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DISSERTATION  ABSTRACT 
 

Critical Metaphilosophy 
 

‘Critical metaphilosophy’ is the view that traditional philosophy violates the conditions of 
its own intelligibility. This definition casts a wide net in the history of philosophy; it’s meant to 
capture different kinds of negative, deflationary, or skeptical appraisal of philosophy by 
philosophers – especially in and after Kant. What those conditions are supposed to be and how 
traditional philosophy is supposed to violate them vary drastically, but the general idea is that 
philosophers have historically tried to do something that can’t be done because of certain limits 
to thought or language. Typically, this involves a rejection of aprioristic ‘armchair’ approaches to 
philosophizing, or a denial that we can achieve a detached, external perspective on the world. 

The dissertation is an investigation into the nature of and, especially, the prospects for 
critical metaphilosophy. In the introduction, I give an account of the view and its varied history 
from Kant into analytic and continental philosophy. The rest of the dissertation is devoted to 
considering two problems that have faced versions of the view again and again. 

The first problem is that critical metaphilosophy tends to be incompatible with realism, 
the view that at least some things are independent of us. For example, the basic insight of critical 
metaphilosophy is that our concepts are not autonomous. Their proper application is grounded in 
and so limited by our experience or activity. This threatens to leave us incapable of applying our 
concepts beyond the field of all our experience and activity, which would make it unintelligible 
for us to affirm that things exist independently of ourselves. 

I examine this problem largely by looking to three important attempts at ‘critical realism’: 
Immanuel Kant’s empirical realism, Martin Heidegger’s ontical realism, and Hilary Putnam’s 
internal realism. Each attempt is problematic in its own way, but a promising strategy for 
reconciling critical metaphilosophy and realism emerges: an ‘immanent’ conception of realism as 
requiring that, given the conditions of intelligibility, at least some things are (correctly) 
intelligible as independent of us (according to experience- or practice-immanent standards). The 
success of this strategy turns on whether we can separate out the conception from the idealistic 
commitments that tend to accompany it. 

The second problem is that critical metaphilosophy tends to be self-stultifying. For 
example, the existence of violable conditions of intelligibility implies the existence of a limit to 
intelligibility. But a limit is intelligible only if both of its sides are intelligible, so talk of a limit 
to intelligibility presupposes the intelligibility of the unintelligible. Critical metaphilosophy, 
then, threatens to violate the very conditions of intelligibility that it accuses traditional 
philosophy of violating. 

I examine this problem largely by looking to three important attempts at ‘metacritique’: 
the post-Kantian critique of the thing in itself, Donald Davidson’s critique of conceptual 
relativism, and Ludwig Wittgenstein’s self-critique. After some reverse engineering, three 
promising strategies for resisting the charge of self-stultification emerge: a Kantian formalist 
approach, an early Wittgensteinian ostensive approach, and a later Wittgensteinian 
methodological approach. Each has its pros and cons, and there is a surprising amount of overlap 
between them. Ultimately, I suggest that a methodological approach is most promising. 


