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Reconsidering Hegel’s Complex Response to Skepticism 

§1 Two Interpretations and an Interpretive Dilemma 

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

skepticism (OUTLINE HANDOUT 1, Q1 – CONSENSUS SINCE 80s, ESSENTIAL TO 

PHILOSOPHY).1 The real difficulty lies in understanding his response to it. On the one hand, he 

says things like quote 1 on your quotes handout: the ‘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. And, in the later Science of Logic, he claims that the 

understanding ‘is a contradiction that sublates itself’ such that ‘in its truth it has not arrived at the 

truth’ (6.499). That its truth is not the truth is a way of saying that it is unable to attain the truth. 

So, skepticism is true of it (2 ON OUTLINE HANDOUT). These passages suggest that Hegel 

believes that skepticism about the understanding is true. And that in turn seems to entail that the 

understanding cannot know. 

 For example: I might claim that this room is over a hundred years old. But even I 

recognize, Hegel claims, that I can’t be certain of that. That truth might be a truth for me, or 

perhaps a truth for the community of judgers, but even I recognize it’s not the truth about the 

room. So, of course, I can’t know that this room is over a hundred years old. (We’ll get to the 

contradiction claim later.) 

 On the other hand, he says things like quote 3 on your quotes handout. The 

‘understanding shows itself now in general in all domains of the objective [gegenständliche] 

                                                           
1 Cf. Pippin 1988, Forster 1989, Vieweg 1999: 117-8. 
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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). 

And, in his mature account of the nature of the mind, he argues that the understanding is able to 

arrive at the ‘truth’ about what is given (cf. EPG §§465-7). These passages suggest that Hegel 

believes that the understanding can know (2 ON OUTLINE HANDOUT). Many have inferred 

from this that Hegel thinks skepticism must be false or confused.  

 To continue the example: I claim that this room is over a hundred years old. I may be 

wrong because I have inadequate information, but it is in the nature of things that I could know 

the age of the room. So, of course, I can arrive at the truth about the room, and not just ‘my 

truth’; and I can do so with certainty. Skepticism must be wrong. 

 Quotes 2 and 3 present us with an interpretive dilemma: Hegel claims that the 

understanding has no certainty and is afflicted with a contradiction such that ‘its truth’ is not ‘the 

truth’, and he claims that the understanding can know. Different scholars have focused on one of 

these two ideas to the exclusion of the other; none have squarely faced the difficulty posed by the 

fact that Hegel regularly makes both claims. [NAME PEOPLE] And these claims are not just 

asides – they are absolutely central to his response to skepticism [EACH IS A STARTING 

POINT FOR ONE KIND OF SCHOLAR]; indeed, they are central to his whole philosophy. So, 

until we figure out how to make them consistent with one another, we won’t really have an 

account of Hegel’s philosophy. But it might seem like no interpretation can do justice to both 

quotes and so solve the interpretive dilemma. What position can we attribute to Hegel that makes 

good sense of both of these claims? 

 I will argue that Hegel believes both that skepticism about the understanding is true, and 

that the understanding provides us with genuine knowledge. These two things seem to be 



Andrew Werner - 3 

 

obviously incompatible. My argument requires that I show how they can be consistently 

maintained. The key claim I will develop to show this is that these two claims give rise to an 

antinomy, and that the understanding is committed to both sides of this antinomy. That is, the 

understanding must believe both that it cannot know and that it can know. Because it is afflicted 

with the antinomy, the understanding cannot comprehend how it is a capacity to know the world. 

To save the understanding, we need to appeal to something beyond it. Hegel calls this ‘reason.’ 

Reason saves the understanding by revealing how it is a capacity to know the world. But reason 

does not remove the antinomy.  

 So, I claim that this room is over a hundred years old. In making this claim, I presuppose 

that I can know the world. That’s not so controversial. But Hegel also believes that in making 

this judgment I am committed to the claim that I cannot know the world. [PAUSE AND 

EMPHASIZE] I will explain why he thinks this in the next section, but if that is right, then I am 

caught in an antinomy. This antinomy need not damn my capacity to know the world; in fact, it 

might be true that I can know the world, though knowledge of that is not consistently available to 

me insofar as I exercise my understanding. I will argue that this is roughly what Hegel thinks: 

reason is able to explain how I can know that this room is over a hundred years old, despite the 

fact that that claim is not consistently available to me from within ‘the understanding’. In this 

talk, I’ll just be able to say a bit about the structure of reason and how it might save the 

understanding; I won’t be able to explain his argument that it does save the understanding. 

 I will develop this claim in 3 further parts. In the next, or second part of my talk, the 

Understanding and Parochialism, I develop an interpretation of Hegel’s theory of the 

understanding, as the target of skepticism, and an interpretation of the skeptical threat he is most 

interested in. I also explain why he thinks I am expressing my belief that I cannot know the 
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world when I claim that this room is over a hundred years old. In the third part, Hegel, Schulze, 

and Stroud, I explore a possible defense of the common sense position that skepticism about the 

understanding defeats itself, and Hegel’s response to it. I also discuss how Hegel’s response to 

skepticism relates to Barry Stroud’s, noting some interesting similarities and differences. This 

foray through Stroud then allows me to return, in the final part, Saving the Understanding, to my 

solution to the interpretive dilemma. It is in this last part that I offer an account of how 

skepticism can be true of the understanding without that threatening its status as a capacity for 

knowledge. 

 

§2 The Understanding and Parochialism 

 Hegel thinks that there is a genuine antinomy within the understanding. In this part, I will 

describe what Hegel means by the understanding, and the skepticism that reveals a genuine 

antinomy within it. 

 The understanding is the capacity to judge about empirical matters, both in non-scientific 

and scientific contexts. 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. 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). 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 this room is over a hundred years old unless I am aware that the truth of my claim 



Andrew Werner - 5 

 

is dependent on the age of this room, which is not in turn dependent on my judgment. 

REFERENCE ANALYTIC JUDGMENTS AS IMPORTANT TOPIC, HAPPY TO TALK 

ABOUT 

 So, on Hegel’s view, 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 believed by us to be that way’ (Stroud 

1984: 77). Hegel will ultimately argue that this is only one form of objectivity, not what 

objectivity as such is. But, from his point of view, the prevalence of this notion of objectivity is a 

sign that it is integral to our common human understanding of the world and of judgment.  

 Having described what Hegel means by the 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 only judge as we do because of something about us and not 

because that’s how the world really is. For example, I might judge that that shape in front of me 

is round because I have poor eyesight, or I might judge that all tissues are Kleenex because my 

community, and advertising, taught me that. In these cases, I explain why I judge as I do by 

referencing some defect in me or my community. The skeptical thought is that this sort of 

explanation is not just true in locally defective cases; rather, it is true whenever I judge, because 

of something about the nature of judging in general. I will dub this skeptical worry 

‘parochialism’, because it is the worry that our judgments are parochial to us. (HANDOUT 

FORMULATION) Why might someone think this is true? 
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 The basic thought is this: when I think about the world, I bring certain standards of 

justification with me. I mean things like modus ponens, the law of excluded middle – whatever 

logical form you think is built into the idea of thought of the world. I use these standards when I 

make claims about the world – if I could not know that the world conformed to them, then I 

could not possibly know the world, as all of my claims about the world rely on them. As a result 

of the form of objectivity internal to the understanding, whether my judgments are true is 

determined by the world and not by my judging. However, I apply these standards to the world 

inevitably, come hell or high water, in a way that is totally insensitive to how the world actually 

is. That means that I apply these standards as a result of my nature, not as a result of the nature of 

the world. And so I have no reason to think the world conforms to these standards. In fact, I 

cannot know that the world conforms to these standards, as I will inevitably and viciously 

presuppose their validity in any attempt to determine whether they are valid.  

 So, when I judge that this room is over a hundred years old, I ultimately do so on the 

basis of standards like the law of excluded middle and the law of non-contradiction. And so I 

presuppose that the world conforms to those standards. Moreover, I am also implicitly aware that 

these standards come from my nature, and that they do not arise for me from the nature of the 

world. This comes out in the fact that I never check and see whether the law of excluded middle 

is true of some subject matter – I always take it for granted, and I have to. Since I also know that 

my judgment’s truth is dependent on the world and not on the nature of my judging, I am 

committed to my inability to know whether this room is over a hundred years old.  

 That is the argument in favor of this form of skepticism, in brief. We will return to 

consider a response to it, but right now I want to show that Hegel also articulates this concern. 

This worry about parochialism is most obviously present in Hegel’s response to Kantianism. 
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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; PhG ¶###; 2.180-2).  

 Something that is only very rarely appreciated is that this form of skepticism is also 

connected to Hegel’s understanding of ancient skepticism. In particular, he associates it with the 

skeptical trope of ‘relation’ according to which ‘everything is only in relation to another’ (cf. 

2.239).  

 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 

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. 

[PAROCHIALISM LOOKS VERY DIFFERENT FROM THE NORMAL INFINITE 

REGRESS ASSOCIATED WITH ANCIENT SKEPTICISM. HAPPY TO TALK ABOUT THIS 

IN Q&A] 

 So far I have rehearsed Hegel’s argument for the conclusion that the understanding is 

committed to the claim that it cannot know, that it is committed to parochialism. This is one side 

of the antinomy. In the next section I will discuss a response to this argument, a response that is 

really just insisting on the other side of the antinomy: that the understanding is committed to the 

claim that it can know. Then I’ll discuss Hegel’s strategy for making this antinomy bearable 

through an appeal to reason. 
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§3 Hegel, Schulze, and Stroud 

 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. Schulze was one of Schopenhauer’s teachers, but he is most well known for the 

effect his Aenesidemus Review of Kant and Reinhold had on Fichte. 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, and finally turn to compare and contrast Hegel and Stroud on transcendental 

arguments and skepticism.  

 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. In pursuit of this aim, he distinguishes philosophy from the 

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).  Schulze’s conception of being present in 

consciousness brings with it an immunity to skeptical doubt. As he puts it, if something ‘is 
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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). 2 

 Most commentators who address Schulze’s position claim to find no argument for 

common sense realism in his work. As a result they misread Schulze and, consequently, Hegel – 

in fact, many commentators end up attributing to Hegel exactly the position he criticizes in 

Schulze.   

 I propose the following, charitable reconstruction of Schulze’s response to the skeptic: 

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 

                                                           
2 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). As a conjecture, he seems to think that 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. Whether that conjecture is right or not, 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 can be 

present to consciousness. This funds his argument that the common human understanding is immune to skepticism. 
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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. As doubting that the understanding can 

know defeats itself, we must believe the understanding can know. 

 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. Abstractly, Schulze’s 

strategy consists in showing that some domain must be available to consciousness in his 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 ‘logical’ point about the implications of 

(certain forms of) skepticism: skepticism undermines itself because it rests on a claim and also 

denies that claim. But by thinking through one of Hegel’s responses to Schulze, we can see that 

this appearance is misleading. Schulze’s argument against skepticism in fact consists in a merely 

‘psychological’ point (as Hegel puts it).  

 This comes out immediately in the conclusion of Schulze’s argument: we must believe 

that the understanding can know. The fact that we must believe this is one thing, but whether it is 

true is something else entirely (OUTLINE HANDOUT 9). Further, I have no way of ascertaining 

whether I can know the world apart from judging about it. That means I have no way of checking 

to see whether the world is knowable, or no way of checking to see whether the understanding is 

a capacity for knowledge. So, I have to recognize that my belief that the world is knowable owes 

nothing to the world, and is rather explained by my nature. But that just is parochialism: I must 

believe that something in the nature of my judging leads me astray, so that the understanding 

cannot know (OUTLINE HANDOUT 9). 
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 This is why Hegel criticizes Schulze for making a psychological point, or for giving a 

‘psychological meaning’ to the indisputable certainty (2.256). Hegel concedes to Schulze that 

‘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; A CLAIM MADE BY 

SCHULZE at 1801: 70). 

 One thing to stress is that Hegel concedes Schulze’s point that I must believe I can know. 

Though he does not credit Schulze for this point, he does accept it. (HANDOUT: that is, he says 

yes to C3 from 8, P1 from 9); he just doesn’t think it disproves parochialism.) Indeed, elsewhere 

he describes this as an ‘immediate prejudgment of everyone’ and claims that philosophy has the 

job of bringing this explicitly to consciousness (EL §22z, cf. also EL §5) 

 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 transcendental arguments. 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 is indeed a capacity for knowledge.3 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.4 And finally, just like 

                                                           
3 For the claim that we cannot consistently embrace the skeptical conclusion, cf. Stroud 2011: 131. 
4 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 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. 
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Hegel, Stroud grounds this distinction in the form of objectivity that is expressed in Hegel’s 

account of the understanding.5 

 Stroud differs from Hegel, however, in that he thinks the understanding can consistently 

maintain that skepticism is false, and so offers a kind of defense or at least affirmation of the 

understanding that Hegel would reject. Stroud thinks this for two reasons. First, he claims that 

we cannot consistently maintain the skeptic’s position – that it is incoherent for us to do so. This 

is not to say that skepticism is false, because the incoherence stems from our nature, or is 

psychological, and not from the logic of the skeptic’s position (Stroud 2011: 137). 

 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 knowable is true, 

and the belief that it is not knowable 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 knowable, 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 

                                                           
5 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 

knowable without contradiction.  

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

how they understand the implications of the form of objectivity they both find in the 

understanding. For Hegel, but not for Stroud, that form of objectivity entails an ‘antinomy’ 

(2.240). In particular, it entails that we must believe that the world is knowable, and it entails that 

we must believe that the world is not knowable. (The second entailment expresses parochialism.) 

Stroud does not think it entails the latter claim.  

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

according to that form of objectivity, whether the world is knowable is independent of whether I 

judge it to be so. So, to believe that the world is knowable, that character of it must be available 

to me. But it cannot be, since I must presuppose that the world is knowable regardless of what is 

the case. So whether I believe that the world is knowable cannot be informed by whether the 

world is knowable – 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 knowable is true. But that 

just means I must give up my belief that it is. (APPEAL TO FORMULATION ON HANDOUT; 

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 knowable 

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

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 knowability could be available for me to judge about. But it cannot be.  
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 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 knowable. 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 

account of what skepticism consists in. When Stroud claims that the skeptic is confused or self-

deceived, he means that a person who takes herself to consistently believe that the world is not 

knowable is confused or self-deceived. And Hegel would agree with that much of his claim.

 The skepticism that Hegel affirms does not consist in the one-sided claim that the world 

is not knowable. It rather consists in pointing out an antinomy, namely that we must believe that 

the world is knowable and we must believe that the world is not knowable. Skepticism so 

understood is not incoherent. Rather, it points to an incoherence. Specifically, the incoherence of 

one-sidedly insisting that the world is knowable, or of one-sidedly insisting that the world is not 

knowable. According to skepticism in the sense in which Hegel affirms it, neither judgment can 

stand alone. (POINT TO HANDOUT) As Hegel puts it (Q7), the understanding’s ‘skepticism 

and its dogmatism about the finite things [die Endlichkeiten] stand next to one another’ (2.241). 

[PhG CLAIMS] The two claims simply stand next to one another because the understanding is 

unable to integrate them, or make them consistent with one another. That is what skepticism 

truly points out about the understanding. 

 There are four lessons to learn from this account of 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 
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sympathetic reconstruction of Schulze’s argument was meant to show is that Hegel was derisive 

of such arguments.6 

 The second point concerns Hegel’s response to Schulze. Like Stroud, Hegel thinks that 

the understanding cannot show that skepticism is false or confused. So, there is a substantial 

point of agreement between Hegel and Stroud.  

 However, third, 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 form of 

objectivity internal to the understanding. Hegel shows that it does. It follows that if we are to 

overcome skepticism, we must go beyond the understanding. STEP BACK AND EMPHASIZE: 

LESSON FROM HEGEL EVEN IF WE DISAGREE WITH HIS POSITIVE VIEW 

 That brings us to the fourth point: if skepticism emerges just from the form of objectivity 

internal to the understanding, then to respond to it we must move beyond that form 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 the understanding will fail. So, to get 

Hegel’s response to skepticism in view, we need to look beyond the understanding. 

 

§4 Saving the Understanding 

 In this final section, I return to the interpretive dilemma raised at the beginning of my 

talk. Hegel claims both that skepticism is true of the understanding and that it can know the 

                                                           
6 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, Hösle 1989, Wandschneider 

1995.  

 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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world. 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 claim that the understanding recognizes that it has no certainty. This 

is, as we have now seen, one side of an antinomy, the parochialism side (quote 2). But it is only 

one side of the antinomy; the other side is the side expressed in quote 3, that it is right to employ 

the understanding in claims to know the world. The understanding is committed to both sides of 

the antinomy; but it has no way to respond to this antinomy. What do we do with this 

unavoidable antinomy? 

 The answer to this question lies in Hegel’s theory of reason. I won’t be able to offer a full 

account of reason here, but I’m happy to fill in my account of it in the Q&A or at dinner. What I 

want to say is that reason brings with it a form of objectivity which reveals that the nature of the 

understanding does not lead it astray. In fact, Hegel thinks reason shows that the understanding’s 

nature is identical with the nature of what it knows, and so does not close it off from the world. 

 It might be helpful to introduce an example. I will take the case of first person thought 

about our beliefs, and here I’m drawing on work by Sebastian Rödl. Consider this claim: I 

believe that most vegans need B12 supplements. This is a claim about me, specifically about 

what I believe. Plausibly, I would not count as making this claim without knowing that it was a 

claim about me. That is, I cannot have a first person thought and be confused about whether I am 

thinking about myself. (Sometimes this is put by saying that first person thought is object 

dependent thought, like demonstrative thought but unlike descriptive thought, where my 

description might not net an object while nevertheless remaining a thought.) In this sense, the 

existence of the thought is dependent on the object it is about.  



Andrew Werner - 17 

 

 To see how first person thought about our beliefs might be an example of reason, we 

have to add something less obvious: I cannot be in the way picked out by the first person thought 

without being able to have the first person thought. To make this claim, you have to think that 

being self-conscious is essential to having the beliefs we have. I’m not going to try to defend this 

claim here. (I’m happy to talk a bit about why you might think this, but defending it is not 

required for my argument in this talk.) Given that I am a self-conscious being, I do not need 

anything further than the thought that most vegans need B12 supplements to be able to think that 

I believe that most vegans need B12 supplements. I need no other premise to arrive at this 

conclusion. So, if it is essential to my having the belief that most vegans need B12 supplements 

that I be a self-conscious being, then in fact having that belief is dependent upon being able to 

have the first person thought. And in this sense my being in the state of having the belief is 

dependent upon my having the first person thought ready at hand. This contrasts radically with 

non-first person thoughts, including demonstrative thoughts, where what I am thinking about is 

what it is regardless of anyone’s being in a position to think about it. We might call this thought-

dependent objects. And it provides an example of the structure of reason.  

 To show that the understanding is a capacity for knowledge, reason has to know that the 

world conforms to the understanding’s standards of justification. What we need, then, is a 

judgment of that conformity that has the structure of first person thoughts about our beliefs. The 

world’s conforming to the understanding’s standards of justification would then be dependent on 

our ability to think it so and our ability to think it so would be dependent on the world’s being 

that way. Because the being and the thought would be dependent upon one another, we could use 

this form to validate our standards of justification: the world would not figure in reason as 

something which is independent of my thinking it, and my thought would not figure as 
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independent of the world I think about. There would no longer by any logical space to worry that 

the standards of justification were merely ours, or that our judgment had a nature that was 

leading it astray. 

 What happens to the antinomy, once reason saves the understanding? According to 

Hegel, the understanding is unable to grasp reason, the ‘higher’ form of knowledge. The claims 

of reason must remain incomprehensible because the understanding can only ever grasp the 

world through its form of objectivity, 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 reason, and so cannot eliminate the antinomy. [HANDOUT] So, it 

follows that skepticism is neither false nor confused. Skepticism, understood as the claim that the 

understanding is plagued by an antinomy, remains true of the understanding – and this shows up 

in the understanding’s own account of itself, in the way in which it insists that it can know the 

world and also insists that it cannot know the world. Both claims are, on Hegel’s view, implicitly 

involved in my claim to know that this room is over a hundred years old.  

  

Conclusion 

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

skepticism as 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 leads it astray, a strand of skepticism connected to post-Kantian skepticism and also, I 

have argued, to ancient skepticism. I have further explained Schulze’s defense of the 
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understanding as a transcendental argument. And I have explained Hegel’s response to Schulze, 

noting that it mirrors Stroud’s argument against transcendental arguments. Hegel differs from 

Stroud, however, in arguing that skepticism emerges from the nature of the understanding itself; 

whatever we make of his alternative solution, I have argued that his criticism of Stroud’s 

response to skepticism is compelling. The ultimate implication of Hegel’s difference from Stroud 

is that he 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. 


