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Dissertation Abstract:
“Drawing from the Sources of Reason: Reflective Self-Knowledge in Kant’s First Critique”

My dissertation addresses two intertwining themes of Kant's first Critique: its method, and its status
as a project of rational self-knowledge. Kant advertises the Critique as fulfilling reason’s “most
difficult” task: self-knowledge. This investigation, moreover, is meant to be “scientific and fully
illuminating”. Commentators writing in English have tended to dismiss Kant’s conception of the
Critique as a scientific investigation in which reason achieves self-knowledge — either taking the
claim to be sheer rhetoric, or worrying that it pollutes the Critique with an unfortunate residue of
rationalism. As a result, there is little sustained treatment of the method of the Critique in the
secondary literature. Since Kant holds that the substantive insights of critical philosophy are not
separable from the methodological context in which they come to light, this is a serious mistake. My
dissertation corrects for this, by approaching the Critique through an examination of its method. In
doing so, it yields a reading of the Transcendental Deduction that not only promises to resolve
current debates about its “proof structure”, but also fully accounts for the Deduction’s pivotal role in
the work as a whole.

Current Research

I am currently working on a book manuscript, tentatively titled Enlightenment, Reflection, and the Unity
of Kant’s Critical Philosophy. The aim of the project is to provide an interpretation of “reflection”
(Uberlegung, Reflexion) that demonstrates the consistency of its meaning throughout Kant’s critical
philosophy, and reveals its roots in Kant’s conception of enlightenment. As I argue, Kant
understands enlightenment in terms of the judging subject’s capacity to acknowledge fundamental
normative requirements of our cognitive practices. This acknowledgement is most fruitfully
understood in light of the notion of reflection — an issue central to all three Critigues, and which is
also discussed at length in Kant’s lectures on logic. Existing secondary literature on reflection
considers reflection in isolated contexts, and largely ignores its roots in Kant’s conception of
enlightenment. As a result, current secondary literature fails to appreciate the unity and coherence of
Kant’s conception of reflection; my project aims to correct for this, and in this way to come to terms
with the normative force of Kant’s critical project.

Other work in progress addresses the appeal to “moral taste” in Hume and Smith. Specifically, I am
concerned to explore the explanatory resources that the notion of taste may offer, particularly as
concerns the assessment of moral norms. My work in this area focuses on the importance of “moral
taste” in the developing conception of a “critical” philosophy — a philosophy of enlightenment — in
Hume and Smith. While this is not directly part of my larger project on Kant, it nevertheless belongs
to my general interest in the varieties of “reflection” and “enlightenment” afoot in the 18t century,
and the pre-history of the Kantian project.



