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A Critical Analysis of Kant’ s Argument in “Refutation of Idealism”

YANG Yunfei
( Wuhan University Wuhan 430072 China)

Abstract: Descartes’ s problematic idealism argues that although the self ( I am or I exist) is indubitable the existence of spa—
tial objects outside us are doubtful and indemonstrable. In order to refute this kind of idealism and prove the existence of outer
things the strategy of Kant’ s argument is to demonstrate that our inner experience is possible only under the presupposition of
outer experience. Besides this argument from presupposition Kant also proves that the consciousness of our own existence and
the consciousness of the existence of outer objects are inseparable from each other and even identical with one another. Accord—
ing to Kant’ s arguments from presupposition inseparability and identification Cartesian idealism could never question the ex—
istence of spatial things without doubting the inner experience of self. Kant’ s strategy of “reductio ad absurdum” disproves
Cartesian idealism successfully to the extent that Descartes embraces the certainty of the self. Kant’ s approach of argumenta—
tion could also be validly used to reject a Humean problematic idealism which takes the self as a bundle of ideas and denies the
Cartesian concept of a substantive self with substratum. The general validity of Kant’ s argument against different types of prob—
lematic idealism reveals the limitation of empirical idealism as such and implies the necessity to the construction of transcenden—
tal idealism.

Keywords: Kant; problematic idealism; argument from presupposition; argument from inseparability; argument from identifica—
tion
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