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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Critical Metaphilosophy

An investigation into the nature of, and especially, the prospects for critical metaphilosophy, the
idea that traditional philosophy violates the conditions of its own intelligibility.

One virtue of philosophy is that it is self-reflective. Part of the project of philosophizing is
considering the nature, scope, and limits of that very project. Historically, this kind of self-
reflection has led some philosophers to the startling conclusion that philosophy is incapable of its
traditional aspirations (e.g., acquiring knowledge of the world through a priori means). However,
when these philosophers try to articulate a view that accommodates the conclusion, they tend to
run into problems — often ones strikingly similar to those they raise for traditional philosophy.

In its distinctively post-Kantian form, the diagnosis is that philosophers have traditionally tried to
do something that can’t be done because of certain limits to thought or language. In the
introduction, I give an account of this idea — which I call critical metaphilosophy — and its varied
history from Kant into analytic and continental philosophy. The rest of the dissertation is devoted
to addressing two historically recurring problems for versions of critical metaphilosophy.

The first problem is their anti-realistic tendency. 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 approach this problem by working through three important attempts at critical realism: Kant’s
empirical realism, Heidegger’s ontical realism, and Putnam’s internal realism. Each attempt is
problematic in its own way, but I argue that a promising strategy for reconciling critical
metaphilosophy and realism emerges: an ‘immanentizing’ strategy according to which what
realism requires is that, given the conditions of intelligibility, at least some things are (correctly)
intelligible as independent of us.

The second problem is that versions of critical metaphilosophy tend to undermine themselves.
The most famous example is verificationism’s meaninglessness according to itself, but the
problem goes all the way back to Kant — the claim that we can’t cognize things in themselves
makes essential reference to things in themselves. In general, the project of articulating
conditions of intelligibility always seems to run the risk of violating those very conditions.

I approach this problem by working through three important attempts at metacritique: the post-
Kantian critique of the thing in itself, Davidson’s critique of conceptual relativism, and
Wittgenstein’s self-critique. I argue that three promising strategies for resisting the charge of self-
undermining emerge: a Kantian formalist strategy, an early Wittgensteinian ostensive strategy,
and a later Wittgensteinian methodological strategy. I argue that the third strategy is most
promising because it is the only one that avoids a commitment to ‘important nonsense.’



