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Reconsidering Hegel’s Complex Response to Skepticism 

ABSTRACT: It is by now well established that Hegel sought to incorporate what he took to be 

the insights of skepticism into his philosophical system. In particular, he sought to use skepticism 

about our everyday claims to know the world (the understanding) to motivate his appeal to 

‘reason’ as an activity that yields knowledge of ‘the absolute’. What is still not understood is 

exactly how he deployed skepticism to achieve this. According to the dominant, straightforward 

reading, Hegel argues that skepticism about the understanding is false or confused, a fact which 

can only be revealed through appealing to reason and the knowledge of the absolute that it gives 

us. But the straightforward reading faces an obvious problem: Hegel does not explicitly reject 

skepticism about the understanding as false or confused, and in many places seems simply to 

endorse it. This has led Bowman to contend that Hegel denies that the understanding is a 

capacity for knowledge. But this view faces its own exegetical problems, as there are many 

places in which Hegel insists that our understanding is also perfectly valid. In this essay I raise 

and address this interpretive puzzle. I explain the skepticism Hegel discusses as the worry that 

the nature of the understanding is parochial. I argue that, for Hegel, this skepticism is neither 

false nor confused, but rather reveals a genuine antinomy within the understanding. So, in a 

sense, Hegel is a skeptic about the understanding. But I also argue that this antinomy within the 

understanding is ultimately consistent with its status as a capacity for knowledge. So, in that 

sense, Hegel is no skeptic. In the course of making this argument, I draw in a new way on an 

early debate he had with Schulze: I show that Schulze makes what we would now describe as a 

transcendental argument in response to skepticism about the understanding, and that Hegel 

responds to that strategy with an argument that is quite similar to Stroud’s argument. Unlike 

Stroud, however, Hegel thinks that we cannot simply continue to affirm that our understanding is 
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a capacity for knowledge from within the understanding – the skeptical challenge makes that 

impossible. Rather, Hegel uses skepticism to propel us to reason, and reason reveals that the 

antinomy that skepticism correctly identifies within the understanding does not ruin its status as a 

capacity for knowledge. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 It is by now well established that Hegel’s philosophy is informed by a deep concern with 

skepticism.1 According to the most straightforward and quite common version of this claim, 

Hegel in part motivates his account as the only way to avoid skepticism about our everyday 

claims to know the world.2 So, Hegel’s deep concern with skepticism is a concern to show that it 

is false, or perhaps confused. 

 Brady Bowman has forcefully argued that the textual evidence does not bear out the most 

straightforward reading of Hegel’s relationship to skepticism. In particular, Bowman claims that 

‘Hegel is not concerned to provide a foundation (transcendental or otherwise) for our 

prototypical knowledge claims, be they scientific or of the everyday variety’ (Bowman 2013: 

126). Rather, on Bowman’s reading, Hegel claims that our ‘prototypical knowledge claims’ are 

not knowledge claims. In other words, Hegel is a skeptic about our everyday claims to know the 

world. He’s not a skeptic in general, on this view, because he thinks we possess rational 

knowledge of the world (or knowledge through ‘reason’ in Hegel’s terminology). But that 

                                                           
1 Cf. Pippin 1988, Froster 1989, Vieweg 1999: 117-8, chronological, 2 or 3 more. 

2 Cf. Pippin 1989: ####, Pinkard 1994: ####, …… 
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knowledge is radically unlike our everyday knowledge of the world (or would-be knowledge 

through the ‘understanding’). On this reading, then, Hegel’s deep concern with skepticism is to 

motivate the claims of reason and to undermine the claims of the understanding. 

 I argue that Bowman’s reading of Hegel does indeed capture an insight that the more 

straightforward reading of Hegel misses. Namely, Hegel does not think that skepticism about the 

understanding is false or confused. Rather, he thinks skepticism about the understanding is true. 

This does not mean, as Bowman thinks, that the understanding is unable to know the world. 

Rather, it means that the understanding’s capacity to know the world can only be sustained by an 

appeal to reason. Reason, on this interpretation, does not save the understanding by showing that 

skepticism about it is true; rather, it saves the understanding by showing that the fact that 

skepticism about the understanding is true does not vitiate the understanding’s claim to know.  

 So, it turns out that the evidence Bowman rightly draws our attention to has precisely the 

opposite significance of what Bowman claims: it shows that Hegel does provide a kind of 

foundation for our ‘prototypical knowledge claims’. While the straightforward reading of 

Hegel’s concern with skepticism is wrong about the status of skepticism – it is neither false, nor 

confused – it is right about at least part of the aim of that concern: Hegel does want to explain the 

validity of our everyday claims to know the world.  

 My argument requires that I show how two things that seem to be obviously incompatible 

are, according to Hegel, not incompatible: first, that skepticism about the understanding is true 

and, second, that the understanding provides us with genuine knowledge. The claim I will 

develop is that the understanding is afflicted with an antinomy, such that it cannot comprehend 

how it is a capacity to know the world. And reason saves the understanding by revealing how it 
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is a capacity to know the world, but without removing the antinomy and so without removing the 

understanding’s own incomprehension of itself as a capacity for knowledge.  

 To develop this claim I turn to Hegel’s early essay against Schulze, a contemporary 

defender of common sense realism and critic of the aspirations of philosophy. Scholars who have 

paid attention to Schulze’s work have tended to follow Hegel in treating it polemically. They 

have thus failed to see that Schulze makes an interesting argument against skepticism, an 

argument that is, in fact, quite popular today. Namely, Schulze makes a transcendental argument 

to defend common sense realism: the capacity to subject the understanding to skeptical doubt 

presupposes that that capacity is in good working order. Appreciating that Schulze makes this 

argument in turn allows us to see Hegel’s response in a new light. Specifically, his response can 

be cast as a criticism of transcendental arguments, a criticism that closely resembles Barry 

Stroud’s response to transcendental arguments. Unlike Stroud, however, Hegel thinks that 

skepticism is an inevitable consequence of the conception of objectivity that characterizes the 

understanding. (If Hegel is right about this, and I suggest that he is, this reveals that Stroud’s 

own attempt to defend the understanding’s claim to know the world cannot be right.) As a result, 

Hegel argues that we have to appeal to something other than the understanding (reason) to make 

sense of it as a capacity for knowledge. This foray through Schulze and Stroud then allows me to 

return to the issues raised by Bowman and describe how skepticism can be true of the 

understanding without that threatening its status as a capacity for knowledge. 

 

 

§1 The Target of Skepticism: the Understanding 
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 Hegel thinks that there is a genuine antinomy within the understanding. In this section, I 

will describe what Hegel means by the understanding. In the next section I will explain the 

skepticism that reveals a genuine antinomy within it. 

 Hegel uses a number of different terms to pick out the understanding, including ‘finite 

cognition’ and ‘the idea of the true’. In his early response to Schulze (from which I will 

frequently quote), he uses Schulze’s own term for it, ‘common human understanding’ (gemein 

Menschenverstand). These terms all pick out the cognitive power we use in forming judgments 

on empirical matters, both in non-scientific and scientific contexts.3  

 The most fundamental feature of the understanding, for Hegel, is that the truth or falsity 

of judgments of the understanding is not determined by our judging but rather by what we judge 

about. In Hegel’s terminology, the understanding works within ‘the opposition of thinking and 

being’ (2.251). That is, when exercising my understanding, my judgment is most fundamentally 

defined by the distinction between my judging, which aims to truly capture the way the world is, 

and the world judged about, which determines whether my judgment is true. What I judge, 

insofar as I judge it, does not determine whether what I judge is true – the world does. There is, 

on one side, ‘a thinking subject’ and, on the other side, ‘an existing object’, and no act of the 

understanding – none of its thoughts or concepts or judgments – as such contains the reality of 

what it is about (2.251).  

 Hegel claims that this facet of the understanding is expressed most distinctly in Kant’s 

argument against the ontological proof for the existence of God. As Hegel understands Kant’s 

argument, it turns on claiming that we cannot derive the reality of what a concept is of from the 

concept alone (cf. 2.252; for a related discussion, cf. EL §§51 and 51A). Our judgments are 

                                                           
3 It is also, Hegel thinks, deployed in mathematics. What I go on to say about the features of the understanding also 

fits Hegel’s account of mathematics, but trying to show that would take me too far afield. 
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combinations of concept. So, our judgments do not contain the reality that they represent; 

whether what they represent is real, whether the judgment is true, depends on the world. 

 Moreover, this claim about the truth of a judgment of the understanding is a defining 

feature of the understanding. It is not our most well justified hypothesis about our judgments, or 

an inference to the best explanation. To so much as count as making a judgment about the world, 

on Hegel’s view, is to be cognizant that the truth of one’s judgment depends on how things stand 

with the object of one’s judgment. I do not count as claiming that the rock is a hundred years old 

unless I am aware that the truth of my claim is dependent on the age of that rock, which is not in 

turn dependent on anything about my judgment. 

 What about a self-referring judgment like the following: this judgment (or this sentence) 

is true? To my knowledge, Hegel does not discuss cases like this, and I am not sure what he 

would say about them. He might say that they only appear to make sense, but in fact are simply 

disguised nonsense – it is not so clear, for instance, what ‘is true’ is being predicated of in the 

judgment (or sentence). Or he might say that they make sense, but are not judgments of the 

understanding in his sense – they are mere thoughts, more akin to idle fantasy then to what Hegel 

considers to be judgments. Or maybe he can accept that they are judgments of the understanding, 

but think of them as derivative on the more basic kind of judgmental activity that takes 

something other than itself as its object.  

 So, on Hegel’s view, in the most fundamental case, a judgment of the understanding is 

beholden to a reality that is other than it. Indeed, many philosophers have taken this to be such a 

basic fact that they build it into their definition of objectivity: ‘an objective world,’ as Stroud 

puts it, is a world that ‘exists and is the way it is quite independently of its being known or 
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believed by us to be that way’ (Stroud 1984: 77).4 Hegel will, ultimately, argue that this is only 

the conception of objectivity of the understanding, not what objectivity as such is.5 But the 

presence of it in these definitions is, I think, a sign that this conception of objectivity is integral 

to our common human understanding of the world and of judgment. 

 Finally, I want to present some evidence that Hegel thinks that the understanding can 

know the world. Recall in my introduction that this has recently been disputed, for reasons we 

will examine later. But before we examine why someone might deny it, it will be helpful to 

consider the evidence in favor of it.  

 

§2 The Kind of Skepticism: Parochialism 

 Having described what Hegel means by the common human understanding, I turn to 

consider the kind of skepticism that reveals it to be antinomial. I will first explain the worry 

without reference to Hegel, and then show that Hegel raises it. 

 The skeptical worry: we judge as we do because of some fact about us that may not, for 

all we can know, genuinely reveal the world to us. Put differently, we cannot rule out that 

something about the way we judge gets in the way of our claims to know the world. And so it 

seems like we cannot establish that our capacity to judge is genuinely a capacity for knowledge. I 

will dub this skeptical worry ‘parochialism’, because it is the worry that our judgments are 

parochial to us. 

 As an example, imagine you are in class teaching the difference between valid and 

invalid inference: ‘We can validly conclude that Socrates is mortal because there is no way for 

                                                           
4 Cf. also Nagel 1997, Moore, Evans others? 
5 For a worked out explanation of why that focuses on the philosophical (and not the exegetical) issues involved in 

this claim, cf. Rödl 2018. 
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those premises to be true while that conclusion is false.’ And a student objects: ‘But how do you 

know that? We can’t think of a way for the premises to be true while the conclusion is false, but 

perhaps other beings, maybe beings from another planet, could.’ The student concedes that she 

cannot doubt the conclusion if she accepts the premises. The teacher claims this reflects insight 

into the nature of things; the student wonders whether it rather reflects a limitation on our insight 

into the nature of things. The student is giving voice to the parochialism worry: my capacity to 

judge – specifically, in this case, to infer – does not disclose the world, but only how I take the 

world to be. I claim to know some putative fact about the world only in light of standards that 

emerge from my understanding. And, the student worries, for all I know those standards are 

parochial to me: they leave open how the world in fact is, and only disclose to me how the world 

seems (or must seem) to me (or to ones like me). 

 This worry might emerge in the face of any claim to know the world. Consider for 

instance this claim: I know that the sun will rise tomorrow. I might wonder what my justification 

for this claim is. An initial answer might be: because it always has in the past and the universe is 

regular. But then I might reflect that it is not those bare facts that suffice to explain my 

knowledge – I must take those facts to be true, and also take them to be sufficient to establish my 

claim. But how do I know that what I take to be true is actually true? What I take to be true may 

ultimately just be, the skeptical reflection continues, a fact about me.6 Perhaps I think it because I 

                                                           
6 That is, in the skeptic’s reflections, it is vital that my taking my justifications to be sufficient play a necessary role 

in my claims to know (for insightful reflections on this, cf. Cavell ###: ### and Kern ##: ##). This might strike 

some readers as a generalized version of what Boghossian has called the ‘Taking Condition’: ‘Inferring necessarily 

involves the thinker taking his premises to support his conclusion and drawing his conclusion because of that fact’ 

(Boghossian 2014: 5). While the skeptic, and Hegel, would certainly assent to that sentence, both would understand 

it very differently from Boghossian: Boghossian understands the Condition to be explanatorily prior to 

understanding inference, so that an account of it promises to explain an important part of what it is to infer in terms 

that do not already presuppose an account of inference (this comes out most plainly at Boghossin 2014: 8-9, 16-7). I 

am not suggesting this, and do not think that the ‘taking’ I refer to in rehearsing the skeptic’s argument can be part 

of a non-circular analysis of knowing (or inferring). 
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was raised a certain way, in which case it is a fact about my culture and not a fact about the sun. 

Or perhaps I think it because my brain has been hardwired by evolution, in which case it is a fact 

about my physiology and not about the sun. Or perhaps I think it because it is rational or the 

proper result of reasoning, in which case it is a fact about my capacity to reason and not about 

the sun. The story always bottoms out (so it seems to the skeptic) in a claim about my nature, and 

not a claim about the nature of the sun.  

 My (putative) knowledge that the sun will rise tomorrow is dependent upon my taking it 

that it has in the past and that the universe is regular. So, my justification for judging that the sun 

will rise tomorrow is only as good as my justification for judging that my capacity to judge is not 

parochial. Of course I do not appeal to the nature of my capacity to judge in explaining my claim 

to know that the sun will rise tomorrow – the nature of my capacity to judge is not part of my 

justification for that claim.7 But if my capacity to judge is parochial, then my justification is not 

enough to establish that the sun will rise tomorrow. For the standards that I bring to bear in 

judging will not be good ones – not knowledge providing ones – if my capacity to judge is 

parochial. So I can meet those standards for my taking it that my justification is good enough, 

without that meaning that I know anything about the world. 

 So, my justification that the sun will rise tomorrow is genuinely a justification only if my 

capacity to judge is not parochial. But what could possibly justify that? Any putative justification 

for my claim that my capacity to judge is not parochial could only be such insofar as I can take it 

to be a justification. But that means that the justification already presupposes, and so cannot 

justify, that my capacity to judge is not parochial. So, it seems, I cannot rule out that it is 

parochial, and thus cannot know that my capacity to judge is not parochial. From this, the skeptic 

                                                           
7 My thanks to Alex George for insisting on this. I have tried to reformulate the parochialism worry in a way which 

respects this point. 
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concludes that I cannot know that the sun will rise tomorrow. This generalizes to all of my 

claims about the world. So, I conclude that my capacity to judge is not a capacity to know the 

world. 

 Parochialism, as a worry, can be a response to a number of different features of one’s 

cognitive capacities. Perhaps I worry that the tower in front of me only appears to be red because 

of my bad eyesight; or perhaps it appears to be small because of the nature of human vision; or 

perhaps it appears to be a tower only because of my cultural limitations (where I come from, 

everything that looks like that is a tower).The version just rehearsed, and the one relevant for 

Hegel, attaches to our capacity to judge itself, or to our nature as judgers, and not to something 

more local like my eyesight, or human eyesight, or my culture.  

 This worry about parochialism is most obviously present in Hegel’s response to 

Kantianism. Hegel thinks that Kantianism has given rise to the threat that my nature cuts me off 

from the world as it is in itself (cf., e.g., EL §§10A, 22z, 80z).8 This is often described as a post-

Kantian form of skepticism because it emerges in response to some understanding of 

transcendental idealism (the doctrine that I cannot know things in themselves). Robert Pippin has 

provided the most helpful account of this skepticism, which he often calls ‘impositionism’. He 

characterizes impositionism paradigmatically in relation to our forms of intuition, space and 

time. According to (a common understanding of) Kant, we intuit the world as in space and time 

due to our particular nature. As a result, it seems like we impose our forms of intuition on the 

world. But if we impose space and time on the world, then our knowledge of spatial and 

temporal things is just knowledge of how things (have to) appear to me, and not knowledge of 

                                                           
8 This criticism comes out most famously in the discussion of the view of cognition as a medium/tool in the 

‘Introduction’ to the Phenomenology (for an earlier version of this criticism, cf. 2.180-2). Hegel also helpfully 

discusses this topic at EL §§10A, 22z, 80z). 
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something other than me. Our ‘knowledge’ is, in my terms, parochial to us. And so it falls short 

of being genuine knowledge of the world.9  

 In addition to being connected to Hegel’s concern with issues in Kant, parochialism is 

also connected with his understanding of ancient skepticism.10 In particular, he associates it with 

the skeptical trope of ‘relation’ (‘Verhältnis’) according to which ‘everything is only in relation 

to another’ (cf. 2.239).11  

 Sextus raises the parochialism worry in his discussion of the trope when he writes that 

‘we have in fact already deduced that everything is relative, i.e. with respect to the subject 

judging’ (Sextus 2000: I.136; cp. I.38). He concludes from this that ‘it is clear that we shall not 

be able to say what each existing object is like in its own nature and purely, but only what it 

appears to be like relative to something. It follows that we must suspend judgment about the 

                                                           
9 cf. Pippin 1989: 27ff and Pippin 2013. My account of parochialism builds on Pippin’s account of impositionism in 

two ways: first, it generalizes the skeptical worry beyond the forms of our intuition or uptake of the world (as it 

sometimes does within Pippin’s work too: cf. ###); second, I connect the worry, and Hegel’s understanding of it, to 

the ancient skeptical trope of relation. Reference debate with McDowell 
10 The connection to ancient skepticism is much less often noted. Forster, for instance, denies the connection 

between what I call parochialism and ancient skepticism (cf. Forster 1998: 126-128). Partly as a result, he has a 

significantly different interpretation of what Hegel takes from ancient skepticism than I do (for his account cf. 

Forster 1989, especially Part 1).  

 Franks has emphasized the connection between ancient skepticism and post-Kantian skepticism in Hegel 

(and German Idealism more generally) (cf. Franks 2005, esp. chapters 1 and 3, and 2008). His treatment of the 

connection between Agrippa’s Trilemma and Kant is invaluable. However, he does not develop an interpretation of 

the skeptical threat implicit in the trope of relation, which will be my focus in this essay and which has a very 

different shape from the one raised by Agrippa’s Trilemma. 

 Others have also noted some connection between Kant and ancient skepticism in Hegel (e.g., Vieweg 1999: 

II.6), but none that I know of have drawn attention to the trope of relativity as central for understanding that 

connection. 

 Finally, it is worth noting that there is a distinctively modern aspect of parochialism in its post-Kantian 

guise that is not present in ancient skepticism: the one gripped by it falls into despair. The ancient skeptics did not 

despair; they understood their skepticism to liberate them from the disquiet involved in claiming to know the world 

when one lacks sufficient grounds (Sextus 2000: ###). It is noteworthy that Hegel praises this aspect of ancient 

skepticism, and takes the despair to be ‘the sickness of our times’ (EL §22z); it is also noteworthy that he describes 

the Phenomenology as both ‘the path of despair’ and ‘the self-consummating [sich vollbringende] skepticism’ (PhG 

¶78). For reasons of space, I cannot treat this distinctively modern aspect of parochialism (despair) or Hegel’s 

apparently complex attitude towards it in this essay, though I hope to do so elsewhere. 
11 The Greek term Hegel translates with ‘Verhältnis’ is pros ti – a now standard translation of it into English in 

Sextus’s work is ‘relativity’. The term relativity is already suggestive of the skeptical threat of parochialism, 

according to which what we know is only relative to us and leaves open how the world in fact (non-relatively) is.  
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nature of objects’ (Sextus 2000: I.140). So, according to Sextus, showing something to be 

relative to (or in relation to) the subject judging shows that we cannot know it. This is exactly 

parallel to the point that if space and time are relative to us, then we cannot really know what 

appears to us in space and time (all we can know is how it seems to us to be).12 

 Hegel also makes the connection to parochialism, though he does so in his own 

distinctive and initially puzzling way. Hegel claims that skepticism is directed against ‘the 

common human understanding’ ‘which holds fast to the given, the fact, the finite… and sticks 

[klebt] to it as to something certain, secure, eternal’ (2.240). So, we should be skeptical because 

what we claim to know is finite and we take it to be eternal. This claim is puzzling. How do we 

take what we claim to know to be eternal? Surely most of what we know, maybe all of what we 

know empirically, is changeable, may and does pass away. And that is not news to us, nor is it 

immediately evident why that should bother us. What form of ‘eternity’ does Hegel have in mind 

as the target of the skepticism?  

 It will help if we step back from the particular finite things we claim to know, and think 

instead of the world in general. By ‘world in general’ I just mean the object of our judgments: 

what we claim to know, in general. About this, it is a very common thought that it is what it is in 

a way that is not conditioned by anything else; in particular, it is what it is regardless of what I 

judge about it, even if I do not judge about it at all. And, moreover, it is a common thought that 

the truth of my judgment does depend on the world so-understood. At this level of abstraction, 

we can recognize that we hold onto ‘the world’ as independent of anything else. As we saw in 

the previous section, both of these thoughts are present in a very common conception of 

                                                           
12 The same thought is present when Sextus claims (of the third mode of Agrippa’s five) that ‘the existing object 

appears to be such-and-such relative to the subject judging and to the things observed together with it, but we 

suspend judgment on what it is like in its nature’ (Sextus 2000: I.167; cp. I.177). 
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objectivity made explicit by, for instance, Stroud. If the world, at least in my understanding of it, 

was revealed to be dependent on something else, in particular on my judging, then we would 

become skeptical: the world, by its nature, cannot be dependent on anything else. 

 This is, moreover, what implicitly happens in the passage from Sextus: the thing that is 

shown to be in relation to the judging subject is not supposed to be conditioned by the judging 

subject. It is supposed to be what it is, regardless of how it seems to the judger. And that is why 

showing it to be merely relative to the judger entails skepticism: the judger only knows, and only 

takes herself to know, insofar as she takes her judgment to get at what is the case independently 

of her so judging. 

 So, the trope of relation (as Hegel understands it) is the worry about parochialism: the 

worry that the world, insofar as I can judge about it, is only in relation to or relative to my 

judging. This worry is a form of skepticism because, by the conception of objectivity internal to 

the common human understanding, the world I judge about is supposed to be what it is 

independently of its relation to my judging. 

 Before moving on, it is worth noting that parochialism does not by itself take the form of 

an antinomy: it merely indicts the claim that the understanding is a capacity for knowledge of the 

world. This claim will turn out to be merely one side of an antinomy that Hegel affirms, the other 

side being that the understanding is a capacity for knowledge of the world. As we will see in the 

sections that follow, Hegel thinks we are committed to both of these claims insofar as we judge 

about the world through the understanding. It is this antinomy that Hegel thinks is true of the 

understanding; parochialism is just one side of it. I only want to flag this complication now; we 

will return to it in §5. 
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§3 The Understanding and Knowledge 

MOVE BRANDOM TO A VERSION OF THE STRAIGHTFORWARD READING 

 

 I have now articulated what I take the target of the skepticism to be: the understanding, 

with its conception of objectivity. And I have articulated the kind of skepticism that targets it: 

parochialism, or the view that the nature of the understanding gets in the way of our claim to 

know the world. In this section, I raise an interpretive dilemma: in many passages Hegel affirms 

skepticism about the understanding, while in many other passages Hegel affirms that the 

understanding is a capacity for knowledge.  

 I want to begin to raise this dilemma by considering the evidence in favor of the claim 

that Hegel embraces skepticism about the understanding. To start with, consider his claim that 

skepticism is an essential part of philosophy. In his easy essay on the relation of skepticism and 

philosophy, for instance, he says that ‘a true philosophy itself necessarily has a negative side 

which is turned against everything limited and thereby against the heap of facts of consciousness 

and their indisputable certainty’ (2.227-8). He also repeatedly refers to a ‘skepticism that is one 

with philosophy’ (2.237) in his account of the proper form of skepticism.13 

 That skepticism is one with philosophy need not be taken to entail that skepticism about 

the understanding is true. It might just mean that working through the skeptical threat of 

parochialism is what enables us to attain true philosophical insight about the nature of our 

capacity to judge and its relation to the world. And that would be consistent with the further 

thought that the philosophical insight we achieve by working through the skeptical threat 

                                                           
13 Another example of this occurs in in ¶78 of PhG where Hegel claims that skepticism is what ‘first makes spirit fit 

to examine what truth is’ insofar as it is directed at ‘the so-called natural representations, thoughts, and opinions’. I 

read this latter gloss as equivalent to the understanding. Cf. also EL §81z2. 
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consists in revealing it to be either false or confused. So, perhaps Hegel just thinks that: 

skepticism is false or confused, but nevertheless working through it is the only (or maybe just the 

best) way to attain insight into the relationship between mind and world.  

 This interpretation falls along the lines of what could be called the ‘Straightforward 

Reading’ of Hegel’s relationship to skepticism: Hegel was centrally concerned with skepticism 

because he thought it illuminating to refute it or reveal it to be confused. Most of those who 

discuss Hegel’s relationship to skepticism embrace some variety of this.14 Though this 

interpretation might be philosophically quite plausible, it is not consistent with other things that 

Hegel says about skepticism. Appreciating this is important, so I will present two separate pieces 

of evidence for it.  

 First, Hegel notes that the ‘common human understanding itself recognizes quite well 

that all facts of its consciousness and this, its finite consciousness itself, ceases to be [vergeht] 

and that there is no certainty in it’ (2.240-1). Lack of certainty is just another way in which Hegel 

describes the result of skepticism. So, Hegel thinks, even the understanding recognizes that 

skepticism is true of it. That is, skepticism articulates the true nature of the understanding, and 

this is recognized by judgers: there really is no certainty within the understanding. It follows that 

skepticism (at least as Hegel understands it) is not an error that philosophical insight leads us to 

correct, or a confusion philosophical insight dissolves – it really gets at the nature of our 

understanding. (We will only see why he thinks this in §§4-6.) 

 Second, consider his point in the much later Science of Logic that finite cognition ‘is a 

contradiction that sublates itself’ (6.499). In his explanation leading up to this claim, he notes 

that ‘the content’ has ‘its foundation in what is given’ such that ‘in its truth it has not arrived at 

                                                           
14 Examples include: Pippin 1989, Pinkard ####, ….. (For other examples, cf. notes ## and ##). 
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the truth’ (6.499).15 This passage is quite abstract. But I think we can see in very broad strokes 

what Hegel is claiming. First, his target is the kind of cognition where what is known is other 

than the knowing – where the content of what is known is given. He’s calling this finite 

cognition; as I noted above, this is just another name for the understanding, and his definition fits 

our characterization of it in §1. Second, this kind of cognition is not able to attain the truth, 

though it claims to (I take it this is why it is contradictory). I would claim, though I do not have 

the space to justify this properly, that Hegel is here referring once again to the skeptical threat of 

parochialism, according to which we understand the nature of that capacity to be our nature and 

cannot see whether it is also the nature of the world. Regardless of that claim, however, it seems 

clear that Hegel is arguing that the understanding is contradictory because some form of 

skepticism is true of it. Finally, third, philosophical insight in the Logic does not reveal the 

understanding to be free of this skepticism; rather, it leads us beyond the understanding to 

another form of cognition (ultimately, to what Hegel calls the absolute idea).16 

 So, philosophical insight does not reveal that skepticism about the understanding is either 

erroneous or confused. And that skepticism is essential to philosophy. It seems like the only 

option available to us would be to conclude that Hegel denies that the understanding is a capacity 

for knowledge.  

 Let’s call this view the ‘Understanding Can’t Know’ view. An early proponent of it was 

McTaggart, who argued that the nature of the dialectic leads us away from the erroneous claims 

of the understanding, on which things in space and time are real, to embrace reason as the 

                                                           
15 I have only slightly altered di Giovanni’s translation of this passage in Hegel 2010: 12.201. 
16 Someone might object to my reading of this passage that Hegel’s target in it is not the understanding, but rather a 

bad conception of it. I have tried to note why I find this reading of the passage dissatisfying in another place (cf. my 

[ARTICLE TITLE]). 
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adequate knowledge of the nature of the divine mind.17 And, recently, Bowman has argued for 

the Understanding Can’t Know view against many defenders of the Straightforward Reading. On 

Bowman’s interpretation, as on McTaggart’s, Hegel thinks that our everyday claims about the 

world do not provide knowledge. As he puts it, ‘Hegel is not concerned to provide a foundation 

(transcendental or otherwise) for our prototypical knowledge claims, be they scientific or of the 

everyday variety’ (Bowman 2013: 126). That is, Hegel is not at all interested in explaining why 

the understanding is a legitimate cognitive activity. Instead, he is interested in showing that it is 

not legitimate, or at least that it does not provide knowledge. If Hegel’s project succeeds, 

Bowman claims, ‘the resulting insight into speculative truth does not equip us with knowledge of 

why we were in fact always right in holding reality to conform to the forms of finite cognition, 

but only of the way those forms were themselves more or less distorted manifestations of the 

reality of the Concept’ (Bowman 2013: 131; cp. 157). So, in Bowman’s interpretation, the 

understanding is not a capacity for knowledge; it rather foreshadows the real capacity for 

knowledge, reason.  

 Above I offered exegetical evidence against the Straightforward Reading, evidence that 

seems to support the Understanding Can’t Know interpretation. I now want to present exegetical 

evidence against the Understanding Can’t Know view. First, consider Hegel’s mature account of 

the nature of the mind, in which he accounts for the understanding in terms of classifying things 

according to genera and species, by articulating laws, and by inference, and he notes that these 

activities are able to arrive at the ‘truth’ about what is given (cf. EPG §§465-7). Second, in the 

Logic, he even goes so far as to call the understanding ‘the idea of the true’, in the precise sense 

of ‘true’ at issue in ‘knowledge’ (‘Wissen’) of what is given (6.697). By ‘idea’ Hegel does not 

                                                           
17 Cf. McTaggart ###: ### 
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mean that it is merely the notion of truth as against it realization. He means: it is a shape of the 

realization of the absolute – namely, that realization which is present in the understanding and 

the objects it knows.18 He further argues that this kind of cognition finds ‘laws’ governing the 

objects in the world and demonstrates their ‘necessity’ (6.698; contrast this with Bowman’s 

argument in chapter 4 of his 2015). And, finally, according to a student transcript of one of his 

logic lectures, he notes that the understanding has ‘its right and its use’ in the theoretical, 

practical, political, aesthetic, and religious domains, and that ‘the understanding shows itself now 

in general in all domains of the objective [gegenständliche] world, and it essentially belongs to 

the perfection of a subject matter [Gegenstandes] that the principle of the understanding comes 

into its own [zu seinem Recht] in it’ (§80z; cp. 6.285-7). 

 Each of these passages suggests that Hegel thinks that we should not merely reject the 

understanding as a defective capacity to know. Rather, each suggests that the understanding is a 

genuine capacity for knowledge. So, they suggest that the Understanding Can’t Know view is 

wrong. 

 But now we are faced with an interpretive puzzle: Hegel claims that the understanding 

can know, and he claims that it has no certainty and is afflicted with a contradiction such that ‘its 

truth’ is not ‘the truth’. What position can we attribute to him that makes good sense of both of 

these claims? In what follows, I will argue that we can answer this question if we attend carefully 

to Hegel’s early criticism of Schulze. 

 

                                                           
18 Against this piece of evidence, someone might retort that Hegel takes this back when he claims (in a passage cited 

above) that the understanding is a ‘contradiction that sublates itself’ and that ‘its truth is not the truth’. I do not think 

these later claims are meant to ‘take back’ his claim that the understanding is a capacity for knowledge; rather, I 

think they are meant to qualify that claim. As he puts it in the Encyclopedia version of the same chapter, ‘the truth to 

which this cognition comes is thus likewise only the finite’ truth (EL §226). 
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§4 Hegel’s Criticism of Schulze’s Response to Skepticism 

 In his early essay on the relation between skepticism and philosophy, Hegel considers an 

attempt to refute skepticism about the understanding. The attempt he considers is one made by 

G.E. Schulze, the same Schulze now known mostly for the effect his pseudonymous criticism of 

Kant (and Reinhold) had on Fichte.19 But after publishing that review, he published a two 

volume work (Critique of Theoretical Philosophy) in which he defends a version of common-

sense realism and argues that philosophy can never achieve the ‘unconditioned’ knowledge it 

aspires to. Hegel’s essay on the relation of skepticism to philosophy is a polemical review of the 

first volume of that work. In this section, I will first offer an interpretation of the relevant parts of 

Schulze’s work, noting its similarity to the contemporary anti-skeptical strategy of deploying 

transcendental arguments. I will then explain Hegel’s criticism of it.  

 Before diving into what Schulze himself says, I want to briefly discuss the literature on 

Schulze. It is often rightly noted that Schulze is a kind of common sense realist in the tradition of 

Reid, who is primarily concerned to show that philosophy’s aspirations of grounding our 

everyday knowledge cannot work (cf., e.g., Vieweg 1999: 55, 104, ANOTHER AUTHOR; 

Schulze Bd II: 22). It is also standard to claim that Schulze does not have an argument in favor of 

this common sense realism, apart perhaps from his insistence that nothing else will work.20 This 

substantially underestimates Schulze’s position, however: as I will show he has an interesting 

argument in favor of common sense realism that is even quite popular today. Appreciating this 

will allow us to understand Hegel’s response to Schulze in a new and helpful light.  

INCLUDE: MEIST, ENGLER, HOPEFULLY BOWMAN, FORSTER, BEISER, FRANKS 

                                                           
19 Schulze ###. A translation of part of this text can be found in Giovanni and Harris 1985. 
20 Cf. Vieweg 1999: 211, Heidemann 2007: 147ff. 
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 First, a few uncontroversial and obvious points about Schulze’s view: he develops a 

version of skepticism that is directed at philosophy, understood as the attempt to arrive at 

unconditioned explanations of what we know. In pursuit of this aim, he distinguishes philosophy 

from the common human understanding, and claims that the latter is immune to skepticism.  

 As examples of the sorts of objects we know through common human understanding, 

Schulze offers ‘a tree, a human, a book’ (Schulze 1801: 58). More generally, he claims that it has 

to be ‘a singular and determinate [beſtimmter] body’ (Schulze 1801: 57). He further claims that 

these objects can be ‘at hand [vorhanden] in the sphere of our consciousness’ and ‘present 

[gegenwärtig] in consciousness’ (Schulze 1801: 51). Though it is present in consciousness, 

Schulze emphasizes that it is existentially independent of our consciousness of it, noting that 

what we perceive ‘persists for itself independently of the effects of our power of representation’ 

(Schulze 1801: 62; cf. 2.222).21  Philosophy pursues explanations the existence of such objects 

and of the nature of ‘their being’. Philosophy, that is, starts from what is indisputably at hand, 

and asks why it is and why it is the way that it is. Specifically, it seeks grounds for those things 

that are unconditional, or provide a ‘because for every why?’.22 Schulze argues that the ‘because’ 

                                                           
21 This shows that Beiser’s claim that Schulze is a veil-of-ideas skeptic (cf. Beiser 1987: 282-3) cannot be right. 
22 Here’s how Schulze puts it: ‘The original problem of theoretical philosophy or of metaphysics is, now, a complete 

grounding of the real being of things, or a derivation of this being, and of everything that belongs to it, from an 

original ground in order thereby to make it comprehensible [begreiflich]. … It is therefore that reason, in view of 

these existing things, is driven through itself to the question: why are these things and why are they so constituted as 

we find them and not otherwise? And in the answering of this question reason never satisfies itself [thut die Vernunſt 

ſich niemahls Genüge] until it has found a because for every why? by which because no why is brought on again 

[ſich kein Warum wieder anbringen läßt]’ (Schulze 1801: 72). 
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that philosophy seeks cannot itself be present in consciousness in the same way that trees and 

books can be. 

 Schulze’s conception of being present in consciousness brings with it an immunity to 

skeptical doubt. As he puts it, if something ‘is present in consciousness, we could just as little 

doubt of its existence as consciousness itself; to want to doubt consciousness, however, is 

absolutely impossible, because such a doubt, since it cannot occur without consciousness, would 

annihilate itself’ (Schulze 1801: 51; quoted by Hegel at 2.220). So, whatever is present in the 

sphere of our consciousness has ‘indisputable certainty [unläugbare Gewißheit]’ (Schulze 1801: 

51).  

 It is not immediately obvious why Schulze takes the facts of consciousness to have 

indisputable certainty, especially since we seem to be mistaken about such objects all the time. 

Schulze explains cases of illusion as being cases in which we ‘cannot in the least doubt’ what is 

present to our senses – ‘rather we can only think that, with an other and more correct condition 

[Beſchaffenheit] of our senses or under other relations of the intuited object to our senses, this 

object with other properties [Beſchaffenheiten] would be cognized by us’ (Schulze 1801: 77-8). I 

take Schulze’s point to be that doubting whether things are as they appear to be presupposes that 

we have access to how they actually are. He seems to think this because he thinks that doubt 

always involves an undoubted belief – specifically, whatever belief warrants the doubt (cf. 

Schulze 1801: 76-7). And perhaps he thinks we cannot have reasons to think a particular episode 

is a case of illusion without having a capacity for non-illusory, perceptual access to the world. 

 That last thought is just conjecture. What matters for our purposes is that Schulze has a 

conception of consciousness according to which we can be certain of the world insofar as it is or 
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can be present to consciousness. This funds his argument that the common human understanding 

is immune to skepticism. 

 Stepping back from the details of Schulze’s own justification, I do want to note that there 

is an argument in the vicinity of Schulze’s that is, at least initially, plausible. The argument goes 

like this: you, the skeptic, are worried about the credentials of your capacity to judge about the 

world. Specifically, you are worried that the nature of that capacity might prevent you from 

being able to know the world. After all, you reason, it is only your capacity, with a nature that 

might be peculiar to you (or to you and all other judgers). But your own skeptical reflection is 

just an exercise of that very capacity, the one under skeptical duress. And your worry is not 

specific to worries about knowing the world as opposed to worries about knowing your own 

capacity – really, you are worried about any exercise of (your) judgment. So, your worry defeats 

itself: if we suppose it is a legitimate worry, then the rational force of the reflections that lead to 

it are undermined, which undermines the worry’s legitimacy. 

 To make this a little bit more vivid, we can imagine the skeptic has a specific conception 

of the nature of her capacity that is supposed to render it unfit to know the world. Suppose she 

appeals to evolution, such that I judge as I do because of my physiology (in its present state of 

evolution); or suppose she appeals to culture, such that I judge as I do because of the culture I 

was raised in. For these to be skeptical worries, the explanations of our capacity to judge – 

physiology, culture – must interfere with (or, for all we can know, may interfere with) our 

capacity to know the world. But now it is obvious that this skeptical worry will defeat itself. If 

your physiology or culture is responsible for your belief that the sun will rise tomorrow, then it is 

equally responsible for the fact that you believe your physiology or culture is response for that 

belief about the sun. If that (putatively) parochial basis undermines your confidence in the 
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conclusion about the sun, then it equally has to undermine your confidence in the conclusion 

about your own capacity to judge. And so the parochial explanations of the capacity to judge – 

the appeals to physiology and culture – undermine themselves, and reveal that there can be no 

reason to take the skeptical threat seriously. 

 To clarify, the putative result of this argument is not that physiology and culture do not or 

cannot explain our capacity to judge. The putative result is rather that, if they explain it, they 

must do so in a way which explains why our capacity to judge is not parochial. That is, again 

putatively, they cannot furnish bases for skepticism. 

 If my reading of Schulze’s argument is on the mark, then his basic thought is that 

doubting presupposes that our capacity for judgment is in good working order – or able to yield 

knowledge – because it presupposes that the doubt can be justified. He couples this argument 

with a similar claim about illusion. This part of his argument may strike us as implausible 

because it may not be clear why the capacity to perceive is an essential component of doubting.23 

And so it may not be clear why the capacity to perceive must be in good working order for us to 

doubt that it is. Nevertheless, Schulze’s claim that we cannot doubt what is present to 

consciousness belongs to a strategy for responding to skepticism that has struck many as 

compelling. In general, the strategy consists in showing that some domain must be available to 

                                                           
23 Most scholars who have treated Schulze’s position have in fact focused on his defense of perception as certain: 

they reasonably note in response that, in every case, what I perceive might be different from and even opposed to 

what I might have perceived (or what you in fact perceive), so that it is hard to see how what I perceive can ever be 

immune to doubt (cf., e.g., Vieweg ###: ####; Heidemann ####: 140-3). Hegel himself makes a version of this 

argument against Jacobi (cf., e.g., 2.###, EL §###), but (I want to show) he also has a much more illuminating 

argument that gets neglected in the exclusive focus on perception. It is also worth noting that we ought to 

distinguish between particular acts of perception, which – though this is never noted – Schulze admits can be 

wrong, and the capacity to perceive. Schulze is only arguing that the capacity to perceive is immune to skeptical 

doubt. The fact that any particular act of perception can go wrong does not, so far as I can tell, invalidate that 

claim. Check if Hegel in fact makes this argument against Schulze. 
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consciousness in Schulze’s sense – that is, indubitable – because skepticism about that domain 

would rely on doubts that presuppose that the skepticism is false. 

 Schulze’s claim has the appearance of being a point about the logic of (certain forms of) 

skepticism: skepticism undermines itself because it rests on a claim and also denies that claim. In 

particular, his point does not appear to rest on any claim about the nature of our capacity to 

judge, or to make a claim about what is the case on the basis of a claim about what we must 

believe. By thinking through one of Hegel’s responses to Schulze, however, we can see that this 

appearance is misleading. Schulze’s argument against skepticism (about the common human 

understanding) in fact consists in a merely ‘psychological’ point (as Hegel puts it). Hegel’s 

argument, as we will see, resembles the contemporary challenge developed by Stroud against 

transcendental arguments. 

 Skepticism is supposed to arrive at the conclusion that our capacity to judge is (or, for all 

we can know, may be) parochial to us. To arrive at this conclusion requires exercising our 

capacity to judge, and taking it that it is not (and that we know it is not) parochial. The 

skepticism defeats itself because in judging anything at all, we presuppose that the capacity to 

judge is not parochial. To appreciate why skepticism defeats itself, then, we have to turn to 

examine the nature of this presupposition: why must we presuppose, in judging, that the capacity 

to judge is not parochial? 

 The only way to answer this question is to point to the nature of our capacity to judge. It 

belongs to the nature of that capacity that, in exercising it, we inevitably presuppose it is not 

parochial. Does that ground suffice to prove that it is not parochial? 

 It does not, as can be brought out by considering again the character of the understanding. 
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Judgments of the understanding bring with them the distinction between our judging and what 

we judge about such that our judging is made true or false by what we judge about and not by 

our judging. As Hegel puts it in summarizing this aspect of Schulze’s philosophy, ‘the 

representation is not the thing that is represented’ (2.254). For example, I may think of a 

tangerine, and think whatever I like about it, but whether there is a tangerine, and whether it is as 

I think of it, can never be known simply from my thought of the tangerine. 

 Now consider the claim that the world is not available to be judged about. (This is 

equivalent to the claim that the capacity to judge is parochial.) It is true that in judging that the 

world is not available to be judged about I just thereby do judge about it. And that presupposes 

that the world is indeed available to be judged about. Nevertheless, the fact that I must take the 

world as available to be judged about is one thing, and whether it is in fact available to be judged 

about is something completely different. I have no way of accessing the world except through 

my capacity to judge, no way of ascertaining whether I can judge about it apart from judging 

about it, and so no way of knowing whether the world is in fact judgeable. But that just is the 

skeptical plight: it is intelligible that the world is not available to be judged about, since the 

world is what is judged about (‘represented’) and nothing follows about it simply from a 

reflection on my judging (‘representation’) of it. As it is intelligible, it seems like I must have 

grounds for rejecting it. But I can have no way of determining whether the world is judgeable by 

me, given that I can have no access to the world that does not already viciously presuppose that it 

is judgeable. Hence, I have no way of dismissing the threat that my capacity to judge is 

parochial. I may not be able to coherently embrace the conclusion that it is parochial, but I 

simultaneously recognize that that is no grounds for thinking that it is not. 
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 Hegel makes just this point, that our inability to doubt that our capacity to judge is a 

capacity for knowledge is no reason to be comforted since our judging, and its nature, is not what 

makes our judgments true. Our inability to doubt is a fact about our judging, and so not a fact 

that can make our judgments true. So, as Hegel notes, Schulze’s focus on the fact that the 

representation is not the thing represented ‘agrees poorly with what is said’ by Schulze ‘about 

the indisputable certainty of the facts of consciousness’ (2.254). This inability to doubt is turned 

into a ‘psychological’ fact about us (2.256). And Hegel draws exactly the conclusion we have 

drawn: On Schulze’s view ‘we constantly presuppose in daily life such an agreement’ between 

our representations and what we represent (2.254-5). And yet we cannot make sense of its 

possibility. Indeed, on this picture the possibility of this agreement, grounded as it is in a 

psychological fact about our inability to doubt, becomes ‘one of the greatest riddles of human 

nature’ (2.255; claimed by Schulze at 1801: 70). 

 

§5 Hegel’s Criticism in Light of Stroud’s 

 Readers of Stroud’s work on skepticism will, I hope, be struck by the similarity between 

Hegel’s response to Schulze and Stroud’s response to arguments that seek to disprove 

skepticism. Just like Hegel, Stroud argues that the fact that we cannot coherently embrace the 

skeptical conclusion is not a justification that our capacity to judge (about the relevant domain) is 

indeed a capacity for knowledge.24 And just like Hegel, Stroud’s argument to this effect turns on 

distinguishing between what I must be committed to, by the nature of my capacity to judge, and 

the truth of that commitment.25 And finally, just like Hegel, Stroud grounds this distinction in the 

                                                           
24 For the claim that we cannot consistently embrace the skeptical conclusion, cf. Stroud 2011: 131. 
25 As Stroud puts it in his 1977 paper, ‘the sceptic can always very plausibly insist that it is enough to make 

language [or judgment – AW] possible if we believe that S [the conclusion of the transcendental argument – AW] is 
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conception of objectivity that, I noted in §1, is expressed in Hegel’s account of the 

understanding.26 

 Stroud differs from Hegel, however, in two key respects. First, Stroud claims that the fact 

that skepticism is self-defeating shows that any skeptic would ‘be confused or self-deceived’ 

(Stroud 2011: 137). The skeptic would be confused or self-deceived because she has denied and 

affirmed the same claim. If we read Hegel as following Stroud on this point, we would be 

offering a variant of the Straightforward Reading.  

 Second, Stroud maintains that we can continue to find that the world is how we must take 

it to be, or that parochialism is false. In making this second claim, he treats the fundamental 

beliefs we cannot deny without self-contradiction as on a par with ordinary, empirical beliefs of 

the understanding. Just as I can say that my belief that it is raining is true, and that the belief that 

it is not raining would be false, so too I can say that my belief that the world is judgeable is true, 

and the belief that it is not judgeable would be false. As Stroud puts it, ‘For every one of our 

beliefs we can say that things really are as that belief says they are. If there are some kinds of 

belief that we and all thinkers must have, we can say that things really are as we must believe 

them to be’ (Stroud 2011: 144). For Stroud, this is no refutation of the skeptic, no proof that the 

world is judgeable, because it is nothing more than ‘a mundane observation we are always in a 

position to make, without any metaphysical reflection’ (Stroud 2011: 144). Nevertheless, it does 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
true, or it looks for all the world as if it is, but that S needn’t actually be true’ (Stroud 2000a: 24). For a helpful 

recapitulation of his argument in that paper, cf. Stroud 2000b. 
26 The anti-skeptical arguments require ‘making sense of a distinction between a thinking subject with his or her 

thoughts and experiences on the one hand and something or other that is independent of a thinking subject on the 

other – the truth or falsity of what the thinker thinks or experiences to be so’ (Stroud 2011: 132). It is this 

requirement which generates the anti-skeptical conclusion, and it is this requirement which deprives those 

conclusions of their status as justifying the falsity of skepticism. This comes out on the next page, where Stroud 

notes that there is ‘a step from how all thinkers do or must think of the world to a conclusion about how the world 

is’ (Stroud 2011: 133). This step is the step the anti-skeptical arguments have no way of taking, and it is predicated 

precisely upon the independence of what I judge about from my judgment of it.  
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show that we can, from within the understanding, continue to affirm our belief that the world is 

judgeable without contradiction.  

 Hegel differs from Stroud on both of these points. On both points, the key difference 

between Hegel and Stroud is in how they understand the implications of the conception of 

objectivity they both find in the understanding. For Hegel, but not for Stroud, that conception of 

objectivity entails an antinomy. In particular, it entails that we must believe that the world is 

judgeable, and it entails that we must believe that the world is not judgeable. (The second 

entailment expresses parochialism.) Stroud does not think it entails the latter claim.  

QUOTE ABOUT ANTINOMY27 

 It is easy to see why Hegel think the conception of objectivity entails an antinomy. For 

according to that conception of objectivity, whether the world is judgeable is independent of 

whether I judge it to be so. So, to believe that the world is judgeable, that character of it must be 

available to me. But it cannot be, since I must presuppose that the world is judgeable regardless 

of what is the case. So whether I believe that the world is judgeable cannot be informed by 

whether the world is judgeable – it can only be informed by the nature of my judging. Hence, I 

cannot, in the ordinary way, consistently maintain that my belief that the world is judgeable is 

true. But that just means I must give up my belief that it is. (I cannot do this, of course, but that is 

just an expression of the other side of the antinomy Hegel finds within the understanding.) 

 The point is not, as Stroud seems to think, that I cannot verify that the world is judgeable 

in some metaphysically satisfying way, by answering the open question of whether it is (cf. 

                                                           
27 Heidemann thinks that the reference to an antinomy in this passage refers to opposing appearances or perceptions 

and not to an antinomy in the conception of objectivity (in his terms: not a ‘contradiction of the being of the thing 

itself [der Dinge selbst]’, Heidemann ####: 140). I cannot see any evidence for this claim in the passage, however. 

Hegel explicitly maintains that…, and that suggests that the antinomy in question is not that of opposing appearance 

but rather an antinomy or contradiction in the conception of objectivity. And, in any event, by the time he wrote the 

Logic he was happy to say that ‘the old skepticism shows the antinomy in all concepts’ (5.217). 
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Stroud 2011: 140). It is that I recognize that my affirmation of it is purely a result of my nature, a 

matter of my bias. It would not be a bias, I could continue to affirm it without contradiction, if 

the world’s judgeability could be available for me to judge about. But it cannot be. Hence, I 

cannot believe that the world is judgeable (and, as both Stroud and Hegel both agree, I must 

believe that it is). 

 So, we cannot take solace in the fact that the skeptic is confused or self-deceived. For the 

skeptic is simply pointing out that we are confused or self-deceived. We think we can continue, 

without contradiction, to believe that the world is judgeable. And, indeed, we must continue to 

affirm that. But we are confused or self-deceived insofar as we believe that we can do so without 

contradiction. 

 To appreciate this point, it is important to recognize a shift away from Stroud in our 

understanding of what skepticism consists in. When Stroud claims that the skeptic is confused or 

self-deceived, he means that a person who takes himself to consistently believe that the world is 

not judgeable is confused or self-deceived. And Hegel would agree with that much of his claim. 

But in criticizing the skeptic in this way, Stroud means to differentiate the position of the skeptic 

from the position of our ordinary claim that the world is judgeable. Stroud thinks that our 

ordinary claim can be maintained consistently. And Hegel denies that  

 Skepticism does not consist in the claim that the world is not judgeable. It rather consists 

in pointing out an antinomy, namely that we must believe that the world is judgeable and we 

must believe that the world is not judgeable. Skepticism so understood is not incoherent or 

confused. Rather, it points to an incoherence or confusion. Specifically, the incoherence or 

confusion in one-sidedly insisting that the world is judgeable, or in one-sidedly insisting that the 
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world is not judgeable. According to skepticism in the sense in which Hegel affirms it, neither 

judgment can stand alone.  

 At this point, it might help to consider an objection to the claim I am attributing to Hegel 

against Stroud. Hegel’s argument seems to turn on whether the world might be unavailable to be 

judged about. But that is sheer nonsense: I cannot judge, cannot even think, that the world is 

unavailable to the nature of my judging. What cannot be judged about cannot be judged about, 

not even in the judgment that it cannot be judged about. And if the judgment that the world is 

unavailable to my judging is sheer nonsense, it seems like the thought that it is would also have 

to fall away as nonsense.  

 In response to this objection, I want to recall Hegel’s response to Schulze. Schulze, 

remember, claimed that skepticism cannot target the understanding without refuting itself, 

because it relied on the very same capacities it skeptically argued cannot be relied upon. In 

response, Hegel noted that our inability to doubt those capacities was no vindication of them, 

since it might be merely a fact about us and our relation to our capacities and not a fact about the 

relation between the capacities and the world. Similarly here: even though we cannot make sense 

of a ‘logically alien world’ (to modify Conant’s nice phrase), our conception of the 

understanding inevitably raises that specter.28 To vindicate the legitimacy of the understanding, 

then, requires more than simply noting that we cannot conceive of a logically alien world.29 It 

                                                           
28 Cf. Conant 1991. (My debt to Conant’s paper in this part of my essay is, I trust, obvious.) Hegel does not put his 

point in terms of a logically alien world. He prefers to talk of an antinomy that arises as a result of the separation 

within the understanding between the nature of our capacity to judge and the nature of the world. The apparent 

intelligibility of a logically alien world also arises because of this separation. Hegel poses the problem in terms of an 

antinomy because he thinks that provides the key to making sense of the understanding as a form of knowledge. I 

being to explain how in the next section. 
29 It is also worth noting that the apparent intelligibility of a logically alien world might be a necessary feature of a 

certain form of judgment; accepting that it is does not require accepting the actual intelligibility of a logically alien 

world. It is just that showing that that apparent thought is merely apparent cannot be done from within that form of 

judgment – that the understanding is unable consistently to dismiss the specter of a logically alien world. 
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requires an account of the relation between the nature of my capacity to judge and the nature of 

the world such that our inability to conceive of a logically alien world is no mere inability, but 

genuinely reflects the legitimacy of our capacity to judge. 

 There are three points to draw from the relation between Hegel, Schulze and Stroud. The 

first, most obvious point concerns Hegel’s relation to transcendental arguments: contrary to a 

common view, Hegel does not advance transcendental arguments. Part of what my 

reconstruction of his response to Schulze shows is that he, at least early in his work, was derisive 

of such arguments. I see no evidence that he anywhere takes back this criticism. That suggests 

that Hegel’s own method does not consist in advancing transcendental arguments. Further, the 

transcendental argument strategy would be a version of the Straightforward Reading, and we 

have seen good textual evidence to avoid attributing that view to Hegel.30 

 The second point to draw concerns Stroud’s own manner of responding to skepticism. 

Stroud thinks that the threat of skepticism cannot be met on its own terms, that there is no 

metaphysically satisfying response to skepticism. I have argued that Hegel insists on part of this 

point: Hegel notes that the understanding, due to the conception of objectivity internal to it, 

cannot consistently dismiss the skeptical threat. So, there is a substantial point of agreement 

between Hegel and Stroud.  

 However, Hegel shows that Stroud’s own response to skepticism cannot work. Stroud 

believes we can coherently affirm that we can know the world from within the understanding. He 

believes this because he does not think skepticism emerges from the conception of objectivity 

                                                           
30 The view that reads Hegel as making transcendental arguments dates from Taylor’s essay on the opening 

arguments of the Phenomenology: cf. Taylor 1972. For some variants on it – which are all close enough to Schulze’s 

position to be subject to Hegel’s criticism of it – cf. Forster 1998, Horstmann 2008, Hosle 1989, Wandschneider 

1995, Stern 1996.  

 I am hardly the first to argue that Hegel does not advance transcendental arguments (cf. Heidemann 2007: 

130-1; Houlgate 2015; ), PIPPIN REFERENCE but I do not know of any others to have made the argument on the 

basis of considering Hegel’s response to Schulze as a response to transcendental arguments. 
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internal to the understanding. Hegel shows that it does. It follows that if we are to overcome 

skepticism, and continue to judge the world, we must go beyond the understanding with its 

conception of the understanding. 

 That is the third point to draw from this section: if skepticism emerges just from the 

conception of objectivity internal to the understanding, then to respond to it we must move 

beyond that conception of objectivity. In this section, I have tried to show why it might be 

reasonable for Hegel to think that any strategy for responding to skepticism that relies on 

understanding will fail. So, to get Hegel’s response to skepticism in view, we need to look 

beyond the understanding.31 

§6 Overcoming and Preserving the Antinomy within the Understanding 

 In this final section, I return to the interpretive puzzle raised in §3. We saw there that 

neither the Straightforward Reading nor the Understanding Can’t Know is consistent with 

Hegel’s claims about the understanding. But it seemed like that might just be because Hegel’s 

claims are inconsistent: he claims both that the understanding can know, and he also seems to 

claim that it cannot know (because it is afflicted with a contradiction such that its truth is not the 

truth). Our foray through Schulze and Stroud was meant to help us see how these claims can be 

made consistent with one another. Let’s see. 

 Consider again the claims that pushed against the Straightforward Reading and seemed to 

support the Understanding Can’t Know view. In the passages I quoted, Hegel claimed that the 

understanding ‘recognizes quite well that all facts of its consciousness and this, its finite 

consciousness itself, ceases to be [vergeht] and that there is no certainty in it’ (2.240-1). He also 

                                                           
31 The words of this sentence would be affirmed by any interpreter of Hegel. But this formulation does not stand 

alone in my paper: I have tried to show that this sentence means that Hegel thinks we must advance to a conception 

of judgment on which the objectivity of judgment, or its status as knowledge, does not rely on its getting right what 

is the case anyway. And this point would not be accepted by just any interpreter of Hegel. 
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claimed that the understanding ‘is a contradiction that sublates itself’ (6.499) and that ‘in its truth 

it has not arrived at the truth’ (6.499). These passages seemed to entail that, according to Hegel, 

the understanding cannot know. But now we can see that they do not. 

 The claim that the understanding recognizes that it has no certainty is one side of the 

antinomy, the parochialism side according to which the world is not judgeable. But it is only one 

side of the antinomy. As Hegel puts it in the sentence after the one quoted in §3, the common 

human understanding’s ‘skepticism and its dogmatism about the finite things [die Endlichkeiten] 

stand next to one another’ (2.241).32 That is, the understanding recognizes both that it cannot 

attain certainty (its skepticism) and that it can attain certainty (its dogmatism). Neither claim is 

wrong; each is rather one side of the understanding’s nature. But the understanding is unable to 

combine the two sides, or to recognize that it is committed to an antinomy, or (as Hegel puts it in 

the other passage) a contradiction. Skepticism – ‘true’ or ‘proper’ skepticism as opposed to the 

understanding’s skepticism – brings together the two sides in its recognition of the antinomy 

within the understanding. 

 How can the understanding be a capacity for knowledge in light of this? Consider that 

what seems to prevent the understanding from being a capacity for knowledge is its inability to 

exclude parochialism, which inability itself derives from the conception of objectivity internal to 

the understanding. To exclude parochialism, then, we need a form of knowledge with a different 

conception of objectivity. This other form of knowledge would have to be identical, in some 

sense, with what it knows, such that there is no longer any logical space for the worry that what 

we know is due to some nature parochial to us and not characteristic of what is known. 

Moreover, part of what this form of knowledge knows would have to be the nature of the 

                                                           
32 For similar claims, cf. PhG ¶#### 
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understanding – but it would have to know it in its own distinctive way, with its own conception 

of objectivity. This would be a way which grasped that the nature of the understanding is the 

same as the nature of the world. If there were such a form of knowledge – Hegel’s ‘reason’ or 

‘speculation’ – then it would exclude parochialism as a threat to the understanding’s status as a 

capacity for knowledge.33 

 In thus saving the understanding as a capacity for knowledge, it might seem like my 

interpretation just becomes another version of the Straightforward Reading. Remember that, 

according to the Straightforward Reading, skepticism is false or confused. If the threat posed by 

parochialism is excluded by reason, doesn’t that just mean that skepticism is false or confused? 

 The first step in answering this objection is to draw a distinction between the 

understanding considered as a self-standing capacity, or a capacity on its own, and the 

understanding considered as reliant on reason. When considered as a self-standing capacity, there 

is no way to exclude parochialism: as we saw in the previous section, there is no way to 

overcome that threat from within the understanding. Considered on its own, then, there is no way 

to save the understanding as a capacity for knowledge.  

 So, skepticism about the understanding is true, so long as we consider the understanding 

as a self-standing capacity. So far, we have not said anything a proponent of the Straightforward 

Reading has to disagree with. For, according to Hegel, the understanding is not a self-standing 

capacity. And a proponent of the Straightforward Reading can add: and we learn that by showing 

that skepticism is false or confused. 

                                                           
33 I want to be clear that the account offered in this paragraph barely even begins to fill out what reason/speculation 

must look like. Filling out an account of that would go well beyond the scope of this essay; I begin to fill out an 

account in my [ARTICLE TITLE] 
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 To get at the incompatibility with the Straightforward Reading we need to consider how 

things look to the understanding. In the first step to answering the objection, I talked about our 

account of the understanding: we may consider it to be self-standing, and then we see that that 

leads to skepticism. But that way of talking is derivative: in fact, fundamentally, we have to 

consider the understanding’s own account of itself. The understanding is, according to Hegel, a 

self-conscious capacity, it takes itself to know things, and the antinomy arises within its own 

account of itself.34 So, to follow Hegel, we have to consider how things appear to the 

understanding. In particular, we have to ask: can the understanding account for itself as 

dependent upon another capacity? 

 According to Hegel, the understanding is unable to grasp reason, the ‘higher’ form of 

knowledge. The claims of reason must remain incomprehensible to the understanding, as Hegel 

says repeatedly: three pieces of evidence (early, PhG, WdL). The claims of reason must remain 

incomprehensible because the understanding can only ever grasp the world as independent of 

what it must believe it to be. And so, rather than saving that world, it will always seem to the 

understanding like reason is depriving its world of objectivity – as damning rather than saving it. 

Consequently, the understanding cannot grasp its dependence on another capacity, and so cannot 

eliminate the threat of parochialism.  

 This point might be made more persuasive by trying to envision the exclusion of the 

threat of parochialism from within the understanding. Suppose the understanding frames the 

notion of a kind of knowledge that is identical with what it knows. For that kind of knowledge to 

save the understanding, it must know the very same world that the understanding claims to 

                                                           
34 This thought is expressed by Hegel in his claim, quoted earlier in this section and discussed in §3, that the 

understanding loses its sense of certainty, which implies that it takes itself to be a capacity for knowledge (certainty) 

and that the skeptical threat emerges for it in its inability to coherently account for itself as a capacity for knowledge. 



Andrew Werner - 36 

 

know. But that world is defined, for the understanding, according to its conception of objectivity: 

it is what it is regardless of whether it is known. And so the kind of knowledge that the 

understanding frames cannot save the understanding – if it makes any sense at all, it could not 

take the world as its object, and so couldn’t ensure that the understanding can know.  

 It follows that skepticism is neither false nor confused, and so the Straightforward 

Reading cannot be right. Skepticism, understood as the claim that the understanding is plagued 

by an antinomy, is true of the understanding in its own account of itself. Whatever salvation 

reason provides, it must save the understanding even in its inability to grasp its own salvation. 

And this is a truth of skepticism that the Straightforward Reading misses.  

 The Straightforward Reading insists that skepticism is false or confused, and so cannot 

recognize the way in which the understanding’s capacity to know is conditioned by its own claim 

that it can attain no certainty. By contrast, the Understanding Can’t Know view insists on the 

claim that the understanding can attain no certainty. But it neglects the equally valid claim that 

the understanding can attain certainty. Hence, as Hegel put it in one of the passages quoted in §3 

against the Understanding Can’t Know view, the understanding has ‘its right’ and ‘its use’ in all 

domains of the objective world’ (§80z). 

 The Understanding Can’t Know view infers from the fact that there really is an antinomy 

within the understanding (according to Hegel) to the conclusion that we cannot accept the 

legitimacy of the understanding or the reality of the objects of the understanding. But the 

understanding might still be legitimated if, using reason, we could know that the way the world 

is and how the understanding must take it to be are the same. For in that case, we would know 

that the nature of judging does not get in the way of attempts to know the world. So the inference 

that the Understanding Can’t Know view makes is invalid: the antinomy does not entail that the 
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understanding is illegitimate or that it is merely an inadequate manifestation of the higher form 

of knowledge. The grounds for claiming that Hegel is unconcerned to show the legitimacy of the 

understanding (and the reality of its objects) fall away.35 

 Moreover, even without a detailed account of the higher form of knowledge, we have 

enough to see the outlines of Hegel’s complex response to skepticism: skepticism is true insofar 

as it reveals a genuine insufficiency, one that does not go away, within the understanding; 

skepticism, moreover, is essential to philosophy because it propels us beyond the understanding, 

to reason, in search of a form of knowledge that is not antinomial. That form of knowledge - if 

real – makes the antinomy genuinely present within the understanding compatible with its 

capacity to know the world. 

 

  

  

Conclusion 

 In this essay I have clarified the kind of knowledge that Hegel thinks is rightly subjected 

to skepticism as consisting in any knowledge on which the truth of our judgments is determined 

by what we judge about and not by our judging (the understanding). Further, I have clarified one 

strand of skepticism that Hegel is interested in as parochialism, the worry that the capacity to 

judge has a nature that closes it off from the world, a strand of skepticism connected, I have 

argued, both to post-Kantian skepticism and to ancient skepticism. I have further explained 

                                                           
35 To be sure, someone defending the Understanding Can’t Know view might deny my account of the antinomy, and 

so try to show that the inference does hold good. Bowman, for instance, explains the grounds for skepticism 

differently (cf., e.g., Bowman 2013: 156). We might put his view like this: there is no completion to the conditions 

for the reality of an object of the understanding (for Agrippa’s Trilemma reasons); and an object is only real if all of 

the conditions for its reality obtain. Hence, the object of the understanding has no reality, and so the understanding 

cannot know. But this antinomy need not be vicious either, and for exactly the same reason:  
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Schulze’s position as akin in structure to a transcendental argument. And I have explained 

Hegel’s response to Schulze, noting that it mirrors Stroud’s argument against transcendental 

arguments. Hegel departs from Stroud, however, in arguing that skepticism emerges from the 

nature of the understanding itself. The ultimate implication of this is that Hegel does not try to 

respond to skepticism from within the understanding. Finally, I have explained why Hegel takes 

skepticism to be essential to philosophy: it reveals a genuine antinomy within the understanding 

that propels us to a higher form of knowledge that would be free of that antinomy and, 

simultaneously, would show that the antinomy within the understanding limits but is compatible 

with the understanding’s claim to know the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


