
is to say that the underlying framework of a moral action never changes, only

the manner in which we seek to implement that action: its timing, its mode of

execution and its prioritization in relation to other ethical goals should all be

coloured by our knowledge of human propensities. There is a skill to acting

ethically which can always be improved by better knowledge of human cir-

cumstances and behaviour. The fact that this knowledge can always be modified

and extended provides no justification for refraining from acting ethically. It is

simply that we should try to act on the most informed basis possible.

As Louden aptly puts it, ‘morality is not easy for human beings.

But anthropology also teaches us that there are things we can do, given

human nature, to promote the development of moral character’ (71).

Acting morally arises against a background of struggle within us between

moral and non-moral motives. Self-knowledge is an important dimension

of practising morality. In seeking to oppose our non-moral and anti-moral

motives and strengthen those that are compatible with morality we need to

know about our character.

‘The opportunity to practice goodness in small matters through civilized

behaviour is a mundane feature of daily life, but it has the cumulative effect

on character’ (72). No action which affects others is too mundane for us to

ignore its moral dimensions. So doing the right thing always requires some

anthropological reflection. We need always to be assured that our natural

incentives for action are not determining what we do. Thus, instead of

regarding our incomplete knowledge of the human individual as a barrier to

developing our ethical conduct Kant regards it as an incentive. We know from

pure moral philosophy the quality of an action that makes it good; what we

learn from reflection on ourselves and others are the best possible steps (given

our present information) in overcoming our reluctance to carry it out.
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Sally Sedgwick’s Hegel’s Critique of Kant is, in ways, a rescue project.

Its targets are Hegel’s objections to Kant’s Critical system, which Sedgwick

takes to be in need of rescuing from the grips of uncharitable interpreters and
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overzealous defenders of Kant. As such, that project is entirely successful.

Sedgwick’s interpretations of the nature and roots of Hegel’s critique should be

immediately adopted as the new standard line. While her arguments might not

persuade (and are not aimed at) staunch advocates of uncharitable readings of

Hegel, anyone interested in an interpretation that renders Hegel’s claims as

interesting and plausible challenges to Kant will gain a great deal from this

book. The same goes for Kantians looking to defend the Critical system from

Hegel’s objections: the most plausible versions of those objections to date are

here, and so such Kantians would do well to start directing their responses to

Sedgwick’s versions.

For the purposes of this review, I will focus my attention on tracing

the main line of objection that Sedgwick portrays Hegel as presenting.

This will mean skipping over the excellent work that Sedgwick does

in the first two chapters of the book of arguing persuasively that

Hegel’s critique of Kant will not depend on any misunderstanding of

Kant’s texts, and of equally persuasively tracing the roots of Hegel’s

own solution to this critique to certain features of Kant’s notion of an

intellectual intuition.

Beginning in the third chapter, Sedgwick turns to Hegel’s ultimate and

most serious challenge to Kant’s Critical system. She argues that rather

than, as is typically supposed, finding some contradiction therein, Hegel’s

actual critique centres on an inadequacy of that system.

We more accurately portray the basis of Hegel’s objections, I

believe, by noting that as far as he was concerned, the success

of the Deduction comes at too high a price. y the price we pay,

on his account, is subjective idealism. (124)

Obviously, the force of this critique will depend on the nature of subjective

idealism and its consequences. Here is Sedgwick on the former:

An idealism that is subjective, in his [Hegel’s] view, treats form as

‘external.’ Form is external not just if is assumed to originate in

the cognizing subject. It is external, on Hegel’s definition, if the

fact that it originates in the cognizing subject leads us to conclude

that it cannot reveal the mind-independent reality of things. y It

leaves us with ‘contingency’ in the relation between our thought-

forms or concepts and given sensible particulars. (125)

Here the key to this characterization of subjective idealism lies in the

nature of the contingency in the relation between concepts and sensible

particulars. It is important to note, as Sedgwick does, that this is not the

contingency that is opposed to the necessity of the categories. That necessity is

the necessity of the categories as a precondition of experience itself. Insofar as
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experience is possible, it is only so because sensible particulars can be sub-

sumed under the categories. The contingency with which Sedgwick’s Hegel is

concerned is found in the possibility of this relation itself, i.e. in the possibility

of having sensible particulars that can be subsumed under the categories.

Kant in fact identifies two kinds of contingency in connection

with the discursive intellect’s efforts to know. First, for our

discursive form of understanding, ‘the variety of ways in which

[the given particulars] may come before our perception is

contingent’ y From this contingency in the way in which

sensible intuitions ‘may come before our perception’ follows

another, namely y the contingency in the relation between

‘nature’s products’ and the ‘intellect.’ y Since our under-

standing cannot, however, determine how particulars may be

given, we have no way of knowing that our classifications are

in keeping with ‘nature’s products.’ (22)

The idea is that while we can know that experience is only possible

insofar as sensible particulars are subsumable under the categories, we

cannot know that sensible particulars are always and everywhere suscep-

tible to such subsumption. To put it diachronically, for all we know, the

next sensible particular to be given might be so radically different from

the ones that we have thus far encountered (but not experienced) that the

categories simply could not be applied to it. In fact, for all we know, this

has already been the case with indefinitely many sensible particulars, and

thus our conception of the world might be radically mistaken, even with all

that Kant has earned in the Deduction.

It is this radical sceptical conclusion that Sedgwick portrays as the real

focus of Hegel’s critique. As Sedgwick astutely points out on Hegel’s behalf,

however, this conclusion does not follow merely from the assumption that

conceptual form is the contribution of the subject of experience. For the

sceptical conclusion to follow, one must make an additional substantive

inference, one that Sedgwick finds Kant making.

Kant in other words assumes that since form comes from us,

we have no grounds for supposing that it reveals the reality of

the given sense content itself. (136)

Again, we have to be careful here to understand the charge in the correct

way. Sedgwick is not casting a critical eye on Hegel’s behalf towards Kant’s

empirical realism. The charge is not that Kant gives us any reason to be

sceptical about the applicability of the categories to all and only objects of

possible experience. The worry is instead about the possibility that even in so
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applying the categories our cognition might be radically misrepresenting the

nature of reality (things-as-they-are-in-themselves).

As Sedgwick points out, this is a conclusion with which Kant is perfectly

content. He does not see anything sceptical about it, but takes his own

critique to reveal that the categories, along with our forms of intuition, are the

necessary preconditions of possible experience, and that the hope for a more

robust correspondence of representation with reality is the mistaken expec-

tation of the transcendental realist.

It is Sedgwick’s Hegel’s contention, however, that Kant ends that

critique too hastily. What Kant overlooks is precisely his own assumption

that, because the concepts used to shape experience are contributed by

the subject, these concepts cannot be supposed to reflect reality itself.

Sedgwick portrays Hegel as driven to discover what it would mean for this

assumption to be false, and what he finds is that it requires understanding

the experiencing subject itself as dependent on reality for its concepts.

Not only must our concepts depend on an independently given

sensible content if they are to serve as conditions of cognition;

they depend on that content for their nature as well. (160)

As Sedgwick puts it elsewhere, this is the thesis that the synthetic unity of

apperception, that which is responsible for the original synthesis that makes

experience possible, is itself not a product solely of the understanding (as Kant

would have it), but also of sensibility. Or better, that it is a product of a faculty

from which the notions of spontaneity and receptivity are themselves abstracted.

So Sedgwick understands Hegel’s objection to Kant as tracing the

following (schematically reproduced) dialectic.

(a) Kant takes the synthetic unity of apperception to be the ultimate source

of the categories.

(b) Kant also takes the synthetic unity of apperception to be a product

solely of the understanding.

(c) Hegel objects that so conceiving of the synthetic unity of apperception

overlooks the essential historicity of the experiencing subject, and

thereby also its determination by nature or reality itself.

(d) This historicity and determination by reality implies that the synthetic

unity of apperception, the understanding and the categories, are all

themselves products of, or sensitive to, or determined just as much by,

sensibility as by understanding (or by a faculty that is the original

source of the abstractions ‘sensibility’ and ‘understanding’).

Notice this list of alternative idioms in the final rendering of Hegel’s

thesis. It is not for lack of a proper locution that I have resorted to
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providing such a list. Instead this is a reflection of what I am still left

puzzled about after having followed Sedgwick through her otherwise

excellent presentation of Hegel’s critique. I am left with the question: what

does it mean to say that our concepts depend on sensible content for their

nature (and in such a way that those concepts end up ‘reflecting’ the nature

of things-as-they-are-in-themselves)?

The most straightforward reading of that dependence would make use of

Kant’s notion of the dependence of cognition on sensibility. That reading

would lead to the interpretation that the understanding depends on sensible

particulars in the same way as sensibility does. This, however, is precisely the

notion that Sedgwick rules out. Hegel’s objection to Kant is that his account

of what is given in experience by sensibility is untenable. Hegel certainly

doesn’t mean for us to simply include concepts along with intuitions as given

(and Sedgwick is repeatedly clear on this point). Rather, he wants us

to rethink the very notions of ‘sensibility’, ‘givenness’, ‘understanding’, etc.

Unfortunately, Sedgwick doesn’t here tell us what Hegel takes that rethinking

to yield. The most she offers is a footnote discussing Pippin’s ‘Leaving

Nature Behind, or Two Cheers for Subjectivism: On John McDowell’ (Pippin

2005: 186–220):

McDowell’s worry that our concepts are merely (‘frictionless’)

subjective imposition, wholly unanswerable to the given

intuitive content, is in other words parasitic on a view of

subjectivity as wholly ‘unconstrained by the world’. As Pippin

remarks in this paper, and as I have been suggesting in this

chapter, this is not the Hegelian conception of subjectivity. In

Pippin’s words, Hegel understands the ‘space of reasons’ not as

absolutely unconstrained by the world, but as ‘a historically

constituted human practice y subject to revision and critical

correction’ (127, n. 34)

While this certainly points to a reading of Hegel’s ultimate articulation

of the overlooked possibility that he finds in Kant, and one that will be

familiar and plausible to contemporary scholars working on Hegel,

in a book with so much rigour and detail elsewhere it is surprising how little

Sedgwick has to say on this topic, the possibility of which ultimately con-

stitutes the entire force of Hegel’s objection to Kant as Sedgwick under-

stands it.

Lastly, Sedgwick’s final two chapters make it clear that while Hegel is,

in general, concerned with certain blind-spots that he thinks plague Kant’s

Critical system as a result of the necessary historical situatedness of any

self-reflective project, this general concern serves more concretely as a call
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for specific investigations into where Kant might be unwittingly smuggling

content into what he (Kant) takes to be merely formal (and thereby a priori

and necessary and universal) philosophical claims. The last chapter itself

is dedicated to one such instance: Hegel’s critique of Kant’s solution to

the Antinomies.

Given Sedgwick’s keen clarifying eye and talent for making obscure and

implausible-sounding claims of Hegel’s transparent and plausible, this chapter

was a bit of a disappointment, as Sedgwick rests content with Hegel’s claim

that Kant overlooks the possibility that the contradictions generated by the

Antinomies are not mistakes of human reason, but instead reveal that

‘everything real contains in itself contradictory determinations’. One would

have hoped for a more robust interpretation of Hegel’s objections than: Kant

‘presupposes’ that two contrary propositions cannot both be true. Then again,

the general form of this line of response is unsurprising insofar as Sedgwick’s

Hegel’s main line of attack on the Critical system is that it neglects the

possibility that human reason is itself one of ‘nature’s products’ and its

representations are reflections of this very nature.

In closing it is worth reiterating that the overall clarity and plausibility

that Sedgwick brings to the roots, structure and nature of Hegel’s critiques

of Kant here are going to prove a boon to anyone working in this area.
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