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I

It is certainly true that no one has demonstrated the sheer falsity of claiming that whatever we count among the most distinctive things of the human world (persons, surely) or that whatever are rightly included among the most salient anthropocentric properties ascribed such things (a capacity for speech and self-reference, for productive and self-transformative agency, and for avowing beliefs, intentions, feelings and the like) are reducible in physicalist terms.  Nevertheless, the prospects of a “human science” (a science of the human) confined in reductive terms are very slim indeed — effectively nil.  So that if the admission of the realist standing of the human world obliged us to weigh seriously the compatibility between a causal theory of human agency and the usual causal canons favored in the physical sciences, we might be forced to concede that decid​ing what a true science entails would itself be hostage to the contingent difficulties of completing any reductive undertaking here.

The very idea of agency, I suggest, requires an “internalist” rather than an “externalist” causal model.  Think for instance of Wittgenstein’s example of “my raising my arm,” which, speaking unguardedly, we say “causes” or “brings about” or (as I prefer to say) “utters” the action in question — which entails but does not cause “my arm’s rising.”
  We cannot say that an agent’s raising his arm causes (in the externalist way) his arm to rise, because of course the bodily movement, the arm’s rising, is nothing other than the material event by which the enabling action is itself inseparably realized.  The “uttering” of the action and the action “uttered” are never more than internally distinguished within a successful action: they are never more than notionally distinct, never jointly separable in the way the externalist model of causality requires; and the entailed movements of the arm that would ordinarily be identified and explained in the externalist way are no more than the logically dependent subfunction​ally factored functioning “parts” of the molar action in question, hence not themselves actions in any pertinent sense at all.  On the reductionist model, the would-be action should ultimately be no more than a selected set of movements of the kind just conceded, which would effectively retire agency in favor of some Humean-like external​ist causal linkage (without reference to agents or persons); and on the agency model, what might otherwise have redeemed the reductionist thesis would now be incorporated, subsumed without distortion, as no more than externally related bodily move​ments answering to the factored subfunctions of the original action’s molar process, without reference to which their causal relevance would remain unspecified.

In this sense, the internalist and externalist models are reconcilable, but only on terms favorable to the agency model; on the externalist model, agency would be abandoned altogether or reduced to a façon de parler.  It was, in fact, Arthur Danto’s very clever conjecture (within the first decade of the publication of Wittgen​stein’s Investigations) that suggested that the linkage between actions and bodily movements (in Wittgenstein’s example) held the key to how we might understand the conceptual linkage between paintings as artworks and mere canvases covered with paint, which obliquely afforded the perfect clue as to how to construe the conceptual relationship between human culture and physical nature — 
a fortiori, between the human and the natural sciences.
  The fact that Danto took a fashionably wrong turn here is no more than a minor complication: the larger lesson rests with the structural analogies disclosed.  As far as I know, Danto never explains the difference between nature and culture.

You begin to realize that Wittgenstein’s extraordinary question renders the entire fabric of scientific explanation instantly vulner​able in a way it had never seemed before: we are no longer certain what causality means in the physical world or whether it applies in its usual way to human agency; we find ourselves unclear about how to mark the difference between the “natural” and the “human” worlds; and we begin to wonder about what distinguishes science from non-science and what to understand by the very idea of causal explanation.  Cer​tainly, there is no prospect of arriving a priori at a uniquely con​vincing picture of “the method of science”: Hume and Kant — who, between them, gave the strongest possible reasons for impoverishing our con​ception of the self and whose influence in this respect may have had a considerable role to play in encouraging, in the 20th century, the return of an analytic bias against enriching that conception — might then be deemed to have been seriously mistaken in their grandest ven​tures.  The methodology of the sciences  would then be open to dispute in a very deep way: the idea of the unity of the sciences might remain as insistent as ever but now no longer on the basis of any fashionable model that favored reduction​ism or an externalist causal model or the primacy of an extension​alist idiom of description and causal explanation or indeed the irreplaceability of the covering law model of explanation.  

Danto, I might add, took the wrong turn, not in Hume’s and Kant’s way by impoverishing our conception of the functional identity of persons but by compartmentalizing (I’m afraid) the analysis of human agency and the proposed reduction of actions to bodily move​ments; a fortiori, the reduction of paintings to painted can​vases and speech to uttered sound, as far as numerical identity is concerned.   If you allow these analogies to point to the right analysis of the conceptual linkage between culture and nature (which I judge Wittgen​stein to have been alluding to) then the would-be reduction of histor​i​cal deeds to mere bodily movements (by the rhetoric of external redescrip​​tion applied to bodily movements that we wish to treat as actions) would ineluctably put at risk the coherence of any theory of persons or of the human sciences.  There’s the threatened reductio.

We cannot manage by merely piecemeal strategies the reduction of action to bodily movement or of paintings to canvases covered with paint or speech to sound and hope to keep our account of the robust existence of persons or selves (ourselves of course) free of reduc​tive risk.  All of these bits of analysis must cohere together.  Similarly, we cannot insist on the unity of science ranging over the human sciences in the same way the doctrine is said to apply to the natural sciences, as by the positivists, if the theory requires (as it obviously does) an externalist model of causality that could not be applied to human agency unless the agency of human persons were itself reducible — but not otherwise.  These interlocking con​cep​tual linkages are much too complex to be treated lightly.  Witt​gen​stein’s question cannot be easily answered.

In fact, the realist standing of human persons is well-nigh irresistible, even where it is combated by skillful strategies.   Because reductionism in its strictest sense does not actually require the elimination of persons or even the defeat of every form of dual​ism; because no thoroughgoing reductionism has ever achieved a degree of mastery sufficient to tempt us in the direction of eliminativism; because, for technical as well as practical reasons, the sheer col​lec​tion of data, our unquestioned reliance on the resources of experi​​​ence, the proposal and testing of explanatory hypotheses, deliberate commitments to tasks and purposes of consequence make no sense at all without the presence of human persons.  This is the larger meaning of P. F. Strawson’s well-known objection to the “no-ownership” theory of perception and thought, although Straw​son him​self is remarkably lax in his account of persons.
  It’s also the larger meaning of opposing the usual forms of the so-called “super​venience” theory of the mental — Jaegwon Kim’s for instance.  You have only to think of contrasting Hegel with Kant and Thomas Reid with Hume to appreciate the implied contest.

Strawson’s argument and the argument against Kim draw on sur​prisingly similar strategies, though they are applied in opposite directions and may be rendered well-nigh vacuous.  In effect, Straw​son’s argument, which captures a very strong intuition of what may be called philosophical grammar, holds that feelings, percep​tions, thought, intentions and the like must be “adequated” to some existent “subject,” agent, organism, or self capable of “posses​sing” or manifesting “mental states”; such states and occurrences, as of sleep and memory (as we now understand matters), cannot (Strawson argues) be merely contingently or “externally” predicable of the sub​jects that possess them, though Strawson mistakenly believed that what it was to be a “subject” hardly needed to be elaborated by much to make the point.  

Kim’s argu​ment, which treats the mental as supervening on the physical in accord with strict causal laws and which supports in that way (and is supported by) the thesis of the “causal closure of the physical” nevertheless fails (for question begging reasons) to come to terms with another intuition of philosophical grammar, namely, that (as in treating a chess move as causally efficacious, in accord with the sense of Wittgenstein’s example) a feeling or a thought must not only be possessed by a subject, as an action must be embodied in a physical movement, but the “internal” causal linkages involved can be (dependently) specified on and only on the logically prior admis​sion of the would-be supervenient state or occurrence in question — which, of course, implicates the human subject.  Thus the material conditions pertinent to the causal efficacy of a chess move are meaningfully specified only as factorially internal “parts” of the would-be supervenient action itself: a chess move may be locally performed in endlessly many ways, though, identified thus, chess moves remain open to informal causal generalizations but hardly to universal or neces​sary causal laws.  Hence, Kim’s analyses put the cart before the horse.


II
Let me put this more forcefully since the problem that Kim considers is ubiquitous with regard to cultural things and to the cultural “penetration” of mind and action (as through language and what language conveys in the way of theory and interpretation and the like): the problem cannot be confined to the bio​log​y of the mind.  I don’t believe Kim, who may well be the most skillful and unyielding reductionist of the current Anglo-American analytic movement, ever offers a reductionist account of languaged thought or speech; and yet, of course, without success there, reductionism would be dead in the water.

Apart from that, Kim is committed among his most recent dis​cussions to the following thesis, which he calls “conditional physi​cal reductionism, the thesis that if mental properties are to be causally efficacious, they must be physically reducible.”  Now, this doctrine is meant to provide an answer to the problems of “mental causation and consciousness,” which, effectively, construes these questions in a peculiarly restricted way:

Each . . . poses a fundamental challenge [Kim concedes] to the physicalist worldview.  How can the mind exercise its causal powers in a causally closed physical world?  What is there, and how can there be, such a thing as the mind, or consciousness, in a physical world?

It’s important to understand that the distinction of the cultural world and of the human sciences and studies that address that world requires the defeat (or stalemate) of Kim’s version of reductionism (which affects the fortunes of a very large swath of familiar forms of the doctrine); but then we must also see why supervenientism  fails on its own terms.

The answer is straightforward but needs some care.  It’s worth remarking that Kim’s solution is not troubled by any hint of dualism; on the contrary, Kim regards his thesis as made stronger by its compatibility with dualism: because of course dualism would have no adverse bearing on the causal question if Kim’s “conditional physical reductionism” were true.  

That would count as an interesting gain — compatible for  instance with epiphenomenalism and the classic forms of emergentism.  It helps to explain why Kim’s usual treatment of the “mental” (wher​ever the mental plays a causal role) deliberately yields in the dualist direction — though not of course in any way meant to agree with Descartes’s causal doctrine.  Tangential questions, you realize, threaten to overwhelm us here: we must keep our discussion of the mental as close as possible to the cultural “penetration” and trans​formation of our biological gifts; we must hold fast to the agency of persons; and we must keep before us the differences between the human and the natural sciences.  These are our principal touchstones.

The trouble with Kim’s supervenientism is that it completely neglects a natural option (a stronger option in my opinion) that arises in connection with the distinct kinds of evolution separately implicated in consciousness (or mind) and in the cultural world.  For one thing, if dualism is a conceptual scandal both metaphysically and causally, then it’s more reasonable to treat the evolution of mind and culture non-dualistically if we can — and of course we can. And for another, it’s reasonable to think of the evolution of mind as thoroughly biological, but not the evolution of culture — hence not the cultural transformation or Bildung of the mind.
  For even if the “mental” and the “cultural” possess physical features (as perception, thought, and speech do), Kim’s entire argument would still risk irrelevance.  Indeed, it’s not only possible — it’s true — (i) that there are events that we characterize as mental or culturally sig​nifi​cant that possess physical features of their own and produce effects in the physical world that cannot be convincingly replaced by mere physical sequences: a verbal insult, say, that produces anger and the reddening of the face; and (ii) that what is​ “emergent” here in some pertinently evolutionary sense is not “supervenient” accord​ing to Kim’s formula, because of course super​venience is explicitly dualistic whereas cultural emer​gence is not and because the material realization of the culturally emergent is logically inseparable from what is actually emergent.  How could it be otherwise?

If you grant all this, you grasp the sense in which Kim’s  argu​ment relies on a deep equivocation that he seems never to have addressed or to have thought needed to be addressed.
He’s missed the most important possibility!  Here’s the evidence:

Mental properties [Kim says] supervene on physical proper​ties, in that necessarily, for any mental property M, if anything has M at time t, there exists a physical base (or subvenient) property P such that it has P at t, and neces​sarily anything that has P at a time has M at that time.

But this cannot be true or even relevant if there are no psychophysi​cal laws or reductionist laws by which to vali​date the last clause of Kim’s formulation.  But there are no laws linking the cultural and the physical, or mental powers that are culturally penetrated — because in introducing cultural events we already make provision for  those subfunctional physical events by which the cultural is duly realized.  In fact, quite independently, there is no known argument to show that there are any necessary or exceptionless causal laws at all, or that the commitment to exceptionless laws cannot be abandoned without loss.
  

Admitting the larger argument against reductionism obliges its advocates and allies to muster a better campaign than they thus far have.  Strawson himself, conceivably because he failed to distinguish (in Individuals) between his own (intended) theory of persons and an unsatisfactory dualism, or (say) a self-styled hermeneut like Charles Taylor, who never quite realizes that the choice between reductionism and the hermeneutic vision cannot for the strictest of reasons assume a disjunctive form, cannot be an effective guide.
  The reason is plain: a consistent reduction​ism can perfectly well admit the entire human world and (as Kim argues) at least some standard forms of dualism, and still coherently seek to “reduce” the description and explanation of its features in materialist terms.  That is in fact reductionism’s charge.  Taylor neglects this elementary truth.  In fact, given the history of what counts as “matter” in the physical sciences, it would not be beyond reason to recommend we dub the mental and the cultural as “material” phenom​ena themselves — obviating thereby the reductionist’s supposed advantage at a stroke.

But if you grasp all this, you cannot fail to see that the same question confronts us when we worry whether reductionism affords the right relationship between the natural and the human sciences or between the arts and the sciences or between theory and practice.  The reason is simply that, prima facie, human persons are the ineliminable agents of all the arts and sciences — the “middle term,” so to say, of any argument recommending a redefinition (modest or radical) of what, philosophically, to understand an art or science to be.  And there, though it may seem otherwise, the theory of the human self, the paradigmatic agent or subject of action and utterance —  or of thought, perception and feeling, or of purpose, intention and commitment, or of responsibility, interpretation and appreciation, or of technology and creativity — is a theory about one and the same being.  I don’t mean to disallow eliminativism in principle.  But  certainly, it would be absurd to ignore the fact that, in denying that there are persons, that is, existing persons — a thesis Wilfrid Sellars manfully tried to show us a way of eliminating
 though it’s very likely Sellars’s effort was meant to be no more than a thought-experiment, possibly a joke, since he willingly restored persons and what he called their “intentions” to their ordinary niches, by trivial rhetorical “addition” – we would still be bound to deny our own existence!


III
There’s a deep puzzle there.  Strawson’s objection to the no-ownership theory may be reasonably reinterpreted as a grammatical rather than an explicitly metaphysical thesis, meaning by that that what we informally call “the mind” is intended to collect our sense of the functional coherence, even unity, of a set of distinctive attributes instantiated in the lives of human beings: “mind” is the nominalization of that sort of functional unity, whatever may prove to be a perspicuous theory of the “I” or “self” or “soul” of the human world or its animal or (possibly) its machine surrogates among robotic selves.  Derek Parfit, for instance, in what may be the first of his penetrating efforts to define what is minimally neces​sary in theorizing about the “subject” of thought, experience, memory, and action, failed to concede the full force of Strawson’s complaint — which, rightly applied, counts as a severe objection to both Hume and Kant (though for very different reasons).
  Parfit disjoined attri​bute and referent grammatically (or logically) when he rightly objected to excessively grand theories of some substantive “I” ranging over the whole or large phases of human life.  Neverthe​less, at least two very ardent eliminativists, Daniel Dennett and Paul Churchland, were, I think, literally convinced by Sellars’s argu​ments.
  Not, I may say, Sellars himself, as far as the evidence goes.

Also, in admitting the “existence” of persons we are not yet obliged (let it be noted) to hold that persons are or are not sub​stances or entities of any canonically familiar sort (the Aristo​telian sort, for example).  Perhaps “person” need signify no more than the notional site or seat of certain culturally emergent compe​tences that cannot be described or explained in terms of the merely natural biological powers of the animal species Homo sapiens.  “Person” and “organism” may well be conceptually incommensurable distinctions though not for that reason incompatible categories affecting the would-be unity of the sciences.  In any case we cannot rightly give an account of the “unity” of the sciences, or the unity of the arts and sciences or of theoretical and practical con​cerns, without a robust theory of the agency of persons, unless we turn (unwisely, as the evidence suggests) in the direction of reductionism.

The logic is clear but the metaphysics is disputed.  It’s worth pondering, therefore, why the admission of intelligent animals — dogs, elephants, chimpanzees, dolphins — does not oblige us to exceed the functional coherence and unity of such creatures’ lives in the direction of the conceptually swollen theories usually reserved for humans.  The obvious answer concerns the sui generis emergence of the cultural and the cultural penetration (and artifactual transforma​tion) of our animal powers and the absence among the most intelligent animals of more than an incipient form of proto-cultural learning too weak to give evidence of any artifactual “I.”  It’s the artifactual “I,” which the mastery of language entails and makes possible, that compensates more than adequately for the impoverished theories of Hume and Kant.  The point is that confirmation of the presence of the “I” is empirical, though not phenomenal in the empiricist sense or, a fortiori, ration​ally necessary in the transcendental sense.  We can  actually witness the growth of the “I” among our children.

Persons or selves, I would say, are, paradigmatically, the artifactual sites of our culturally acquired powers, exerted in whatever transformative ways they are through whatever is bio​logically given by our membership in Homo sapiens.  It may then be ultimately more important to enrich our sense of the functional powers of persons than to speculate on any “substantial” difference between mind and matter.  Kant’s surprisingly misguided elaboration of what he calls the “concept or judgment” of the “I think” (his transcendental revision of Descartes’s Cogito: Ich denke) — somehow added to (or made to “accompany”) the putatively completed system of his transcendental categories — surely counts as an embarrassing lesson.  But if that is true, then so, too, is Dennett’s impoverish​ment of the human “mind,” where what may be needed are promising thought-experiments capable of eclipsing  eliminativist options.

It comes as a surprise to discover how entrenched an animus there is against persons or selves in modern Eurocentric philosophy: either against their very existence (eliminativism) or against their possessing a perceptually discernible nature matching their apparent form of life — as, among 18th century theories, following  the decline of rational​ism, in the views of figures like Hume and Kant: after  failing in the relevant regard, empiri​cism and transcendentalism have led the analytic temperament back to reductionism and dualism — our prevailing contemporary prefer​ences.  Hume cannot find any empiricist datum to count as the “I” of any of “us” — rightly so; and Kant is all but defeated by having to attach to his perfectly closed system of categories the external, oddly fitted, almost entirely undefended and unexplained function of the “I think,” which he renders as a surd that has no other purpose but to “accompany” or “introduce” (as he puts it) the categories themselves applied to sensuous intuitions —  so as not to produce unwanted paralogisms.  

We must remember not to impoverish our account of the human mind in our zeal to favor one or another theory of the various sciences and arts, or practical and theoretical concerns.  There you have the decisive clue to the strategic importance of our conception of persons or selves in seek​ing a rapprochement between (say) the  analysis of painting and literature and the analysis of physical processes and the existence of human societies.  On its face, it seems preposterous to suppose that the description, interpretation, explanation, and appreciation of what obtains in the arts and sciences would never require the robust role of a reflective “I,” however subject it may be to historied conviction and evolving experience and interest.  The 18th century was doubly victimized by the effective absence of the conceptual resources of modern evolu​tionary theory and the historied sui generis emergence of the cultural world from the biological: without these, it’s quite impossible to construe the human “I” as an artifactual achievement; and without that extra​ordinary invention, the entire puzzle of the human sciences would make no sense at all.

By the close of the 18th century, Hume and Kant take command of the two principal forms of subjectivism — one psycholo​gistic, the other not — which in a curious way are inseparable from one another and plainly dominate a very large part of the sub​sequent history of philosophy down to our own day.  Their theories, however, have impoverished our picture of the human subject, and have, as a consequence, provoked a profound reaction among the post-Kantian Idealists and their immense progeny ranging among the existen​tial​ists, the Marxists, the pragmatists, the champions of Lebensphiloso​phie, the hermeneuts, the Nietzscheans, the phenomenolo​gists, the Freudians, the Heideggerians, the advocates of Weltanschauungsphilo​so​phie, the Frankfurt Critical school, the Wittgensteinians, and others, who hurry to re-enchant the world by restoring an enhanced account of what it is to be a human person.

Here, I find the most important, most inventive sources of the philosophical recuperation of the human to be the following two 19th-century contributions: namely, Hegel’s notion of historicity and Darwin’s theory of evolution.  Without pausing to explain for the moment the terms of art I favor here, let me say that Hegel provides the most important new conception of what may be termed “internal Bildung,” a notion (still borrowing from the German to explain the Greek) akin to Aristotle’s themes of sittlich education, as in his  Ethics, Politics, Poetics, and Rhetoric, except for the fact that Bildung must be construed as a specifically enculturing form of instruction under the condition of historicity — distinctions Aristotle was all but completely unaware of, which surface incipi​ently in the 18th century in Vico and Herder and find their first great conceptual articulation in Hegel’s remarkable achievement.

Hegel’s theory is an expression of high philosophy, but Darwin’s is not.  Darwin provides the essential empirical grounds for the ela​bor​ation of what (by a term of art) I shall call “external Bildung,” meaning by that the gradual evolution of prehuman and proto-human modes of intelligence and communication close to achieving the rudi​ments of true language and the forms of self-reference and self-identity and other sui generis skills that (we take to) constitute the first appearance of those all-important cultural artifacts — those “second-natured” hybrid creatures — we call persons.  Of course, affirming all this counts as issuing a very large promissory note.  But I must offer a more pointed sense of the novel “entity” I’m enlisting before we allow​ ourselves to become completely occupied with its defense.

I take persons to be a certain kind of cultural construct, enjoying realist standing as such, which, if true, could not have been rightly defined philosophically until about the turn into the 19th century or after Darwin.  This literally means that, for somewhat more than the first two millennia of the whole of Western philosophy (which is itself nearly the whole of Western philosophy), it was literally impossible to formulate a reasonably correct “metaphysics” or “philosophical anthropology” of the human.  I find that a stunning admission, closely related (in my mind) to the explanation of Plato’s futile attraction to the Forms when, defining the virtues in the elenctic dialogues, Socrates clearly lacks any conceptual resources that might have made it possible to avoid admitting the Forms — in proposing (say) the radical idea of the cultural construction or constitution of the virtues themselves, a thesis that very naturally matches the idea of the cultural construction of persons.  Think of the paradox of attempting to explain the Socratic virtues in a Dar​win​ian world in which the human species had not yet evolved!  To grasp the lesson is to grasp the insuperable impoverishment of ration​alist, empiricist, transcendentalist, and Idealist options: we cannot advance beyond one or another constructivist constraint.  

Plato clearly has the use of the concept of paideia (internal Bildung) but not external Bildung in anything like the sense that would admit the primordial appearance of the human.  I find it suggestive to think of persons as “natural artifacts,” meaning by that that, in their merely biological niche, they are incompletely formed for their characteristic cultural role; hence also, that their biological gifts prepare them for their “second-natured” encultura​tion: their mastery of a home language, for example.
  The human sciences are focused on the sui generis powers of a hybrid being that is “artifactual by nature” (that is, by becoming “second-natured”).  If then you take the liberty of charac​terizing mind and culture as “material” — meaning to equate the natural and the material uncon​troversially — you realize that you’ve stalemated reductionism, dualism, and eliminativism at a stroke without yet declaring what the distinction of the human world actually is.

Let me put the point a little more quarrelsomely.  Aristotle, I suggest, never needed to invoke what I’m calling “external Bildung” because, whatever his temptation, he never seriously exceeded a sittlich reading of the normative (if I may put the matter thus); whereas, already in the Republic, Plato pursues the supposed dis​covery of the ultimate Forms by which all questions of right conduct and right belief are said to be governed.  Hence, Aristotle con​structs a reasonable picture of the good life and the good polis largely in terms of his comfortable attraction to Athenian life; simi​larly, a reasonable picture of the best of Greek tragedy, in accord with his preference for Sophocles.  Whereas Plato makes it clear that, on the strength of Socrates’s project (in the Republic), Homer and the most admired poets will have to be exiled from the ideal state.  If the Forms must and can be contested, then, as history makes clear, we cannot fail to address the question of “external Bildung,” since the choice of supposedly real norms of goodness and truth would still confront us if we conceded that truth and goodness must have an artifactual provenance.  I view that as a radical option to which we are inexorably driven.


IV
Once you glimpse the force of this last challenge, you begin to see the extraordinary paradox produced by Hume and Kant in impoverishing (in their very different ways) the notion of the “I,” the notion of the subject and agent of everything distinctly human.  As I say, the self becomes a surd in Hume’s official philosophy: Hume retreats very cannily (when he wishes) to the idiom of ordinary humanity when, very sensibly, he overtakes the scandalous threat of the “no-ownership” thesis; for his part, Kant enriches the tran​scen​dental subject’s judgments regarding the standing of Euclid’s geome​try, moral obligation, and the disinterested pleasure of natural beauty; but he never quite acknowledges how much more in the way of conceptual resources he actually needs in order to account for instance for at least the history of science (if not also the history of morality and an engagement with the fine arts) and what in parti​cular he needs to acknowledge transcendentally about the “I”’s agency apart from the categories and pure intuitions the “I” applies to sensuous intuition.  He simply does not assign suffi​ciently detailed powers to his transcendental ego to accomplish its usual chores even with respect to the principal kinds of judgments he examines — or to explain how those powers arise.

Kant’s third Critique provides the most notorious evidence in support of the charge, particularly if you read its argument as an emendation of the first Critique.  There’s next to nothing in the first part of the third Critique — bearing on the resources of the mind — to account in transcendental terms for any familiar creative or critical practice regarding the fine arts — or “language” or “history” or “culture” in the large.  Kant is driven, for example in his gymnastic speculations about new ways to trick the faculty of imagination into applying the concepts of the understanding to our interest in artworks (or our appreciation of beauty in nature of course), in a way that would not violate his well-known taboo against treating aesthetic judgments as cognitive in any sense.  This is a hothouse quarrel, I concede, but it yields a compelling lesson nevertheless.  I’m interested here not so much in the local puzzles of moral and aesthetic theory as in the consequences (for any com​pliant philosophy) of Kant’s having impoverished our conception of the “I” — and his having failed for that reason to realize how doing that renders every part of his own philosophy conditionally suspect and arbitrary.  Hard as it is to believe, Kant seems not to have noticed that the entire structure of the first Critique, preeminently the strategic function of the closed system of the categories and pure intuitions of the understanding, depend on the legitimate cogni​tive powers of the “I” rather than on the seeming sufficiency of our guesses at the completeness of his proposed run of fundamental cate​gories.  In any case, you cannot have the one without the other.  

We’re speaking here of the most influential philosophical mind of the last two and a half centuries.  Kant simply abstracts all that he can say about his transcendental subject (the “I think”) from whatever, independently, can be derived from his account of the various kinds of judgment he allows; but these are themselves drawn up only dialectically  — that is, from a quarrelsome literature, not from any examination of the salient competences manifest in actual practices in any of the arts or sciences.
  In fact, the “free play of the imagination” featured in the third Critique has led figures like Wilhelm Dilthey and Ernst Cassirer to weigh the possibility that Kant may have signaled the need for a looser account of the “system” of the categories than he offers in the first Critique — in order, precisely, to account for the historical nature of human being itself (Dilthey) or the emergence of novel “symbolic forms” (Cassirer) that may not be able to be accounted for on the basis of Kant’s original system.

I am concerned here to demonstrate how impossible it is to justify any plausible account of the admitted work of the sciences and arts without a ramified theory of the nature of the human self.  I’ve dwelt on Kant’s and Hume’s theories of the self in order to remind us of just how impoverished a picture Western philosophy was obliged to draw on by the end of the 18th century (at the very dawning of “modern” modern philosophy, ushered in by Kant’s great revolu​tion)  and how through the work of analytic philosophy in the 20th century we have somehow returned once again to the impoverishment of the con​cept, signaled in different ways (as I’ve suggested) by strategically placed figures like Wilfrid Sellars and Charles Taylor. 

Let me clinch the point, therefore, by merely citing what Kant offers in abruptly introducing the idea of a cognizing function, the “I think,” which he calls a “concept” or “judgment” but which has no other function to perform except what is confined as follows:

The I think [Kant affirms] must be able to accompany all my representations; for otherwise something would be repre​sented in me that could not be thought at all, which is as much as to say that the representation would either be impossible or else at least would be nothing for me

. . . .It is only because I can combine a manifold of given representations in one consciousness that it is possible for me to represent the identity of the con​sciousness in these representations itself, i.e., the analytical unity of apperception is only possible under the presupposition of some synthetic one.

There’s the deus ex machina of Kant’s first Critique: all of the analyses of the sciences and arts, of theoretical and practical matters, of judgment and sensibility, are formulated (by Kant) with​out sustained or direct attention to whatever is problematic about  experience or practice or the influence of history or prejudice or perspective or the Bildung of a human being.  This, of course, was Herder’s prescient worry and the focus of Hegel’s profound correction.

But apart from these instructive details, the most forceful demonstration of what must be recovered belongs decisively to Ernst Cassirer, though the lesson’s already obscurely adumbrated in Kant himself and among the post-Kantian Idealists and their progeny.  Cassirer’s “philosophy of symbolic forms” is at once a Hegelianized eclipse of the adequacy of Kant’s transcendentalism and an attempt at recouping the Hegelianized possibilities of a Kantian-like reformula​tion of the “I think” that effectively admits the a posteriori standing of the resultant transcendental definition of the “cate​gories” of “all” our Wissenschaften (sciences, studies, arts, tech​nologies) constructed under the condition of history and histori​city.  Cassirer “commits” himself to Kant’s transcendental outlook but does not actually “demonstrate” the necessity of the transcen​dental cate​gories.  In effect, he converts Kant’s “critique of reason [into] a critique of culture.”
  The truth is, Cassirer supersedes the Kantian categories by introducing an openended evolving set of “symbolic forms”:  most tellingly perhaps in his account of the late phases of modern physics.  He’s aware of this (and admits the fact obliquely), but avoids a direct confrontation with the Marburg Kantians.  There’s the upshot of the Kantian heritage for our time.

Which is to say: the resources of the productive or creative agency of the “I” cannot be construed abstractly (in the manner of Kant’s first Critique) but must follow the actual exemplars of how history and experience are concretely exploited.  In effect, the entire fund of cultural history informs our picture of the inventive powers of the “I.”  That is precisely what Hegel attempts to gather in his critique of Kant: what cannot possibly be defined or transcen​dentally confirmed according to Kant’s conception.  It would not be unreasonable therefore to read Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revo​lutions, Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals, Hegel’s Aesthetics, and Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms as pointed reflections on the functional powers of the “I think” in the segregated spaces of science, moral reflection, the aesthetics of fine art, history, mythic imagination, religion, technology, semiotics, interpretation,  and whatever other sectors of human interest Kant fails to feature; and to see in their kind of contribution the need to oblige Kant’s transcendental inquiries to address the very problem he bruits in acknowledging the nearly completely neglected role of the “I.”  The analysis of the “I” and the analysis of its powers are inseparable.

Seen this way, there is and can be no principled disjunction between concepts and categories: the a priori is no more than 
a posteri​ori while remaining a second-order conjecture; there cannot be any universally adequate closed system of the categories of description and explanation; general predicates make sense only in the context of their provisional exemplars, which must themselves be continually replaced with evolving experience; every vestige of strict universal​ity and substantive necessity must and can be retired; inquiry (of every kind) must be inherently openended, subject to potentially radical revision however regulated by our evolving notions of the relative adequacy of our experience and theories; and the unity of all such efforts, whether among the sciences or between the sciences and the arts, cannot but depend on our theories of how persons are culturally constituted and what we take their evolving “natures” to be.
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