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Dissertation Abstract

Readers of Kant’s logic lectures will be familiar with their surprisingly sympathetic portrayal
of Pyrrhonian skepticism: In the Blomberg Logic, Kant says that Pyrrho was “a very wise man,” and
describes the Pyrrhonian skeptic as someone who suspends judgment not in order to call the
possibility of knowledge into question, but rather “in order to discover by this means the path to
truth” (BL 24:211-4). The Pyrrhonist, we are told, “did not really doubt all truths,” but rather
postponed judgment in the face of inadequate grounds for belief, thus leading the dogmatists “to the
path of caution” (BL 24:213). This portrayal is surprising, of course, because of Kant’s reputed
hostility to all forms of skepticism in the Critigue of Pure Reason. Moreover, the view attributed to Pyrrho
here closely mirrors what Kant calls the “skeptical method” in the Antinomy of Pure Reason, which
is in turn closely associated with Kant’s own “critical method” and his solution to the Antinomies.
Given that many scholars interpret the Antinomies as a refutation of Pyrrhonian arguments from
equipollence, we should find it puzzling that Kant harbored such admiration for the main proponent
of this form of skeptical argument.

My dissertation aims to make sense of these remarks by offering a comprehensive account of
Kant’s interpretation of Pyrrhonian skepticism, examining the role which he assigns to it in the
Antinomies, and working out how we should understand the broader relationship between the
Pyrrhonist’s skeptical method and Kant’s own critical method. I begin by laying out Kant’s
interpretation of Pyrrhonism, which diverges considerably from standard interpretations. By Kant’s
lights, the Pyrrhonist’s skeptical method does not aim to undermine the possibility of knowledge in
general and allows that there are many cases in which we have sufficient reason to endorse some belief
over another incompatible belief. Thus, the Pyrrhonism which Kant endorses comes out to be a
“mitigated” form of skepticism. This “skeptical method” is contrasted with mere “skepticism,” a
distinct response to equipollence arguments which Kant criticizes for its dogmatic denial of the
possibility of knowledge and its refusal to limit the scope of its doubt to matters of pure reason.

I then show that Kant’s critical solution to the Antinomies, far from aiming to refute
Pyrrhonian skepticism, uses the Pyrrhonist’s skeptical solution to particular antinomic disputes as a
model. As I understand Kant in the Antinomies, the main difference between the two solutions is
meant to be that Kant’s own critical method, by introducing the doctrine of transcendental idealism,
can offer a generalized version of the Pyrrhonist’s skeptical method. By offering a solution which can
dissolve every possible iteration of the antinomic disputes, the critical method does away with the
transcendental illusion which otherwise tempts pure reason, but also gives us principled grounds for
affirming the limits which the Pyrrhonian skeptic places on human cognition.

Next, I examine passages in the Discipline of Pure Reason which are sometimes taken to show
that Kant rejected Pyrrhonian skepticism and conclude that they are not a problem for my reading.
Central to my argument here is the claim that the structure of the Discipline of Pure Reason forces
Kant to run together Pyrrhonian and Humean forms of skepticism which are elsewhere kept distinct,
and that passages signaling a break with Hume on matters of the understanding should not be
misinterpreted as also representing a break with Pyrrho on matters of pure reason.

In the last chapter of the dissertation, I suggest that the critical method which Kant employs
in the Antinomies in fact simply collapses into the skeptical method which he attributes to the
Pyrrhonist. Given the many places where Kant carefully draws a distinction between the two, we have
good reason to think that he did not anticipate this possibility. However, I contend that it fits
comfortably with his quasi-Pyrrhonian solution to the Antinomies, and moreover, that he might have
been amenable to this suggestion. I conclude by discussing the principal benefits of this outcome for
Kant, situating Hume’s skepticism in relation to the project, and laying out the broader consequences
for Kant’s critical philosophy.



