The absolute I is not the epistemic

justification for the rest of the system.

In his later work, we still see this kind of utilization of an initial point. In fact, despite the
significance of initial points and beginnings for his system, perhaps his later philosophy is better
for showing why he is not an epistemic foundationalist like Reinhold. For, in his later work,
Schelling accords importance to Naturphilosophie as much as he does to transcendental
philosophy. Both nature and transcendental ideas are important for explaining reality, hence for
metaphysics. Furthermore, in his later philosophy, Schelling is of the view that we cannot get a
complete picture of reality and have a satisfactory metaphysics without both philosophies. But
having said this, it is also the case that Naturphilosophie and transcendental philosophy are both

explanations for the same thing, but seen from different positions: in both endeavors we are

1T will not discuss here the details of how Schelling derives the categories and some of the problems he faces and
solves since this chapter is concerned with analyzing the various foundations and grounds some of Kant’s immediate
commentators formulated and not their theories that followed these foundations.
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explaining what is. This is similar to Spinoza’s understanding of the attributes of extension and

of thought. Both refer to the same one thing, or substance, but in two distinct attributes.

Schelling begins the System of Transcendental Idealism with this statement: “All
knowledge is founded upon the coincidence of an objective with a subjective” (So77 5, my
emphasis). He then explains the “objective” as corresponding to “nature”, and the “subjective” as
meaning “the self, or the intelligence”, and that “the two concepts are mutually opposed” (ibid.).
When we put the two statements together, we find that according to Schelling in this work, all
knowledge is founded on the coincidence of nature with the self. What does this mean? For him,
nature means “what can be represented”, intelligence means “the purely representative” (ibid.).
Though this required coincidence of nature and intelligence bears a resemblance to dialectical
thinking, it nevertheless is not dialectical because there is no movement to a third element (the
first two are nature and intelligence, or objectivity and subjectivity) which then generates further

movement.

Schelling writes that in knowledge the two “are so united that one cannot say which of
the two has priority” (So77 5). Hence, they are both equally important for a foundation.
Furthermore, they are exclusive of and not contained in one another. He claims that the
subjective and the objective exclude one another. According to Schelling, “the subjective must
therefore be annexed to the objective” since the concept of nature can exist without an
intelligence, and does not need an intelligence to be aware of it (ibid.). Schelling seems to
assume here that intelligence requires the existence of nature.®? This addition of intelligence to

nature is a problem for Schelling. Since it seems as if nature can exist without intelligence, 1.e.

%2 He does not explicitly write this.
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“even if there were nothing that was aware of it” (ibid.). The problem can be formulated in the
form of the question “how does intelligence come to be added to nature, or how does nature
come to be presented?” (ibid.). This “problem assumes nature or the objective to be primary” and

that we must begin with the objective (ibid.).

Schelling resolves this problem from within the perspective of natural science itself,
which is plagued with this theme. He writes that the more advanced natural science gets, the
more towards the mental it moves (So77 6). Moreover, this is not only the case with the science
of nature but also with nature itself. Schelling claims that

nature’s highest goal, to become wholly an object to herself, is achieved only through the

last and highest order of reflection, which is none other than man; or more generally, it is

what we call reason, whereby nature first completely returns into herself, and by which it

becomes apparent that nature is identical from the first with what we recognize in
ourselves as the intelligent and the conscious (ibid.).

This excerpt shows that nature transitions into intelligence at its highest form, and we know from
the earlier claims that knowledge requires the correspondence of nature with intelligence. Yet,
given this transition, how can we make sense of the two corresponding to one another? What

263

does such correspondence even mean?®’ For Schelling, it is the foundation of all knowledge, and

hence it is a beginning point.®*

Schelling also considers the other option of beginning with intelligence instead of with
nature (SoT1I 6). But, then we have the problem of “how an objective supervenes, which
coincides with it” (ibid.). He then writes, in line with my question about the possibility and

meaning of the correspondence above, that “if all knowledge rests upon the coincidence of these

63 This is a similar stance to Hegel’s notion of “absolute knowing” which will be discussed in detail in the following
chapters of this dissertation.

% If so, then the last point of nature is the beginning point of philosophy. But in this case, have we not already began
doing philosophy before we declared its beginning point? So do we return to the beginning at the end somehow?
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two, then the problem of explaining this coincidence is undoubtedly the supreme problem of all
knowledge” (SoTI 6-7). Thus the problem regarding knowledge should not be whether nature or
intelligence comes first, but rather how they coincide; this is the main question that needs to be
answered for a foundation, and not whether one of these is more foundational than the other.
Furthermore, “since the two opposites are mutually necessary to each other, the result of the

operation is bound to be the same, whichever point we set out from” (SoTI 7).

Hence, we see that in later Schelling, the ground for philosophy has changed from the
absolute unconditioned I to a correspondence between intelligence and nature. This has to do
with the introduction of nature as a significant theme in Schelling’s philosophy as his thought
matures, and demonstrates his adherence to an idealism that brings into the picture the place of
nature in the system of philosophy: nature for Schelling is at the ground and throughout. In later
Schelling too, we see that the beginning is not an epistemic foundation. The correspondence
between nature and intelligence does not epistemologically justify all the other knowledge we

have, yet all knowledge we have begins from this correspondence.

6. Conclusion

This chapter has described aspects of the turn of selected classical German thinkers to
views of grounds and foundations in the early Kant reception. For Kant, the epistemic foundation
is cognition. Reinhold, Schulze, Fichte, and Schelling all seek to improve the Kantian system by
founding or grounding it on certain principles in a series of different readings of the ideas of

foundation and grounds.
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For Reinhold, the foundation is Cartesian in its epistemic import. The foundation is the
epistemic justification for the rest of the system. Schulze does not give a suggestion for a
foundation.Yet his critical remarks about Kant and Reinhold indicate that any foundation must

be a variation on the Cartesian theme.

Fichte calls for an epistemic foundation, a single principle for a system, in his UBW, a
kind of Wissenschaftslehre preceding his composition of that text. All the propositions in
Fichte’s system can be explained through the foundation from which they follow. However, by
the time he writes his 1974 Wissenscahftslehre several months later, he is no longer as
committed to the initial principle as an epistemic foundation, nor still wedded to the idea that
there needs to be only one principle. Here he forms three interdependent principles for his
philosophy, which are not foundations but principles or grounds [Grundsdtze]. Fichte also
incorporates dialectical thought and a circular element to his three principles, and thereby

foreshadows Hegel’s circular epistemology.

Schelling does not build upon the developments Fichte makes in the trajectory regarding
the interest in foundations and grounds. Schelling’s thought is not dialectical in the way Fichte’s
is. Schelling also does not develop Fichte’s notion of a circular ground. He finally does not go
beyond Reinhold and Schulze’s calls for an epistemic foundation since his beginning point is a
methodological basis at best, i.e. a ground. For the early Schelling, the ground is simply a

beginning point that is important for the initial development of the system but does not have the

%5 Though Fichte’s three principles have an epistemic character insofar as they are the grounds to the science of
knowledge, they are also deeply ontological. However, as discussed in Chapter 1, the distinction between
epistemology and ontology becomes blurry after Kant’s Copernican revolution since ontology and its objects
become the topic of how we come to cognize them to begin with.
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epistemic significance that a Cartesian foundation does. Later Schelling gives attention to nature

together with the self as the grounding principles of philosophy and knowledge.

Despite these differences in the various views of foundations and beginning points, the
concerns of the early post-Kantians are often very similar. Each of the post-Kantians who reacts
to Kant desires a complete system improves on the Kantian revolution, in other words a
completion of the significant Kantian project through the establishment of a foundation by which
the whole project will be reframed and a complete system will emerge. In this sense, they are all

committed to complete systems and systematicity in their explanations.

For each of them the beginning point is of higher significance than the rest of the system.
It often stands outside the system insofar as it constitutes a foundation or ground; and the rest of
the system, as distinct from the foundation or ground, is built upon it. This points towards a
linear understanding of systems of knowledge where the whole depends in different ways on the

beginning point.

In the following chapters, I present Hegel’s alternative to the construction of such
systems. Opposing a foundational linear understanding, Hegel formulates a circular system, and
proposes a strong and interesting alternative. In this sense, Hegel does not only solve the issue
with which all of the German idealists are concerned in forming their systems and improving
Kant’s philosophy. He also presents his own revolution (which I argue is just as important as
Kant’s Copernican revolution) for the way in which we understand knowledge, cognition,

systematicity, and the formulation of acceptable philosophy theories in general.
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Chapter II1

The Role of Knowledge and Epistemology in Hegel’s Philosophy

Hegel’s view of knowledge as inherently circular has profound implications for his
overall project. To explain the use of the notion of circularity as an epistemological strategy
requires showing that his overall philosophical project is chiefly concerned with epistemology.
In Hegel scholarship, commentators often remark on the epistemological nature of his works, but
take for granted®® how he presents an epistemology or a position with obvious epistemic features.
After all, there is no specific section of any of his works dedicated solely to a theory of
knowledge, or an epistemology, with a title that overtly proclaims it as such. Nevertheless, the
Introduction to the PhG is strongly focused on epistemic concepts following from the direct
analysis and rejection of a Kantian approach to knowledge that is in full swing as early as the

initial paragraph. As I argue, we find an epistemology diffused throughout his works.

In Chapter 2, I explored the preoccupation of Hegel’s contemporaries, following Kant,
with Kant’s central view on the notion of a priori cognition and their ensuing discussion
regarding the goal of finding a foundation or a ground for the entire system of philosophy. Such
an occupation with foundations for knowledge and cognition is an epistemological effort. In this
chapter I argue that Hegel’s works are inherently epistemological. Thereby I situate Hegel within
the discussion of his contemporaries presented in Chapter 2. To that end, in this chapter I explore

what “cognition” [Erkenntnis] and “knowledge” [ Wissen] mean for Hegel, their role in his

% For instance, scholars such as Pinkard, Ameriks, Westphal, and Solomon, to name a few, all recognize the
epistemological nature of some of Hegel’s works, though they do not give arguments for why these works can be
regarded as epistemological and in what precise ways.
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philosophy as well as its role in his engagement with other philosophers’ works. I argue that
cognition is a central concern of Hegel’s, and this will make way for my claim in Chapter 4 that

he advances a circular theory of epistemology.

In this chapter, I begin by exploring the meaning and history of the term ‘epistemology’.
Then I consider Hegel’s models for epistemology: Kant, Fichte, and Schelling. This leads me to
my account of Hegel’s epistemology: it is a non-standard epistemology that is explored mainly in
his PhG and WL. To conclude, I discuss the relation of Hegel’s notion of non-standard

epistemology to his idealism.

1. The Meaning of Epistemology

‘Epistemology’ comes from the words ‘episteme’ and ‘logos’: an epistemology is a
‘logos’ of ‘episteme’, that is, an explanation or account of knowledge. A theory of knowledge is
also an account of the nature of knowledge. Thus, I will be using ‘epistemology’ and ‘theory of
knowledge’ interchangeably. Hegel uses “Erkenntnis” and various related verbs such as
erkennen, kennen, anerkennen, and so on. They refer to philosophical explanations of
knowledge. Thus, an epistemology (or theory of knowledge) is a philosophical presentation of
the nature of knowledge, and how we are to make sense of ways in which we have (or fail to
have) knowledge. However, this is not how the term ‘epistemology’ has always been understood
and neither has it always figured into philosophical discussions in the way it regularly does

today.

Klaus Christian Koéhnke (an established Cultural Studies and Philosophy of Culture
scholar focusing on the post-Kantian era), in his article “Uber den Ursprung des Wortes

Erkenntnistheorie — und Desen [sic] Vermeintliche Synonyme” in the Archiv fiir
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Begriffsgeschichte, traces our current use of the terms “epistemology” and “theory of
knowledge” (in the form of their German equivalents “Erkenntnislehre” and
“Erkenntnistheorie”) back to the reception of Hegelian philosophy in the 1830s. KShnke remarks
that even though the Latin term gnoseologia®’ had been used for a long time (Alexander Gottlieb
Baumgarten also used it), neither it (Kohnke 196) nor the uses of “Erkenntnislehre” and
“Erkenntnistheorie” in the pre-critical philosophy had the same meaning as the current term

“epistemology”.

Furthermore, even during the very early years of the 19" century, in the uses of these
terms, for instance, by Wilhelm Traugott Krug they referred to another concept (Kéhnke 196,
197). According to Kohnke, Krug’s term “Erkenntnislehre” could not have the same meaning as
our use of the term has today because it is not concerned with the method of cognition, is not a
“Grundlegnungsdisziplin”, does not have a critical character, does not concern itself with
determining the boundaries of metaphysics but wants to be metaphysics itself, and cannot fulfill
a propaedeutic function (Kohnke 196). Aside from Krug’s use of the term, there was also the
tendency to use “Erkenntnistheorie” as a shorthand or abbreviation for all that fell under the
explanation of Locke’s notion of “Idea”, and these had to do with belief, meaning, and knowing
(Kohnke 200). We can add Descartes’s notion of “idea” to0® (though Kéhnke does not mention
him here). Hence, instead of presenting a systematic discipline that concerned itself with the
critical project of explaining human cognition, these earlier uses of the terms referred to

something other than ours today.

7 K6hnke does not mention this but the term “gnoselogia”, as well as “epistemologia”, are originally Greek words
that have been taken into Latin.

%8 Descartes clarifies his notion of “idea” in his Meditations, and also discusses the “reality” included in ideas
through his notion of “objective reality” (Descartes 40-3). However, these are still limited and do not fully take on
the explanation of human cognition as a whole.
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Likewise, Baumgarten’s view which was Kant’s standard, as Hegel well knew, was not in
itself an epistemology in our sense today either. The work of his on which Kant wrote extensive
notes was his Metaphysics (1739), which did not specifically concern itself with cognition or
knowledge. The term cognitio is not mentioned in the book in the way in which Kant uses the
term (otherwise, it appears only once), yet Kant’s comments in the margins of his own copy take
up Baumgarten’s ideas in relation to cognition and the ideas he develops in his critical
philosophy. Baumgarten was concerned with following Wolff’s logic while reformulating

aspects of it.

Only as a reflection on Hegel and his work on Kant alongside Fichte, Schelling, and
Reinhold, were the terms “Erkenntnislehre” and “Erkenntnistheorie” first used to refer to what
we understand by ‘epistemology’ today. Kohnke writes that the second volume of Ernst
Reinhold’s (Karl Leonhard Reinhold’s son) Handbuch der allgemeinen Geschichte der
Philosophie fiir alle wissenschaftlich Gebildete (1829) is the first place where the systematic and
historical meanings of the concept were brought together, and thus this is the first document
where this concept is first used in its history (Kohnke 204). Thus 1829 is the year the term is first
used with the meaning we attribute to it today. The meaning we attribute to epistemology today,

I would argue, is the science and study of knowledge/cognition and what it means to know. ®

What is more curious than the concept’s coming about right around the time of Hegel’s
death, however, is how quickly commentators on his philosophy used epistemology with regard
to that philosophy. Kohnke writes that “[v]ier Monate nach dem Tode Hegels tritt der Begriff

Erkenntnistheorie im Zusammenhang der Hegel-Kritik bei Immanuel Hermann Fichte und

% Though the parameters and scope of this science and what count as ‘knowledge’ changes based on whom you ask.
A discussion of contemporary epistemology is beyond the scope of this chapter.
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Christian Hermann Weisse erstmals auf; im selben Jahre 1832 wird er bei Ernst Reinhold bereits
mit grofer Selbstverstdndlichkeit und Geldufigkeit verwendet” (Kohnke 190). Thus it was clear
in the immediate reception of Hegel’s philosophy, very shortly after his death, that he presented

an epistemology in the way in which we understand it today.

When thinking about a philosopher’s ‘epistemology’, or ‘theory of knowledge’, we are
traditionally used to reading a work or a part of a work that is dedicated to expounding the
philosopher’s views on the topic, that is mostly, if not solely, focused on the account of
knowledge. Furthermore, we are also used to seeing titles of works or sections of works that
indicate that such an account will be the topic. Nevertheless, there is no single universally
accepted account of what an epistemology ought to be, other than a logos of episteme, an account
of knowledge. It is also no surprise that when one mentions ‘Hegel’s epistemology’, or makes
claims regarding it, there may be confusion about what exactly is being referred to. After all,
Hegel does not have any works or sections of works dedicated solely to epistemology; he never
stops and declares that now, at this point, he will give an account of knowledge (except his
remarks in the Introduction to the PAG which I discuss below). And perhaps this is the reason
why not many scholars think to do their research on Hegel’s epistemology — it is not presented in
a traditionally expected and neatly packaged form.”® Nonetheless, as I show, it is very much

central to his work.

0 Hegel treats epistemological topics such as sensibility, imagination, perception, and reason in various different
ways, and there are scholars who explore these theories. However, these investigations are often not thought of as
epistemological per se. For instance, though in the Introduction of Hegel'’s Theory of Imagination Jennifer Bates
expresses that the notion of imagination falls within the domain of epistemology (and metaphysics) when considered
in the context of philosophy (Bates xxiii-xxiv), she does not treat her work as an epistemological account of
imagination in Hegel overall. In Hegel’s Phenomenology: The Sociality of Reason Terry Pinkard writes
“Understanding the general goal of the Phenomenology therefore requires us to see how Hegel takes the theory of
knowledge to be connected with all these other issues” such as “the formation of character in early modern Europe,
Kantian ethics, and the history and philosophy of religion” (Pinkard 4). Pinkard makes the claim, and I agree with
him, that the PhG “is concerned with the theory of knowledge” (Pinkard 3). However, Pinkard limits his exploration
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2. Hegel’s Models for Epistemology

There 1s no canonical view of epistemology itself; the term has meant different things to
different philosophers. The history of the use of the term discussed above also confirms this.
Hegel models his view of epistemology after Kant, Fichte, and Schelling. I will give quick
overviews of their respective approaches to cognition and knowledge as they form the trajectory

to the development of Hegel’s view, and then discuss Hegel’s non-traditional epistemology.

In the first chapter of this dissertation, I discussed the need for a search for truth
prompted by Kant’s Copernican revolution. In the second chapter, I discussed the occupation
with foundations that various German Idealists had, which included Kant, Fichte, and Schelling.
Now, in returning to these thinkers, I consider their theories in a different light: insofar as they

present a model for Hegel’s circular epistemology.

Rockmore argues the same point in German Idealism as Constructivism, showing ways
Hegel’s epistemology is profoundly influenced by Kant, Fichte, and Schelling. But he
furthermore argues that the thread that connects this influence most strongly is Kant’s
constructivism. By constructivism, he means a specific cognitive approach, one in which the
subject constructs knowledge: it is “the view that we can claim to know only what we in some
sense construct” (Rockmore 7, 12). For Rockmore, “understood broadly, [cognitive
constructivism] includes various aspects of German idealist epistemology. From a narrower
perspective, it refers to a specific strategy for cognition running throughout German idealism”

(Rockmore 1).

of Hegel’s epistemology to a single chapter in which he limits himself to an analysis of the first three chapters of the
PhG in relation to “the claims to self-sufficient knowledge” (Pinkard 20).
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Rockmore presents constructivism as the cognitive strategy in which one cognizes what
one in some sense constructs. However, he leaves open how exactly this “construction” happens
— and rightly so, because it is different for each philosopher he discusses. In fact, Kant presents
his form of what Rockmore calls “constructivism” as he moves away from his previous position
of representationalism with his Copernican revolution (which I explain below), and Fichte,
Schelling, and Hegel each formulate a cognitive strategy of his own in order to develop and build
on the Copernican revolution started. Rockmore considers each of these strategies to be a form of
“constructivism” insofar as each purports that we know only what we in some sense construct.”!
Thus, the connecting thread of development among these philosophers is not only their concern
with providing an answer to the skeptic worry that arises through Kant’s Copernican revolution
(as I discussed in Chapter 1), or the concern with foundations to a system of philosophy (as I
discussed in Chapter 2), but also, according to Rockmore’s main thesis in German Idealism as

Constructivism, the constructivist nature of their cognitive strategies.

While I agree with Rockmore on the main trajectory of the influence we can trace from
Kant to Fichte, Schelling, and then to Hegel, I will not take up the notion of constructivism in
detail here. As I mentioned above, Rockmore does not make the construction in constructivism
specific. It is the task for a future project to analyze in detail the constructivism in each of these
philosophers’ theories, or whether Rockmore is justified in leaving the term “constructivism”
relatively open as he does. Regardless, I find his approach to tracing the influence from Kant to

Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel helpful for my own task of explaining Hegel’s epistemology, i.e.

"I Kant’s point in the transcendental deduction is to prove that the way we construct our knowledge of
spatiotemporal reality is categorially identical to the way spatiotemporal reality is constituted in and by itself.
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cognitive strategy. Thus, I will use his accounts of Kant, Fichte, and Schelling to guide my

discussion here.

2.1. Kant

Kant’s cognitive strategy changes. He starts out championing representationalism, which
had, as Rockmore notes, been the popular approach among philosophers during the modern
period (Rockmore 15). However, by the time he writes the first Critique, he has moved away
from representationalism. This is evidenced by his remarks in his Letter to Marcus Herz of
February 21, 1772. Beatrice Longuenesse in Kant and the Capacity to Judge explains the shift in
Kant’s approach to cognition as follows: “While the Letter to Herz presents the relation between
a representation and its object as a causal relation between two heterogeneous entities, the
representation that is "within" the mind and the object which is "outside" it, the Critique
internalizes the relation between the representation and the object within representation itself, so
that the problem assumes a new meaning” (Longuenesse 17). Thus, although Kant uses the term
“representation” frequently throughout the CPR, what he means by the term is different from

what he meant by it before.”?

Earlier, Kant took ‘representation’ in the traditional sense of the term, as the way in
which the object, which is independent of our cognition, is shown in our cognition. Rockmore
argues that this way of approaching cognition is a reaction to the theory of forms ascribed to
Plato (Rockmore 14). Rockmore characterizes the theory of forms as holding that “things are

appearances that imitate, or participate in, concepts or mind-independent reality, which can only

72 That is, before he adopted the language of the Copernican revolution, i.e. before the B edition of the CPR.
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be known through cognitive intuition, hence directly” (ibid.). For Plato, appearances are not
knowledge (one needs to access forms for knowledge). However, as Rockmore remarks, “an
anti-Platonic approach to knowledge through representation is extremely widespread in the

seventeenth century”, hence before Kant (Rockmore 15).

Kant’s version of representationalism is confusing to say the least. He does not give a
direct definition of representation anywhere, though he refers to qualities and aspects of
representations regularly. It is a vast task to analyze each instance of Kant’s use of the term.
However, in the Transcendental Dialectic he groups perceptions, sensations, and cognitions
(intuitions and concepts) under the term representation when he writes:

The genus is representation in general (repraesentatio). Under it stands the

representation with consciousness (perceptio). A perception that refers to the subject as a

modification of its state is a sensation (sensatio); an objective perception is a cognition

(cognitio). The latter is either an intuition or a concept (intuitus vel conceptus). The

former is immediately related to the object and is singular; the latter is mediate, by means
of'a mark, which can be common to several things. (CPR A320/B376-7, 398)

This is a grouping of various notions under ‘representation’ and not a definition of the term. His
other claims about ‘representation’ in the CPR are also not definitive. Rockmore notes that Kant
“sometimes seems to favor representation; he also insists on a constructivist approach in
passages about the Copernican revolution and elsewhere. It is possible that Kant, who often
seems to hesitate between alternative solutions, is simultaneously attracted to different
possibilities” (Rockmore 14). Furthermore, “Kant’s evolving view of representation is

convoluted, unclear, and perhaps inconsistent” (Rockmore 15).

Rockmore also pulls attention to Kant’s statements about the difficulties regarding
‘representation’ in other texts: in the pre-critical Only Possible Argument in Support of a
Demonstration of the Existence of God (1763) he reports that Kant writes “the word

‘representation’ is understood with sufficient precision and employed with confidence, even
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though its meaning can never be analyzed by means of definition” (Rockmore 15).7> Moreover,
Rockmore points out that in the Dohna-Wundlacken Logic (1790s) Kant “states that
“representation cannot be explained at all”” (ibid.).”* This stance of not analyzing representation

through a definition has, in my view, carried over into the CPR.

These claims by Kant, especially the second one, are important because although he is
employing the term “representation” throughout the CPR, his theory is no longer
representationalist. I want to return to Longuenesse’s analysis for this position. Longuenesse
writes that Kant uses the vocabulary of causality in his Letter to Herz. This indicates that he is
speaking in relation to the Humean problem, and Kant states famously that Hume woke him up
from his dogmatic slumber. However, in section 14 of the Transcendental Deduction, while
“formulat[ing] alternatives analogous to those he stated in the Letter to Herz [...] [h]e no longer
speaks of a causal relation between the object and the representation, but of a relation where the
former “makes [the latter] possible,” or conversely, where the latter “makes [the former]

9999

possible”” (Longuenesse 20). And she goes on to make the claim that this shift is indicative of an

even more significant change in his view, namely:

Kant is no longer examining the relation of two heterogeneous elements (one "within"
and the other "outside" representation), but the relation of two elements both internal to
representation. We are thus no longer faced with an alternative between two causal
relations opposite in direction, but with the cooperation of two complementary relations,

73 Kant does not explain why we cannot analyze the meaning of ‘representation’ through a definition, but only states
that that is the case. He writes “[e]ven in the profoundest of treatises, the rule of thoroughness does not always
demand that every concept employed should be developed or defined. No such requirement exists, namely, if one is
assured that the clear and ordinary concept by itself can occasion no misunderstanding in the context in which it is
employed. ... And such is also the case in the deepest science of all [meaning metaphysics]” (Only Possible
Argument 2:70, 116).

74 Here also Kant does not explain why it is that ‘representation’ cannot be explained. “The general thing that lies at
the basis of all cognition is representation — a fundamental concept that cannot be explained. Cognition is relation
of representation to an object - combined with an action in the mind - consciousness (representation of our
representation), which is lacking in obscure representations” (Dohna-Wundlacken Logic 701, 440).
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which together constitute the "relation of a representation to its object." (Longuenesse 20-
21)

This makes the term “representation” in effect equivalent to “cognition” in Kant’s critical
philosophy. If the representation is no longer a representation of a mind-independent or “outside”
object, then it must be conditioned by cognition itself in order to then form the cognition. For if it
is the case that “either if the object alone makes the representation possible, or the representation
the object [entweder wenn der Gegenstand die Vorstellung, oder diese den Gegenstand allein
moglich macht]” (Longuenesse 21), then the cognition does not depend on anything outside the

mind, and also does not indicate an ‘inside-outside’ distinction. ”>

For Rockmore, Kant’s constructivism is to be understood inseparably from his
Copernican revolution (Rockmore 12). Since I have discussed the Copernican revolution in
detail in Chapter 1, I will not repeat it here. However, it will suffice to say that Kant changes his
view from taking cognition to be mimesis-based, as in the representationalist model, to being
based in the subject herself. Rockmore claims that Kant shows, through the Copernican
revolution, that one has knowledge of only what one constructs through cognition (nonetheless, a
cognition that ought to answer to what is there objectively). Importantly, as I claimed in Chapter
1, Kant’s Copernican revolution starts the German idealist concern with forming cognitive

strategies and complete systems.

2.2. Fichte

Fichte takes Kant’s general approach to cognition (regardless of its inconsistencies and

changes) and develops his own cognitive strategy based on it. Rockmore regards this effort,

5 For Rockmore, this is the reason why the object is “constructed”. However, as I indicated above, I will not go into
a detailed exploration of the notion of constructivism in this project.
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which he calls “Fichte’s so-called orthodox Kantianism” as “less an effort to call attention to the
critical philosophy — though it is that as well — than a highly original effort to provide a further
formulation of the critical philosophy that will solve deep difficulties by bringing the Copernican
revolution to an end” (Rockmore 62-63). By “bringing the Copernican revolution to an end”, I
interpret Rockmore to mean completing what Kant started but was not successful (in his
immediate commentators’ view) in bringing to completion. Although Kant laid down the
revolutionary conceptual shift we need in order to give a successful account of cognition, his
actual account of cognition fell short of the expectations of his commentators of what the
Copernican revolution warranted. Rockmore also remarks that although Fichte claims that he is
“merely restat[ing] the critical philosophy in different terms”, he is actually “transform[ing]

Kant’s position in rejecting doctrines inconsistent with its Copernican thrust” (Rockmore 63).

As I mentioned in the Chapter 2, Fichte takes himself to be the only one who really
understands Kant. And Rockmore rightfully states that “Fichte’s claim to be a faithful Kantian
provides an important hint about what he intends to do in his own writings” (Rockmore 61).
Fichte’s intention is to explain Kant’s critical philosophy while taking it further. Getting rid of
the inconsistencies in Kant’s account (such as problems revolving around how we can know of
things-in-themselves if all we can know is within the limits of our very cognition), in Fichte’s
version of critical philosophy, means to get rid of the thing-in-itself, or a mind-independent

reality (while maintaining reality in some way).

Fichte’s three principles which ground all reality, which I detailed in the preceding
chapter, are also his rendition of an account of cognition. In this account, Fichte leaves out any
mind-independent reality by basing all difference on how the difference in question is

determined in relation to the subject. In effect, the subject and the object are mutually
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determining for Fichte (as Rockmore remarks, “Fichte concludes that the subject and object
mutually determine each other” (Rockmore 69)), and this is the way in which he explains
subjectivity. Cognition depends on the self [das Ich], the self’s identity with itself (the first
principle), the difference of what is not the self from the self (the second principle, as
independent from the first principle), and the mutual counter-positing of the self and its object,

hence their interdependence (the third principle).

Within the three principles, nowhere does one find a mind-external reality or things-in-
themselves. The three principles are all self-contained within the terms of the self: the “I” and
“A”. The first principle is the identity of A with A from which Fichte deduces I=I. The second
principle works with the same terms: A and ~A or I and ~I. Although this principle refers to what
is not A or 1, this reference occurs by using the terms A and I; one does not need to use any other
term to refer to them. Staying with the same terms used in identity also in difference allows us to
place difference solely within the terms of identity, and hence to not rely on anything outside the

initial self-positing I.

Rockmore identifies “three consequences for [Fichte’s] view of cognition” that result
from “Fichte’s turn away from the Kantian thing in itself” (Rockmore 68). These are the
following: 1) “following Kant, he gives up metaphysical realism for empirical realism”, 2)
“despite Fichte’s retention of Kantian terminology [...] he abandons representation in any form,
and hence gives up any form of representationalism”(Rockmore 68), 3) “in ruling out a mind-
independent cognitive object as an explanatory principle, Fichte’s only remaining recourse, on
pain of falling into skepticism, is to appeal to the subject, or in his terminology, the self [das

Ich]” (Rockmore 68-9).
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Thus, Fichte’s cognitive strategy rests on the idea of the Copernican revolution and is
fully loyal to it, more so than Kant was. Rockmore remarks that Fichte has “a new understanding
of objectivity from the perspective of subjectivity” (Rockmore 67):

In the critical philosophy, objectivity takes two incompatible forms: as the mind-

independent external object, or the thing in itself, as well as the mind-dependent

cognitive object of experience and knowledge. In Fichte’s view, objectivity takes the

single form of what is experienced in practice but understood theoretically as the result of
the subject’s activity. (Rockmore 67)

The fact that Fichte eliminates mind-independent reality results in fully centering cognition and
any epistemic endeavor within the subject. This is, in a sense, the spirit of critical philosophy, as

I discuss with regard to Hegel below.

2.3. Schelling

Schelling offers a unique approach to cognition and epistemology which in various ways
follows from and breaks away from those of Kant and Fichte. Rockmore characterizes
Schelling’s position as follows: “[i]n reacting to Kant, Fichte, and others, Schelling does not
abandon but rather transforms the constructivism arising in different ways in the critical
philosophy and its Fichtean restatement” (Rockmore 79). One of the main innovations Schelling
introduces into his system is his philosophy of nature (as discussed in Chapter 2): his formulation
of philosophy requires the two equally important branches of transcendental philosophy on the
one hand and philosophy of nature on the other. These two branches together, i.e. his
philosophy’s dualism, “[point] to a single overall theory of what Schelling, in echoing Fichtean
terminology, calls the absolute” (Rockmore 80). As I discuss in Chapter 2, we see this starting
even in his earlier works where Schelling claims that his transcendental philosophy must begin

with an absolute.
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Schelling employs an approach similar to Spinoza’s parallelism of thought and extension
by holding nature with the same importance as transcendental ideas. In this way of “renewing the
philosophy of nature, Schelling reaches back behind Fichte to Kant in taking natural scientific
investigation a step further” (Rockmore 81). This renewal of the philosophy of nature is a
reaction to Kant’s claim in the CPR that objects must conform to our intuition, which in
Rockmore’s words “suggests we cannot know nature as it is, or again, as it is in itself” (ibid.).
Schelling’s claim of the need to have the philosophy of nature be separate from, yet parallel to,
transcendental philosophy thus accomplishes two things: (1) his transcendental philosophy, by
being separate from nature and thus excluding nature, is on the same trajectory as Kant’s and
Fichte’s brand of idealism, and (2) by having a separate philosophy of nature, he is going beyond

Kant’s philosophy in solving the issue of the thing-in-itself being inaccessible to cognition.

Rockmore writes of Schelling’s philosophy of nature that it “takes shape as an attempt
literally to “construct” (or to “deduce”) nature not on quasi-Fichtean a posteriori but rather on
quasi-Kantian a priori grounds, where “nature” is understood as what is in fact presupposed in
the empirical investigations of the natural sciences as a so-called “objective system of reason””’
(ibid.). By bringing nature into the domain of the a priori, Schelling answers the problem
regarding an unknowable ‘outside world’ that is separate from cognition. This answers the
perceived problem in Kant’s philosophy if the separate unknowable nature of the things-in-
themselves. For, if nature is a priori, then the problem of access to nature or an ‘outside world’ is
resolved. We can deduce nature through a priori reasoning — nature is no longer a realm of

things-in-themselves. In this sense, Schelling’s philosophy of nature is a reaction to Kant, and in

Rockmore’s words also “a critique of—as well as an alternative to—mechanistic, reductionist, or
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material accounts of nature” of which Kant’s is a strong example (Rockmore 82).7° As
Rockmore puts it, Schelling “seeks to rehabilitate nature objectively in making a transition, in

Hegelian language, from subjective idealism to objective idealism” (ibid.).””

Schelling’s philosophy of nature then, is a critique and attempt to improve Kant’s
philosophy. It is however also the main move Schelling makes in differentiating his philosophy
from Fichte’s, as he had been a follower of Fichte’s philosophy prior to his work on the
philosophy of nature. Rockmore writes on this point that “in working out a philosophy of nature
he differentiates his position from Fichte’s in providing an empirical dimension to transcendental
philosophy” (Rockmore 83). There is much more that can be said about the nuances of
Schelling’s philosophy, however, suffice it here to say that we can see the trajectory of the
development of an account of cognition and knowledge from Kant to Fichte to Schelling in a

way that then culminates in Hegel’s epistemology.

3. Hegel’s Epistemology

Hegel forms his system as a response to the theories discussed in Chapter 2, but also in
the trajectory of the endeavor to formulate an account of cognition by Kant, Fichte, and
Schelling discussed above. Hegel is chiefly concerned with epistemology in his two major
works, the PAG and WL, and these constitute the two main pillars of his overall conception of
cognition and knowledge. Before I start discussing the details of these two works, I want to make

a few preliminary remarks regarding Hegel’s epistemology in general: (1) Hegel has a non-

76 For a discussion of the mechanistic character of Kant’s account of nature, see A. Breitenbach’s “Mechanical
explanation of nature and its limits in Ka