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T

Introduction: Five Conceptions
of Rationality

This is a work in the history of systematic philosophy, and it is itself
animated by a systematic philosophical aspiration. In my earlier book
Making It Explicit (and even more in the argumentative path drawn from
it in Articulating Reasons), systematic considerations were in the fore-
ground, with historical ones relegated to the background. This book re-
verses that figure-ground gestalt, bringing a reading of the philosophical
tradition to the fore. Whereas the other books were heavily system-
atic and only lightly historical, this one is heavily historical and only
lightly systematic. The interactions it seeks to establish between text
and interpretation, however, between the historical and the philosophi-
cal, between points of view discerned or attributed and those adopted or
endorsed, are sufficiently intricate that it is worth saying something
somewhat systematic about the conception of philosophical historiogra-
phy that governs it, if the sort of enterprise being undertaken is to be
properly understood.

There is a familiar perspective from which neither the historical story
nor its metaphilosophical rationale would appear as of the first impor-
tance. Analytic philosophy in its youth was viscerally hostile both to his-
torical philosophical enterprises and to systematic ones. For that move-
ment of thought initially defined itself in part by its recoil from the
excesses of philosophical programs tracing their roots back to Hegel, for
whom history and system jointly articulate the form of reason itself.
This self-understanding was never unanimous. In the middle third of
the twentieth century Wilfrid Sellars—one of my particular heroes—
stood almost alone among major figures in the analytic tradition in both
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2 Introduction

casting his project in a systematic mold, and motivating and articulating
it in terms of an original rethinking of major episodes in the history of
philosophy. But institutional success often diminishes the felt need for
the purity and rigoristic exclusionism characteristic of the fighting faiths
of embattled innovators in the early days of their struggles. With time it
has become clearer, I think, that commitment to the fundamental ana-
lytic credo—faith in reasoned argument, hope for reasoned agreement,
and clarity of reasoned expression (and the greatest of these is clarity)—
is not incompatible with a philosophical understanding of philosophical
understanding as admitting, indeed, perhaps even as requiring, both his-
torical and systematic forms.

Greater tolerance for the systematic impulse in philosophy has been
encouraged, I think, by the example of such towering contemporary fig-
ures as David Lewis and Donald Davidson (both, as it happens, teachers
of mine at Princeton years ago). They are both masters of the genre of
philosophical writing distinctive of the analytic tradition: the gemlike
self-contained essay. Yet in that medium, each has carried through philo-
sophical projects that, in virtue of the comprehensiveness of their aim
and the unity of the basic principles appealed to in explanations, deserve
comparison with the great philosophical systems of old. And greater ap-
preciation of the contribution that attention to historical antecedents
can make to our understanding of contemporary philosophical prob-
lems has come in part from the concrete examples of progress of this sort
in particular subdisciplines. So, for instance, it would be a rare writer
on, say, practical reasoning who would not acknowledge the crucial im-
portance of detailed work on Aristotle, Hume, and Kant both for under-
standing the current state of play and for finding a way forward from it.

Behind such low matters of disciplinary sociology, though, lie funda-
mental philosophical issues about the nature of rationality. It will be
helpful in thinking about the sort of rational reconstruction of a philo-
sophical tradition undertaken here to consider five models of rationality:
logical, instrumental, translational, inferential, and historical. 1 do not
claim that this list is exhaustive, and I do not claim that these models are
mutually exclusive. But they will perhaps serve to place a kind of histori-
cal understanding in a larger philosophical space.

On one picture, to be rational is to be logical. Being sensitive to the
force of reasons is a matter of practically distinguishing logically good
arguments from those that are not logically good. For a set of claims to
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serve as a good reason for another claim is for there to be a logically
valid argument relating them to that claim as premises to conclusion.
Nonlogical facts and the meanings of nonlogical vocabulary contribute
to reasoning only by providing premises for logically valid inferences.

The program of assimilating all good reasoning to this model has
been immensely influential and productive in the philosophical tradi-
tion. It took its modern form when Frege vastly increased the expres-
sive power of logic by giving us formal control over the inferential sig-
nificance of quantificationally complex properties. The success this
idiom was shown to have in codifying mathematical reasoning—by
Frege himself, by Hilbert, and by Russell and Whitehead—was a major
impetus for logical empiricism, whose central project was to extend the
logical model of reasoning to include empirical science. Just when it
looked as though the limits of this enterprise had been reached, techni-
cal advances in the logical expression of modalities gave the undertaking
new life.

The logical model of reasoning is most at home close to its origins:
in codifying theoretical inference, the way beliefs can provide reasons
for other beliefs. The instrumental model of reasoning begins with prac-
tical inference—in particular, the way desires or preferences, together
with beliefs, can provide reasons for action. It identifies rationality with
intelligence, in the sense of a generalized capacity for getting what one
wants: the reason of Odysseus, rather than of Aristotle. What one has
reason to do, on this model, is what provides a means to an endorsed
end. Means-end reasoning is formally codified in rational choice theory,
in both its decision-theoretic and game-theoretic species. Dutch book
arguments show that utility (the measure of preference) will be maxi-
mized by practical reasoners who assign probabilities to compound be-
liefs in ways that satisfy the axioms of classical probability theory. And
the laws of classical logic can be deduced as special cases from those axi-
oms. So the instrumental model of rationality has some claim to sub-
sume the logical one as a special case.

One thing to notice about these two models of rationality is that they
both treat (nonlogically) contentful beliefs and desires as inputs. Given a
set of beliefs, and perhaps desires, they purport to tell us which connec-
tions among them are rational: which constellations of them provide
genuine reasons for which others. They accordingly presuppose that
the contents of those psychological states can be made intelligible inde-
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pendently and in advance of considering rational connections among
them. The idea that one can first fix the meaning or content of premises
and conclusions, and only then worry about inferential relations among
them, is characteristic of traditional and twentieth-century empiricism.
This implicit semantic commitment is questioned, however, by the ra-
tionalist tradition in semantics, which sees issues of what is a reason for
what as essential to the identity and individuation of the conceptual
contents that stand in those inferential relations.

The logical and instrumental models of reasons are also (and not co-
incidentally) alike in their formality. Each sees rationality as being a
matter of the structure of reasoning rather than its content. The substan-
tial content of the beliefs and desires that provide the premises for candi-
date theoretical and practical inferences are wholly irrelevant to the ra-
tionality of the conclusions drawn from them. All that matters for the
correctness of the inference is that they have the form of deductively
valid inferences or maximization of expected utility given those pre-
mises. The premises themselves are beyond criticism by these models
of rationality, unless and insofar as they themselves were acquired as
conclusions of prior inferences, which are assessable in virtue of their
form—and then only relative to the prior (only similarly criticizable)
commitments that provide their premises.

A model of rationality that is not in this way purely formal is the
translational-interpretational model, most fully developed by Davidson.
According to this view, to say that some behavior by others is rational is
roughly to say that it can be mapped onto our linguistic behavior in ways
that make it possible for us to converse with them—at least to draw in-
ferences from their claims, to use them as premises in our own reason-
ing. The idea is to use our own practical know-how, our ability to distin-
guish reasons from nonreasons and to tell what follows from what, to
assess the theoretical rationality of others. They are rational insofar as
their noises (and other behavior, described in nonintentional terms)
can be mapped onto ours so as to make them make sense by our stan-
dards: to exhibit them as believers in the true and seekers after the good
by our own lights. Rationality, then, is by definition what we’ve got, and
interpretability by us is its definition and measure.

Rationality is not on this view a formal matter at all. For the unintelli-
gibility or wackiness of the substantive, nonlogical beliefs and desires
we take our interpretive targets to be evincing in their behavior, both lin-
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guistic and nonlinguistic, is every bit as relevant to assessments of their
rationality as the connections between them we discern or take them to
espouse. We have to be able to count the others as agreeing with us in
the contents of and (so) connections among enough of their beliefs and
desires to form a background against which local disagreements can be
made intelligible, if we are to find them interpretable, that is, rational—
for what they have to show up as beliefs and desires—at all.

Rationality as interpretability can also claim to subsume or incorpo-
rate both the logical and the instrumental models of rationality. For the
first, the explicit form of a Davidsonian interpretation includes a re-
cursive truth theory for the idiom being interpreted, including novel
sentential compounds that have never actually been used. So identify-
ing expressions functioning as logical vocabulary can provide a formal
framework within which the rest of the interpretive process can take
place. Being logical creatures is on this view a necessary condition of be-
ing rational ones, even though there is a lot more to rationality than just
that. For the second, making the behavior of the interpreted creatures
intelligible requires attributing sample bits of practical reasoning. And
Davidson takes it that those will have the form of what he calls “com-
plete reasons”: constellations of beliefs and desires that rationalize the
behavior according to the instrumental model. Unless one can interpret
the target behavior as for the most part instrumentally rational, one can-
not interpret it at all.

Finally, the interpretive model does not take the rational connections
among psychological states or the sentences that express them to be ir-
relevant to the contents they are taken to evince. On the contrary, what
makes something have or express the content it does is what makes it in-
terpretable in one way rather than another. And that is a matter of its
connections to other things, the role it plays in the overall rational be-
havioral economy of the one being interpreted. What makes it right to
map another’s noise onto this sentence of mine, and so to attribute to it
the content expressed by that sentence in my mouth, is just that its rela-
tions to other noises sufficiently mirror the relations my sentence stands
in to other sentences of mine: what is evidence for and against it, and
what it is evidence for and against, as well as what environing stimuli
call forth my endorsement of it and what role it plays in practical reason-
ing leading to nonlinguistic action. Those consequential relations are of
the essence of interpretability, and so of rationality on this model.
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I have offered only the briefest of reminders about these first three
conceptions of rationality, since they are established and familiar, and
have been ably expounded, elaborated, and defended by others. The
final two conceptions differ in these respects. But they are if anything
more important for understanding the body of this work. So they call for
somewhat fuller sketches.

A fourth model of rationality is the inferentialist one I elaborate in
Making It Explicit. On this view, to be rational is to play the game of giv-
ing and asking for reasons. Utterances and states are propositionally
contentful just insofar as they stand in inferential relations to one an-
other: insofar as they can both serve as and stand in need of reasons.
Conceptual contents are functional inferential roles. The inferences that
articulate conceptual contents are in the first instance material infer-
ences, rather than logical ones, however—inferences like that from As
being to the west of B to B’ being to the east of A, or from a coin’s being
copper to its melting if heated to 1084° C. but not if heated only to
1083°. To be rational is to be a producer and consumer of reasons: things
that can play the role of both premises and conclusions of inferences. So
long as one can assert (put something forward as a reason) and infer
(use something as a reason), one is rational. The details of the particular
material inferential connections one subscribes to affect the contents
of the sentences that stand in those relations, but so long as the con-
nections are genuinely inferential, they are rational—in a global sense,
which is compatible with local failures of rationality, in that one makes
bad inferences or reasons incorrectly according to the content-constitu-
tive material inferential commitments governing those particular sen-
tences.

This inferential view of rationality develops and incorporates a
broadly interpretational one. For to take or treat someone in practice
as offering and deserving reasons is to attribute inferentially articu-
lated commitments and entitlements. Such deontic scorekeeping re-
quires keeping two sets of books, one on the consequences and anteced-
ents of the other interlocutor’s commitments when they are conjoined
with other commitments one attributes to her, and the other on the con-
sequences and antecedents of those commitments when they are con-
joined with the commitments one undertakes or endorses oneself. This
is a matter of being able to map another’s utterances onto one’s own, so
as to navigate conversationally between the two doxastic perspectives:
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to be able to use the other’s remarks as premises for one’s own reasoning,
and to know what she would make of one’s own. Although the details of
this process are elaborated differently—in terms of the capacity to spec-
ify the contents of another’s commitments both in the way that would
be made explicit by de dicto ascriptions of propositional attitude, and in
the way that would be made explicit by de re ascriptions of the same
attitudes'—deontic scorekeeping is recognizably a version of the sort of
interpretive process Davidson is talking about. A kind of interpretability
is what rationality consists of on this inferentialist picture too.

Embedding an inferentialist semantics in a normative pragmatics of-
fers further resources for developing that common thought, however.
For my claim in Making It Explicit is that there is another way to under-
stand what it is to be inferring and asserting, besides interpretability.
Nothing is recognizable as a practice of giving and asking for reasons,
I claim, unless it involves undertaking and attributing commitments.
And those commitments must stand in consequential relations: making
one move, undertaking one commitment, must carry with it further
commitments—presystematically, commitments whose contents follow
from the contents of the first commitment. Further, a practice of giving
and asking for reasons must be one in which the issue of one’s entitle-
ment to a commitment one has undertaken (or that others attribute) can
arise. And those entitlements, too, must stand in consequential rela-
tions: entitlement to one move can carry with it entitlement to others.?

On the basis of considerations such as these, I identify a particular
structure of consequential commitment and entitlement that deserves to
be called inferential. The two flavors of deontic status generate three
sorts of consequential scorekeeping relations, and so three dimensions
along which genuine material inferential relations are articulated:

» Commitment-preserving inferential relations are a generalization to
the case of material inferences of deductive relations. For example,
since C. S. Peirce is the one who established a universal standard
for the meter based on the wavelengths of light, any who are com-
mitted to Peirce having been a great philosopher are, whether they
know it or not, committed to the one who established a universal
standard for the meter based on the wavelengths of light having
been a great philosopher.

* Entitlement-preserving inferential relations are generalizations to
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the case of material inferences of inductive relations. For example,
since falling barometric readings correlate reasonably reliably (via a
common cause) with the stormy weather ahead, one who is both
entitled and committed to the claim that the barometric reading is
falling has some reason entitling (in a weak, noncoercive sense)
commitment to the claim that stormy weather is ahead.
Incompatibility entailments are generalizations to the case of mate-
rial inference of modally robust relations. Two claims are incompat-
ible (according to a scorekeeper) if commitment to one precludes
entitlement to the other. For instance, claiming that the patch is
wholly red is incompatible with the claim that it is wholly blue.
One claim incompatibility entails another if everything incompati-
ble with the second is incompatible with the first (but perhaps not
vice versa). For example, being a lion entails being a mammal in
this sense, because everything incompatible with being a mammal
(for instance, being an invertebrate, or a prime number) is incom-
patible with being a lion.

I call a practice of attributing commitments and entitlements inferen-
tially articulated if deontic score is kept in a way that respects relations
of all three of these kinds.?

These three flavors of inference determine the intercontent, intraper-
sonal inheritance of commitment and entitlement. If in addition a prac-
tice contains testimonial intracontent, interpersonal inheritance that has
what I call a “default and challenge” structure, and language exits and
language entries assessed interpersonally by reliability,* then I call the
practice in question discursive. Part Two of Making It Explicit shows what
further articulation, by substitution inferences and the anaphoric inheri-
tance of substitution-inferential potential, explicable entirely in terms of
these, is then involved in having locutions playing the broadly inferen-
tial functional roles of singular terms and complex predicates, of proper
names, definite descriptions, and demonstratives, of semantic vocabu-
lary, intentional vocabulary, and a variety of other sophisticated logical
categories. The overall claim is that the practices exhibiting the broadly
inferential social structure of inheritance of normative statuses that I
call “discursive” are just those that will be interpretable with respect to
our own. The claim that this formal characterization in terms of inferen-
tially articulated normative statuses, and the material one in terms of
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mappings onto our own practices, are two ways of picking out the same
practices is a bold and potentially falsifiable empirical claim. I do not
claim to have demonstrated, in Making It Explicit, the truth of the con-
jecture that these two notions of rationality in fact coincide. But one of
the guiding systematic theoretical aspirations of that book is to give a
structural characterization of practices that deserve to be thought of as
built around the giving of and asking for reasons—one that will suffice to
ensure material interpretability in terms of our own linguistic practices.

I have already indicated that the normative inferentialist view of
meaning-constitutive rationality should be thought of as a way of devel-
oping the basic insights of the interpretational approach to rationality. It
also leads to novel understandings of what lies behind the logical and in-
strumental models. Seeing semantics and the understanding of rational-
ity as two sides of one coin, and understanding both in terms of the
material inferential articulation of commitments and entitlements (the
normative pragmatics behind the inferential semantics), together open
up the possibility of a different way of thinking about the relation be-
tween logic and rationality. Instead of seeing conformity with logical
truths as what rationality consists in, one can see logical vocabulary as
making possible the explicit codification of meaning-constitutive infer-
ential relations. On such an expressive view of the function of logic, the
task characteristic of logical locutions as such is to let us say, in the form
of explicit claims, what otherwise we could only do—namely, endorse
some material inferential relations and reject others. Prior to the intro-
duction of the conditional, for instance, one can implicitly take or treat
the material inference (in any of the three senses botanized above) from
p to q as a good or bad one, endorsing or rejecting it in practice. Once a
suitable conditional is available, though, one can explicitly claim that p
entails q. And explicit claims are the sort of thing we can reason about,
ask for evidence or arguments for. The expressive job of specifically logi-
cal locutions is to make inferential relations explicit, to bring them into
the game of giving and asking for reasons as things whose own rational
credentials are available for inspection and criticism. And since, accord-
ing to the inferentialist approach to semantics, it is those rational rela-
tions in virtue of which ordinary nonlogical expressions mean what they
do, by making inferential relations explicit (claimable, fit themselves to
serve as premises and conclusions of other inferences), and so subject to
reasoned criticism and reasoned defense, logical locutions bring essen-
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tial aspects of the semantic contents of those expressions out of the
darkness of implicit practical discrimination into the daylight of explic-
itness. Logic does not define rationality in the most basic sense, but by
making it possible for us to express explicitly the already rational rela-
tions articulating the contents of all our thoughts, it ushers in a higher
level of rationality. It is a tool for the expression and exploration of the
consequences of and discordances among our rational—because infer-
entially articulated—commitments. In short, logic is the organ of se-
mantic self-consciousness.> On this account, being logical creatures is an
achievement subsequent to and dependent on being rational ones.

Practical reasoning also looks different from the inferentialist seman-
tic perspective when it is elaborated in terms of normative statuses.
Practical inferential relations can be thought of as governing transi-
tions (commitment or entitlement inheritance) from doxastic to prac-
tical commitments, that is, from the commitments acknowledged in
assertions to commitments to do something. Seen from this angle, ex-
pressions of preference or desire show up as codifying commitment to
the propriety of patterns of practical inference. Thus S’s preference or de-
sire to stay dry is a commitment to inferences of the form:

Only doing A will keep me dry.
. T shalldo A.

in much the same way that the conditional p > q expresses a commit-
ment to the correctness of inferences from p to ¢. In both cases it is a
mistake to confuse the statements that make inference licenses explicit
with premises required for the inference to be licit in the first place—for
reasons Lewis Carroll has made familiar in “Achilles and the Tortoise.”

Further, preferences and desires are only one sort of practical infer-
ence license. For in general, this is the expressive role distinctive of nor-
mative vocabulary as such. Thus a statement of the obligations associ-
ated with some institutional status, such as “Civil servants are obliged to
treat the public with respect,” licenses inferences of the form:

Doing A would not be treating the public with respect.
.. I shall not do A.

This institutional pattern of practical inference differs from the prefer-
ence pattern in that the latter is binding only on those who endorse the
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preference in question, while the former is binding on anyone who oc-
cupies the status in question, that is, on civil servants—regardless of
their desires. Another pattern of practical reasoning is codified by nor-
mative claims that are not conditioned on occupation of an institutional
status. Thus, “It is wrong to (one ought not) cause pain to no purpose”
licenses inferences of the form:

Doing A would cause pain to no purpose.
. I'shall notdo A.

Endorsing the unconditional normative claim is committing oneself
to the bindingness of this form of practical inference for anyone, regard-
less of preferences or institutional status.®

On the inferentialist picture, all of these ‘oughts'—the instrumental,
the institutional, and the unconditional—are in the most basic sense ra-
tional oughts. For they codify commitments to patterns of practical rea-
soning. From this point of view, the humean, who insists on assimilating
all practical reasoning to the first or instrumental model, on pain of a
verdict of practical irrationality, and the kantian, who insists on assimi-
lating all practical reasoning to the third or unconditional model, on
pain of a verdict of practical irrationality in the form of heteronomy, are
alike in pursuing Procrustean explanatory strategies. The real questions
concern the justification of normative commitments of these various
forms: the circumstances under which one or another should be en-
dorsed, and what considerations speak for resolving incompatibilities
among such commitments in one way rather than another. The catholic
inferentialist conception of rationality and the expressive view of logic
it engenders suggest that a misunderstanding of the logical (that is, in-
ference-codifying) expressive role of normative vocabulary lies behind
views that see every instance of one or another of these (and, indeed,
other) patterns of practical reasoning as in principle lacking rational cre-
dentials until and unless it can be reduced to or derived from one of the
others. I've already indicated that from the inferentialist point of view,
both the reductive logical and instrumental conceptions of rationality
alike suffer from implicit reliance on naive, because atomistic, semantic
conceptions, which make rational connections among beliefs and de-
sires irrelevant to their content. (The holism that inferentialism brings
in its train, and the functionalism of which it is a species, are common
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topics of many of the essays that make up the body of this book.) It
should now be clear that from that same point of view, both the logical
and the instrumental conceptions of rationality stem from mistaken phi-
losophies of logic—misunderstandings of the expressive role of logical
vocabulary (which includes, on this view, normative vocabulary). As a
result, they mistake the shadow of rationality for its substance.

The inferentialist approach to rationality, semantics, and intention-
ality will be much in evidence in the rest of this book. But there is
another approach, due to Hegel, that informs it as well. This is a histori-
cal conception, which understands rationality as consisting in a cer-
tain kind of reconstruction of a tradition—one that exhibits it as having
the expressively progressive form of the gradual, cumulative unfolding
into explicitness of what shows up retrospectively as having been all
along already implicit in that tradition. Generically, this view, like the
inferentialist ones, begins with the idea that being rational is being a
concept user. Rationality consists in both being subject to (assessment
according to) conceptual norms and being sensitive to them—being
both bound by, and able to feel the force of, the better reason. In the
most basic case, being rational is saying of what is that it is—in the sense
of correctly applying universals to particulars, classifying the particulars
as they ought to be classified, characterizing them in judgment by the
universals they really fall under, according to the norms that implicitly
govern the application of those universals. At this point, though, a ques-
tion can be raised: How should we understand the fact that determinate
conceptual norms are available, determining for each universal which
particulars it is correctly applied to?

The interpretivist pointed out that both the logicist and the instru-
mentalist about rationality implicitly presuppose that we can make
sense of the contentfulness of beliefs and desires in advance of thinking
about rational connections among them. The inferentialist pointed out
that the interpretivist about rationality does not tell us what it is about
the structure of our own practices—the practical foundation of interpre-
tation, onto which any others must be mappable in order to count as ra-
tional or discursive—in virtue of which they deserve to be thought of as
rational or discursive. The historicist about rationality, in turn, points
out that the inferentialist takes for granted a set of inferentially articu-
lated norms as an already up-and-running enterprise. But under what
conditions are determinate conceptual norms possible? What do we
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have to do to establish or connect with, subject ourselves to, such deter-
minate norms? That this issue requires investigation is the final demand
in this series of ever more radical critical questionings of the semantic
presuppositions of theories of rationality.

For Hegel, the question arises in the context of a constellation of prag-
matist commitments, Concepts for him, as for Kant, are norms for judg-
ment. They determine proprieties of application to particulars of terms
that, because of the normative role they play in such judgments, ex-
press universals. But he also has the idea that the only thing available to
settle which universal a word expresses is the way that word—and oth-
ers linked to it inferentially—has actually been applied in prior judg-
ments.” And now we can ask: What is it about their use that makes these
terms express one determinate universal rather than a somewhat differ-
ent one? How do the applications of universals to particulars that have
actually been made at any point in time—both noninferentially by ob-
servation, and inferentially as a consequence of applications of other, in-
ferentially linked, universals to particulars—manage to settle whether it
would be correct to apply that term to some particular that has not yet
been assessed? How does what we have actually done with the terms, the
judgments we have actually made, settle what we ought to do with them
in novel cases?

The model I find most helpful in understanding the sort of rationality
that consists in retrospectively picking out an expressively progressive
trajectory through past applications of a concept, so as to determine a
norm one can understand as governing the whole process and so project
into the future, is that of judges in a common law tradition. Common
law differs from statutory law in that all there is to settle the boundaries
of applicability of the concepts it employs is the record of actually de-
cided cases that can serve as precedents. There is no explicit initial state-
ment of principle governing the application of legal universals to partic-
ular sets of facts—only a practice of applying them in always novel
circumstances. So whatever content those concepts have, they get from
the history of their actual applications. A judge justifies her decision in
a particular case by rationalizing it in the light of a reading of that tra-
dition, by so selecting and emphasizing particular prior decisions as
precedential that a norm emerges as an implicit lesson. And it is that
norm that is then appealed to in deciding the present case, and is implic-
itly taken to be binding in future ones. In order to find such a norm, the
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judge must make the tradition cohere, must exhibit the decisions that
have actually been made as rational and correct, given that the norm she
finds is what has implicitly governed the process all along. Thus each of
the prior decisions selected as precedential emerges as making explicit
some aspect of that implicit norm, as revealing a bit of the boundary of
the concept.

Such a process is rational in a distinctive, structured sense. The ratio-
nality of the current decision, its justifiability as a correct application
of a concept, is secured by rationally reconstructing the tradition of its
applications according to a certain model—by offering a selective, cu-
mulative, expressively progressive genealogy of it. At each stage in its
development, it is insofar as one takes the tradition to be rational, by a
Whiggish rewriting of its history, that one makes the tradition be and
have been rational. A certain sort of rationality—in its most explicit and
self-conscious form, one characteristic of the self-reflection of the high
culture—consists in a commitment to understanding the tradition that
gives one words to speak by exhibiting it in this form. This is reason’s
march through history. In this way, as Hegel puts it, contingency is given
the form of necessity. That is, judgments that show up first as adventi-
tious products of accidental circumstances (“what the judge had for
breakfast,” or, less frivolously, contemporary confluences of intellectual,
social, and political currents) are exhibited as correct applications of a
conceptual norm retrospectively discerned as already implicit in previ-
ous judgments. (For Hegel, as for Kant, ‘necessary’ always means ac-
cording to a rule.) Telling a story of this sort—finding a norm by making
a tradition, giving it a genealogy—is a form of rationality as systematic
history.

Hegel thinks that taking there to be genuine conceptual norms
in play—and so taking it that there is a difference between judging
and inferring correctly and incorrectly—is taking it that there is
such an expressively progressive genealogical story about their develop-
ment. (Compare Davidson’s view that taking someone to mean or be-
lieve something is taking it that there is an interpretive mapping of their
noises onto one’s own satisfying certain constraints.) Rational recon-
struction of a tradition of actual applications—making a past into a
history—is a kind of reflection on it, a kind of self-consciousness. An-
other way he puts his point is then that consciousness, understood as the
inferentialist does, as the application of inferentially articulated con-
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cepts in judgment, presupposes self-consciousness, in the sense of at
least implicitly making norms out of actual applications, or finding those
norms in such applications. In fact, for Hegel, the inferentialist notion of
consciousness and the historical notion of self-consciousness are recip-
rocally sense-dependent concepts, two sides of one coin. Neither is in-
telligible apart from the other.

Such genealogical self-consciousness can itself be more or less ex-
plicit. At its most explicit, this sort of reflection, self-consciousness, in-
telligibility, or transparency is expressed in the form of the kind of narra-
tive of maturation Hegel—theorizing as a member of the first generation
really to be gripped by the possibility and potential of intellectual his-
tory—offers us in his Phenomenology. And the point of his Logic, as I un-
derstand it, is to give us a vocabulary in which to make explicit the pro-
cess by which ordinary determinate concepts acquire content by being
applied in experience.® One need not think that he succeeded—never
mind that he succeeded in any final sense—in order to esteem the enter-
prise.

On a much smaller, less ambitious scale, this book is meant to sketch
the outlines of such a systematic history. It is an exercise of this sort of
genealogical, historical, expressively progressive reconstructive rational-
ity, addressed to a particular constellation of philosophical concepts.
(Indeed, on an even smaller scale, this introduction is written in the
same genre.) As Hegel recognized, the process of determination that is
finding implicit concepts by explicitly making a tradition does not leave
everything as it was before. One of his most basic ideas is that cultural
formations such as philosophical traditions, like self-conscious individ-
ual selves, exhibit the peculiar freedom that consists in having what they
are for themselves be an essential element of what they are in them-
selves. This, for him, is what it is to be discursive, normative, geistig be-
ings, rather than merely natural ones. The way we understand and con-
ceive what we are doing affects what we are, in fact, doing. We find a way
forward by reconstruing the path that brought us to our present situa-
tion.® The systematic historical model of rationality is a theoretical codi-
fication of the thought that a distinctively valuable sort of prospective
guidance is afforded by a special kind of retrospective insight.

It is an essentially pluralistic thought. The idea I have been aiming to
put on the table is that offering a systematic contemporary philosophical
theory and a rational reconstruction of some strands of the history of
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philosophy can be two sides of one coin, two aspects of one enterprise.
In one sense, of course, telling stories about how we got ourselves into
the pickle we are in can be self-serving: a matter of rewriting the history
of philosophy to make the present day a safe and congenial environment
for views that are in any case going to be recommended. The upshot of
the foregoing account of this form of rationality is that the telling of
such stories is partly constitutive of the commitments (and so the self)
that are in that case served. But in my view, the best philosophical re-
sponse to such a narrative is not belief or endorsement but the telling of
more such stories. It is the thinker who has only one such idiom in
which to express and develop his self-understanding who is in thrall. So
the sense in which such a story claims to be correct—the sense of en-
dorsement for which it petitions—is not an exclusive one. It is not incom-
patible with there being other legitimate ways of telling the story, moti-
vating other contemporary philosophical undertakings.

What 1 am recommending and practicing here is one among many
forms of intelligibility, motivated first by producing instances of it, and
only then an account of what sort of understanding (according to the ex-
pressive cumulative genealogical model of rationality) it is capable of
embodying and conveying. Part One of this work offers (in Chapters 1
and 2) a historical context—a way of understanding the tradition that is
the horizon of intelligibility being at once created and appealed to in
what follows. And in Chapter 3 it offers a methodological rationale, a
way of thinking about the sort of systematic historical enterprise that is
being undertaken in the work as a whole. Part Two then presents more
detailed stories, excavations into the tradition at various points, anchor-
ing and motivating, if all goes well, a rational reconstruction of the nor-
mative trajectory of thought instituted by the figures considered and in-
corporated in the tradition that thereby becomes visible.

Chapters 4 through 12 offer essays on Spinoza, Leibniz, Hegel, Frege,
Heidegger, and Sellars. This is an apparently motley group—but the
aim is that they will seem less so after we work through this material
than they would before. In each case my concern is with the semantic
theory of the philosophers in question: their understanding of the con-
tents of thoughts, beliefs, claims, and practical comportments, and with
the accounts they give of their representational aboutness. The topic is
accordingly intentionality, in a sense broad enough to include both what
it is to have a thought that things are thus and so, and what it is to be
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thinking of or about things in a certain way. When these figures are
viewed through the lens provided by this constellation of concerns, a set
of overlapping themes and explanatory strategies comes into view. Gen-
erally, or for the most part, the explanations of intentionality on offer
here are functionalist, inferentialist, holist, normative, and social prag-
matist in character. No one of these features is shared by all the figures
considered, and no figure exhibits them all. But my claim is that, taken
together, those family resemblances bind these philosophers into a dis-
tinctive and recognizable retrospectively discernible tradition. The hope
is that by making out a case for this claim it is possible at once to en-
rich our understanding of the philosophical topics being addressed, to
provide a new conceptual vantage point from which to view our philo-
sophical ancestors, and to highlight some central features of the sort of
rationality that consists in discerning a philosophical tradition, by elab-
orating a concrete instance of such an enterprise.

Part Two can be read without Part One, at the cost of not understand-
ing how I see the essays there as fitting together and defining a tradition,
and what sort of enterprise I understand myself to be engaged in there.
Part One can be read without Part Two, at the cost of not seeing any ac-
tual example of the sort of undertaking 1 theorize about there. My intent
is that—like any proper text or tradition—the whole be more than the
sum of its parts.
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I. Kant and the Shift from Epistemology to Semantics

One of Kant’s master ideas is that what distinguishes thinkers and agents
from merely natural creatures is our susceptibility to certain kinds of
normative appraisal. Judgments and actions essentially involve commit-
ments as to how things are or are to be. Because they can be assessed ac-
cording to their correctness (truth/error, success/failure), we are in a dis-
tinctive sense responsible for what we believe and do.

Kant makes a normative turn: a shift from the sort of ontological de-
marcation Descartes offers of selves as thinking beings, to a deonto-
logical demarcation of selves as loci of responsibility. This move under-
writes some of Kant’s most characteristic claims. Thus the judgment
appears for him as the minimal unit of experience, whereas the tradition
he inherits had focused on the term (singular or general) because judg-
ments are the smallest units for which we can take cognitive (justifica-
tory) responsibility. Judgments have a subjective form, marked by the “I
think” that can accompany all our representations, indicating who is re-
sponsible for or committed to the (correctness of the) judgment (the
transcendental unity of apperception as a co-responsibility equivalence
class). And judgments have an objective form, the “object = X,” indicat-
ing what the judgment makes the judger responsible to (for its correct-
ness). For Kant, concepts are rules determining what one has committed
oneself to by applying the concept in judging or acting—and so what
would count as a reason entitling one to or justifying such a commit-
ment. The key philosophical puzzles about concepts accordingly con-
cern their Giiltigkeit or Verbindlichkeit: their validity or bindingness, a
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kind of authority laying obligations on those who use them. Kant wants
to understand what it is for the use of concepts to make us responsible,
for the norms of correctness they embody to have a grip on us, and fur-
ther to make us responsible to something (what we are thinking about),
on which we thereby count as having an intentional grasp.

Kant is the first thinker explicitly to take as his task the explanation of
our character as discursive creatures in terms of our liability to various
kinds of normative assessment. But when in “Was ist Aufklarung?” he
looks back at his predecessors, he finds this theme to have been the im-
plicit organizing principle of a tradition. He sees the Enlightenment as
announcing and promoting our emergence from the tutelage of child-
hood to the incipient autonomy of adolescence. And that coming of age
is taking person-defining responsibility for our endorsement of even in-
herited attitudes, claims, and goals. Descartes’s meditator practices a
particularly pure, radical, and rigorous version of this project. But it is
no less visible in the political tradition of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau,
who teach us to see our political institutions as our creatures, as things
we are responsible for and bound by in the way we are responsible for
and bound by what we do and have done.

By showing us this common thread, Kant retrospectively rationally re-
constructs a tradition, exhibiting it as having an implicit, practical unity.
The unity first emerges as an explicit theoretical principle in his own
work—work that has the shape it does only because of the understand-
ing it embodies of the significance of the tradition it thereby comes to
epitomize and in a certain sense to complete. That broad movement of
thought encompasses another, more finely grained development. The
Enlightenment understands the discursive in terms of rational commit-
ments. The responsibility to which it calls us is ultimately answerability
to the reasons we have for our judgments and actions. Those reasons
are the only authority acknowledged as legitimate. As it shows up in
Descartes, this concern has the effect of pushing into the foreground the
topic of knowledge: true belief justified by reasons. The threat that sets
the criteria of adequacy for accounts addressing this topic is epistemo-
logical skepticism: the worry that reasons genuinely justifying our be-
liefs are not to be had. Even if many of our beliefs are true, we might still
not be able to fulfill the responsibility to justify them with reasons,
which is required for us to count as knowers.

Kant digs deeper. He sees that the epistemological issue presupposes a
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semantic one. The Cartesian skeptic asks what reason we have to sup-
pose that the world is as we represent it to be in thought. An inquiry into
the conditions of successful representation is accordingly an appropriate
road to a response. Kant takes as his initial focus intentionality rather
than knowledge. He asks about the conditions of even purported repre-
sentation. What makes it that our ideas so much as seem to point beyond
themselves, to something that they are about? The threat that sets the
criteria of adequacy for accounts addressing this topic is semantic skepti-
cism: a worry about the intelligibility of the very idea of representation.
Kant thinks, further, that responding to this more radical form of skepti-
cism, by explaining what it is for one thing to be about or purport to rep-
resent another, suffices to defuse the epistemological threat as well. The
soft underbelly of epistemological skepticism is its implicit semantics.
For Kant, the aboutness characteristic of representings is a normative
achievement. Representings answer for their correctness to how it is
with what (thereby) counts as represented. To take one thing as repre-
senting another is to accord to the latter a certain kind of authority over
the former, to see the representing as in a distinctive way responsible
to what is represented. (On the practical side, the normative approach
can be extended to intendings and what is intended.) Understanding
discursivity is understanding this sort of normativity. That is the task
that stands at the very center of Kant’s philosophical undertakings.

This trajectory of Enlightenment philosophizing about the discur-
sive—{rom concern with knowledge to concern with intentionality, so
from epistemology to semantics—like that about the normative, also
culminates in Kant’s distinctive problematic. But there is a temptation to
take it that Kant is the first to address the semantic issue. That tempta-
tion is encouraged by the empiricists’ relative lack of attention to the
problem of understanding representational purport, as opposed to that
of justifying our hopes and beliefs regarding our representational suc-
cess. (Hume is a prime example.) Again, the failure to appreciate and ad-
dress the normative character of knowledge involved in both justifica-
tion and intentionality is what led Kant to claim that “the celebrated Mr.
Locke” produced only a “physiology of the understanding.” Nonethe-
less, there is good reason to think of the semantic concerns as in fact co-
eval with the epistemological ones, and of Kant here, as elsewhere, as ex-
plicitly thematizing concerns that had been all along implicit in the
Enlightenment philosophical tradition. At least Kant’s rationalist precur-
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sors during the early modern period were already usefully engaged in an
enterprise that might be called “the metaphysics of intentionality.”

I1. Descartes and the Shift from Resemblance
to Representation

The need philosophers such as Spinoza and Leibniz felt to tell a story
of this sort developed under quite specific circumstances. Ancient and
medieval hylomorphic theories understood the relation between appear-
ance and reality—between how things seem or are taken to be and
how they are—as in the favored case one of the sharing of a form. That
is to say that it was understood in terms of resemblance: the sort of par-
tial sharing of properties (e.g., shape, color) that is one way pictures
can be related to what they are pictures of. The scientific revolution re-
quired a different, much more general model. The reality Copernicus
discerned—a rotating Earth and a stationary sun—did not at all resem-
ble the familiar appearance of a stationary Earth and a revolving sun.
Galileo found that he could get the best mathematical (for him this
meant geometrical) grip on the motions of ordinary objects by using
lengths of lines to represent periods of time, and the areas of triangles
to stand for speeds. In each case he was exploiting relations not hap-
pily thought of in terms of resemblance. And Descartes’s mathematical
physics represented the extended physical world (after Galileo, sensi-
bly thought of as geometrical in its motions as well as its spatial extent)
by algebraic equations. Again, the equations of circles and lines (x* +
y*=1, ax + by = c) do not at all resemble the geometrical figures they
describe.!

Descartes sees that a more abstract notion is required to make sense
of these relations. Something can evidently represent something else
in the sense of being a sign of it without sharing the properties (even
formal ones) required for resemblance. The master idea of the theory
of knowledge in the period initiated by Descartes was, accordingly, to
be that of representation. Descartes himself divided the world into two
kinds of things: mental things, whose nature it is to represent, and phys-
ical things, which could only be represented. But what is it for some-
thing to be a representing in the relevant sense? (Words and pictures in
books are not.) What is it to be a representation for or to someone? What
makes someone’s rabbit-idea so much as seem to be about rabbits? (I'll

Contexts 25

argue below that the form of this question that mattered for Spinoza and
Leibniz was a broadly functionalist one: What is it to take, treat, or use
one thing as a representation of another?) Descartes himself is not very
explicit about how such representational purport should be understood.
Indeed, he often allows himself to appeal to the very scholastic, ulti-
mately nonexplanatory vocabulary of formal and objective existence of
things that according to his basic insight needs to be overcome. In spite
of such backsliding on the semantic issue, and in spite of his giving
pride of place to the project of showing that things could be in reality as
appearance represented them to be, that is, concern with the conditions
of the success of representation, rather than with what representational
content or purport consists in, Descartes nonetheless put on the table a
wholly novel semantic idea that was to be critical for the subsequent tra-
dition.

For the model of the relation between representing and represented—
and so the model for the relation between appearance and reality, and
therefore for that between mind and body—that drives and structures
his philosophic thought is drawn from his discoveries in analytic geom-
etry. Geometry, the study of the mathematical laws governing extension,
could, thanks to Galileo, be seen to encompass not just shapes but their
motions. Identifying the physical with what is so governed, Descartes
then could see a paradigm of the discursive representation of the physi-
cal (the extended) in the relation between an algebraic equation and
the geometrical figure it determines. But, as he also saw, the capacity
of a string of symbols to represent a determinate extended figure is
wholly a creature of its place in a system of such symbols, all the suitable
expressions of which can be correlated with figures in such a way that
differences in which symbols occur at various places in the algebraic ex-
pressions correspond to differences in the geometrical properties of the
correlated figures. What makes it possible for an equation such as x2 +
¥* = 1 to represent a circle is that there is a global isomorphism, a struc-
ture preserving mapping, from the system of equations to that of geo-
metrical figures. (The development and exploitation of that mapping
had, of course, been the basis of the young Descartes’s epoch-making
mathematical achievements.)

Two consequences of this model are of particular significance for the
metaphysics of intentionality as pursued by Descartes’s successors. First
is a holist point: in order to understand representation, one must look
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at the whole structured system of representings. The traditional no-
tion of form, and so of the features underwriting a resemblance, is local
and atomistic. It concerns only the intrinsic properties of the item itself.
By contrast, the representational properties of an item, on Descartes’s
model, depend on how the whole system of representings maps onto
what is representable. One cannot determine the representational pur-
port or potential of a representing item by considering just that one
item. Second, as a result, the first step in understanding the relation be-
tween a representing and what it represents is to consider the relation
between that representing and other representings. The vertical relations
between thoughts and things depend crucially on the horizontal rela-
tions between thoughts and thoughts.

I11. Rationalism and Functionalism

The development of this structural idea, which remains inchoate in Des-
cartes’s thought, is one of the ties that bind Spinoza and Leibniz to Des-
cartes in the tradition of rationalism. Spinoza’s idea that each individ-
ual thing is at once a mode of the attribute of thought and a mode of
the attribute of extension is not, I claim, supposed to define the relations
between representing ideas and represented things, since we can repre-
sent things outside our bodies. In fact, the relation between the attrib-
utes provides only the metaphysical background and raw materials for
an elaborate, multilayered account of the relations among modes that
makes some of them intelligible as representations of others.

In telling that story, Spinoza introduces a new mode of explanation—
one that, while building on the mechanical, moves decisively beyond it.
He starts atomistically, with modes that are, or correspond to, the sim-
plest bodies (corpora simplicissima). He then considers larger totalities
that are formed from them, in virtue of the causal and inferential rela-
tions they stand in to one another (depending on which attribute we
consider them under). All this is available to the kind of understanding
he calls “Ratio,” which permits us to discern and apply the laws of na-
ture in empirical science and the laws of thought in logic. But he takes it
that crucial features of the universe—in particular, the intentionality by
which thoughts point beyond themselves, purporting to represent other
things—are not in principle intelligible in these terms. Grasping and ex-
plaining these features requires moving to a new, higher sort of under-
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standing: scientia intuitiva. It is characteristic of this sort of understand-
ing that it moves down from the relational wholes discerned by the
exercise of Ratio, to consider the roles played or contributions made by
smaller wholes in the context of those larger ones. Ultimately, what mat-
ters is the maximal whole that is “Deus sive Natura.” But along the way,
we discover that the representational purport of an idea depends on the
boundaries of the mind we assess it with respect to. Spinoza here de-
scribes a kind of rational and causal functionalism. That mode of expla-
nation is addressed in the first instance to the organic, but its ultimate
target is the intentional. It depends on an essentially holistic, top-down
individuational principle that works on the results of the atomistic, bot-
tom-up accounts available at the level of Ratio. This additional function-
alist step is the essential move in Spinoza’s metaphysical account of the
intentionality of thought.>

Leibniz’s mature account of what has to be true of something for it to
count as a state of conscious awareness of something is also holist, be-
cause broadly functionalist. He, too, starts with a sort of semantic primi-
tive. For Spinoza it was the possibility of one mode showing up in
two attributes. For Leibniz, each perception has as an intrinsic property
(one it would have in every possible world) its expressive range: the
range of attributes (themselves ultimately compounded out of percep-
tions) whose occurrence can be inferred from the existence of that per-
ception alone. This expressive relation is ubiquitous in a Leibnizian
world, applying to the inorganic, as well as the organic and intentional.
The challenge Leibniz addresses in his semantic theorizing is to account
for apperception, and eventually for distinct ideas, in terms of that prim-
itive notion of expression, which holds even for unconscious percep-
tions. His answer is that perceptions acquire more than the atomistic sig-
nificance of their intrinsic expressive range because perceptions joined
in a single monad can function to underwrite multipremise inferences.
Notoriously, all the perceptions of any single monad suffice to determine
the whole world it inhabits—though that expressive labor is divided
among individual perceptions very differently in different kinds of mo-
nads. Taking the essential role that memory plays in consciousness as his
leading idea, Leibniz accounts for various sorts of awareness in terms of
the role that individual perceptions play in the developmental sequences
generated when sets of perceptions give rise to other, subsequent such
sets. Distinctness of ideas, at the high end of the great epistemological
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chain of being, is understood in terms of recognition, when one state of
affairs outside the monad is represented by two different apperceptive
chains of perceptions within the same monad. Thus Leibnizs strategy
for explaining higher-order intentional capacities is to appeal to the sig-
nificance that perceptions acquire in the context of other perceptions, to
which they are joined either in a temporal progression or in being per-
ceptions by a single monad. It is a functionalist, holist explanatory strat-
egy.?

IV. Rationalism and Inferentialism

Another tradition-defining strand of early modern rationalism comes to
explicit expression in Leibniz as well. It is a conception of conceptual
content as consisting in role in reasoning. The fundamental concept of
the dominant and characteristic understanding of cognitive content-
fulness in the period initiated by Descartes is of course representation.
Rationalists such as Spinoza and Leibniz accepted the central role of the
concept of representation in explaining human cognitive activity. But
they were much more concerned than Descartes to offer explicit, de-
tailed metaphysical accounts of what it is for one thing to represent
another. The primitives they appealed to are inferential relations: facts
about what is a reason for what. They were explicitly concerned, in a
way that Descartes was not, to be able to explain what it is for something
to be understood, taken, treated, or employed as a representing by the
subject: what it is for it to be a representing to or for that subject (to be
tanquam rem, “as if of things,” as Descartes puts it). Their big idea was
that the way in which representings point beyond themselves to some-
thing represented is to be understood in terms of inferential relations
among representings. States and acts acquire conceptual content by be-
ing caught up in inferences, as premises and conclusions.

Spinoza did not appreciate the normative character of the order and
connection of ideas that Kant and Hegel would insist on (under the
heading of ‘necessity’, Notwendigkeit, which for them means what hap-
pens according to a rule). But for him the inferential relations that or-
der and connect ideas mirror the causal relations that order and con-
nect things. And it is in terms of functional role with respect to those
inferential-causal relations that he seeks to explain intentional, that is,

Contexts 29

representational phenomena. Leibniz’s semantic primitive, the associa-
tion with each perception (modification of a monad) of an expressive
range, is a kind of inferential potential. His paradigm is the way in which
one can make inferences from facts about a map (“There is a blue wavy
line between the two black dots”) to facts about the terrain it maps
(“One must cross a river to go from Berlin to Leipzig”). In fact, this in-
ferential story is what Leibniz makes of the structural isomorphism that
underwrites Cartesian analytic geometry. Leibniz, the great gradualist,
nonetheless insists against the empiricists that there is a sharp line to be
drawn between percepts and concepts. Whereas the preconceptual con-
tent of mere perceptions is a matter of inferential conclusions that can be
drawn from noninferential facts about them (as in the map example),
the conceptual content of concepts is a matter of the inferential relations
among them. For him the holistic character of conceptual content takes
the form of an inferential holism, because the functionalism about the in-
tentional that underwrites it is a rational functionalism. What gives a
perception the significance of an apperceiving that things are thus and so
is its role in reasoning.

Thus a big divide within Enlightenment epistemology concerns the
relative explanatory priority accorded to the concepts of representation
and inference. The British empiricists were more puzzled than Descartes
about representational purport: the property of so much as seeming to be
about something. But they were clear in seeking to derive inferential re-
lations from the contents of representings rather than the other way
around. In this regard they belong to the still-dominant tradition that
reads inferential correctnesses off from representational correctnesses,
which are assumed to be antecedently intelligible. That is why Hume
could take for granted the contents of his individual representings but
worry about how they could possibly underwrite the correctness of in-
ductive inferences. The post-Cartesian rationalists, the claim is, give rise
to a tradition based on a complementary semantically reductive order of
explanation. (So Kant, picking up the thread from this tradition, will
come to see their involvement in counterfactually robust inferences as
essential to empirical representations having the contents that they do.)
These inferentialists seek to define representational properties in terms
of inferential ones, which must accordingly be capable of being under-
stood antecedently. They start with a notion of content as determining
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what is a reason for what, and understand truth and representation as
features of ideas that are not just manifested in, but actually consist in,
their role in reasoning.

From this vantage point, the division of pre-Kantian philosophers
into representationalists and inferentialists appears as the deepest struc-
ture underlying the traditional division of them into empiricists and ra-
tionalists. Leibniz uses the notion of inference or reasoning to draw a
sharp line between conceptual representation and merely perceptual
representation. This makes it possible for him to build up an account of
what conceptual awareness consists in. Being aware of some external
thing—in the sense of applying a concept to it, so as to be able to rea-
son about it—is for the rationalists an achievement that has a distinc-
tive sort of structure. But it requires that one already have a concept
available to classify something under, in order to be aware of it in this
sense. And that raises the question of how those conceptual capacities
are acquired. The holism required by construing concepts as nodes in a
network of reasons puts further constraints on a story about concept ac-
quisition. By contrast, for the empiricist representationalists, awareness
is an atomistic, primitive capacity of purported representation. Concepts
are understood to be acquired by abstraction from exercises of the basic
capacity for preconceptual awareness.

The problem of making intelligible the possibility of acquiring con-
cepts was not soluble within the framework of pre-Kantian rational-
ism. The appeal to innateness was a desperate measure that neither
stemmed from the roots of the rationalist vision nor carried conviction.
It amounted to giving up the explanatory enterprise at this point. Kant’s
singling out of the judgment as the unit of cognitive responsibility, com-
mitment, and authority, and hence of normatively significant awareness,
reinforced the bright line the rationalists had drawn between conceptual
and nonconceptual representations. And his understanding of theoreti-
cal (as well as practical) responsibility and authority as a matter of liabil-
ity to rational assessment (i.e., assessment as to the reasons one has for
making a judgment or producing an action) supported and developed
their inferential criterion of demarcation for the conceptual. Yet Kant
also did not offer a convincing account of concept acquisition: of how it
is possible to come into the space of reasons and (so) concepts. He did,
however, introduce the thought that—as I put the point above—what
matters to begin with is the normative grip concepts have on us, not our
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grip on them. (This is the move to thinking in Kantian categories of ne-
cessity rather than Cartesian categories of certainty.) That is, the key
thing is to understand how concepts let us bind or commit ourselves.
This is the idea that opened up the possibility of a resolution of the prob-
lem of concept acquisition in the rationalist tradition.

V. Hegel and Pragmatism

Such a resolution required another move as well. What is needed is
one of the most basic Hegelian emendations to Kant’s normative ratio-
nalism: an understanding of normative statuses such as commitment, re-
sponsibility, and authority as social achievements. Hegel construes hav-
ing bound oneself by applying a concept as occupying a certain sort of
social position, having a certain sort of social standing. The issue of con-
cept acquisition then becomes transformed into the question of what
one must do in order to count as having undertaken a particular con-
ceptually (inferentially) articulated commitment, or claimed a particu-
lar conceptually articulated authority. For each individual coming into
language, learning to engage in discursive practices, the concepts are al-
ways already available. The transition from not being able to produce a
performance with that sort of social significance to being able to do
so does not seem mysterious in the way that acquiring concepts had
seemed to be according to Leibniz’s story. (Problems remained concern-
ing how to understand the determinateness of the conceptual content of
such commitments, but that is a further issue.)* For this is a change that
can take place largely outside the individual—as scratching a signature
onto a piece of paper can either have no legal significance or be the un-
dertaking of a contractual obligation to pay the bank a certain sum of
money every month for thirty years, depending only on whether it is
performed one day before or one day after the author’s twenty-first birth-
day and consequent automatic achievement of legal majority.> Of course,
the question of how the concepts themselves develop in the linguistic
community then becomes paramount.

Hegel’s idea is that understanding the normative character of inten-
tional states as conceptually contentful requires adding another dimen-
sion to the functionalism about intentionality that was already char-
acteristic of the rationalist tradition. Only a social functionalism, he
thinks, can accommodate Kants normative insight. Leibniz had broken
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the Spinozist parallelism of the inferential and the causal-developmental
order, treating these as independently varying factors in his metaphysi-
cal account of conscious awareness of external bodies. Hegel adds a
third dimension to his account, besides the inferential and the norma-
tive: the social. As for Leibniz, the functional significance of a perception
depends not only on its inferential expressive range and what other per-
ceptions precede and succeed it, but also on the other contemporane-
ous perceptions of its monad; so for Hegel the content of a commit-
ment depends functionally not only on its inferential connections and
role in an expressive developmental sequence, but also on the commit-
ments acknowledged and attributed by other members of the same com-
munity. Understanding the intentional content of a belief or intention
requires considering its role with respect to all three dimensions. This
social dimension of Hegel’s functionalism, and the holism that inevitably
goes with it, is picked up both by the early Heidegger and the later
Wittgenstein. Indeed, in all three of these figures we find functional-
ism about intentionality taking the form of semantic pragmatism: the
view that the content expressed by linguistic expressions must be under-
stood in terms of the use of those expressions. While retaining this bit
of the rationalist tradition, Heidegger and Wittgenstein (like the classi-
cal American pragmatists) do not subscribe to the inferentialist strand.
Sellars, however, reunites all of the classical elements once more.

In the foregoing pages I've sketched the principal structural elements of
a tradition in early modern philosophy that can be seen to be picked
up and developed in various ways by later figures. The emphases and
filiations that articulate that story are not conventional wisdom—but I
think they are defensible, and I find them both enlightening and sugges-
tive. My painting the picture with bold colors and broad brush strokes
here is animated by the conviction that the result is an illuminating con-
text and background against which to view the detailed historical philo-
sophical studies that form the second part of this work. It consists of
nine essays: one each on Spinoza and Leibniz, two on Hegel, two on
Frege, two on Heidegger, and one on Sellars. With the exception of the
Leibniz piece and the first Hegel essay, they do not much address them-
selves to the larger currents of thought to which the figures and views
they discuss belong. But I think they mean more if situated in the devel-
oping tradition I sketch in Chapter 1.

I said that I think that narrative is defensible, though my concern here
has been to tell the story rather than to offer evidence for its correctness
or value. The detailed readings and arguments of the substantive essays
provide some of that evidence. Of course, they address only a relatively
small subset of the many sweeping claims I have been making. Nonethe-
less, they provide some solid points of textual contact, and so some dis-
cipline to that speculative intellectual history. The essays were written
over a period of twenty-five years. (The Spinoza essay was written when
I was a graduate student, while the first Hegel piece is my most recent
work—apart of a book on Hegel that is still some years from completion.)
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They were certainly not written in an attempt to fill in some antecedent
picture that I had of a tradition to which they belong. On the contrary,
that picture (and the tradition it retrospectively constitutes) was the cu-
mulative product of detailed investigations of the sort epitomized here.
Inferentialism began to emerge for me as a theme in pre-Kantian episte-
mology only on the completion of the Leibniz essay, when I was in a po-
sition to ask myself what the view I attributed to him there had in com-
mon with the view I had already worked out concerning Spinoza. Only
in writing the first Hegel piece did I begin to think about the larger sig-
nificance of the holistic ways of thinking that are ushered in by function-
alist approaches to intentionality. In short, the more narrowly focused
historical studjes and the emerging grand narrative have developed to-
gether in the sort of dialectical relationship that Dilthey talks about un-
der the heading of the hermeneutic circle—whereby an initial reading of
a whole text results from initial readings of its parts, and then is avail-
able to contribute to more considered readings of parts, which lead in
turn to a new appreciation of the whole, and so on.

In this chapter I describe a bit more specifically the topics, theories,
and arguments on offer in the rest of the book. In Chapter 3 I then
say something more about the methodological motivations, presupposi-
tions, and aspirations that govern the enterprise. But first, it will be use-
ful to survey these essays for the overlapping and connecting themes
that tie them together as diverse perspectives on a coherent and recog-
nizable emerging tradition.

I. Spinoza

Chapter 4 in this book, “Adequacy and the Individuation of Ideas in
Spinoza’s Ethics,” is an attempt to sketch the workings of the metaphysi-
cal machinery Spinoza calls into play to explain how our thought can
represent or be gbout the physical world. It is often thought that Spinoza
does not have much to offer along these lines. For it can seem that he
just builds in at the very ground floor of his metaphysical edifice both a
mind/body dualism and the sort of parallelism between them required to
make intelligible both the acquisition of knowledge through perception
and the efﬁcacy of thought in action, which offered such hurdles to the
Cartesian system. After all, Spinoza associates with each idea—in his jar-
gon, each “mode in the attribute of thought”—its “object,” which is the
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same mode of substance, as exhibited in any other attribute, the only ex-
ample of which that we have access to being the attribute of extension.
(Compare Descartes’s talk of the sun as existing both objectively, in be-
ing represented, and formally, in the realm of extension.) The relation
between any idea and its object is then just the particularization of the
fundamental relation between the different attributes of the one sub-
stance that is “Deus sive Natura.” It is just a special case of identity.

But this cannot be right. The “one mode in two attributes” story
would give a wholly unacceptable account of intentionality. For the
physical object that is the expression in the attribute of extension of the
finite mode of the attribute of thought that is an individual human mind
is just the body of that human individual. And all of the less complex
ideas that make up that mind have as their objects parts of that corre-
sponding body. So if what one could mentally represent were only the ob-
jects of the ideas in one’s mind, one could represent only states of one’s
own body. This may indeed be where the story must begin, but it clearly
must continue by saying what it is to take or treat thoughts—or, for that
matter, the bodily states they correspond to—as pointing beyond them-
selves, as standing for or representing or somehow being about things
outside that individual mind and body.

This thought can be formulated as an explicit criterion of adequacy on
an account of intentionality. What might be called the Distal Constraint
requires that an account of mental or psychological intentionality' ex-
plain how it is possible for us to represent, think about, or be aware of
anything other than what is most proximal to us in the causal chain of
events that leads to our knowledge of such things. Thus we must explain
how we can be aware of anything further upstream in the chain of cause-
and-effect than our own brain states, retinal images, and so on.

It is worth noticing that this problem has as much bite today as it did
for Spinoza (and, as we will see, Leibniz). The leading idea of some im-
portant contemporary programs in naturalized semantics is to under-
stand the representational content of a state (say, a belief) in terms of its
counterfactually reliable covariance with some sort of worldly state of
affairs. That my awareness is of a sounding bell is in part a consequence
of the state I am in being reliably elicited, even in a range of counterfac-
tual circumstances, by the sounds made by bells. But the bell and my be-
lief that there is a bell stand at opposite ends of a whole chain of more or
less reliably covarying causes and effects, including the wavelike move-
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ment of the intervening air, the vibration of my eardrum, and a cascade
of neurophysiological events. The more proximal an event kind is in this
chain—the closer to its terminus in the formation of a perceptual judg-
ment—the more reliably it covaries with that judgment. For at each
stage, the intervening effect can be produced by causes other than the
canonical ones. (The air might be being moved that way by something
other than a bell, my eardrum might be being vibrated that way by a
magnetic field, playful neurologists may be directly stimulating my audi-
tory nerve, and so on.) Something other than simply the chain of reli-
ably covarying events must be appealed to in order to single out some
more or less distal region of that chain as an object of awareness or judg-
ment, as what one of my resulting states represents or is about, if ac-
counts along these lines are to underwrite consciousness of anything
outside the body. My point is not that it is impossible to do this. Fred
Dretske? appeals to triangulation within the individual: what matters is
that there be at least two such chains of reliably covarying events, which
can terminate in contentful states of the same kind, and which also over-
lap at some more distal point in the chain. (He offers as a simple exam-
ple a thermostat that has two different information channels about the
temperature of a room, either of which can result in the furnace being
turned on or off.) Donald Davidson® appeals to social or interpretive tri-
angulation: what matters is where the causal chains that terminate re-
spectively in the interpreters claim and the interpreted claim have a com-
mon element. I mention these contemporary cases only as evidence that
the Distal Constraint on accounts of intentionality is not merely a his-
torical curiosity, of interest only as showing the limitations of quaint,
long-discarded metaphysical systems.

This challenge for Spinoza has, of course, been noticed before—
though it has not been given the prominence I think it deserves. The
treatment on which I build my account is due to Daisy Radnor. In an
acute discussion, she details the reasons for thinking that Spinoza both
must have and actually does have a systematic notion of what an idea rep-
resents, in addition and by contrast to what is its object. She does not,
however, explain how Spinoza can be entitled to appeal to such a notion,
given the metaphysical system in which he is working. In effect, she of-
fers a Ramsified extension of his theory—that is, one produced from his
explicit pronouncements by prefixing it with a second-order existential
quantifier saying just that there is a notion of ideas representing things
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(including extended things outside the body associated with the mind in
which the idea occurs) that has certain systematic features. What I do in
this essay is show how to build such a conception out of the raw materi-
als Spinoza has made available, and then show how this particular way
of analyzing the representation relation makes sense of various dark but
central features of his view.

This is above all a semantic question. But Spinoza’s distinctive episte-
mology puts significant constraints on the answer, and thereby offers im-
portant clues. One of his basic epistemological thoughts is that ideas can
be assessed as to the adequacy with which they represent what they are
about (not necessarily their objects, with which they are, in an important
sense, simply identical). One of the key observations is that the ade-
quacy of one and the same idea can vary with the mind it is considered
as a part of. All our inadequate ideas are also ideas in the more capacious
and comprehensive mind of God (which just is nature under the attrib-
ute of thought), and considered as parts of that whole they are one and
all adequate. And there is further reason to think that even what an idea
should be understood as representing (never mind how adequately) de-
pends on the mind of which it is considered as a part. That is, Spinoza
endorses a kind of holism about these fundamental epistemological and
semantic properties. It is only as parts of determinate wholes that items
acquire properties of these sorts. The basic idea of the essay is that se-
mantic content is conferred on a mode by the inferential/causal role that
it plays in the mind/body to which it belongs. Spinoza offers a functional-
ist approach to intentionality, in terms of the causal and inferential rela-
tions in which modes of the two attributes must in any case be taken to
stand, together with the metaphysical identity of ideas with their corpo-
real objects.

The more specific suggestion about his theory that I offer is that what
an idea represents to a particular mind containing it is settled in two
stages. First, in order to see what an idea represents, one must see how it
is taken or treated by the mind in question. This is a matter of what
other ideas it gives rise to. So we look to begin with at what follows it in
a process of inference, what conclusions are actually drawn from it.
Given the parallelism of attributes, this is a matter of the bodily states
(modes in the attribute of extension) that are causally brought about in
part by the object of the idea whose intentional content we are assessing.
(More will be caused by it in God’s mind than in ours, since effects out-
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side our own bodies are included.) Then what the original idea repre-
sents can be identified with the whole cause (the sufficient cause, what
Spinoza—not by accident—calls the “adequate” cause) of (the object of)
those subsequent ideas. So an idea represents the object of the full cause
of the idea to which it is a proximate or contributing cause. Where one
idea gives rise to a number of others, the intersections of their several
adequate causes are available for more specificity. The idea adequately
represents that extended situation just in case the idea whose object is
that extended state is deducible from the representing idea.

I present various sorts of textual evidence for this reading, relying
particularly on one of Spinoza’s letters. But in the main, I think the
best arguments for the reading are of the Harmanian inference-to-best-
explanation sort. The basic construction is uncontroversially (I think)
available to Spinoza. There is some direct evidence that he endorses it.
But it also makes the best sense of further doctrines he espouses that are
otherwise quite difficult to understand. On the epistemological side, this
account of the adequacy of ideas (in part in terms of Spinoza’s notion of
an adequate cause) makes sense of the three levels of knowledge in the
Ethics: confused knowledge, Ratio, and scientia intuitiva. The last of
these has been found particularly mysterious. Spinoza’s Ratio is princi-
pled scientific knowledge, of the sort we are accustomed to expect to
find thematized by a canonical Enlightenment thinker. But the final,
higher, philosophical level of intuitive knowledge, which is knowledge
of things through knowledge of God, is harder to get a handle on.

This difficulty is particularly significant because two very important,
more specific kinds of knowledge are said to become available only at
this third level. First, the conatus—the active individuating force that de-
fines and determines the boundaries of the finite modes, which we are
told is the way each particular thing expresses in a determinate manner
the power of God (by which he is and acts)—can be grasped only by un-
derstanding at the third level, of scientia intuitiva. Second, the only finite
mode whose conatus we are told anything about is the human mind,
where it is identified with self-consciousness—which accordingly defines
what a self, a determinate mind, is. So the determinate identity and indi-
viduation of all the most important kinds of individual modes—of self-
conscious selves, thoughts or ideas, and the objects of those thoughts or
ideas—are supposed to become intelligible only with this special sort of
understanding.
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Spinoza defines ideas as mental conceptions. He says that he chose
this term to indicate an activity of the mind. Elsewhere he argues that
the essence of each idea is a particular affirmation or act of will. Ideas are
conceivings, then: practical doings. I suggest we think of what one is do-
ing as passing to other ideas, ideas that in that sense follow from the ear-
lier ones. The talk of an act of will is talk of committing oneself by draw-
ing conclusions from it, using it as a premise in reasoning and a basis for
planning. That is, conceiving is applying concepts in the sense of mak-
ing judgments. It is by drawing those conclusions (via the identity-of-
modes-expressed-in-different-attributes relation to the causal processes
corresponding to those inferential ones) that a mind takes its ideas to be
about some part of extended nature—and thereby makes them be about
it. This is what it is for those ideas to purport to say how things are with
that part of the world. And the account of the adequacy of ideas says
what it is for that purport to be successful.

The story I tell on Spinoza’s behalf starts with causal and inferen-
tial relations among finite modes, by building up networks of these
parallel sorts of relations. This bit of the story corresponds to what Ra-
tio can know. For there are general principles (articulated in terms of
Spinoza’s notiones communes) that govern these bottom-up construc-
tions of wholes out of parts. But then, following the clue offered by what
Spinoza says in the letter I mentioned above, we reverse explanatory di-
rection and look at the properties various ideas get by playing the roles
that they do in larger wholes. This is the sort of understanding Spinoza
calls “intuitive.” It turns out that so much as being a finite mode is a mat-
ter of playing a certain sort of role in a larger whole. It is for this reason
that the individuating conatus can only be understood intuitively—that
is, functionally. So there is an especially intimate relation between this
ontological principle of individuation and the epistemological notion of
the adequacy of ideas. At the unattainable limit of this form of under-
standing, where every finite mode is fully understood in terms of the
role it plays in the whole universe, stands the mind of God, in which all
ideas are adequate.

Self-consciousness for a finite mode consists in consciously represent-
ing some of one’s ideas as ideas partly constitutive of a particular finite
mind. Spinoza’s doctrine of idea ideae, ideas of ideas, is the locus of his
treatment of this topic. One traditional problem in the vicinity is that
Spinoza says that ideas of ideas are related to the ideas they are ideas of
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as the mind is related to body. But he also says that the ideas of ideas
that constitute the sort of consciousness under consideration (what in
Leibniz becomes apperception) are distinct from the ideas they are ideas
of. Not all ideas come with ideas of them. If one understands the first
claim to be about the relation of mind to the body—that is, as saying
that ideas of ideas are related to the ideas they are of in the same way that
ideas are related to their natural objects in the attribute of extension,
that is, by a kind of identity—then these seem to be incompatible claims.
But the trouble evaporates once we have available the possibility that an
idea ideae represents another idea, rather than having it as its object. The
result is:

The idea A represents idea B just in case the object of B, which is B it-
self (of course B has an extended object as well), is the adequate cause
of the ideas of which A is a proximate cause. A will then be an adequate
idea of B just in case B is deducible from A . . . In general, A will be an
adequate cause of B just in case the adequate cause of the idea of which
A is a proximate cause (namely B) is deducible from A.*

In these terms it is possible to explain why it is of the essence of the
mind to conceive itself adequately, and so to be free and active. For the
mind functioning as the adequate cause of its own modifications is just
the whole-part determination (immanent causation, mutual adaptation
of parts, etc.) which is the conatus or individual essence of the mind. It is
free and active to the extent to which it is a relative whole determining
its parts, and not so far as it is a relative part superseded by other finite
things whose power exceeds that of the human mind. Functionalism
and (so) holism are the basic structural features of this metaphysics of
the mental.

II. Leibniz

Chapter 5, “Leibniz and Degrees of Perception,” offers novel readings of
important Leibnizian doctrines concerning perception, apperception or
awareness, and the sophisticated sort of knowledge that is articulated by
distinct ideas. For Leibniz, perceptions constitute the most important
species of representations. They are distinguished from other species of
that genus, in particular from mathematical representations (which
Leibniz seems to have thought of in cartesian terms of global
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isomorphisms),” we are told, in that they are “expressions of many in
one.” The whole set of contemporaneous perceptions of any monad ex-
presses the whole universe. Perceptions are said to come in degrees, of
distinctness or, equivalently, perfection. It is in terms of this fundamen-
tal metaphysical notion that we are to understand both the diversity
of points of view of the monads, by which they are individuated, and
the preestablished harmony among those perspectives in a single uni-
verse that is Leibniz’s systematic synthesis of the principles of maximal
unity and of maximal multiplicity. I offer a model of degrees of distinct-
ness of perceptions, and use that to offer detailed readings of a number
of themes central to Leibniz’s account of intentional phenomena, espe-
cially his account of what is required for consciousness or awareness of
one’s perceptions, that is, in Leibniz’s terms, for apperception.

The fundamental building block of Leibniz’s metaphysics of the men-
tal is his notion of one representation expressing a manifold in a unity,
in the way characteristic of perception. Following his methodological
maxim that we should construe those things of which we do not have
distinct ideas on the model of those things of which we do have distinct
ideas—a principle that lives on in Hegel’s practice of understanding
what is implicit in terms of its relation to what is explicit—I under-
stand the sense of ‘containment’, the sense in which the many is ‘in’ a
unity, in inferential terms. That is, the model is at base the way many
consequences can be, as Leibniz elsewhere says, contained in a set of pre-
mises, in virtue of containment relations among concepts (rather than
percepts). The expressive range of a perception may be thought of as the
set of monadic attributes (perceptions by that monad and by others)
whose occurrence is deducible from the occurrence of the perception in
question. Degrees of perception then can be thought of as correspond-
ing to more-or-less-in-one—that is, as a matter of the relative richness of
inferential consequences. This account is based on some earlier work
by Montgomery Furth, in something like the same sense in which the
Spinoza piece works out an idea of Radnor’s. Although the union of the
expressive ranges (in this inferential sense) of all the perceptions of any
monad express the entire universe, they can do so in quite different
ways, depending on how the expressive labor is divided among more
and less perfect or distinct perceptions.

Although one can make sense of a lot of what Leibniz says about and
in terms of the relative distinctness of perceptions by appeal to this
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model, it does not immediately yield an account of what is distinctive of
those perceptions of which we are aware—that is, of the apperception
that distinguishes conscious monads from the rest. For our bodies are de-
fined by Leibniz as whatever we have the most distinct perceptions of,
and our bodies are not the exclusive, or even preeminent, objects of our
awareness. So the same problem arises for Leibniz as for Spinoza: How
are we to understand the boundaries of our bodies, and the possibility of
being aware of anything beyond them? In this case, the metaphysical
raw materials available for addressing that question about intentionality
are provided by the notion of perceptions differing in the degree of dis-
tinctness they display.

The main question can be subdivided into two. First, what is the rela-
tion between a perception that is an apperceiving and the perception
that is its immediate object, in virtue of which we may say that aware-
ness is occurring at all? That is, how is apperception a perception “of”
the perception that is its internal object? Second, what is the relation be-
tween this constellation of perceptions and that external object that they
constitute an awareness of? The second is where the issue of how aware-
ness can be addressed to items outside the body. I suggest that the first
question can be answered by understanding awareness as the product
of two characteristics: an earlier perception metaphysically produces a
later one, and the expressive range of the later one stands in an appropri-
ate relation to the expressive range of the former. These are, respectively,
relations among perceptions at the level of force and relations at the level
of content. Awareness is what occurs when a perception is taken as a
mark of another more expressively complete perception. A perception is
noticed to the extent to which it is developed, that is, gives rise to a per-
ception whose expressive range is a superset of that of the original per-
ception. Looking at what perceptions a given perception produces is
Leibniz’s way of working out the idea that the essence of consciousness
is memory. Memory requires a relation at the level of content, besides
one at the level of production. The requirement of expressive develop-
ment—that one perception (or a class of them) gives rise to a more dis-
tinct (expressively powerful) perception—corresponds to an emphasis
of attention. It construes apperception as a kind of focusing on the con-
tent of a prior perception.

The building blocks of this account are of two sorts: the ultimately
inferential relation of expression between the perceptions of different
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monads, and the pseudo-causal relation of production, whereby a set of
perceptions of one monad “metaphysically gives rise to” a further per-
ception or perceptions of the same monad. Apperception or awareness is
then an emergent property exhibited by some perceptions, in virtue of
the functional role they play in a whole system. Although the system it-
self can be understood in terms of how it is built up atomistically out of
such relations among perceptions, the functional roles played by various
perceptions in that relational structure is intelligible only holistically, by
working back down from the whole to its parts.

The holist consequences of this functionalist approach to intention-
ality is particularly evident when we turn to the issue of the external ob-
jects of apperceptive awareness. It is the expression relation that con-
nects perceptions to objects (accidents) outside the monad of which
they are modifications. But what is it for a perception to be an aware-
ness? Leibniz’s answer is a functional one; he tells us what it is to take or
treat a perception as an awareness of something external. What is re-
quired is recognition of an object by marks. To recognize a feature of an
external object is to be aware of it—to respond to one’s initial perception
expressing that feature as of that feature, namely, by developing the orig-
inal content. When this is done in thought (perception inferentially ar-
ticulated in that it occurs in accordance with distinct ideas and neces-
sary truths), it takes the form of a clear idea. Recognition by marks is
what corresponds to distinct ideas (though even the non-sapient brutes
have enough of an associative “shadow of reasoning” to have an ana-
logue of it). This requires being aware of some feature as a mark of a par-
ticular object. In the explicit case,® this requires what Leibniz calls “rec-
ognition judgments”—a thought and a usage that are both picked up by
Frege in the Grundlagen, when he defines how an expression must func-
tion substitutionally and inferentially in order to be a singular term. Rec-
ognition judgments triangulate on an object by taking it that two sets of
marks pick out the same thing. Thus, for Leibniz as for Frege, they are to
be expressed explicitly in the form of identity statements. For instance,
gold might be recognized by taking it that the most malleable metal is (=)
the heaviest metal. So we should ask what recognizing is, that is, what it
is according to Leibniz to take two sets of marks as marks of the same ob-
ject (the apperceptive or recognitive status expressed discursively by
reasoning beings in the form of identity statements).

The implicit analogue (below the explicit level of thought) of this sort
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of directedness by triangulation through recognition by marks happens
when two (sets of) perceptions are expressively developed by a com-
mon successor perception, whose expressive range includes the union of
theirs. So a perception expressing the accidents heaviest metal, and one
expressing the accidents most malleable metal, are jointly developed by
one whose content includes both sets of accidents. That the content of
the successor may include more than is included in either of its anteced-
ents allows a dog to take both the appearance of a certain stick and a gri-
mace of his master’s as marks of an impending beating without thereby
having an awareness of the beating that extends no further than the co-
incidence of stick and grimace.

So Leibniz actually introduces the triangulation strategy, which (as 1
indicated above) has been appealed to by contemporary theorists as di-
verse as Davidson and Dretske to solve the problem—fundamental to
their metaphysics of intentionality—of singling out a distal stimulus as
what some internal state should be understood as a response to. On this
account, whether a perception counts as an apperception, and if so what
it counts as an apperception of—both what perception(s) should be un-
derstood as its immediate object, and what worldly state of affairs it is
intentionally directed to—depend not just on the intrinsic (inferential)
expressive features of the perception itself but also on its relations to
other perceptions of the same monad. One must look at the whole
monad as it develops its expression of its world over time in order to set-
tle which of its perceptions count as apperceptions, and what they make
the monad aware of. The similarities between Leibniz’s inferential-causal
functionalist metaphysics of intentionality and that of Spinoza are strik-
ing. I think these structural similarities of approach and of detail are not
mere artifacts of my readings. If they are not, they define a rationalist tra-
dition with a different and more specific unity than is often found. The
two principal elements articulating the metaphysics of intentionality
developed in that tradition are the holism consequent on its broadly
functionalist approach, and the inferentialism that looks to role in reason-
ing to understand the intentional contents conferred on (what thereby
are intelligible as) representings by the relations among items that are
contentful in that sense.

The inferentialist side of Leibniz’s rationalism consists in the depen-
dence, in the order of explanation, of the concepts of awareness and rep-
resentation on the concept of inference—even for monads incapable of
thought. Inference is the primitive that anchors both ends of the explan-

Texts 45

atory structure presented in Chapter 5 and sketched here. First, the ba-
sic theoretical auxiliary I introduced, the notion of an individual expres-
sive range, is explicitly explained in terms of inference. The expressive
range of a perception is that set of accidents (nonrepeatable occurrences
of complex property-types) which may be inferred from the occurrence
of that perception alone (i.e., if nothing else were known about its uni-
verse). It is only insofar as there are primitive inferential facts of this
form that this explanatory scheme gets off the ground. At the other end,
the model in terms of which awareness and recognition consciously by
marks (the Fregean model of recognition) are explained is that of dis-
tinct ideas, which as we have seen are inferentially articulated ideas,
which can be had only by beings capable of reason. At the high end of
the spectrum of intentionality is specifically conceptual awareness: the
sort that consists in bringing something under a distinct idea or concept,
whose content essentially depends on its role in reasoning. This sort of
awareness requires that one already have concepts to classify things un-
der before one can be conceptually aware of them. As I read him, Leibniz
already had the conceptual resources to respond to the inevitable ques-
tion: Where do we get these concepts, if not by abstraction from previ-
ous experiences or episodes of awareness? The appeal to innate ideas,
which is often thought to be at the core of rationalism, is on this view
a consequence of collateral commitments that are quite peripheral to
his fundamental views. In contemporary forms of inferentialism (par-
ticularly in Sellarss “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind”) this
difficulty is responded to by combining Kant’s shift of perspective from
our grip on concepts to their grip on us with Hegel’s idea (taken up in
the twentieth century by Heidegger and Wittgenstein) that conceptual
norms are socially instituted and administered.

III. Hegel

Traditions are lived forward but understood backward. The detailed
claims and constructions presented in the Spinoza and Leibniz essays
and rehearsed here are particularly important for my story because the
further back one discerns a tradition whose defining themes become
clear only with later developments, the more contentious the attribu-
tions are liable to be. In the discussions of the essays that follow, I build
on the themes introduced already while adding some further ones.

As 1 hope was clear from the discussion in Chapter 1, Kant plays an
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absolutely pivotal role in the larger narrative to which I want to under-
stand these essays as contributing. Unfortunately, I am not now in a po-
sition to tell a story about his metaphysics of intentionality of the sort I
am aiming at with these others. I console myself with the thought that
between the Leibniz work and the Hegel work, in an important sense,
I've got him surrounded (even if I haven't closed in). At any rate, the
more detailed story on offer in Part Two of this book skips over Kant’s
watershed innovations in this emerging tradition to address Hegels. As a
result of explicitly making the turn that privileges semantics over episte-
mology, Kant had thought harder about the notion of conceptual content
than any of his predecessors. One of the results was an emphasis on the
notion of modality. For he understands (to adopt the phrase Sellars used
as the title of one of his less comprehensible essays) “concepts as involv-
ing laws, and inconceivable without them.” To use an example that was
surely crucial for him, one cannot count as understanding the concept
of mass if one does not understand its lawlike relation to the concepts of
force and acceleration. I think this view should be understood as a de-
velopment of the inferentialism Kant inherited from his rationalist prede-
cessors. He takes it that the contentfulness of concepts essentially in-
volves rational relations with other concepts, according to which the
applicability of one provides reasons for or against the applicability of
others. Applying one concept can oblige one to apply another, preclude
one from applying a different one, and permit one to apply still others.
Concept use, then, involves a normative dimension. Kant understands
concepts as the rules that ultimately determine the correctness of such
inferential moves.

Two features of Kant’s way of thinking about intentionality and con-
ceptual content are of particular significance for the strands in Hegel's
thought that are followed out and developed in the two essays presented
here. First is the holism about conceptual content implicitly brought into
play by picking up on these rationalist ideas. Second is the significance
of the relation between the content of concepts and the process (which
Kant calls “synthesis”) of applying them, for the sense in which the con-
cepts involved in that process ought to be thought of as determinate.

Taking up these themes involves a shift of emphasis in the sort of
intentionality that is going to be the initial metaphysical explanatory tar-
get. Searle offers this pretheoretical delineation of the subject matter of
his book Intentionality: “If a state S is Intentional then there must be an
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answer to such questions as: What is S about? What is S of? What is itan
S that?”? Up to this point our concern has been with the first two sorts of
questions: questions about representational purport and success—and
with the sort of awareness that it requires or engenders. The Hegel es-
says consider his views about the third sort of question. The primary is-
sue is how to understand the nature and possibility, not to begin with of
ofness or aboutness, but of the sort of determinate conceptual content
that Hegel takes it is exhibited both by the way the world is and by the
way we take the world to be.® So the relation of the concept of inten-
tional content to that of the activities of a self continues to be a topic.

The scope of the rationalists’ functionalism is substantially expanded,
however. For Hegel places the sort of inferential/causal process central to
that functionalism in the larger frame of historically extended social
practice. Transposed into this key, functionalism takes the form of prag-
matism—‘pragmatism’ in the sense of a particular kind of use theory of
meaning and content. Kant had seen that intentionality crucially involves
a normative dimension. Both the horizontal relations among intention-
ally contentful states and the vertical relations between them and what
they represent underwrite assessments of correctness—of reasoning and
representing, respectively. Kant agrees with the rationalists that aware-
ness is conceptual awareness. Experience is the application of concepts in
judgment (and action). He accordingly faces the same question they did:
If one must already have concepts available in order to have experience,
where do the concepts come from? Normative structures are presupposed
by the application of concepts in judgment and action—activity that
counts as judging and acting only because and insofar as it is subject to
assessment as correct or incorrect according to the standards set by the
content of the commitments one has undertaken. Kant locates the origin
of those normative structures in transcendental activity rather than em-
pirical activity, in the noumenal rather than the phenomenal realm. But
the relations between these are less than clear. Kant’s idiom leaves a lot
of options open.

Hegel brings things back to earth. Kant must have been thinking
about a structure of our ordinary cognitive and practical doings. Hegel
understands that transcendental structure to be functionally conferred
on what, otherwise described, are the responses of merely natural crea-
tures, by their role in inferentially articulated, implicitly normative so-
cial practices. The system within which something can play the role of a
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determinately contentful conceptual commitment is for him deployed
along three dimensions. Normativity (Fregean force, as nearly as we can
map these vocabularies on one another, given the massive differences in
the collateral commitments of these philosophers) is a product of mutual
recognition—the structure of the social as such. On this view, “all tran-
scendental constitution is social institution.” The commitments and re-
sponsibilities instituted by these reciprocal acknowledgments of author-
ity and responsibility are contentful insofar as they have the structure of
conceptual commitments (applications of concepts)—that is, insofar as
they play distinctively inferential roles in reasoning, as premises and
conclusions. Finally, the contents of the conceptual commitments under-
taken in judgment and action are determinate in virtue of the position
they occupy in a tradition of actual use, retrospectively construed as
expressively progressive, in taking the form of the gradual unfolding into
explicitness of the content of the commitments that were all along im-
plicit in the judgments actually made and the actions actually per-
formed. What we actually do, perform, and produce affects the contents
of the conceptual norms, and so what inferences and exclusions deter-
mine what we ought and ought not to do, perform, and produce. But it is
those norms that make what is done have the significance of a doing—
the undertaking of a determinately contentful commitment—at all.

So from the Hegelian point of view, there is no particular problem
about how we come to be able to be conceptually aware of things. By
(for instance) using certain words, we give concepts a grip on us, place
ourselves under their sway, implicitly recognize their standards as au-
thoritative for assessments of what we are committed and entitled to.
Those norms are implicit in the applications of concepts that have ac-
tually been made (what we did actually take-true or make-true)—in the
concrete practical tradition bequeathed to us by our predecessors. They
are administered by our contemporaries and successors—by those we
recognize and so grant such authority. The social, inferential, and histor-
ical dimensions define the functional system within which, according to
Hegel’s metaphysics of normativity, the activity of a natural creature can
have the spiritual (geistig) significance of being the undertaking of de-
terminately contentful, inferentially articulated commitment.

The first Hegel essay, Chapter 6, “Holism and Idealism in Hegel’s
Phenomenology,” introduces the structure in Hegel’s thought that I call
objective idealism. The second, Chapter 7, “Some Pragmatist Themes in
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Hegels Idealism,” sketches central elements of the further structure I
call conceptual idealism: the structure and unity of the concept is the
same as the structure and unity of the self-conscious self. The first essay
presents an account of the transition from “Consciousness” to “Self-
Consciousness,” in the Phenomenology. This is a story about the idealism
according to which the objective world is intelligible as determinate
only as part of a larger story that includes an account of the activity of
knowing subjects. The theme of Chapter 6 is that the idea that there is a
determinate way things are entails a kind of conceptual holism; that of
Chapter 7 is that conceptual norms can be understood as determinate
only insofar as they exhibit a structure of reciprocal authority modeled
on the way social substance (Geist) is synthesized by mutual recogni-
tion.

The first story begins with the thought that the way things objec-
tively are must be definite or determinate. The essence of determinate-
ness is modally robust exclusion: if things are one way, there are some
other ways they cannot be. Relations of material incompatibility—"“deter-
minate negation”—articulate a basic structure of Hegel's metaphysics.
Material incompatibility relations induce modally robust material conse-
quence relations. (SchliefSen is rooted in ausschlieflen.)® Hegel is with his
rationalist predecessors in the centrality he gives to inferential relations.
But he sees something beneath the inferential relations. They are de-
rived from more basic relations of material exclusion or incompatibility.
For Hegel, to be conceptually articulated is just to stand in material rela-
tions of incompatibility and (so) consequence. In this sense, not only
thoughts (as thinkings) but also the objects, properties, states of affairs
are conceptually articulated. This sense of “conceptual” does not in any
obvious way derive from our understanding of processes of conceiving
or practices of applying concepts. The discussion follows out one chain
of reasoning to the conclusion that even so, one cannot understand what
it is for two properties or states of affairs to be incompatible without un-
derstanding what it is for discursive practitioners to take them to be in-
compatible.

A number of passages suggest that Hegel is committed to strong indi-
viduational holism about conceptual content: Conceptual contents are
identified and individuated solely by the relations of material incompati-
bility (and hence material inference) they stand in to one another. That
is, articulation by relations of material incompatibility should be under-
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stood not just as necessary for determinate contentfulness (of states of
affairs or properties on the objective side, and propositions and predi-
cates on the subjective side), but also as sufficient to define it. But there is
at least a prima facie problem in making strong individuational holism
intelligible: if the relata are identified and individuated only by the rela-
tions they stand in to one another, how are the relations identified and
individuated?

In understanding holism about determinate conceptual contents ar-
ticulated by material incompatibility (and so consequence) relations, it
is useful to keep in mind some suggestions and distinctions that Hegel
does not explicitly make. First, Harman has argued provocatively but
persuasively that there are no such things as rules of deductive infer-
ence. For if there were, they would presumably say things like “From p
and if p then g, infer q.” But that would be a bad rule. One might already
have much better evidence against q than one had for either p or the
conditional. In that case, one should give one of them up. What deduc-
tive Jogic really tells us is not to believe all of p, if p then q, and ~q. But it
does not tell us what to do inferentially. It merely specifies some deduc-
tive relations of entailment and incompatibility which constrain what we
should do without determining it. Inference is a process; implication is a
relation. What I will call “the Harman point” is that in thinking about
determinateness in terms of relations of material incompatibility that are
more basic than inferential ones, we should still distinguish between re-
lations and processes. Second is a thesis about the relation between these
two. Conceptual pragmatism says that grasp of a concept (conceptual
content) is a practical capacity, mastery of a practice, or the capacity to
undergo or engage in a process; it is the capacity to do something.

Third is a distinction between two sorts of dependence. Concept P is
sense dependent on concept Q just in case one cannot count as having
grasped P unless one counts as grasping Q. Concept P is reference depen-
dent on concept Q just in case P cannot apply to something unless Q ap-
plies to something. The distinction between these is enforced by the ob-
servation that sense dependence does not entail reference dependence.
For example, we might define something as having the property of be-
ing pleasant, in a regimented sense, just insofar as it would tend to pro-
duce a subjective state of pleasure in creatures like us who are sensorily
exposed to it. Then one cannot understand the concept pleasant unless
one understands the concept pleasure. But because of the modal, coun-
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terfactual nature of the definition relating the intensions, it still makes
perfect sense to talk about there having been pleasant things before there
were human beings, and in possible worlds in which there never are hu-
man beings. For a spectacular sunset might in either of these cases be
such that it would produce pleasure if suitable creatures were aware of it.

In these terms, then, we can state the principal thesis of Hegel’s objec-
tive idealism. One can understand the concept of a determinate objec-
tive world only to the extent to which one understands subjective pro-
cesses of acknowledging error (which is treating two commitments one
finds oneself with as incompatible). Put another way, the concepts of
incompatibility,; (which can hold among properties, or among states of
affairs) and incompatibility.s; (which can hold among predicates, or
among propositional contents of commitments), and therefore the con-
cepts of an objectively determinate world, on the one hand, and of error
and experience—which characterize the process of resolving incompati-
ble commitments—on the other, are reciprocally sense dependent.

I suggest three more specific objective idealist claims, which both in
the context of Hegel's metaphysics are consequences of the more general
version, and (so 1 claim) are defensible in their own terms in our own
day. The concepts singular term and object are reciprocally sense depen-
dent. The concepts asserting and fact are reciprocally sense dependent.
The concepts necessity and law, on the one hand, and counterfactually
robust inference, on the other, are reciprocally sense dependent.

I then argue that holism should be understood as itself a reciprocal
sense dependence claim. It follows that objective idealism is a kind of
holism. The main claim of the discussion is then that, according to
Hegel, the only way to make holism, and so determinateness, intelligible
is objective idealism. Filling in that idea, I offer a model of how a subjec-
tive process can make intelligible objective holistic relational structures. It
is holistic role abstraction, beginning with signs, and ending with roles
played by those signs, or contents expressed by them, thought of in terms
of higher-order relations among sets of those signs. In terms of this no-
tion, it is possible to make sense of the dialectical process of “travers-
ing the moments” that structures Hegel’s philosophical methodology. It
shows up as just the sort of process one must engage in to understand a
holistic structure of conceptual relations.

By the end, then, I have argued that understanding the objective world
as determinate for Hegel entails that it must be understood as a holistic
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relational structure, that there is a prima facie problem with the intelligi-
bility of strongly holistic relational structures, for an understanding of
idealism as a sense dependence relation of objective determinateness on
subjective processes of resolving incompatible commitments, and for an un-
derstanding of holism also as a sense dependence relation. Disentangling
issues of sense dependence from those of reference dependence shows
idealism as a respectable and potentially defensible response to genuine
conceptual problems. Finally, not only objective idealism but also Hegel’s
distinctively structured dialectical process of understanding emerge as re-
quired to understand the holistic relational structures that Hegel takes to
be implicit in the notion of a world that is determinately one way rather
than another.

Chapter 7, “Some Pragmatist Themes in Hegel’s Idealism” considers a
further species of idealist claim. Conceptual idealism moves beyond the
reciprocal sense dependence of determinate conceptual content and the
activities of a self (defined as what can be committed and authoritative)
endorsed by objective idealism. Conceptual idealism is a thesis about
the conceptual itself—the whole structure of objective conceptual rela-
tions of material incompatibility and consequence and subjective con-
ceptual processes of resolving incompatible commitments and drawing
inferences. According to this thesis, the whole structured constellation
of subject-defining processes and object-defining relations should itself
be modeled on one of its aspects: the activities of the self-conscious self.
The aim of the discussion is to explain a basic idealist thesis: the struc-
ture and unity of the concept is the same as the structure and unity of the
self. The strategy is to do that by appealing to a fundamental pragmatist
thesis derived from a kind of functionalism that looks historically at a
discursive social practice. It is the claim that the use of concepts deter-
mines their content—that concepts can have no content apart from that
conferred on them by their use.

The Hegelian argument I see as running through that pragmatist the-
sis to culminate in conceptual idealism begins by considering the na-
ture and origins of the determinate contents of empirical conceptual norms.
It follows out one of the strands of thought leading from Kant to Hegel.
As 1 understand him, Hegel thinks that Kant has not inquired deeply
enough into the conditions of the possibility of the determinateness of
the rules that specify the contents of ordinary empirical concepts.
Strictly, all Kantian rational creatures can do is apply concepts. Empiri-
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cal and practical activity consists in applying concepts, which set the
standards of correctness for those performances, which play the func-
tional roles of qualifying them as judgments and actions just by being
subject to such concept-guided assessments. How is it that candidate
knowers and agents have access to the determinate conceptual norms
presupposed by their cognitive and practical experience?

Kant develops a two-level strategy: conceptual norms are instituted by
transcendental activity (at the level of noumena), and only then avail-
able to be applied in empirical activity (at the level of phenomena).
Carnap also has a two-level account: first one stipulates meanings, then
experience dictates which deployments of them yield true theories. With
respect to this issue, I think it is enlightening to understand Hegel as
standing to Kant as Quine stands to Carnap. Quine’s pragmatism con-
sists in his development of a one-level account in contrast to Carnap’s
two-level account. The practice of using language must for him be intel-
ligible not only as the application of concepts by using linguistic expres-
sions, but also equally and at the same time as the institution of the con-
ceptual norms that determine what would count as correct and incorrect
uses of linguistic expressions. Experience is at once the application and
the institution of conceptual norms. It is the process of their use in judg-
ment and action that confers on concepts their determinate content.
This pragmatist functionalism about conceptual content, I suggest, is
the key to Hegel’s conceptual idealism.

One of the clearest statements of that idealism is in the Science of
Logic:

It is one of the profoundest and truest insights to be found in the
Critique of Pure Reason that the unity which constitutes the nature
of the Notion [Begriff] is recognized as the original synthetic unity of
apperception, as the unity of the I think, or of self-consciousness . . .
Thus we are justified by a cardinal principle of the Kantian philosophy
in referring to the nature of the I in order to learn what the Notion is.
But conversely, it is necessary for this purpose to have grasped the No-
tion of the .1

To understand this, we need to think about the fixed end of the anal-
ogy: Hegel's account of selves. The core idea structuring Hegel’s social
understanding of (self-conscious) selves is that they are synthesized by
mutual recognition. That is, to be a self—a locus of conceptual commit-
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ment and responsibility—is to be taken or treated as one by those one
takes or treats as one: to be recognized by those one recognizes. This is
another broadly functionalist doctrine: natural beings become selves by
coming to stand in certain sorts of relations to one another.

Enlightenment conceptions of the normative are distinguished by the
essential role they take to be played by normative attitudes in instituting
normative statuses. (Implicit social contract theories of political obliga-
tion are a case in point.) It does not make sense to talk about commit-
ments and entitlements, responsibility and authority, apart from our
practices of taking or treating one another as committed or entitled, re-
sponsible or authoritative. This thought should be understood as an-
other holist, reciprocal sense dependence thesis. The more specific ver-
sion of this thought that Hegel develops is what he makes of what Kant
made of Rousseau’s. It might be called the autonomy thesis: the distinc-
tion between force, coercion, or mere constraint on me, on the one hand,
and legitimate authority over me, on the other, consists in the latter’s de-
pendence on my endorsement or acknowledgment of the authority as
binding on me.

Hegel talks about authority and responsibility in terms of ‘indepen-
dence’ and ‘dependence’, which for him are always normative indepen-
dence and dependence. On his view, I have a certain independence in
which commitments I embrace. Apart from my acknowledgment (my at-
titudes), they have no normative force over me. But in exercising that
very independence, I am at the same time dependent on the attitudes of
others, who attribute and hold me to the commitment, and thereby
administer its content. And the others, reciprocally dependent on my
recognition, display a corresponding moment of independence in their
attitudes of attribution and assessment of my commitments and respon-
sibilities. The actual content of the commitment one undertakes by ap-
plying a concept (paradigmatically, by using a word) is the product of a
process of negotiation involving the reciprocal attitudes, and the recipro-
cal authority, of those who attribute the commitment and the one who
acknowledges it. What one’s claim or action is in itself results both from
what it is for others and what it is for oneself. The reason that the process
of reciprocal recognition, and so the structure and unity of selves, pro-
vides not only the context of but also the model for the institution and ap-
plication of conceptual norms is that it is not just one example of how
norms are constituted by reciprocal authority (mutually dependent mo-
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ments). Wherever a norm can properly be discerned, there must be dis-
tinct centers of reciprocal authority and a process of negotiation be-
tween them. For this, Hegel thinks, in line with the autonomy thesis, is
the nature of the normative as such.

We have seen that, following the rationalists, Hegel understands con-
cepts, the contents of norms, as essentially inferentially articulated. His
talk of “mediation” is a way of referring to relations of material inference,
and his talk of “determinate negation” is a way of referring to relations of
material incompatibility. How is this inferential articulation of concep-
tual content supposed to be understood on the model of the sort of re-
ciprocal recognition that institutes determinately contentful norms? By
two analogies between (a) inferential recognitive relations of reciprocal
authority and (b) the fundamental and paradigmatic social recognitive
relations:

(al) particulars : universals : individuals as characterized by univer-
sals (presented in judgments)

(bl) particular desiring organisms : recognitive communities : self-
conscious individual selves

and

(a2) particular individual concepts : the holistic inferentially articu-
lated system of concepts that is the Concept : determinately
contentful concepts applying to particulars (presented in judg-
ment)

(b2) particular desiring organisms : recognitive communities : self-
conscious individual selves

The idea is that immediate judgments (noninferential reports) express
a dimension along which particulars exert an authority over the uni-
versals or concepts that apply to them. Mediate judgments express a di-
mension along which universals or concepts exert an authority over the
particulars to which they apply. The process of negotiation between ac-
knowledged authorities upon their disagreement is the process of ad-
ministering the sometimes opposed authorities of particulars and uni-
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versals. It is constitutive of both the Concept, as the holistic system of all
the determinate universals (empirical concepts) related by material in-
ference and incompatibility (mediation and determinate negation), and
the characterized particulars presented by a set of judgments, a set of
commitments that are actual applications of universals to particulars.

In addition to the social and the inferential dimensions of recognitive
negotiation of reciprocal authority, there is a third: the historical. It arises
because negotiating and adjudicating the claims of reciprocally condi-
tioning authorities, administering conceptual norms by applying them
in actual cases (to particulars that immediately present themselves), is a
process. In that process of experience, conceptual norms develop. Hegel
wants to insist that if one ignores the process by which concepts de-
velop—what other concepts they develop out of, and the forces im-
plicit in them, in concert with their fellows, that lead to their alteration
(what Hegel will call their “negativity”)—then the sort of content they
have is bound to remain unintelligible. (Compare Leibniz’s notion of the
expressive development of perceptions as determining their content.)
The authority of the past applications, which instituted the conceptual
norm, is administered on its behalf by future applications, which include
assessments of past ones. It is for later users of a concept to decide
whether each earlier application was correct or not, according to the
tradition constituted by still earlier uses. In doing so, the future appli-
cations exercise a reciprocal authority over past ones. The reciprocal
recognitive structure within which Spirit as a whole comes to self-con-
sciousness is historical. It is a relation between different time slices of
Spirit, in which the present acknowledges the authority of the past, and
exercises an authority over it in turn, with the negotiation of their con-
flicts administered by the future. This is the recognitive structure of tra-
dition, which articulates the normative structure of the process of devel-
opment by which concepts acquire their contents by being applied in
experience.

In summary: Hegel's pragmatism consists in his commitment to un-
derstanding determinately contentful empirical conceptual norms as in-
stituted by experience, the process of using those concepts by applying
them in practice: making judgments and performing actions. Hegel’s
conceptual idealism consists in understanding this process of experi-
ence as exhibiting a constellation of reciprocal authority whose para-
digm is mutual recognition: the structure and unity of the self-conscious
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individual self. Thus we are to use the same concepts in terms of which
we understand selves to understand concepts. Reciprocal recognition is
for Hegel the structure that makes the normative intelligible as such.
The recognitive structure of reciprocal authority necessary to make in-
telligible the bindingness of determinately contentful norms has three
dimensions: social, inferential, and historical. In its paradigmatic social
form, it institutes both individual self-conscious selves (the subjects of
commitments and responsibilities) and their communities (the selves
bound together by attributing and assessing commitments to one an-
other, holding one another responsible). In its inferential form, this
structure characterizes the relationship between particulars and univer-
sals in the process of making judgments that is experience: the appli-
cation of determinate concepts. It is exhibited as well in the relations of
reciprocal authority by which applications of some determinate con-
cepts condition the applicability of other, inferentially related concepts,
thereby constituting the “community” of all determinate concepts,
structured by relations of mediation and determinate negation, that is,
the Concept. In addition to these two forms of reciprocal recognition,
there is a third: the historical. It arises because negotiating and adjudi-
cating the claims of reciprocally conditioning authorities, administering
conceptual norms by applying them in actual cases (to particulars that
immediately present themselves), is a process. In that process of ex-
perience, conceptual norms develop, along with the body of claims or
judgments expressing the commitments that arise from applying those
concepts. This developmental process of progressively determining the
content of concepts by applying them in concert with their fellows is to
be understood as the way determinately contentful conceptual norms
are instituted. The key to understanding this is one of Hegel's most basic
thoughts: his way of working out the Kant-Rousseau insight about a
fundamental kind of normativity based on autonomy according to the
model of reciprocal authority and responsibility whose paradigm is mu-
tual recognition.

IV. Frege

It can seem like a long way from Hegel to Frege, but situating both in the
rationalist tradition brings them closer together. At least at the begin-
ning of his career, Frege pursues an inferentialist approach to conceptual
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content. His seminal first work, the Begriffsschrift of 1879, takes as its
aim the explication of “conceptual content” (begriffliche Inhalt). The
qualification “conceptual” is explicitly construed in inferential terms:

There are two ways in which the content of two judgments may dif-
fer; it may, or it may not, be the case that all inferences that can be
drawn from the first judgment when combined with certain other ones
can always also be drawn from the second when combined with the
same other judgments. The two propositions ‘the Greeks defeated the
Persians at Plataea’ and ‘the Persians were defeated by the Greeks at
Plataea’ differ in the former way; even if a slight difference of sense is
discernible, the agreement in sense is preponderant. Now I call that
part of the content that is the same in both the conceptual content.
Only this has significance for our symbolic language [Begriffsschrift]
... In my formalized language [BGS] . . . only that part of judgments
which affects the possible inferences is taken into consideration.
Whatever is needed for a correct [richtig, usually misleadingly trans-
lated as “valid”] inference is fully expressed; what is not needed is . . .
not.!2

Two claims have the same conceptual content if and only if they have the
same inferential role: a good inference is never turned into a bad one by
substituting one for the other.!* This means that conceptual content is a
theoretical concept whose defining job is the explanation of the func-
tional roles that expressions or states exhibiting such content play in a
system of inferences. It does not entail that conceptual content must be
understood as functionally conferred on expressions and states by the
role they play in inference (whether thought of as a kind of process or as
a kind of relation). But there is an individuational isomorphism between
conceptual contents and inferential functional roles. One consequence
may be that these notions are reciprocally sense dependent, in that one
cannot count as able to deploy the concept conceptual content unless
one also counts as able to deploy the concept inference, and vice versa.
As with the early modern rationalists and Hegel, understanding the con-
tents of thoughts requires understanding the rational relations they bear
to one another in a larger constellation.

Frege’s Begriffsschrift is remarkable not just for the inferential idiom in
which it specifies its topic, but equally for how it conceives its relation to
that topic. The task of the work is officially an expressive one: not to
prove something but to say something. Frege’s logical notation is de-
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signed for expressing conceptual contents, making explicit the inferen-
tial involvements that are implicit in anything that possesses such con-
tent. As the passage quoted above puts it: “Whatever is needed for a
correct inference is fully expressed.” Talking about this project, Frege
says: “Right from the start I had in mind the expression of a content . . .
But the content is to be rendered more exactly than is done by verbal
language . . . Speech often only indicates by inessential marks or by im-
agery what a concept-script should spell out in full.”** The concept-
script is a formal language for the explicit codification of conceptual
contents. In the preface to the Begriffsschrift, Frege laments that even in
science concepts are formed haphazardly, so that the ones employing
them are scarcely aware of what they mean, of what their content really
is. When the correctness of particular inferences is at issue, this sort of
unclarity may preclude rational settlement of the issue. What is needed
is a notation within which the rough-and-ready conceptual contents of
the sciences, beginning with mathematics, can be reformulated so as to
wear their contents on their sleeves.

Since conceptual content is understood in terms of its specifically
inferential articulation, what is needed is a way of making inferential re-
lations explicit—that is, a way of putting them into a form in which they
can be asserted. The very first piece of logical vocabulary Frege intro-
duces, the conditional, plays exactly this inferential role. He says: “The
precisely defined hypothetical relation between contents of possible
judgments has a similar significance for the foundations of my concept-
script to that which identity of extensions has for Boolean logic.”’ 1
think it is hard to overestimate the importance of this passage in under-
standing what is distinctive about Frege’s Begriffsschrift project. After all,
contemporary Tarskian model-theoretic semantics depends precisely on
relations among extensions. Frege is saying that his distinctive idea—in
what is, after all, the founding document of modern formal logic—is to
do things otherwise. Why the conditional? Prior to the introduction of
such a conditional locution, one could do something, one could treat a
judgment as having a certain content (implicitly attribute that content
to it) by endorsing various inferences involving it and rejecting oth-
ers. After conditional locutions have been introduced, one can say, as
part of the content of a claim (something that can serve as a premise and
conclusion in inference), that a certain inference is acceptable. One is
able to make explicit material inferential relations between an anteced-
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ent or premise and a consequent or conclusion. Since, according to the
inferentialist view of conceptual contents, it is these implicitly recog-
nized material inferential relations that conceptual contents consist in,
the conditional permits such contents to be explicitly expressed. If there
is a disagreement about the goodness of an inference, it is possible to say
what the dispute is about, and to offer reasons one way or the other. The
conditional is the paradigm of a locution that permits one to make infer-
ential commitments explicit as the contents of judgments.'¢

Frege follows Kant in giving explanatory pride of place to the
judgments and judgeable contents expressed by whole declarative sen-
tences over those expressed by subsentential expressions such as singu-
lar terms and predicates. For Frege, the reason is that declarative sen-
tences are the unit to which the pragmatic force of assertion can be
attached—they are the minimal unit that can be taken true. This is recog-
nizably a version of Kant’s seeing judgments and actions as normative
units: units of responsibility or commitment. (And it is the same line of
thought that the later Wittgenstein endorses by taking sentences to be
the smallest linguistic unit whose freestanding utterance makes a move
in the language game.) This notion of explicitness or conceptual aware-
ness as propositional provides the targeted endpoint for the process of
expression; for it determines what counts as saying or thinking some-
thing.

We can make sense of this sort of contentfulness either in terms of in-
ference or in terms of truth. For Frege promulgates what we might call
his fundamental semantic principle: that good inferences never take one
from premises that are true to conclusions that are not true. The recipro-
cal sense dependence claim implicit in this principle can be exploited in
two different explanatory directions. If one already understands truth
(as Frege insists we must implicitly do for pragmatic reasons: in order
to be able to produce and consume assertions or judgments, which
are takings-true), then one can use it to sort inferences into the good
and bad. If one already understands inference (as Frege insists we must
implicitly do for semantic reasons: in order to be able to grasp the
conceptual contents of any judgeable content), then one can use it to
sort claims into the true and false.!” Frege himself insisted that one
should not make inferences from false premises. For inference is a pro-
cess whereby one endorses a conclusion on the basis of endorsing some
premises. The crucial inferential relations among judgeables, which ar-
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ticulate their conceptual contents, can be exhibited by endorsing condi-
tionals, whose expressive job it is to make those relations (and so those
contents) explicit. In this way, Frege endorses the distinction that un-
derlies the Harman point.

I hope these few general remarks will serve to indicate how a set of
rationalist themes can be discerned in Frege’s initial approach to the
sort of intentionality expressed by sentences and the use of ‘that’ clauses:
propositional semantic content. The two Frege chapters presented here,
“Frege’s Technical Concepts,” and “The Significance of Complex Num-
bers for Frege’s Philosophy of Mathematics,” however, concern inten-
tionality in the sense of being of or about some objects (which are not
themselves the sort of thing that can be expressed by using a sentence).
Their common topic is Frege’s views about what is required for us to se-
cure reference to particular objects, to be talking or thinking of or about
them. What must we do or have done in order to have succeeded in
making ourselves in the right way responsible for the correctness of our
thought to how it is with some particular object(s)? In the “Perception”
chapter of the Phenomenology, Hegel explains how one might move from
an understanding of the contents of the deliverances of sense in terms of
their material exclusion of one another, to an understanding of those
contents as having an object/property structure. The key point (a ver-
sion of Aristotle’s) is the observation that a property can have an opposite
or complement, in the sense of another property that is had by all and
only objects that do not have the first. But an object cannot coherently be
thought of as having an opposite or complement, in the corresponding
sense of an object that has all and only the properties that the first object
does not have. For even the properties incompatible with a given prop-
erty may be incompatible with one another. (Being a prime number and
being an invertebrate are both incompatible with being a mammal.)

Frege’s way into objects is not through incompatibility but through
inference. He lays out this line of thought in the Grundlagen der
Arithmetik. In that work he is concerned to argue that counting numbers
are objects, and to show what we would need to do to secure reference to
them by logical means alone. Numbers provide a particularly good test
case for thinking about reference to or representation of objects gener-
ally, for two reasons, one general, and one more specific to numbers.
First, the category of objects as what is in a particular way reidentifiable
and individuatable just is the category of countables. So we can hope to
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learn what objects are by learning what is required for countability. Sec-
ond, numbers cannot be assumed at the outset to be physical or even ac-
tual objects—ones with which we can interact causally. So we will not be
distracted by the details of the sort of causal commerce we can have with
physical objects, and must think much more generally about the role
such commerce would have to play in order to count as performing the
functional role of picking out objects in the way required for number
claims to be answerable to them for their representational correctness.

The line of thought Frege pursues can be thought of as comprising
three parts. First is a triangulation strategy. In order to count as having
picked out an object, one must pick it out in two ways. Objects are
things that can be “recognized as the same again” when given in a differ-
ent way. (An object one can in principle refer to only one way is the
sound of one hand clapping.) Distinguishing a mode of presentation of
an object from the object presented requires appeal to some other mode
of presentation of the same object.’® Such triangulations are expressed by
“recognition judgments”: identity claims linking two different singular
terms. Thus Frege says that for what an expression makes cognitively
available for us to “have a definite character” as an object our judgments
are about, it is necessary that “it can be recognized again beyond doubt
as the same, and can be distinguished from every other.” As a result, “for
every object there is one type of proposition which must have a sense,
namely the recognition-statement.”!

Second, Frege argues that numbers are objects by arguing that numer-
als are singular terms. What might be called Frege’s referential principle
is that objects are what singular terms (purport to) refer to.? Like the
fundamental semantic principle relating the concepts good inference
and truth, this principle linking the concepts singular term and object
can take the shape of a reciprocal sense dependence thesis, and so un-
derwrite a holism. Given that this one relates the activity, practice, or
process of using expressions as singular terms to the objects, with their
properties and relations, that those expressions represent, this sort of
holism would also be an objective idealism. Besides being construed
as reciprocal sense dependence, Frege’s referential principle can be ap-
pealed to in the service of either of two complementary asymmetric or-
ders of explanation. One might understand the use of singular terms by
understanding them as having the semantic job of picking out individ-
ual objects. Or one might understand objects as what it is that singular
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terms have the semantic job of picking out. Kant had already pursued a
version of this second sort of strategy, by approaching the notion of the
objects we know things about in terms of the role of representations of
particularity via intuition in cognition in the form of judgments. In the
Grundlagen, Frege follows the Kantian order of explanation.

The third element of Frege's approach is the sort of approach he offers
to the key concept in the referential principle. Quine’s version of that
principle is “singular terms are expressions that purport to refer to ex-
actly one object.”?! He goes on immediately to add that his talk of “pur-
porting to refer” should be understood as only a colorful way of talking
about a distinctive grammatical role. Frege says exactly how subsen-
tential expressions need to be used in order to play that distinctive
grammatical role. That is, he says what functional role in a system of in-
ferences connecting judgments they must play in order to qualify as sin-
gular terms. The two Frege essays presented here as Chapters 8 and 9
both address challenging issues that arise—for Frege and for us—when
one pushes out to the edges from what for the core cases is clearly a fun-
damental insight.

The key to Frege’s strategy for giving a definite meaning to the notion
of playing the semantic role of a singular term is the idea of consider-
ing the effects of substitution of one expression for another. His pri-
mary semantic notions are inference and truth. Both are intimately re-
lated to what we do in thinking and talking by the notion of judging or
asserting. But subsentential expressions such as singular terms do not by
themselves say anything that can be true or false, or (what is the same
thing) can serve as and stand in need of a reason. They are not directly
semantically significant. So Frege’s task is to say how they can be indi-
rectly semantically significant, by somehow contributing systematically
to the meanings of the directly semantically significant expressions (sen-
tences) in which they are used. He does this by operationalizing the no-
tion of the contribution the occurrence of a subsentential expression
makes to the significance of the sentences (now themselves construed as
semantically compound expressions) in which it appears as a significant
component. The idea is that the role in judgment characteristic of singu-
lar term usage is determined for each one by the class of other expres-
sions intersubstitutable with it without altering the semantic role of the
sentence in which it occurs. Call a one-premise inference in which the
conclusion is a substitutional variant of the premise a substitution infer-
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ence. Then one can think of the indirectly inferential role of a singular
term as settled by a class of good substitution inferences. The inference
from (what is expressed by) “Frege understood quantification” to (what
is expressed by) “The author of the Begriffsschrift understood quan-
tification” is a good substitutional inference inasmuch as Frege is the au-
thor of the Begriffsschrift (and so is its converse). Intersubstitutability
manifests co-reference, and co-reference is understood as reference to
the same object.?2 The path of explanation is from sameness of substitu-
tion-inferential role (a horizontal relation) to each expression referring
(vertically) to the same object. In the first Frege essay, Chapter 8, these
are distinguished as corresponding to two senses of ‘Bedeutung’: as sub-
stitutional functional role, determining an equivalence class of subsen-
tential expressions, on the one hand, and on the other as some further
thing that is not an expression, and that fixes that equivalence class
by standing to all and only those expressions in a further relation of
aboutness. The question of how we should understand the relation be-
tween these two is obviously of the first importance for thinking about
the relation between intentionality as judgeable contentfulness (‘that’
intentionality) and representational intentionality (‘of intentionality).
The first element of Frege’s approach to this issue—objects specified
by recognizability, reidentifiability, by triangulation—underwrites a con-
cern with identity as individuation. The second element—approach-
ing the concept object through its internal connections to (sense de-
pendence on) the concept singular term—enjoins attention to the
subjective use of expressions in understanding our talk of objective ob-
jects. The third element—tracking the goodness of substitution infer-
ences—then provides the means for combining these two. “In universal
intersubstitutability, all the laws of identity are contained,” Frege says.?
Nontrivial identity statements play the roles both of expressing recogni-
tion of an object as the same again, when given in two different ways
(“recognition judgments”), and of licensing all the intersubstitution in-
ferences linking the expressions flanking the identity sign. The force of
the Kant-Frege direction of explanation is to understand licensing inter-
substitutability of expressions as what recognizing an object as the same
again consists in. And since recognizing an object as the same again in
the way expressed explicitly in endorsing a recognition statement is not
only necessary but also sufficient for referring to it, it is in terms of iden-
tities as symmetric substitution-inference licenses that we are to under-
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stand what it is to think or talk about objects at all. The form of Frege’s
metaphysics of representational intentionality is substitution-inferential
triangulation.

The two Frege chapters that appear in Part Two ask what it is one
must be able to do, how expressions must function or be used (inferen-
tially and substitutionally), in order to achieve a certain semantic result:
reference to objects. In its most general terms, Frege’s answer seems
clear: one must fix the senses of all the recognition judgments in which a
term occurs. The recognition judgments are expressed by identity state-
ments linking different singular terms. And the sense of an identity
statement is its functional role as licensing symmetric substitution infer-
ences. Both essays concern ways of introducing singular terms so as to
secure reference to objects, and both raise problems about reconciling
those modes of introduction with Frege’s criteria of adequacy. In the
first, “Frege’s Technical Concepts,” the particular process considered is
abstraction: moving from a field of objects antecedently available seman-
tically (i.e., that we can already refer to or pick out) to a field of new ob-
jects, by appealing to an equivalence relation on the old objects. This is
the process by which Frege approaches the targets of his semantic expla-
nations: to begin with, the counting numbers, and eventually, other gen-
eral kinds of magnitudes, including rational, real, and complex num-
bers. But when we ask about the intelligibility and defensibility of the
process of abstraction as a way of securing reference to objects, the
stakes are particularly high for Frege. For all of his own technical con-
cepts, from Sinn and Bedeutung to course of values, introduce the objects
that fall under them by some sort of abstraction. The ultimate aim of this
first Frege chapter is to argue that the process of abstraction does not
in principle afford us sufficient raw materials to satisfy Frege’s criteria
of adequacy for introducing expressions functioning as genuine singu-
lar terms—-that is, given his way of exploiting the sense dependence of
object on singular term, for introducing objects—namely, settling the
senses of all the recognition judgments concerning the terms introduced
by that process. The second essay, Chapter 9, on the significance of com-
plex numbers for Frege’s program, considers a different set of procedures
for securing reference to new objects, given that one can refer to familiar
sorts of objects—in this case, moving from a semantic grip on real num-
bers to a corresponding grip on complex numbers. The enterprise of the
Frege’s Grundgesetze depends on the possibility of using the expressive
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resources available at one stage to prove the existence and uniqueness of
the referents of newly introduced expressions at the next. But there are
serious formal challenges facing such an enterprise.

These two chapters are the only ones in this book that are seriously
critical of the views I attribute to the authors discussed. The other es-
says are wholly constructive: attempts to make sense of the tenor and
detail of the texts by the controlled deployment of a few basic distinc-
tions and commitments. One reason, of course, is that Frege sets out
both the raw materials he allows himself and the criteria of success
for his semantic enterprise much more clearly and rigorously than any
thinker before him. What he is trying to do is much more specific than
the very general ways of thinking about content that I was introducing
on Hegel’s behalf. It also matters that, by contrast at least to Spinoza and
Leibniz, we are still trying to figure out how to achieve the sort of result
Frege wanted, by using the specific sorts of conceptual tools he intro-
duces. Problems can be raised for the accounts of aboutness 1 attribute
to Spinoza and Leibniz, and we might learn something important about
inferentialist, functionalist, holist approaches to semantics, or about tri-
angulation strategies in general, from thinking about them. But the de-
tails of the relation between the order and connection of things and the
order and connection of ideas in Spinoza, or the expression of many in
one by perceptions of a monad, are unlikely to be found in the arma-
mentarium we would apply to work out solutions along these lines to-
day. In any case, the intent in the Frege pieces is not wholly critical. At
the end of the second Frege essay, a suggestion is made for loosening the
criteria of adequacy for introducing singular terms and expressions ge-
nerically like them—on the basis of which a way out of the problems
raised for Frege’s approach can be envisaged.

“Frege’s Technical Concepts” is also unusual here in being the most
evidently an occasion piece. Its basic structure is that of a review of two
books about Frege, one by David Bell and the other by Hans Sluga. 1
have overcome my reservations about including it here because it uses
the innovations of those readings to put in place what seems to me still
to be a useful overview of a number of contested issues in Frege inter-
pretation that are of prime importance for understanding the overall
structure of his views about the representation of objects. And it is in
terms of that overview that I construct the particular challenge to his
procedures with which the discussion ends. Bell offers a way into the
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crucial distinctions and connections that define the system within which
Frege’s technical concepts—sense, reference, truth value, and so on—
play their characteristic explanatory roles. And Sluga contributes a cru-
cial historical framing that makes visible the way Frege’s thought on
these issues develops from the Grundlagen to the Grundgesetze. “Frege’s
Technical Concepts” is in fact an exercise in reading his text, although
the first parts of the essay take the form of doing so by reading other
readers rather than by reading the text directly. This is the only one of
the chapters that has this form, although Radnor is important as a start-
ing point in the Spinoza discussion, as Furth is in the Leibniz one.

The second definition of number Frege considers in the Grundlagen
attempts to introduce both numbers and the concept number simulta-
neously, by an abstractive definition. The analogy he offers is to intro-
ducing directions as objects, along with the concept of direction, by say-
ing that two lines have the same direction just in case they are parallel to
each other. Being parallel is an equivalence relation: it is reflexive, sym-
metric, and transitive. That ensures that directions, individuated by that
relation on lines, will have at least the minimal formal properties neces-
sary for statements relating them to be construed as identities. Frege fa-
mously rejects this definition because of what has come to be called the
“Julius Caesar problem.” The proposed definition would not fix the
sense of all identities involving directions, but only those of the form
“the direction of line | = the direction of line m.” I call these “function-
ally homogeneous identities,” since the expressions flanking the identity
sign each have the form “f(a).” That is, each purports to specify an ob-
ject as the result of applying a function (the direction of, or the number
of) to a familiar sort of object. Abstraction, seeking as it does to intro-
duce at once both the values of the function and the function itself,
does not settle the truth values of heterogeneous identities, such as “the
direction of line I = Julius Caesar.” Frege responds by offering a third
definition, in which it is specified what kind of thing numbers are: they
are extensions of concepts. Applying this model to the case of direc-
tions would yield a definition of the direction of line 1 as the extension
of the concept parallel to 1. About the kind (and so the function) in-
volved, Frege offers only a disingenuous footnote saying, “I assume it is
known what extensions are.” Even though the notion of extension was
part of the standard pre-Fregean logical apparatus, this is nonetheless a
startling remark. For in the first part of the book Frege savagely criti-
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cizes other authors for appealing to primitives they cannot make clear—
paradigmatically, the notion of a unit. And he has not defined this logical
notion in his Begriffsschrift. In “Function and Concept” he later reme-
dies this oversight, defining extensions as the courses of values of con-
cepts. The concept course of values of a function is one he introduces
there—by abstraction. That is, all we are told about them is that the
course of values of a function f(x) is identical to the course of values of
a function g(x) just in case for all arguments x, the values f(x) = g(x).
The Julius Caesar problem with directions remains unsolved for courses
of values. In the Grundgesetze, Frege finally does address this issue. In
section 10 of that work, he offers a technical trick for stipulating the
truth values of functionally heterogeneous identities. The main claim
of Chapter 8 is that although this trick can be regarded as acceptable
within the narrow confines of the technical project of the Grundgesetze,
when thought of as Frege’s final answer to the Julius Caesar problem
about abstraction first raised in the Grundlagen, it is fallacious.

In fact, the story is even more interesting. For, as Frege evidently
came to realize, there is a separate problem with abstractive definitions,
which arises antecedently to and independently of the Julius Caesar
problem. It has to do with the attempt to fix the truth values already of
the functionally homogeneous identities. It would still be a problem even
if we had a solution to the Julius Caesar problem. It is a result of what
may be called the permutation argument. The idea of getting to refer to
(talk or think about) a range of objects by engaging in a process of ab-
straction,? if it is itself thought of very generally, is this. There is a func-
tion, call it the abstraction function ABS, that takes one from a domain
of familiar objects, and an equivalence relation on those objects, to a
new domain of objects, and a many-one function that assigns elements
of the new domain to elements of the old domain. If a,b are elements of
the old domain D, and the equivalence relation on that domain is R-,
then the function f is defined by the abstraction schema:

(A) f(a) = f(b) iff R.(a,b),
and D’ = {y: IxeD(y = {(x))}.

For example, let D be the set of lines in a Euclidean plane and R~ be the
relation of being parallel to. Then D’ is the set of directions of lines, and f
assigns each line its direction. Here, then, is the permutation argument.
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If abstraction really were a function, that is, given an old domain and an
equivalence relation, yielded a new domain and function from the old
domain to the new one (ABS(D, R.) = <D’, f>), then it must be the
case that if (A) holds for f and R~, and if there is some function g on D
such that

(i) g(a) = g(b) iff R-(a,b), then
(i) Vx)[f(x) = g(x)].

For otherwise abstraction does not yield a unique result. We suppose it
does, and derive a contradiction. For any D' that has more than one
member, there will be at least one function X from D' to D’ that is a mini-
mal permutation of D’ (i.e., an automorphism that is not an identity
mapping,) that just swaps two elements. That is, it satisfies:

(2) X(d,") = X(dy) iftd," = d,’, and
(b) 3d,’,d,'eD’ [(d)' # d,") & (X(d,") = d,') & (X(d,") = di")].

For definiteness, we can specify that for any other element d’ of D', be-
sides d,’, d,’, X(d') = d’. Now we can define another function from D to
D', by

(iii) VxeD [g(x) = X(f(x))].

Given the way g is defined in terms of f and X, it is clear that (i) above
holds for g, that is, that g(a) = g(b) iff R<(a,b), just in case it holds for
f—as it does by hypothesis. If ABS really is a function, then (ii) must
hold as well. But it follows from (b) that there are elements of D for
which f and g (the composition of X with f) diverge. That is, it follows
that:

(iv) 3d,;,d.eD [ (f(dy) # g(di)) & (f(do) # g(da)].

For all we have to do is pick d;,d; so that f(d,) = d;’ from (b) and f(d,)
= d," from (b)—the two elements that X permutes. Since (iv) contra-
dicts (iii), ABS does not define a function. In the example, if f assigns
each line the set of lines parallel to it as its direction, g could assign each
line the set of lines perpendicular to it (which are, accordingly, all parallel
to one another). Such a g will satisfy (a) and (b). Nothing about the ab-
straction schema (A) settles which function from lines to directions is to
be singled out, even if we assume that we know what D', in this case the
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set of directions, is—namely, sets of parallel lines. Thus abstraction does
not suffice even to settle the senses of all of the functionally homoge-
neous identities involving the objects it purports to give us semantic ac-
cess to.

I said above that Frege evidently came to see this point. It is clear be-
cause in the Grundgesetze, when he seeks to justify his introduction of
courses of values by abstraction (using the schema ’xf(x) = "yg(y) iff
Vz[f(z) = g(2)]), his argument explicitly appeals to the possibility of
permutation. In an argument that Gregory Currie has rightly called
“brilliantly imaginative,” he uses the possibility of permutations of the
target domain, which causes troubles with the homogeneous identities,
as the basis for a construction that purports to settle the truth values of
the heterogeneous identities. That is, he thinks that putting the two
problems together yields a solution to both. This would indeed be re-
markable if it could be done—but it cannot. The punch line of my essay
is that this brilliant argument in fact fails to justify, by Frege’s own lights,
the claim that reference to objects—paradigmatically, now, courses of
values of functions—can be secured by abstraction. As a result, a fatal
flaw in the Grundgesetze becomes visible that is independent of the in-
consistency that results from the unrestricted application of Axiom YV,
which introduces courses of values—even though both stem from that
abstractive definition. This failure of Frege’s brilliant but difficult argu-
ment has not been remarked on, 1 think, because it has not typically
been thought of in the context of the trajectory of problems that runs
from the second Grundlagen definition of number, through the subse-
quent introduction of extensions, their reconstrual as courses of values
in “Function and Concept,” to the final treatment of courses of values in
the Grundgesetze. Nor, as “Frege’s Technical Concepts” argues, is this the
extent of the damage. For it also has not been sufficiently recognized
that all of Frege’s own theoretical concepts are themselves introduced by
the same sort of abstractive definition. So it is not just courses of values
but the intelligibility of Frege's talk of truth values, senses and referents,
and even functions and objects themselves that is at risk.

Like Kant, Frege worried about what is required for objects to be
given to us in such a way that our thoughts ought to be understood
as being about them, in the sense that those thoughts were responsible
to the objects for their correctness in the sense of truth (what is affirmed
in judging or asserting, and conveyed in inference). This is unambigu-
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ously recognizable as a semantic issue, rather than an epistemological one
(which is not to say that semantic issues cannot have epistemologi-
cal consequences). His development and employment of substitutional
tools for carving up judgeable contents (believables and assertibles) is
an epoch-making advance in our understanding of what it is for it to be
objects that are given to us.> And he set in place a basic and indispens-
able set of tools for thinking about what it is for objects, or anything
else, to be given to us, to be semantically accessible. The first Frege chap-
ter argues that Frege’s procedure for introducing us semantically to ob-
jects by abstraction cannot satisfy his own rigorous criteria of adequacy
for being entitled to use an expression as a singular term, that is, as re-
ferring to or representing an object. The second Frege chapter addresses
a different way of introducing singular terms so as to secure reference to
objects: constructing expressions in the old vocabulary and deploying it
to form complex term expressions with respect to which one can prove
the quantified identity statements expressing the existence and unique-
ness of the objects they permit the recognition of. The paradigm of this
is showing in logical terms that one is entitled to use natural number ex-
pressions, but the Grundgesetze strategy is to do it repeatedly, to rational,
real, and then complex numbers. For Frege, the criteria of adequacy of
this enterprise are set at each stage by the requirement that the senses of
the singular terms have been fixed, by settling the truth values of all of
the recognition judgments (identities) involving it and other terms. The
main claim of the second chapter on Frege is that the understanding of
the uniqueness aspect of the individuation of objects that is incorpo-
rated in this requirement cannot in principle be satisfied for a large
range of cases that were important to Frege. Most clearly, the symmetries
of behavior between elements of the complex plane and their conjugates
precludes unique reference, in this sense, to any of them. The resources
provided by the language of real numbers do not suffice to pick out indi-
vidual complex numbers, in the strong sense of the phrase “pick out in-
dividuals” that Frege insists on. And once one has seen this for complex
numbers, it becomes clear that the phenomenon arises widely for math-
ematical objects.

In fact, this is just the same sort of problem that besets term intro-
duction by abstraction. In both cases, the objects supposed to be picked
out by the new candidate terms admit of a certain kind of permutation,
or equivalently they exhibit a certain kind of symmetry. The result is a
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kind of holistic indistinguishability of the symmetric or permutable ele-
ments—those that play the same functional role with respect to the sym-
metry. In fact, all that matters is what is invariant under permutation,
and that is what the lesson of Frege’s own use of noting invariance un-
der substitution should have taught. But he demands a stronger kind
of distinguishability in order to count as an object to which one has
achieved reference—a kind that is incompatible with the presence of
sufficiently thoroughgoing global symmetries. The question then arises
of how his requirements on individuation might be relaxed so as to
avoid this unpalatable consequence while staying true to as many of his
other insights and commitments as possible.

The problem is created by the fact that systematically swapping each
complex number for its complex conjugate leaves intact all the proper-
ties of the real numbers, all the properties of the complex numbers, and
all the relations between the two sorts of numbers. It follows that those
properties and relations do not provide the resources to describe or oth-
erwise pick out complex numbers uniquely, so as to stick labels on them
rather than their conjugates. In many ways we can tell them apart,
though. We know there are two of them and not one, for instance. And
you cannot substitute its conjugate for a number without turning true
mathematical identities into false ones—unless you do the same for all
the other numbers involved in those identities. So any number can be
distinguished from its conjugate by substitutions that turn out not to be
truth preserving (substitution inferences that are not good), if all the
other numbers can be distinguished from their conjugates. We may say
that the complex numbers are only hypothetically specifiable: specifiable
if others introduced the same way are. But since the question is about es-
tablishing semantic contact with the whole object kind exhibiting the
symmetries, merely hypothetical specifiability does not provide a way to
introduce singular terms referring to objects so introduced. Frege, at any
rate, insisted on categorical specifiability or distinguishability of objects,
by insisting that the truth values of all identities formulable in the com-
bined old and new vocabulary be unambiguously settlable. But if we go
back to the original motivations, in the context of the Grundlagen proj-
ect where it is introduced, uniqueness mattered originally because it was
necessary for countability—where once existence has been settled, the
issue of one or two or more is of the essence. But distinguishability, by lo-
cal substitutions that do not preserve truth, is sufficient for countability.
So merely hypothetical specifiability is enough for this purpose.
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The idea, then, is that one might relax Frege’s requirements on intro-
ducing singular terms, so as to allow genuine reference in cases where
systematic permutation threatens it—specifically for complex numbers
and other mathematical objects, but perhaps as an instance of a re-
sponse that is sufficiently general as to apply to the case of abstraction
as well. At least for these cases, we might require only hypothetical
specifiability. One could think of this move in two quite different ways.
One might think of it as involving a sort of semantic axiom of choice: once
one has picked out (categorically specified) one element of a hypotheti-
cally specifiable kind, then all the others can be specified relative to it.
So we just assume as an axiom that we are entitled to suppose that to
have been done. After all, if you ask a mathematician which square root
of -1 i is, she will probably say, “It doesn’t matter a bit. Pick one.” Alter-
natively, we might think that there is something wrong with the picture
according to which we are entitled to be puzzled about how we would
go about “picking one” if nothing about their relation to the real num-
bers (or, indeed, to geometry) breaks the global symmetry. (The chapter
touches on the way this argument develops Kant’s discussion of the right
and left hands and the semantic problem they might be taken to pose.)

One might think instead that there is just a kind of expression, per-
haps another species of the same genus as singular terms in the more de-
manding Fregean sense, which behaves in almost but not all regards just
like singular terms. There are some inferences that go through for terms
admitting categorically specifying introductions, but not for those that
admit only hypothetically specifying introductions. In order to be enti-
tled to use expressions of this sort, we should be able to keep control
over the substitutional inferential commitments their use involves, so
that we do not overstep the moves we are entitled to. The difference be-
tween merely distinguishable and genuinely isolable objects, between
hypothetically and categorically specifiable ones, is the difference be-
tween two patterns of substitution-preserving-something: the first if in-
complete or indiscriminate substitution fails to preserve some semanti-
cally relevant whatsis, the second if general or systematic substitution
(also) fails to preserve it.6 So long as we make only the inferences to
which we are entitled by the pattern of substitutions that governs the ex-
pressions we introduce, we would seem to be as entitled to use this sort
of expression as we are for Fregean singular terms. We might think of
them as picking out objects of a special kind—a kind the specification of
which does not preclude global symmetries. The claim would then be
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that we can establish contact with things of this kind, by the sorts of pro-
cedures Frege in fact appeals to in the Grundgesetze. This possibility
would seem to be underwritten, at least in principle, by exploiting the
sense dependence relation between object and singular term from the
direction of the subjective use of term expressions to the grasp of what
objective items they make semantically or intentionally available (the
more controversial direction in which to exploit the sense dependences
that objective idealism asserts).

It is striking in the present context that in these studies we see Frege’s
substitution-inferential way of moving from ‘that-intentional expres-
siveness to ‘of -intentional representation raising issues about the nature
and conditions of the determinateness of singular term reference and ob-
jects, as Hegel raised corresponding issues about conceptual content and
ways the world could be. Kant, too, began his investigation of intention-
ality with the judgment. In his case, that was the unit to start with be-
cause it is judgments (and actions) that one can take responsibility for—
they are the unit of commitment. Frege follows Kant in distinguishing
sharply between the normative and the natural. His complaint against
psychologistic logicians—the empiricists and naturalists of his day—
was that they did not distinguish between how people did think and how
they ought to think. They studied processes rather than what provides
reasons for normative assessments of them: content. Frege is concerned
above all with the proprieties that govern inference and judgment, and
seeks to understand content as what accounts for them. Frege is even
more explicit and clear-headed in his pursuit of semantic issues than
Kant is, and he starts by distinguishing his subject matter in terms of the
kind of normative significance distinctive of intentional content. But
Frege is not unconcerned with the activity of judging, just because his
ultimate target is the notion of the content that is judged (taken-true, a
distinctive sort of commitment). Truth, he tells us, is not definable in a
noncircular way, since an implicit grasp of it is presupposed in every
judgment. But just because it is—because judging is implicitly taking-
true—in judging (and acting, which is making-true), we do implicitly
grasp the notion of truth, just by being able practically to commit our-
selves in asserting and believing. In order to understand truth, Frege
says, we must look at what we are doing in attaching assertional force to
a judgeable content. He does not himself so much as begin on a study of
force. He does show us the shape of the explanatory work such a theory
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might be called on to perform. As Wittgenstein would later see, Frege
opens the doorway to that pragmatism about content that consists in a
kind of social practical functionalism or use theory of meaning—though
he clearly is not tempted to pass through it himself.

V. Heidegger

In Sein und Zeit, Heidegger brings us through that pragmatist door-
way. There he introduces two structures of intentional directedness:
Zuhandensein, translated as “readiness-to-hand” or “availability,” and
Vorhandensein, translated as “presence-at-hand” or “occurrence.” Vor-
handen things are what they are independently of their relations to our
activities. They are paradigmatically objective items that stand in lawlike
causal relations to one another. But more broadly, any fact—indeed, any
possible state of affairs, which can be expressed in a declarative sentence
or ‘that’ clause, anything that is a candidate for being asserted or believed,
any way things are merely represented to be—has this kind of being in
Heidegger’s classification. The broad sort of intentionality or awareness
indicated by talk of things being vorhanden or present to us comprises all
the various sorts of high-end intentionality that we have considered so
far in our highly selective whirlwind retrospective tour of a tradition in
the metaphysics of intentionality. For in keeping with the rationalist
threads we have been tracing through that tradition, the themes that
have been put forward as holding that tradition together, our focus has
been on conceptual awareness: what one acquires by bringing some-
thing under a concept, that is, by putting one’s response to it in a form
that can serve both as premise and as conclusion in reasoning. So, for
instance, everything involved in the most recently rehearsed Fregean
project of using the concept of substitution inference to move from the
sort of ‘that’ intentionality expressed by sentences to the sort of ‘of’
intentionality expressed by singular terms belongs to Heidegger’s cate-
gory of the vorhanden.

By contrast, the availability of zuhanden things is a kind of precon-
ceptual intentionality. Heidegger’s general term for things that show up
in this way is “equipment.” The readiness-to-hand of a piece of equip-
ment consists in its having a certain practical significance. This sig-
nificance in turn consists in its appropriateness for various practical
roles and its inappropriateness for others. The fundamental structure of
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the zuhanden is practically taking or treating something as something.
For example, at the most basic level, an animal takes or treats something
in practice as food by—as Hegel puts it—“falling to without further ado
and eating it up.” Heidegger adds to this picture the distinctively norma-
tive significances things can get by the way they function in skillful hu-
man doings subject to social assessment as correct or incorrect, better or
worse. What one treats something as is as suitable to play some particu-
lar role in a practice or process. Hammers are a paradigm of a kind of en-
tity that exhibits this sort of being. To take something as a hammer in
practice is to treat it as suitable for driving nails. They are properly used
in the practice of driving nails, although it is possible to use them as bal-
last or weapons. The practical norms determining the correct way of us-
ing bits of equipment typically relate them to other bits of equipment—
hammers to nails, nails to boards, tires to cars, cars to roads, and so on.
The holistic totality of such practical normative equipmental involve-
ments Heidegger calls “the world.”

The practical functional significances that define things as zuhanden
are normative signficances. That is, the practical roles that some item
can be taken to play (accordingly as one is disposed to respond to it

in specified ways) already occupy a behavioral space that admits of as-*

sessments along such practical dimensions as proper/improper, correct/
incorrect, and successful/obstructed. Whereas what is vorhanden has
properties, what is zuhanden has proprieties.”” As Hegel does, Heidegger
understands this implicit normativity as socially instituted. The first
Heidegger essay, Chapter 10, follows out the profound significance this
view has for how he understands all the ontological categories.

The classical agenda-setting Enlightenment challenge for the meta-
physics of intentionality is to find room in the physical world that natu-
ral science describes for the sort of normative features characteristic of
conceptual awareness: the way judgments and representations are intel-
ligible as such only insofar as they are subject to assessments of their
correctness. The question has been, roughly, how to understand the ad-
vent of the zuhanden in a world that comes only with the vorhanden in it.
And the characteristic Enlightenment response has been to see norma-
tive significances as our products, as cloaks of meaning that we throw
over the intrinsically normatively naked objects (i.e., ones that are in
some sense fully specifiable in nonnormative vocabulary) revealed to
us by our conceptual dealings with them, which achieve their most so-
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phisticated form in science. Heidegger is interested rather in the sense
in which it is our practical nonconceptual dealings with things that
form the necessary background for understanding how it is possible for
us to achieve the disinterested representational perspective from which
we judge or state how things are, without appealing to any particular
project we might have for which it matters. He wants to show how
Vorhandensein is precipitated out of Zuhandensein—how the capacity to
say or think anything depends on our practical capacities to do things
correctly or incorrectly. This is a basic pragmatist project: to explain
knowing that in terms of knowing how, what it is to entertain conceptu-
ally explicit contents in terms of what is implicit in various sorts of gener-
ically nonconceptual practices.

One of Heidegger’s conceptual innovations is the thoroughly non-
Cartesian (and, in that sense, nonsubjective) account he offers of the sort
of implicitly normative social practices within which the most basic sort
of awareness occurs. (This is a theme that is pursued further in the chap-
ter on Sellars, as it is in both the Hegel chapters.) That fundamental sort
of practical awareness is still understood as classificatory, in keeping
with the tradition he is transforming. It involves taking or treating some-
thing as something, that is, as having a certain sort of normatively artic-
ulated practical significance. But the “awareness” which is the appropri-
ation of some bit of equipment as having a certain significance is a
public behavioral matter of how the thing is treated or responded to, not
a mental act. Heidegger develops a kind of social practical functionalism
about this basic, irreducible kind of intentionality. For Heidegger the
confused, broadly cartesian notion of the subjective arises only after the
category of the present-at-hand has been achieved, as that coordinate
mental realm which must be invoked when one mistakenly takes the
present-at-hand as ontologically primary, and looks for something to add
to it to explain the everyday world of the ready-to-hand. In fact, on his
view, we must rigorously subtract significances from the ready-to-hand
to get the present-at-hand.

Heidegger undertakes two principal sorts of commitments regarding
conceptual priority (sense dependence): one concerning the relation be-
tween the normative and the factual realms, the other regarding the rela-
tion between norms taking the explicit form of rules and norms taking
the implicit form of proprieties of social practice. In each case he is turn-
ing the traditional order of explanation on its head. His question is
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how the capacity merely to represent things as being a certain way arises
out of what we can do—out of the preconceptual, prepropositional,
prelinguistic level of intentionality, namely, practical, skill-laden, norm-
governed directedness toward equipment treated as available. Telling a
story with this shape provides Heidegger’s response to the challenge
about the intelligibility of the possibility of acquiring the capacity for
conceptual awareness that faced rationalism. It is rooted in the sort of
preconceptual awareness we get by coming to participate in an always
already up-and-running holistic network of implicitly normative prac-
tices. That is what enables us to respond to things as having a sig-
nificance in the sense of playing a functional role in that network. So
Heidegger understands the basic, implicitly normative practical sort of
awareness as a social achievement. The kind of being that equipment has
cannot be understood apart from the kind of social being we have.?® In
this respect, the early Heidegger stands firmly in the tradition of the En-
lightenment understanding of the essential role the activity of those
bound by norms plays in the very existence of the norms.

How is the domain of Vorhandensein to be understood as rooted in or
precipitated out of the more basic (Heidegger says primordial) world of
human significances? What do we have to do for things to show up to us
as having natures, apart from the roles they play in our practical deal-
ings? His thought is that what is required is a certain kind of abstraction
from or dividing through by the particularities of practical contexts and
interests. Generically, this is the same mechanism Frege pursued in de-
tail for gaining semantic access to objects of the kinds most important in
his account of meaning and representation, as discussed in the first
Frege essay. The first Hegel essay describes the importance of abstracting
functional roles for his account of conceptual intentionality. Heidegger
construes the vorhanden as what is disclosed by using a special kind of
equipment: linguistic equipment. More specifically, it is performances
having the significance of assertions. Role abstraction is performed by in
effect feeding things that show up to us in the first instance practically
through an assertional (and in that sense “theoretical”) filter. To treat
something as merely present or occurrent is to respond to it by making
claims about it. Thus for Heidegger the output of perception is assertion.
Quite disparate practical contexts—using it as a hammer, using it as a
doorstop—are assimilated insofar as they call for the same claim, say: It
weighs 5 pounds. A property is abstracted from a set of proprieties.

Texts 79

Assertions are equipment for inferring. The proper way to respond to
something (take it or treat it in practice) as a claiming is to draw conclu-
sions from it. These moves may take the form of theoretical reasoning, if
drawing the conclusion is making a further claim, or they may take the
form of practical reasoning, if drawing the conclusion is acting on it by
doing something that is not a saying. Heidegger offers an inferentialist
account of what it is required for something to count practically as fact-
stating, representational discourse. Attributing to the properties of the
present-at-hand autonomy with respect to proprieties of practice is ced-
ing proprieties of justification and inference autonomy with respect to
the pursuit of practical projects. The cash value for this is that the equip-
ment used to make claims can also be employed in hypothetical reason-
ing: reasoning of the “what if?” sort. When claims are embedded as the
antecedents of conditionals, their assertional force (embodying the atti-
tude of the speaker) is stripped off—and along with it, any other practi-
cal commitments or attitudes not explicit in the antecedent. By asserting
inference-codifying conditionals, one is contemplating a content, some-
thing that can then be thought of as imbued with different sorts of prag-
matic force and practical significance in various possible contexts. The
possibility of merely surmising is thus a sophisticated, latecoming possi-
bility, one that is built on and depends on the capacity to take responsi-
bility for ordinary assertions, which are available, as mere surmises are
not, for employment in practical inferences leading to action. The step
back that is the bracketing of practical concerns and the achievement of
a merely spectatorial theoretical view of things is to be understood in
terms of assertion and inference.

The sort of inference-in-assertion that conditionals make possible
provides the embedded contexts that generate the distinction between
pragmatic force and semantic content. Frege taught us this way of un-
derstanding the relation between inferring and asserting as practices
or processes, on the one hand, and the inferential relations and truth
conditions that articulate conceptual semantic contents, on the other
hand.? Heidegger uses the same idea in his way of following up the Har-
man point. Apart from specifically linguistic practice, Zuhandensein does
not permit embedding of the right sort. The practical distance from
things that distinctively semantic relations afford—the capacity merely
to take in how things are, the capacity merely to entertain thoughts
about how they might be—is available only through the institution of
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equipment with the practical significance of assertings and inferrings.
Treating things as having objective properties is attributing to them a
distinctive kind of authority: the kind that is claimed in an assertion and
transmitted through inference. This is a very different authority struc-
ture from that exhibited by zuhanden things. By focusing on that differ-
ence, we can understand the difference between the sort of pragmatic
significances exhibited by zuhanden things and the sort of semantic con-
tents by means of which we access vorhanden things. As we shall see, this
is an important point for understanding the “primordiality” of precon-
ceptual intentionality, for Heidegger takes it that the notion of authority
is reciprocally sense dependent on that of its acknowledgment in prac-
tice.

Heidegger's strategy for explaining how the vorhanden rests on the
more primordial zuhanden is to describe a social, implicitly normative
practice that is a linguistic practice in that some performances have the
zuhanden significance of assertings and inferrings. (So described, this is
pretty much the way I go about things in Making It Explicit.) This is ra-
tionalism about the conceptual or the semantic, representational inten-
tionality, and pragmatism about the relation between practices or pro-
cesses and objective representation. At this point it is tempting to see the
world of equipment as autonomous, as something that could be in place
before, or otherwise in the absence of the particular linguistic practices
that permit anything to show up or be represented as merely there, ob-
jectively having properties and standing in relations. If that is right, then
Heidegger is putting forward a “layer cake” picture of the relation be-
tween the two sorts of intentionality. Conceptual, theoretical, represen-
tational intentionality rests on and presupposes a more basic, autono-
mous level of preconceptual, practical intentionality. If we are sensible,
we will see the relation as an asymmetric sense dependence relation,
rather than a relation of reference dependence. We will not say that be-
fore we had the concepts there was no mass, no electrons, and so on. We
will say rather that without understanding how the capacity merely to
represent things as being a certain way is the result of applying an
assertional-inferential filter to things available to us in the first instance
as exhibiting various sorts of practical significance, we cannot properly
understand what we are doing when we say or think that things are thus-
and-so. Heidegger was less than clear on this point, as some notorious
passages show.
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But the layer cake picture cannot be right. Heidegger is committed to
the claim that there is no Dasein (and hence no Zuhandensein) without
language, without thematizing, without treating things as vorhanden. As
the passage quoted in the title of the second chapter on Heidegger in-
dicates, Dasein is the being (entity) that thematizes. Another way of
putting this claim is to say that the capacity to treat things as extant or
occurrent is an Existentiale, a permanent and constitutive possibility
of Dasein, every bit as much as being worlded is. This is not to say
that there cannot be norms implicit in social practices without norms
explicit in the form of rules, which determine what is correct by say-
ing or describing what is correct, and hence without linguistic prac-
tices including assertion. It is to say that such a prelinguistic commu-
nity would not count as Dasein. In Chapter 11, “Dasein, the Being that
Thematizes,” I aim to establish this conclusion, which contradicts the
layer cake model, by a close textual reading. The argument proceeds in
four steps:

1. Dasein is unintelligible apart from Rede (discourse).

2. Rede is unintelligible apart from Gerede (idle talk).

3. Gerede is unintelligible apart from Sprache (language).
4. Sprache is unintelligible apart from Aussage (assertion).

If this is right, then Heidegger in fact is committed to the reciprocal
sense dependence of the two kinds of intentionality he addresses. The
structure of Dasein he is unpacking is a holistic one, in the sense given
to that term in the first Hegel essay. In fact, one might take it as a les-
son of natural science that Zuhandensein is also reference dependent on
Vorhandensein: unless there were objective facts statable in assertions,
there could not be any social practices at all. Since assertions, according
to the story told in the first Heidegger essay, are a special kind of equip-
ment, it is obvious that nothing can show up to us as vorhanden unless
we are worlded. But what shows up to us like that need not be thought of
as dependent on its showing up to us at all—by contrast to equipment,
which can be such only by being treated as such.

If the sense dependence between these two sorts of intentionality
is reciprocal, what becomes of the primordiality of the zuhanden, which
invited the mistaken layer cake model in the first place? There is a sense
in which the symmetry between the two is broken, a sense in which
the significance conferred by social practices is privileged over repre-
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sentational content. (It is worth comparing this move to Hegels move
from symmetric objective idealism to asymmetric conceptual idealism.)
In Heidegger’s case, the key is the claim that “fundamental ontology is
the regional ontology of Dasein.” In the first Heidegger essay I construe
the primordiality of Zuhandensein in terms of the categorial primacy of
the social in Heidegger’s story. Zuhandensein and Vorhandensein are dif-
ferent structures of authority. Equipment is what we practically take it to
be. If we all use something as a hammer, it is a hammer. Communal au-
thority is globally indefeasible concerning the practical significance of
things (though locally individuals may find themselves making mis-
takes). The point of the institution of the special significance of asser-
tions and inferences—treating some performances as offering reasons
for and against others—is to put in place a different sort of authority
structure: one according to which the correctness or incorrectness of
what we say depends on how it is with the things we are talking about.
That normative sense of “talking about” or “representing” is that we
have made ourselves responsible to those things or states of affairs; in
making claims, we acknowledge their authority with respect to the sorts
of assessment (paradigmatically, assessments of objective truth) charac-
teristic of Vorhandensein. And Heidegger is a social pragmatist about au-
thority and responsibility, about norms generally. For the concepts of au-
thority and responsibility are for him reciprocally sense dependent with
the concept of certain kinds of social practical doing—of performances
with the significance of acknowledging authority and responsibility, of
practically taking or treating something as authoritative or responsi-
ble. In this respect, he stands firmly in the tradition of Hegel and his so-
cialized version of what Kant made of the Enlightenment approach to
normativity.

In Chapter 10 I discuss this sense in which the category of the social is
primus inter pares. All the categories are for him at root social in nature,
because normative. They are social in the sense given by the claim of re-
ciprocal sense dependence of normative statuses on practical attitudes.
The categories (“regions of Being”) of Zuhandensein, Vorhandensein, and
the Mitdasein or community through which we encounter others like
ourselves must each be understood in terms of their relations to us and
our practices.’® This sense dependence is the reason why fundamental
ontology is the regional ontology of Dasein. To understand Heidegger’s
ontology, we must trace out its reciprocal sense dependence on his se-
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mantics, his account of the metaphysics of intentionality. We cannot
understand the kinds of beings there are except by looking at the pro-
cesses and practices we engage in. The meaning of Being is the being of
meaning.

The two Heidegger essays are much more closely integrated than any
of the other pairs presented in this volume. Although written a decade
apart,® they amount to one sustained argument. (The principal mark of
their temporal separation is the evolution of the terms used to translated
Heideggers technical terms: from “ready-to-hand” to “available” for
zuhanden, and from “present-at-hand” to “occurrent” for vorhanden.) In
manner they most resemble the Spinoza and Leibniz essays. Like them,
they pursue an enterprise that requires careful and detailed engagement
with the particulars of their authors’ terminologies and texts. I think the
readings offered there, while intended to be able to stand on their own,
take on further weight and significance when viewed in the context of
the other essays presented here, and by the application of the analytic
apparatus developed in those essays (particularly that of the Hegel chap-
ters).

VI. Sellars

The final chapter presented here follows out a construction central to
the arguments of Wilfrid Sellars’s masterpiece, “Empiricism and the Phi-
losophy of Mind.” Sellars may seem to be the odd man out among the
figures considered here: he is not as dead as the rest are, and we have
only begun to appreciate that his metaphysics may be as mighty. I have
included this discussion of work done a mere half century ago because it
picks up in more contemporary form a number of the themes brought
into focus by the previous chapters. Beginning already with the discus-
sion of Spinoza in the first essay, the issue arises how to understand the
relation between the causal and conceptual aspects of intentionality: be-
tween the order and connection of things and the order and connection
of ideas. Again in Leibniz we see a detailed constructive account of how
apperceptive intentionality is the product of mental processes and infer-
ential relations. The first Hegel chapter pursues this theme as transposed
into a socially construed normative key, and the second one describes
more fully how the social model of normative statuses in terms of recip-
rocal recognition brings together the historical/developmental dimen-
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sion and the inferential dimension of concept use to fund a novel under-
standing of the determinate contentfulness of conceptual awareness.
The same problematic is in play in Frege, albeit only negatively. For
the lines of thought addressed in the two essays contained in this vol-
ume are defined by the task of moving from concepts to objects (inten-
tionality in the sense of something expressed to intentionality in the
sense of something represented) without appeal to causal processes con-
necting the thinker to what is thought about. In Heidegger the issue
shows up in the form of questions about the relation between implicitly
normative, inferentially articulated social practices and the objective
states of affairs we count as talking and thinking about by engaging in
them.

The particular focus of the Sellars chapter is his understanding of ob-
servational capacities: the ability to make noninferential reports of, or
form perceptual judgments concerning, perceptible facts. Perception is
addressed in the Spinoza chapter, and becomes the central preoccupa-
tion of the discussion of Leibniz. The role of perception in empirical
knowledge is the topic of the “Consciousness” section of the Phenomen-
ology, which is the bit of text I address most directly in the two Hegel es-
says. As just pointed out, this concern is complementary to Frege’s, since
he is concerned to understand the possibility of nonperceptual modes of
access to objects by inferential processes such as abstraction and domain
extension.

Sellars understands the process of applying concepts noninferentially
as the product of two more basic capacities. Performances can live two
lives. On the one hand, they serve as terminal elements in causal chains
of more or less reliably covarying events, elicited as responses to envi-
ronmental stimuli. On the other hand, they can have the social sig-
nificance of undertaking normative statuses, paradigmatically commit-
ments. What makes those commitments conceptual commitments is their
inferential articulation: the way they count as offering reasons for and
against further commitments. Observation reports and the perceptual
judgments they express function both as the final results of language en-
try moves and as the initial positions for inferential language-language
moves. Possession or expression of empirical conceptual content con-
sists in playing an appropriate functional role with respect to both di-
mensions. The causal chains of reliably covarying events that link
nonconceptual stimulus to concept-applying response themselves get
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conceptualized, that is, put in inferential form. For taking someone to be
entitled (authoritative) in the noninferentially elicited applications of a
concept, because that person is reliable, is endorsing an interpersonal in-
ference, from S's judging (claiming) that-p to p. It is to respond to the
claims one attributes to the one taken to be reliable by endorsing them
oneself. So to understand conceptual contentfulness, Sellars adds to the
causal dimension first the normative dimension Kant explicitly brought
into play, understood socially as Hegel and Heidegger taught us to do,
and then the inferential dimension that has always been at the core of ra-
tionalism.

The three central strategic moves in “Empiricism and the Philosophy
of Mind” that I seek to understand in terms of that two-factor approach
to observation are: first, the way Sellars dissolves a particular carte-
sian temptation by offering a novel account of the expressive function
of looks’ talk; second, his rationalist account of the acquisition of em-
pirical concepts; and third, his account of how theoretical concepts
can come to have observational uses. The first is his way of working out
the rationalist project—brought to methodological self-consciousness in
Hegel—of understanding immediacy in terms of mediation. Observa-
tion reports have empirical content because they are noninferential in a
sense that has to do with the process by which they are causally elicited.
What [ call “basic” or “stripped-down” empiricism is the claim that
knowledge of the empirical world depends essentially on the capacity
of knowing organisms to respond differentially to different kinds of
environing stimuli. (This is ‘empiricism’ in such a basic sense that no ra-
tionalist or idealist has ever denied it.) But observation reports have em-
pirical content only because and insofar as they stand in material inferen-
tial (and incompatibility) relations to other such contents. In this sense
(a matter of inferential relations, rather than processes of inferring), noth-
ing can be both noninferential and conceptually contentful. Grasping a
conceptual content requires taking it to stand in inferential relations.
What is grasped must determine the proprieties of making inferential
moves.

This is an inferential holism (reciprocal sense dependence) about the
conceptual. It follows for Sellars that processually noninferential reports
cannot form an autonomous stratum of the language: a language game
one could play though one played no other. For understanding the re-
ports requires placing them in appropriate inferential relations to other
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claims. Being able to make language-entry moves requires being able to
make language-language inferential moves. And this is so no matter
what the observations evince conceptual awareness of—even the cur-
rent contents of our own minds. So we can never be in the cartesian pre-
dicament, aware only of our own thoughts, of how things look, seem, or
appear to us, but unable to fund mediating inferences that would take us
from that sort of immediate awareness of purported representings to
awareness of some objective represented facts. Sellars deploys the tools
provided by the rationalist tradition to curb both the ambitions of em-
piricism and the correlative dangers of skepticism.

The second application of the account of perceptual intentionality
Sellars offers is to the issue of concept acquisition. Sellars’s target (like
that of the other figures considered here) is conceptual awareness. Being
aware of something, in any sense that goes beyond mere responsiveness
in its potential cognitive significance—paradigmatically in its capacity
to serve as evidence, as a reason for or against some commitment, theo-
retical or practical—is bringing it under a concept. But where do the
concepts “come from”? How is it that they are available for employment
in acts or processes of awareness? How do knowers acquire concepts? At
this point in the dialectic, as we saw, classical rationalists such as Leibniz
threw up their hands and invoked innate ideas—denying that at least
the most basic and general concepts were acquired at all. Sellars shows
that this weak response is not the only one available.

The inferentialism about the conceptual, which Sellars shares with
Leibniz, does not by itself address this issue. Sellars’s explanatory strat-
egy turns on two further commitments drawn from the tradition I have
been surveying. The first is Kants shift of the center of gravity of philo-
sophical concern from our cognitive and practical dominion over con-
cepts (cartesian certainty) to their normative dominion over us (kantian
necessity). The second is Hegels social practical construal of the norms
we bind ourselves with by applying particular concepts. The move is so-
cial, in that it seeks the key to normative statuses in normative attitudes
of holding responsible or acknowledging authority. This is in keeping
with the further Kant-Rousseau idea, which comes out (in Hegel’s ver-
sion) as a reciprocal sense dependence claim concerning the concepts re-
sponsibility and holding responsible, authority and treating as authori-
tative.

Sellars takes these two points over in a distinctively linguistic form:
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grasping a concept is mastering the use of a word. (Sellars sees a one-
way sense dependence of thought-content on talk-content.) Making a
claim using that word can be thought of as playing a counter in a game.
The player need not fully understand the significance in the game that
playing that counter has in order genuinely to have made a move that
has that broadly functional practical significance. Just so, 1 can genu-
inely apply the terms ‘molybdenum’ or ‘aluminum’ in claims and
thoughts, even though I have little detailed idea of what I am thereby
committing myself to. Each of us always comes into an already up-and-
running set of implicitly normative linguistic social practices. As young
ones, we begin by acquiring practical know-how about making moves
that—were we to be held responsible and treated as authoritative for
what we are practicing—would be language-entry moves in perception,
language-language moves in inference, and language-exit moves in ac-
tion. As we get better, we come to be recognized in Hegel’s sense: treated
in practice as capable of committing ourselves in judgment and action.
In this way, the light dawns slowly over the whole. This is a social func-
tionalism about the normative dimension of concept use. To a first ap-
proximation, the noises we make get to be claimings (and so what I am
expressing gets to be judgments), in the same way the scratches with a
pen on paper can be the undertaking of a commitment to pay the bank a
certain sum every month for many years. The difference between mak-
ing those same marks before and after one’s twenty-first birthday is a
difference not so much in one’s practical understanding of the conse-
quences of playing that counter and so making that move, as they are in
the social conditions of being recognized as normatively capable.

In this structure, grasping a concept in the sense required to count as
applying it in thought and talk can in principle be almost completely
decoupled from one’s practical mastery of the significance of such appli-
cation. For to apply the concept is just to do something that makes it ap-
propriate to assess one’s conduct according to the norms the concept in-
corporates—the inferential connections that articulate its content. And
the linguistic community need not condition such assessments on one’s
capacity reliably to distinguish what one is and is not committing one-
self to thereby. Isn’t it unjust to hold people responsible for consequences
of their performance that they were not in a position to anticipate? Isn't
realizing that one of the triumphs of modernity? The view being pur-
sued here is that underneath the level of moral norms at which such a
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question is evidently in order is a more basic level of conceptual norms,
for which the question does not really arise.

That the normative significance-inducing practices are practices of
giving and asking for reasons is necessary for it to be concepts that are ex-
pressed by the words employed. For only in that case do they stand
in inferential (consequential) relations. From our present vantage point
we can understand this view?? in terms of reciprocal sense dependence
claims relating subjective (in a pragmatic rather than a cartesian sense)
processes or practices to objective content-articulating relations. So con-
strued, it is the Hegelian view I have called “objective idealism.”

Sellars understands the sort of perceptual awareness of external ob-
jects that is expressed in observation reports as the product of exercising
two different sorts of capacities: the capacity reliably to respond differ-
entially to stimuli (which we share both with merely sentient creatures
such as parrots and with merely irritable devices such as thermostats
and land mines) and the capacity to take up positions and make moves
in a game of giving and asking for reasons. His account of how the
causal and the conceptual come together in perceptual judgment is the
basis of his metaphysics of intentionality—here specialized to empiri-
cally accessible objects. We may lay it alongside Frege’s complementary
account of the nature of our semantic access to the purest of purely infer-
entially accessible objects. The ones Frege was after can be thought of
as ‘theoretical’ in a broad sense. They are not theoretical in the nar-
rower sense Sellars employs, because the specific functional modes of
access Frege considered—through abstraction and domain extension—
are structurally different from that of theory formation in the empirical
sciences. For Sellars, a claim is theoretical to the extent to which the only
way to become entitled to it is inferentially. This criterion of demarcation
appeals to the process by which a commitment is actually produced. The
final application of Sellars’s two-component semantic approach is to jus-
tify the claim that this fact about the process by which knowers get to
make claims about theoretical objects does not correspond to a basic
difference in the objective states of affairs (paradigmatically, relations
among objects) they thereby come to be able to represent. On Sellars’s
account, the difference between observable objects and purely theoreti-
cal objects is not an ontological difference but only a methodological one.
That is, it is just a difference in how we come to know things, not a
difference in the things themselves. There is no limit in principle, but
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only limits in practice, to what we can come to observe. For all that
observability requires is (as always) the antecedent capacity to apply the
concept in question (to commit oneself to the right constellation of con-
sequential commitments by using a word) together with the capacity
under some circumstances to respond reliably noninferentially to states
of affairs by applying that concept. Since those circumstances may be
quite specialized, including the presence of various sorts of instruments,
the conditions on the latter are not usefully to be specified in general
terms.

The application of this apparatus that I consider at the end of the
Sellars essay is to his account of how what start off life as purely theoreti-
cal concepts can come to have an observational use—as the inferential
commitments they involve get hooked up appropriately to reliable non-
inferential perceptual processes and reporting practices. 1 am particu-
larly interested in a case that Sellars does not discuss: normative con-
cepts. These are of particular interest in the context of the tradition I
have been sketching, since that Kantian tradition treats the conceptual
itself as essentially normative. So the question of how we come to know
about proprieties, and not just properties, is a crucial one for any norma-
tive metaphysics of intentionality.



Pretexts

I. Methodology: The Challenge

In this final section of Part One, I want to say something about how I
conceive the methodology that governs both the essays in Part Two and
the readings of those readings presented here. From one point of view,
those stories appear as exercises in bebop history: the familiar orienting
melodies show up primarily as background for improvisation on the
chord structures of the originals. I believe that exercises in this genre are
one kind of valuable and legitimate use one can make of philosophical
texts. (Of course, not everyone appreciates bop.) But to say this is not
yet to say how we should understand what one is doing in offering such
readings. One dimension constitutive of the space in which interpreta-
tion takes place is defined by the contrast between, at one extreme, what
in jurisprudence are called “black letter” readings—which insist that
each attributed claim be backed up by a sentence in the text that explic-
itly asserts it—and, at the other extreme, the hermeneutic ventriloquism
practiced when the author’ lips move, but only the reader’s voice can be
heard. Methodological self-consciousness consists in offering an explicit
account of how to understand this dimension, and so of how to assess
the distinctive virtues and vices characteristic of the practices it places.
More specifically, I am aware that the relations between the stories
told here and my own philosophical views—as retailed in Making It Ex-
plicit and Articulating Reasons—may seem to some particularly problem-
atic. Shouldn’t one be suspicious that such disparate figures are all pre-
sented as pulling in the same general (congenial) direction? It is one
thing for one’s background commitments to make a reader sensitive to
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aspects of a thinker’s work that might otherwise go unnoticed. It is quite
another thing to foist one’s own ideas on the inert and unresisting tex-
tual corpses of the helpless dead. The threat of such catachresis is ubig-
uitous and real. Tradition mongers need to keep firmly in mind the les-
son of the scientist’s cautionary Heideggerian equipmental homily: “To
the man who only has a hammer, the whole world looks like a nail.” We
inferentialists, true to our Quinean heritage, are not permitted the solace
that would be provided by invoking a language/theory distinction at this
point. We cannot insist that while we are putting the claims of the au-
thor in a different language, we are not importing theoretical commit-
ments thereby. For we understand a shift of idiom as always involving
shifts in substantive commitments—both inferential and doxastic.

I have already offered one response to the charge that the essays of
Part One represent a series of exercises in reading my views into a vari-
ety of authors: the views were at least as much read out of the authors as
they were into them. For instance, before I finished the Leibniz essay,
inferentialism had not been visible to me as a possible order of explana-
tion, never mind as one embodied in an actual tradition. Again, the de-
velopment of my understanding of various sorts of pragmatism! owed
a lot to the work on Heidegger that became the two essays presented
here. In no case were the pieces written with an eye to the metanarrative
they participate in. Each was written for its own sake—for the sake of
the story that could be found by assembling the texts, vocabulary, dis-
tinctions, and considerations that came to seem to me particularly sig-
nificant. The story I rehearsed in the previous section emerges rather
from them. But an autobiographical response is a shallow response;
what matters is reasons, not causes.

A deeper response would look to the presuppositions of the challenge.
The thought behind it is that the meanings of texts should be found and
not made by interpreters. There is a way of thinking about meaning im-
plicit in worrying about imposing a sense on a text, rather than discover-
ing one, and it is part of a picture of which we should be suspicious. En-
lightenment hermeneutics was thoroughly intentionalist. The author
uses language as an instrument for the expression of thoughts that have
the content they do independently of any such possibility of expression.
Communication is successful if the ideas aroused in the reader have the
same contents as those the speaker intended to elicit by those words.
One’s task as audience is to take out of what is said the same crystalline,
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self-contained meaning that the author placed there. Thus baldly put,
hardly anyone would today subscribe to this picture (though contempo-
rary Griceans come close). And it is no better to recoil, with some ro-
mantics, to the opposite extreme by seeing texts as shrinking to mere oc-
casions for the imposition of meaning by their readers—as putting no
constraints whatever on the free interpretive play of those who succeed
in making them mean something (in the only sense in which anything
ever means anything) by taking them to mean something. Such a view
simply assigns to the audience the very same mythical meaning-consti-
tuting role the first view assigns to the author. Each is an unrecognizable
version of the reciprocal relations of authority and responsibility that ar-
ticulate the actual production and consumption of conceptual contents.
The home language game of the making/finding distinction is empirical-
practical discourse. There one clearly sees the two normative directions
of fit Anscombe identified in her parable of the two grocery lists: the
shopper’s authoritative for what groceries are correctly bought, the de-
tective’s responsible for its correctness to what groceries are actually
bought.? It is by no means obvious that the making/finding distinction
applies in anything like the same way to hermeneutic discourse, where
the task is discursive understanding of episodes of concept application,
acknowledgings of inferentially articulated commitments.

II. Hermeneutic Platitudes

Gadamer has developed a hermeneutic idiom that articulates a via media
between seeing a text as simply dictating the meaning to be found there,
on the one hand, and seeing it as a tabula rasa on which readers are free
to inscribe whatever meaning they wish, on the other. For him, meaning
is not fixed by the contents of the intentional states of either authors or
readers. Such states amount, in effect, simply to more text that is up for
interpretation in the same sense as the text they are associated with.
They can be considered, but doing so is just addressing a somewhat
more capacious text than that with which one started. They provide just
one sort of context within which a text can be understood. But there are
others.

Another of his guiding ideas is that there is no such thing as the mean-
ing of a text in isolation from its context—at least the context of its read-
ing. A text can be read only from some point of view, in some context.
The interpreter’s own attitudes and commitments form another such
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context. Meaning emerges in a process, which has the form of a dialogue
in which the text is just one of the players. Meaning is a product of the
words on the page and other features of the context in which it is situ-
ated—for instance, a tradition in which it features, or the concerns and
questions a reader brings to the text. Understanding (practical grasp of
meaning) consists in exercising a practical capacity to adjudicate the re-
ciprocal claims of authority and responsibility on the part of the text and
various contexts.

Relativizing assignments of meaning to contexts entails a pluralism
about the meaning of texts. Texts can be assessed with respect to many
different contexts and kind of context. Each provides a perspective on
“the” meaning. Or perhaps it is better just to talk about the sort of un-
derstanding that consists in being able to navigate with and among these
perspectives.* Further, the set of possible readings, contextual perspec-
tives, is open-ended. There is no determinate totality of contexts. For
each new text makes possible new contexts. This is one reason why each
generation, indeed, each reader, must reread and reinterpret potentially
tradition-defining texts, and rethink the assimilations and affiliations by
which they are put into the context of a tradition. In the present context,
philosophical traditions are to the fore. But the point is not limited to
that kind of discursive inheritance. As T. S. Eliot wrote in his essay “Tra-
dition and the Individual Talent”:

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His sig-
nificance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the
dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him,
for contrast and comparison, among the dead . . .

The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall cohere, is not one-
sided; what happens when a new work of art is created is something
that happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded
it. The existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves,
which is modified by the introduction of the new (the really new) work
of art among them. The existing order is complete before the new work
arrives; for order to persist after the supervention of novelty, the whole
existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so the rela-
tions, proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole are re-
adjusted; and this is conformity between the old and the new.

The denial of certain sorts of authority to the author of a text (what
Foucault called “fetishizing the segmentation of discourse by signa-
tures”), the relativization of meaning to context in a very broad sense,
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the model of dialogue, meaning pluralism, the open-endedness and mu-
tability of semantic perspectives—I propose to call these by now fa-
miliar ways of talking “gadamerian platitudes.” By calling them that, I
mean not to impugn their originality, but rather to mark that they have,
thanks to Gadamer’s work, become platitudes expressing a select set of
the framework attunements of hermeneutic theory.

Calling them “platitudes” suggests that I think we should believe
them. But it is even more important to understand them. What is a con-
text, and how does meaning emerge from putting a text into one? Talk of
dialogue needs to be underwritten by an account of how each of the par-
ties (text, context) exerts some sort of friction or nondetermining con-
straint on the reading that emerges from their interaction—so that not
just anything goes. The gadamerian platitudes are just the sort of thing it
seems to me we should want to be entitled to say about the interpreta-
tion of texts. But earning the entitlement to the commitments those plat-
itudes express requires real work. In particular, it requires a theory of
meaning that can provide a model validating such hermeneutic truisms.
Making sense of hermeneutic practice, as codified in the gadamerian
platitudes, should be seen as a basic criterion of adequacy of a theory of
meaning. And conversely, being interpretable in terms of an indepen-
dently motivatable theory of meaning should serve as a basic criterion of
adequacy of our hermeneutic practice. The principal philosopher who
explicitly aimed for this sort of reflective equilibrium between his prac-
tice of interpreting philosophical texts and his theory of conceptual
content is Hegel. I close this part of the book by indicating how an
inferentialist understanding of conceptual content underwrites and ex-
plains some of the axial gadamerian hermeneutic platitudes.

HI. De dicto Specifications of Conceptual Content

The target here is just one kind of interpretation: grasping the conceptual
content expressed by an utterance or text. Gadamer addresses a more
general notion of interpretation, without the restriction to specifically
conceptual understanding. My concern here, though, is with specifically
philosophical texts, traditions, and readings. And for them, I claim, con-
ceptual content is what matters.” On the inferentialist semantic concep-
tion, we have seen, to be conceptually contentful in the most basic sense
is to play a role as premise and conclusion in inferences.® Conceptual
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content is understood as role in reasoning. The sort of understanding
that is the aim of conceptual interpretation, then, is mastery of an infer-
ential role: the ability to distinguish what follows from a claim, and what
would be evidence for or against it, what one would be committing one-
self to by asserting it, and what could entitle one to such a commitment.

The first, most important sort of context for assessing the conceptual
content of an utterance or text is, accordingly, its inferential context. For
the inferential significance of a claim—what follows from it—depends
on what other claims one can treat as auxiliary hypotheses in extracting
those consequences. Different sets of collateral premises will yield differ-
ent consequences. (This is the Duhem point Quine relies on in “Two
Dogmas of Empiricism” to argue in effect from the claim that meaning
must at least determine inferential role, to the holist claim that the unit
of meaning must be no smaller than a whole theory.) if I already know
the fruit is a raspberry, then being told that it is red will entitle me to
conclude that it is ripe. But if instead I knew to begin with that the fruit
is a blackberry, then being told that it is red will entitle me to conclude
that it is not ripe. The inferential significance of the claim that the fruit is
red depends on the context of background commitments with respect to
which it is assessed. The material inferences that articulate the concep-
tual contents expressed by ordinary, nonlogical sentences are in general
multipremise inferences.” Each set of further premises with which a claim
can be conjoined is a further context in which its inferential significance
can be assessed.

Such a picture is not only consistent but also comfortable with taking
it that what really follows from any given set of premises is a perfectly
objective matter of fact. If the sample is copper and it is heated to
1083.4° C, then it will melt. In the same way, each text (in the mini-
mally structured sense of a set of declarative sentences) has a definite in-
ferential significance in each context of further claims. Abstractly, noth-
ing privileges any of these contexts over any others; each highlights a
genuine aspect of the overall inferential role played by that text, the
contribution it makes to the goodness of inferences. Pragmatically, how-
ever, some contexts are privileged either by their relation to the circum-
stances of production of the text, or by their relation to the circum-
stances of its interpretation (and perhaps in other ways, too, depending
on the practices governing the inferential scorekeeping).®

One inferential context that provides a perspective on conceptual
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content of obvious importance consists in other things the author of
a particular remark or text believed. Looking at the other commitments
an author would acknowledge tells an interpreter what the author took
it that she was committing herself to by making a certain claim, what
she would have regarded as evidence for it or against it, and so on. So
it tells us something about how she understood what she was claim-
ing. Drawing the auxiliary hypotheses for extracting inferential conse-
quences from a claim from other commitments by the same author, or
from the same work, is one natural way to privilege a class of inferential
contexts. When such an interpretation of a conceptual content is made
explicit in an ascription of propositional attitude, it takes the form of a
de dicto specification of the content of the attributed commitment. This
is the basic form of indirect discourse, in which a claim that could have
been quoted in direct discourse is instead paraphrased. In the same Eliot
essay from which the passage quoted above is drawn we find:

Someone said: “The dead writers are remote from us because we know
so much more than they did.” Precisely, and they are that which we
know.

But I can characterize his claim in terms he would presumably have
found acceptable:

Eliot claims that we know more than dead writers did, and that they
are what we know.

The idea of de dicto specifications of conceptual content is for the
ascriber to use words that in her mouth express the same content that
the words the target did use or would have used express. Some rules for
such paraphrases are clear. If Hegel says in German, “Die Vernunft ist
die GewifSheit des Bewufitseins, alle Realitit zu sein,” I can ascribe that
commitment in English: “Hegel says that reason is consciousness’s cer-
tainty of being all reality.” If you say, “I am bewildered by Hegel’s claim,”®
I can ascribe the same commitment in my words by: “You said that you
are bewildered by Hegel’s claim.” Other standards of paraphrase are less
clear-cut. If someone claims both that Kant is a great philosopher and
that Kant revered Hamann, we might attribute also the belief that a great
philosopher revered Hamann, even though that particular claim had not
explicitly been made. For it follows, by reasoning we expect the believer
in question to accept, from the two commitments that were explicitly ac-
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knowledged. But what is one to do where the figure in question explic-
itly denies what appears to be a straightforward consequence of other
commitments she avows? On the one hand, merely saying that one is
not committed to something does not automatically mean that one is
not, if it genuinely is a consequence of other commitments one has ac-
knowledged. On the other hand, such a disavowal may signal that the
author understands some of those claims differently (attributes to the
sentences on the page different inferential roles) than the interpreter
does. Under such circumstances the rules for de dicto specification of the
conceptual content of another’s commitments are not clear.

Another dimension along which the notion of de dicto content speci-
fication is not well defined concerns the exact boundaries of the inferen-
tial context one is allowed to appeal to in matching the inferential sig-
nificance of the reporting sentence (which occurs inside the ‘that’ clause
of the ascription) and of the reported one (the words the author did or
would use in acknowledging the ascribed commitment). The idea of this
sort of content specification is to extract the inferential consequences
(dually, what would be evidence for the claim) of a claim made in the
text by appealing only to collateral premises or auxiliary hypotheses that
are co-acknowledged with that claim. If the boundaries of the text con-
taining the claim being ascribed are themselves clear, and if the text can
be considered as having no structure beyond being a set of claims, then
an interpreter has a reasonably straightforward criterion to apply. (It still
won't be wholly straightforward, for there are a lot of things that won't
be explicitly said in such a text but that are fair game to appeal to in ex-
tracting the consequences of what is said: truisms such as that there
have been black dogs, that freedom is better than slavery, that thorns can
puncture the skin . . . And issues can arise about the boundaries of the
class of such truisms it is licit to invoke in particular cases.) But if the
text in which the claim in question is made has further structure—for
instance, a narrative structure—then complications arise. For instance:
Is it appropriate to appeal to claims made early in the narrative to inter-
pret those made later? In Making It Explicit, the notion of an inferential
role is introduced in Chapter 2 as articulated into the circumstances un-
der which it is appropriate to apply the expression, and the appropriate
consequences of doing so. But in the next chapter this undifferentiated
notion of propriety is further subdivided, in terms of commitments and
entitlements. All the earlier statements then need to be reinterpreted
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retrospectively, as one distinguishes between circumstances that would
commit one to apply an expression and those that would entitle one to
do so, and consequences one becomes committed to by applying it and
those one becomes entitled to by doing so. Again, in Chapter 6 of that
work the notion of substitution is appealed to in order to extend the
inferentialist semantic approach from sentences to subsentential expres-
sions. But we learn in Chapter 7 that the notions of inference and substi-
tution presuppose (it is actually a reciprocal sense dependence relation)
that of a token-recurrence structure. Everything said in the earlier chap-
ter is implicitly to be reread in terms of this later notion. So it need not
be a straightforward matter to say what, within a single well-defined
text, counts as co-acknowledged with a given claim.

And, of course, the boundaries of the text one is reading can them-
selves be quite elastic. Ought we to worry about whether Hegel changed
his mind about the structure and aim of the book he was writing halfway
through the Phenomenology?'° Are we allowed to appeal to things he says
in the Science of Logic in reading things he says in the Phenomenology?
What about statements of Fichte’s with which he seems to agree? In
reading Sein und Zeit, is it all right to appeal to what Heidegger says in
his Grundprobleme, since that was written before his famous Kehre, but
not to the Letter on Humanism, which was written afterwards? Different
choices of context for de dicto ascription of conceptual content may have
different virtues, provide different sorts of illumination. The beginning
of responsible interpretation must be to make clear just how the bound-
aries of the context one is appealing to are determined—and so what the
rules are for the sort of de dicto interpretation one is engaged in.

The motivating idea of de dicto specifications of the conceptual con-
tent of ascribed commitments is that the inferential context is to be
supplied by the circumstances of production of the text. One engaged in
this sort of interpretation is trying to specify the contents of commit-
ments in a way that would be recognized and acknowledged as specifica-
tions of those contents by the one whose commitments they are. One is
to take only the minimal account of the inevitable differences of doxastic
perspective between the speaker/writer and the interpreter/ascriber re-
quired to deal with differences of language and of indexical situation.
There is a way of writing the history of philosophy that aspires to this
condition. One seeks to know so thoroughly what an author actually
said, how his thought developed over his lifetime, what the rhetorical
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strategy of each work is and how it was understood by its author as
fitting into the oeuvre, what his extraphilosophical concerns, attitudes,
and experiences were that one can answer questions on his behalf in
something like his own voice. One wants to be able to say what the au-
thor would in fact have said in response to various questions of clarifica-
tion and extension. This is the point of view from which it is silly to try
to interpret Hume if one knows only his distinctively philosophical ante-
cedents and context—if one has not also read Gibbon and Adam Smith
and so on. When I was first apprenticed in intellectual history, my men-
tor explained to me that one could not responsibly expect to understand
what a thinker meant by a particular claim until and unless one had
read everything that thinker had read. How else could one know what
those words meant in his mouth—what contrasts he had in mind, what
he took himself to be agreeing with, qualifying, or rejecting by saying
that? De dicto intellectual history is a demanding discipline. Just having
the requisite mastery over everything a philosopher actually wrote is a
daunting undertaking for such prolific writers as Leibniz, Kant, Hegel,
and Heidegger (though less so for those with more surveyable corpora,
such as Spinoza and Frege), even before one has tried to master the tra-
ditions to which they owed allegiance and the milieus in which they
lived and worked. I have heard specialized uses of the terms defined so
that an expert is someone who knows a great deal about these things, but
only a scholar is in a position responsibly to make negative existential
claims about them all: “Wittgenstein nowhere says ‘Meaning is use”
(though he does say things like “Don’t look to the meaning, look to the
use”), “No-one before Hegel ever took explaining how one ought to do
intellectual history as a criterion of adequacy on his theory of determi-
nate conceptual content,” and so on. But inferences that depend on pre-
mises of this sort are among those that de dicto specifications of concep-
tual content aspire to capture.

IV. De re Specifications of Conceptual Content

The circumstances of production of a discursive text appealed to in
justifying de dicto specifications of the contents of ascribed commit-
ments provide only one important inferential context against the back-
ground of which to specify a claimable or believable (but not necessarily
claimed or believed) conceptual content. The rules and elasticities I was
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worrying about above evidence the difficulty of codifying principles for
specifying (from an at least somewhat different perspective) what speak-
ers think they are committing themselves to by what they say, what they
in some sense intend to be committing themselves to, what they would
take to be consequences of the claims they made. But besides the ques-
tion of what one takes to follow from a claim one has made, there is the
issue of what really follows from it. If I claim that this coin is made of
copper, I am, whether I realize it or not, committing myself to its melting
at 1083.4° C. Unless that claim is true, what I have said is not true either.
To vary the example: if Henry Adams believed that the inventor of the
lightning rod did not reside in Philadelphia, and if Ben Franklin in fact is
the inventor of the lightning rod, then Henry Adams believed of Ben
Franklin (as, we might want to say, the inventor of the lightning rod)
that he did not reside in Philadelphia. This sort of characterization of the
actual inferential content of the claim Henry Adams made is just what is
wanted when one is assessing the truth of that claim. For if one has dis-
covered not only that Ben Franklin did in fact invent the lightning rod,
but also that he did reside in Philadelphia, then one has found out that
what Henry Adams said is not true. One must specify the content of a
claim correctly in order to assess its truth. If the right thing to say is that
what Henry Adams said is not true, then we must be specifying its con-
tent correctly when we say that Henry Adams claimed of Benjamin
Franklin that he did not reside in Philadelphia.

That ascription employs what we might call a “denotationally de re”
specification of the content of the ascribed claim. The rules for such as-
criptions are that

T is committed to “S claims of t that ¢ (it),”
justin case there is some term t’ such that
T is committed to “S claims that ¢(t'),”

where this expresses a de dicto ascription in the sense discussed above,
and

T is committed to “t = t'.”

In this weak, merely denotational, sense, if Ortcutt believes that the
shortest spy is a spy, and Rosa Kleb is the shortest spy, then although he
may have no way of knowing it, Ortcutt believes of Rosa Kleb that she is
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a spy. For he believes something that is true if and only if Rosa Kleb is a
spy. Denotational de re ascriptions specify conceptual content by saying
what it is one is talking about, in the normative sense of which object
one needs to investigate the properties and relations of in order to assess
the truth of the claim in question. Thus I can cross the chasm created by
the vast differences of belief separating me from the Zoroastrian priest
and extract from his extravagant remarks information that I can use as
premises for my own inferences if I can specify the content of his claim
not only with the de dicto “He believes that Zoroaster is granting us his
beatitude,” but also the de re “He believes of the sun and of shining that
it is doing that.”

The belief specified by a denotationally de re ascription and that speci-
fied by a de dicto ascription are the same belief. It is just the belief that
the inventor of the lightning rod did not reside in Philadelphia that is the
belief of Benjamin Franklin that he did not reside in Philadelphia. The
difference is in the context of collateral premises in which the claim is
situated in order to assess its inferential significance. In the de dicto case,
one draws the auxiliary hypotheses for the multipremise inferences in-
volving the target claim from other commitments the one acknowledg-
ing the target commitment would acknowledge. This is the perspective
from which one wants to specify the content of a commitment if one is
interested in what other commitments the speaker/writer in question
would acknowledge, or in what he would do to try to bring about vari-
ous kinds of states of affairs. In the denotational de re case, one draws
the auxiliary hypotheses for those multipremise inferences from the
facts that determine what actually follows from what. That is to say that
each ascriber draws those auxiliary hypotheses from the facts as she
takes them to be; that is the best any of us can do. The ascriber’s commit-
ments are the facts as she takes them to be. That is why when the
ascriber is interested in truth, that is, in what she herself should be com-
mitted to, what she should rely on as premises for further inferences of
her own, she assesses the inferential significance of the ascribed claim
from the inferential context provided by her own commitments regard-
ing how things actually are with what the other one is (according to the
ascriber) talking about.

Once again, the important thing to realize (a point that is explained
and argued for in much greater detail in Chapter 8 of Making It Explicit)
is that the de dicto ascription of a belief that ¢(t) and the de re ascription



102 Talking with a Tradition

of a belief of t’ that ¢(it) are not ascriptions of different beliefs. They do
not ascribe beliefs with different contents. Rather, they specify the single
conceptual content of a single belief in two different ways, from two dif-
ferent perspectives, in two different contexts of auxiliary commitments.
The significance of the presence of one sentence among the premises of
a multipremise material inference—the difference its presence makes to
what does and does not follow from the rest—depends on what the rest
of the premises are. So in this sense saying what does and does not fol-
low from a sentence must be at least implicitly relativized to a set of
commitments that serves as the background against which one is going
to assess the inferential significance of the claim in question. The choice
of auxiliary hypotheses that distinguishes denotational de re specifica-
tions of the conceptual content of ascribed commitments has at least
an equal claim to illuminate the commitment undertaken as does the
choice of auxiliary hypotheses characteristic of de dicto specifications
of conceptual content. If the colonel orders his soldiers to cross the
river within twenty-four hours, he is, in effect, ordering them to do,
within the general bounds of their authority, anything that is necessary,
and something that is sufficient to bring about the ordered result. If
achieving that result requires cutting down sixty trees (and doing that is
within the bounds of their authority, or the colonels) then in a real and
practically important sense he has ordered them to cut down the trees,
whether or not he has thought about the matter or even would accept
that that is a consequence of his order.

It follows from this way of thinking about meaning that besides en-
compassing de dicto intellectual historiography, we ought also to ac-
knowledge the legitimacy of de re textual interpretations. These will be
specifications of the very same conceptual contents that are specified by
de dicto ascriptions. But in the de re case, those contents are specified
from a different point of view: from the context provided by collateral
premises that are, from the point of view of the ascriber, true. De re speci-
fications of conceptual content attempt to say what really follows from
the claims made, what is really evidence for or against them, and so what
the author has really committed herself to, regardless of her opinion
about the matter. The de re style of intellectual historiography requires
laying facts alongside the claims of the text, in extracting consequences,
assessing evidence, and so delineating their conceptual content. Respon-
sibility for justifying these auxiliary hypotheses rests with the ascriber,
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rather than with the one to whom the commitments whose contents are
being specified are ascribed. So if Russell can establish that there are at
least two things one can mean by “X is a part of Y”—one corresponding
to set membership and the other to inclusion as a subset—he is entirely
justified in querying Plato to see what can be made of various of his
claims when we distinguish the two senses. (The most devastating out-
come would be to find that on occasion he uses the term ‘part’ with the
circumstances of application appropriate to one of the senses, but draw-
ing consequences from that application that are appropriate only to the
other.) If Sellars can establish that ‘experience’ can be used either to
mean the act of experiencing something or the content that is experi-
enced, then he is justified in interrogating Berkeley’s arguments to see
which of them can be made out with one consistent interpretation of the
term.

The essays in Part One include exercises in both de re and de dicto in-
terpretation. The second Heidegger chapter, for instance, is pretty pure
de dicto reading—even though it is unclear to what extent Heidegger
was aware of the conclusion 1 insist is an immediate consequence of his
avowed commitments. At the other end of the spectrum, the first Hegel
chapter is basically a de re reading. It crucially depends on claims that I
undertake—the Harman point, the fact that (material or formal) conse-
quence relations can be defined in a natural way from (material or for-
mal) incompatibility relations, and so on—without claiming that Hegel
would have acknowledged them. The first Heidegger chapter depends
crucially on importing a pragmatist claim about the social nature of
authority, in delineating his abstract categories. In some intermediate
cases, the provenance of the auxiliary hypotheses is more equivocal. The
global symmetry of the complex plane is the primary fact in the light of
which 1 assess Frege’s logicist and semantic projects in the second Frege
essay. The criticisms that result would apply whether or not Frege was
aware of this fact. But he understood that fact as well as anyone—
although if 1 am right he evidently did not think through its infer-
ential significance as a context in which to assess some of his other
central commitments. By contrast, Frege evidently had not appreciated
the permutation argument concerning abstraction when he wrote the
Grundlagen, and evidently did not appreciate the subtler facts about the
limitations of the argument form he used to respond to that argument in
the Grundgesetze. Again, the Distal Constraint on an account of inten-
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tionality—that it is a fundamental criterion of adequacy on such a the-
ory that it explain how we can be aware of, or think about, things out-
side of our own bodies—reflects our acknowledgment of an obvious
fact. It would be fair to assess Spinoza’s and Leibniz’s theories by this
measure, independently of their acknowledgment of it. In fact, they
surely would have acknowledged it as a constraint, even if they do not
talk about it as such in their texts.

A generation ago the history of philosophy tended strongly toward de
re readings. (One might think in this connection of the vastly influential
works by which Strawson and Bennett for the first time made Kant's the-
oretical philosophy into respectable topics for analytic philosophers.) If
I read the sociology of the current situation correctly, there has been a
substantial backlash to this practice, in favor of immensely patient and
textually informed de dicto readings. I hope it is clear that I do not think
there is anything wrong with going about things this way. But it is a mis-
take to think that one or the other of these styles of content specification
gets things right in a way the other does not. Both are wholly legitimate
ways of specifying the contents of the very same conceptual commit-
ments expressed by the words on the page. It is only if one masquerades
as the other, or is just unclear about the rules it acknowledges in select-
ing auxiliary hypotheses—that is, about the inferential context it is op-
erating in—that error or confusion results. The response counseled by
recognition of the essentially perspectival character of conceptual con-
tent construed as inferential role is irenic, tolerant, and pluralist: let a
hundred flowers blossom.

And notice that in each case, once the context from which collateral
premises are to be drawn has been specified, there can be an equally ob-
jective matter of fact concerning what the inferential significance of a
textual claim is relative to that context. That is, de dicto and de re read-
ings can both be assessed as to their correctness in specifying conceptual
content relative to a context. We can disagree and make mistakes about,
investigate, and resolve disputes concerning what actually follows from
what is said, once a context is specified from which to draw our auxil-
iary hypotheses. And the same can be said for our inclusion of various
claims in such a context, once the kind of context (de dicto or de re) has
been settled. For one must justify the attribution of a given claim as one
the author did or would acknowledge commitment to, that is, must jus-
tify taking it to be a licit collateral premise in the de dicto case. And the
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ascriber must justify each claim he takes to be true, that is, must justify
taking it to be a licit collateral premise in the de re case. The fact that one
can independently and individually assess the rational warrants for at-
tributing (in the de dicto case) or endorsing (in the de re case) the claims
that make up the inferential context with respect to which conceptual
content is specified means that these claims provide friction for and con-
straint on that process. In this respect, at least, they play a role in herme-
neutic discourse analogous to that played by noninferential observation
reports in empirical discourse. It should at any rate be clear that the rela-
tivity of specifications of conceptual content to inferential context as
here construed in no way has as a consequence that “anything goes” or
that the meaning of a particular text is wholly indeterminate or “up for
grabs.”

We are now in a better position to understand why the distinction be-
tween extracting what is already a fully formed inferential significance
from a text, on the one hand, and foisting one on it from the outside, on
the other, is unhelpful in thinking about the conceptual hermeneutic en-
terprise. Such applications of a making/finding distinction are inappro-
priate in light of the relativity of inferential significance to a context of
collateral commitments. The conceptual content of a claim can in prin-
ciple be specified only against the background of some such set of com-
mitments. The interpreter has considerable choice in selecting such a
context or inferential perspective. But once such a point of view has
been selected—paradigmatically, once the choice has been made to offer
a particular variety of de dicto or de re content specification, and so to
privilege a particular inferential context—then it is not at all up to the
ascriber what the significance of the claims in question is in the chosen
context. The context is, if you like, made; but then the inferential sig-
nificance of a text in that context is found. The perspectival character of
conceptual content ensures that both moments, making and finding,
will be in play in any ascription.

In this particular way, and for the special (but central) case of concep-
tual content, the inferentialist theory of meaning of Making It Explicit
explicates and justifies the gadamerian denial that the making/finding
distinction confronts the theorist of textual interpretation with a genu-
ine dilemma. In this same sense (explication and justification for a cen-
tral but special case), that theory can be seen to underwrite the other
large-scale hermeneutic claims I picked out earlier as “gadamerian plati-
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tudes.” Authorial intentions play a privileged role in de dicto specifica-
tions of conceptual content. (Though, of course, different sorts of de
dicto ascription may assign this privilege differently: New Critical read-
ings may restrict us to the words on the page, for some way of drawing
the boundaries around the text considered. Others may allow into the
context other texts or remarks of the same author, or even other things
we can infer about her attitudes.) But this is because the claims the au-
thor acknowledges commitment to serve to define the contexts with re-
spect to which a content specification counts as de dicto. It is not because
those contexts are themselves privileged in that they provide specifica-
tions of conceptual content that are more correct, adequate, or true than
de re specifications done from the point of view provided by other con-
texts. All contexts define in principle equally valid perspectives from
which to specify the conceptual content of a claim. Authorial intentions,
whether stated by the author or inferred by an interpreter, provide just
one sort of context against the background of which inferential sig-
nificance can be assessed. Any general privileging of de dicto over de re
ascriptions must be rooted in pragmatic, rather than semantic, consider-
ations—and here by ‘pragmatic’ I mean the vulgar sense of relativity to
the purposes, interests, and plans of the interpreter.

This hermeneutic consequence of inferential semantic theory results
from its perspectival character. And that is to say that the denial of cer-
tain kinds of authorial authority is a consequence of the analogue within
that theory of conceptual content of the gadamerian relativization of
meaning to context, in a sense broad enough to include the commit-
ments acknowledged by the interpreter, as well as those acknowledged
by the producer of a text. What I have called the “perspectival charac-
ter” of inferential roles (and hence of conceptual contents) is that the
inferential significance of a claim—paradigmatically, what new conse-
quential commitments result from undertaking such a commitment—
is primarily a matter of its role in multipremise inferences. Since we
have many choices concerning those collateral premises, each of which
yields a genuine inferential significance of the claim, and so a genuine
perspective on its inferential role, there are many contexts with respect
to which its content can be specified in ascriptions. This conceptual
perspectivism accordingly underwrites the interpretive pluralism that
is another hallmark of gadamerian hermeneutics. For the same rea-
son, at least in the specific case of conceptual content, the inferentialist
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approach to meaning offers a justification of the claim of the open-
endedness of the sort of semantic interpretation one undertakes in speci-
fying the content of a commitment one ascribes to another. Every new
text provides a new context, against the background of which one might
assess the inferential significance of any given claim.

V. Tradition and Dialogue

One context that is of particular significance for the enterprise in which
I have been engaged in Part One of this work is that of the tradition in
which one situates a particular text. Establishing such a context—the
sort of thing I was trying to do in Chapters 1 and 2—is itself no negligi-
ble accomplishment. As Eliot says in the essay quoted above: “Tradition
. .. cannot be inherited. If you want it you must obtain it by great la-
bour.” Here one supplements the words on the page by further claims
made by others whom the interpreter, but not necessarily the authors in-
volved, sees retrospectively as engaged in a common enterprise, as de-
veloping common thoughts or concepts. One might treat such ascrip-
tions de traditione as another species, besides ascriptions de dicto and de
re. I prefer to use ‘de re’ generically, to refer to any ascription relative to
a context (from a point of view) that is not restricted to commitments
the interpreter takes it would be acknowledged by the author of the
text—that is, to use it as the complement to ‘de dicto’. The paradigmatic
case, where the further commitments defining the inferential context are
those acknowledged by the interpreter, can then be marked out as imme-
diate de re ascriptions. If at least some of the collateral commitments ap-
pealed to in extracting inferential significances are ones the interpreter
attributes but does not acknowledge, then the de re specification of con-
ceptual content can be said to be mediated by those attributions. In the
important special case of ascriptions de traditione, the context is a mixed
one. For delimiting a tradition involves both undertaking commitments
concerning the relations of various texts one to another, and attributing
commitments on the basis of what is said in those tradition-defining
texts. The reason for adopting this generic use of ‘de re’ is that in produc-
ing a specification of conceptual content from the point of view pro-
vided by any arbitrary context of collateral commitments, the interpreter
must, among other things, do what he would do if those commitments
were his own and he were making an immediate de re ascription. The in-
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terpreter must, in all but the de dicto cases, in this sense implicitly adopt
the perspective from which the content specification is being offered. As
the mixed attitudes essential to ascriptions de traditione show, however,
this is by no means all that can be going on in mediated de re ascriptions.
Further structure of various sorts may also be significant. Because of
their distinctive deontic structure, ascriptions de traditione are a particu-
larly significant kind of mediated denotational de re ascription, and de-
serve their own designation.

One central and characteristic gadamerian trope presents interpret-
ing a text as engaging in a kind of dialogue with it. This is a way of talk-
ing about a distinctive structure of reciprocal authority exercised by,
and reciprocal responsibility incumbent on, interpreter and interpreted.
Once again, for the case of specifically conceptual interpretation, think-
ing about a context of collateral commitments as what relates concep-
tual content to inferential significance and thereby supplies the neces-
sary background for specifications or characterizations of such contents
in explicit ascriptions offers a dialogical model with a further articu-
lated structure. It is worth applying one of the basic thoughts of the first
Hegel chapter in Part Two here: taking account of the difference between
dialogical relations and dialogical processes, and thinking a bit about
the relations between them. De re readings of any sort are inherently
dialogical in a relational sense. First, they commingle premises from two
different sources (voices, in an extended sense). In this sense, each of
them has its “say.” For the collaboration of the commitments of the two
as it were interlocutors consists in their relation to their joint inferential
consequences. The consequences they lead to are in general common in
the sense that the support of each is required for the conclusion, rather
than in the sense of being shared, that is, already a consequence of what
is drawn from each source. They are shared in the sense in which Fred
and Ginger share a dance (something intelligible only in terms of what
they are both doing), though they are moving differently, rather than in
the sense in which soldiers marching in step share a gait. Something
emerges inferentially from the collaboration of premises that was not
contained in any of them apart from its fellows—though such conse-
quences may be thought of as implicit already in the premise, in the
perspectival sense that it would follow if the premise is set in the right
context.

There are dialogical processes and practices in play, too. Interpreta-
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tion in the sense of interpreting is a kind of doing. Even in the case of de
dicto readings, the consequences of a set of premises must be extracted
by the interpreter. In de re readings, by drawing conclusions from the
text in the context, the interpreter is actively mediating between two sets
of commitments. Text-and-context on the one hand, and interpreter on
the other, both have their distinctive roles. Still, the interpreter’s activity
is responsible to the actual inferential relations. Except for the important
case of immediate de re readings, then, the interpreter's own commit-
ments make a difference to the outcome only if she makes a mistake—if
she does not know or cannot figure out what really follows from what.
(Of course we are often in that position. But that fact is not germane in
the present context.) This is a consequence of the inferentialist semantic
externalist claim that what really follows from what is not restricted to
what is envisaged by the one having the belief or making the claim (or
indeed, by anyone else).

The most important notion of hermeneutic dialogue underwritten by
inferentialist semantics is a different one, however. For according to the
development of that view in Making It Explicit, practical grasp or under-
standing of conceptual content is the ability to navigate and negotiate be-
tween the different perspectives from which such a content can be inter-
preted (implicitly) or specified (explicitly). This is the kind of know-
how that knowing, believing, or claiming that consists in. It is the capac-
ity to move back and forth between the perspective-relative inferential
significances made explicit in de dicto and de re specifications of one and
the same conceptual content. When one can say both “S believes that a
bunch of bloodthirsty fanatics occupied the village,” and “S believes of a
bunch of gallant freedom fighters that they occupied the village,” one is
calibrating claims (and concepts applied therein) according to the differ-
ent doxastic perspectives of the author and the target of the ascriptions
in a way that makes clear what inferential significance as premises they
would have for each.!! Mapping different inferential significances, rela-
tive to distinct contexts, onto one another in this way is what taking
them to be expressions of the same conceptual content consists in. For
once again, it is the same conceptual content that is being attributed by
the two ascriptions. (This is why the stories told in Part Two can be tales
of the mighty dead in both the subjective and objective genitive readings
of ‘of”: both offering renderings of stories told by the mighty dead, and
themselves being stories about the mighty dead.) Grasp of conceptual
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content in this sense is essentially dialogical, even in cases where one or
more of the contexts in question is not associated with an interlocutor
authorized to engage on its behalf in processes of expounding, expatiat-
ing, and answering for it.

This is the way mediated denotational de re ascriptions of the sort 1
have been calling de traditione are dialogical. The understanding they
express involves “talking with a tradition” in a dual sense. One corre-
sponds to an instrumental sense of ‘with’. An interpreter employs the
tradition as a means of expression, a way of specifying the contents,
claims, and texts it comprises. For one uses the commitments character-
istic of the tradition as tools to extract from them an inferential sig-
nificance—one perspective on a conceptual content. In the species of de
traditione reading that are concerned with virtual semantic influence of
the sort provided by any sort of context, rather than with actual causal
influence, one may appeal to later developments in characterizing ear-
lier ones—as I have done liberally in the tradition-contexted readings of
the readings of Part Two presented in Chapter 2. But there is also a con-
versational sense of ‘with’ in which one can talk with a tradition. The
sort of understanding that is made explicit in immediate de re character-
izations of the claims and texts a tradition comprises is a critical one. For
it is manifested in the process of moving back and forth between the per-
spective provided by the tradition and what is true (according to the
ascriber): the commitments the ascriber herself is prepared to undertake
and defend. This is the form in which one engages a tradition in a dia-
logue aimed at deciding what commitments one ought oneself to under-
take.

A conceptual perspective or context can be called ‘phenomenological
in a hegelian sense if it is both a retrospective interpretation of a text de
traditione and an immediate de re reading—that is, when it is one in
which the ascriber herself occupies the most developed position in the
tradition: the inheritance structure of phenomenal views. What I do in
Chapters 1 and 2 is supposed to be a bit like this. If in addition the con-
text is one that contains logical expressive resources sufficient to make
explicit the semantic contents articulating those views——not just map-
ping expressions with one inferential significance onto those with an-
other, across contexts, but saying what follows from what—then the
perspective is of the kind Hegel classifies as “Absolute Knowing.” My
methodological remarks in this chapter are gestures intended to begin
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backing up the thought that a suitable inferentialist idiom might supply
such expressive resources.

The inferentialist theory of meaning that underwrites the gadamerian
platitudes is itself an episode in the tradition in which I have been situat-
ing the figures discussed in Part Two, as brought into focus by the stories
told there. It provides a context for an immediate de re reading that is
also a retrospective de traditione reading. For it, too, amounts to a meta-
physics of intentionality. Even from the attenuated sketch offered here it
is clear that a perspectival inferential semantics addresses the relation
between the expressive and the representational species of intentional
contentfulness: what we are saying or thinking and what we are talking
or thinking about. The first is made explicit by using ‘that’ clauses, and
the second by using ‘of’ or ‘about’. But the senses of these terms that play
this expressive role (by contrast, for instance, to the ‘that’ of demonstra-
tion, the ‘of’ of possession, and the ‘about’ of approximation) are just
those employed in the regimentations of de dicto and de re ascriptions we
have been employing. The difference between what is expressed by the
content specifications of these two sorts of ascriptions can in turn be ex-
plained by the dependence of inferential significance on a context of
auxiliary hypotheses to be conjoined with it in multipremise inferences.
We understand the relation between what now appear as the expressive
and the representational dimensions of intentionality in terms of the pro-
cess of navigating between the different perspectives or contexts speci-
fied by different potential interlocutors. This is the dialogical, because
perspectival, structure of the practical capacity that is inferential under-
standing.

V1. Reconstructive Metaphysics

Thus far, | have been talking about different ways in which one can spec-
ify one and the same conceptual content, corresponding to different per-
spectives from which it can be viewed or different contexts in which it
can be set. Besides acknowledging and exploiting this dimension of vari-
ation, though, the particular genre of metaphysical reading practiced
in both parts of this book employs another in seeking systematic illumi-
nation of the texts addressed. For the methodology pursued here is ex-
plicitly reconstructive. It approaches the conceptual contents of textual
claims by a method of selection, supplementation, and approximation
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that locates those contents by means of a grid that, except in limiting
cases, is always too coarse to place them exactly.

A reading of this sort addresses a particular target set of claims, con-
cepts, and distinctions. In all the essays considered here, that target
includes some philosopher’s claims about intentional or semantic phe-
nomena, and the particular conceptual apparatus that philosopher de-
ploys to discuss those phenomena. Picking out such a target may in-
volve selection of passages and claims within the texts being considered.
Thus the Leibniz chapter, for instance, concerns itself only with a subset
of the claims that he makes in his New Essays, and the Spinoza chapter
addresses only a small fraction of the picture presented in the Ethics.
The topic in each of these cases is specifically claims about the mecha-
nisms underlying our capacity to think or represent various kinds of
things. In the first Heidegger chapter, the categorial distinction between
Zuhandensein and Vorhandensein is one of the primary explanatory tar-
gets, and in the second Hegel chapter, the analogy between concepts and
self-conscious selves plays that same role. As was indicated by the dis-
cussion of de re readings, there is no reason why the target claims need
be restricted to de dicto characterizations of what appears in the text. Ex-
ternal criteria of adequacy, perhaps drawn from the interpreter’s view of
the phenomena (as in immediate de re interpretation), may be included
as criteria of adequacy. Thus the Distal Constraint deserves to be in the
explanatory target of a reading of Leibniz’s or Spinoza’s metaphysics of
intentionality, independently of his acknowledgment of it. For a seman-
tic account that could not underwrite the possibility of our thinking
about things outside our own bodies would be crippled. The target of a
reconstructive reading is determined by first selecting from the texts in
question, and then possibly supplementing them. Each of the essays in
Part Two takes as its target a topic (an aspect of intentionality) that is
sufficiently central and significant in the work of the figure in question
that one could hope to use an understanding of it as a base camp from
which to explore other important regions. The success of each should be
assessed by its usefulness as a backbone to support and orient further
readings.

The next step in such a reading is further selection. Within the view
that has been taken as a target, a few claims are taken by the inter-
preter as central, basic, or fundamental. An example would be the role
played by associating inferential expressive ranges with perceptions in

Pretexts 113

the Leibniz essay. Another is the introduction of new concepts by ab-
straction in the first Frege essay. The aim is to strip down the target
claims to a core set, on the basis of which it is then possible to recon-
struct all the rest. Once again, supplementation may be needed after
this selection. Thus the distinctions between reference dependence and
sense dependence, and again between inferential relations and inferen-
tial processes, are crucial elements in the interpretive raw materials de-
ployed in the first Hegel chapter. An account of assertion is used to simi-
lar effect in the first Heidegger chapter.

The next stage of the reconstructive reading is then to use the selected
and supplemented raw materials to define the concepts and derive, by
multipremise inferences, the claims of the selected and supplemented
target. The point of getting clear, crisp versions of the concepts and
claims that have, by an exercise in differential emphasis, been picked out
as central, is to see how many of the more specific doctrines can then be
translated into this spare but controlled idiom. Thus, for instance, in the
first Heidegger chapter, the concept of presence-at-hand or occurrence is
explicated in terms of an account of readiness-to-hand or availability, to-
gether with a story about what it is for some bit of equipment to play the
role of assertions or mere representations. In the second Hegel chapter,
the idea of synthesizing social substance and self-conscious selves by
mutual recognition is deployed to explain the sense in which concepts
can be understood as determinate. And in the Sellars chapter, the two
components into which his account of observation and perception has
been analyzed—reliable differential responsive dispositions and inferen-
tial proprieties concerning word use—are shown to be sufficient by
themselves to underwrite three of the central arguments of “Empiricism
and the Philosophy of Mind.” In each of these cases, elements of the ex-
planatory raw materials are assembled in new ways, to construct versions
of the target claims. The triangulation strategy employed in the Leibniz
chapter, the set-theoretic constructions in the first Hegel chapter and
the two on Frege, the social story about the categories and the way the
notion of equipment is specialized to the inferential case in the first
Heidegger story—all these produce from the raw materials conceptual
machinery that grinds out the target textual concepts and claims. They
are, as it were, elements of the inferential vector space spanned by the
basis vectors that are the interpretive raw materials.

The supplementation of the selected interpretive basis is conducted
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with an eye to this subsequent phase of the process. Two processes be-
longing to the same broad genus, with which it may be useful to com-
pare and contrast this one, are model completion in mathematics and
the postulation of theoretical entities in empirical science. Adding ele-
ments to a mathematical structure can make it more regular and better
behaved—as sequentially acknowledging negative, rational, real, and
complex numbers brings with it the possibility of finding roots for ever
larger classes of polynomials. Again, we can work with much simpler
laws of nature if we fill out our ontology by recognizing objects that are
not observable by us. The hermeneutic case is distingnished from these
by the fact that its objects, and not merely the claims and concepts the
theory itself deploys, are conceptual contents. This means that what one
is projecting from the supplemented-selected basis is inferential roles.
Some contexts in which a basis claim can be situated afford perspectives
in which it is possible to derive more of the target claims than others do.
That is one reason why supplementation is often wanted to improve the
possibilities of modeling the inferential roles of target claims and con-
cepts.

Finally, one assesses the adequacy of the reconstruction. Is the func-
tionalist suggestion for what Spinoza means by scientia intuitiva suf-
ficient to underwrite the various claims he makes about this form of
understanding? Do the various senses of ‘distinctness’ reconstructed ul-
timately from expressive perceptual ranges do justice to the use Leibniz
wants to make of them? Do the notions of objective idealism and of con-
ceptual determinateness that result from the two Hegel chapters fit well
with other things Hegel says? Are the aspirations with respect to which
Frege’s arguments are found wanting (because those aspirations are
not satisfiable by constructions from the raw materials deemed avail-
able) recognizably central to his aims? Do the pragmatist readings of
Zuhandensein, Vorhandensein, and Dasein support the distinctions and
relations among them that Heidegger insists on? Can Sellars’s arguments
really be understood in terms of the simple account of observation that
provides the raw materials for their reconstruction?

This sort of stripping down and building back up—a process whose
motto is “reculer pour mieux sauter”—is a form of understanding.
When I was a graduate student, my teacher David Lewis advocated a pic-
ture of philosophy like this. The way to understand some region of
philosophical terrain is for each investigator to state a set of principles as
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clearly as she could, and then rigorously to determine what follows from
them, what they rule out, and how one might argue for or against them.
The more disparate the starting points, the better sense the crisscrossing
derivational paths from them would give us of the topography of the
landscape they were embedded in. What is recommended is hermeneutic
triangulation: achieving a kind of understanding of or grip on an ob-
ject (a conceptually articulated content) by having many inferential and
constructional routes to and through it. The more paths one knows
through the wood, the better one knows one’s way around in it. Com-
mitment to this sort of methodology made Lewis exhilaratingly willing
to think through the wildest possible premises. (I remember extensive
discussions on a thought of Pavel Tichy’s: that perhaps there is some
number n such that it is a necessary truth that each world contains ex-
actly n objects.!? The fact that one cannot come up with the slightest rea-
son to think this claim might be true does not mean one would not
learn anything from thinking through what would follow if it were.)
In its most extreme form, this sort of pluralism is prepared to be com-
pletely indiscriminate about the conceptual raw materials that provide
its premises. But one need not go that far in order to appreciate the
sort of illumination such exercises can bring. (Nonetheless, if the raw
materials selected for the reconstructions on offer in Part Two seem
merely idiosyncratically or even perversely chosen, one can still hope on
Lewisian grounds that they can even so contribute to our generally
knowing our way around in the vicinity of the texts they deal with.)
The method of reconstructive metaphysics can be applied to par-
ticular texts, as we see in Part Two. It can be applied to a contemporary
literature, as I do, in effect, in Making It Explicit. The attempt to achieve
a reflective equilibrium between a theory of meaning and hermeneutic
practice, as codified in the gadamerian platitudes, has been pursued
here by treating the latter as an interpretive target and the former as
providing the interpretive raw materials. Tacking the metaphysics of
intentionality provided by the reconstructions of Making It Explicit onto
the tradition in the metaphysics of intentionality ostensively defined in
Part Two and explicitly sketched in Chapters 1 and 2 does indeed, as
Eliot indicates in the passage cited above, alter (“if ever so slightly™) the
previous order, and so readjust the “relations, proportions, and values”
of each in relation to the whole tradition they make up (a central part of
what Derrida called “the white mythology”). One retrospectively ac-
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quires thereby a different sense both of the tradition defined by the fig-
ures dealt with here, and of what one is doing in using basic ideas such
as that of inference to situate them in such a tradition. The process and
practice of talking with a tradition achieves a certain kind of self-con-
sciousness, when to the implicit skill of engaging in such a dialogue is
added explicit theoretical understanding of what one is doing.

The aim and aspiration of the systematic metaphysicians of old—for
present purposes, paradigmatically Spinoza, Leibniz, and Hegel—was to
craft a restricted and controlled idiom in which everything could be
said, the apparent paucity of expressive resources appealed to at the out-
set notwithstanding. I think this sort of conceptual engineering remains
in principle a viable enterprise today—however nervous-making some
may find the prospect of seeking to rebuild Neurath’s boat at sea by test-
ing how many planks can be thrown overboard before it sinks. One ob-
jectionable, but separable and optional, concomitant of the systematic
metaphysical project has historically been a tendency to denigrate those
aspects of the target that are not smoothly reconstructable out of the fa-
vored conceptual raw materials. Thus the sensible world, relations, time,
and so on are judged “unreal,” relegated to the realm of mere appear-
ance. Lewis’s perspective suggests that the right lesson is that we can
learn a lot from seeing which phenomena are, and which are not, recon-
structable from specified raw materials. But any invidious assessments
that are made as consequences of the incapacity of those raw materials
to underwrite some bit of the target should be directed at least as much
at the choice of basic conceptual tools as at the missed targets. One need
not pursue metaphysics in its exclusionary form.

And so it is when the target phenomena we aim to understand better
by stripping down to some elements that thereby are privileged over
others—the distinctions of attention and emphasis on which any recon-
structive reading is based—are de dicto specifications of conceptual con-
tents ascribed to a historical philosophical text. What does not fit—that
is, claims that either cannot be underwritten by the interpretive raw ma-
terials one has assembled or that have bad consequences when read in
the context provided by those raw materials—need not for that reason
be dismissed as somehow not genuinely expressive of the views put for-
ward in the text. Rather, we should learn what we can from the distinc-
tion between what is brought out into the light by the selected and
supplemented context and what is in this sense relegated by it to the
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shadows. Each perspective has something to teach us about the text on
which it is a perspective. The pluralism we saw to be a consequence of
the perspectival character of conceptual contents begins at home: the ac-
counts presented in both parts of this book are just some among many
possible ones, to be esteemed insofar as they are enlightening, but in-
vested with no other sort of authority. In particular, the genre of histori-
ography practiced in Part Two and theorized about in Part One—meta-
physically reconstructive denotational de re readings (including both
immediate de re and de traditione elements) of conceptual contents—is
not put forward here as better than other possible ones, say, New Critical
de dicto ones, which restrict themselves to inferences fundable by the
words on the page, or authorial de dicto readings, which appeal to the
context provided by what the author read, the historical circumstances
of composition, and so on. So long as one is explicit about which sort of
methodology one is pursuing, what rules determine the admissibility of
various elements into the context that provides the conceptual perspec-
tive from which one reads a text, assessments of the legitimacy of one ap-
proach or another should give way to assessments of their hermeneutic
fruitfulness: the sort of understanding they yield.

I opened the discussion of methodology in this section with a musical
trope: the image of bebop historiography, in which a melody is treated as
an occasion for improvisation on its chord structure. I can close by being
a little more precise about the point the image is supposed to be making.
The familiar melody, which can seem to go missing in bebop versions,
corresponds to de dicto specifications of the conceptual content of a text.
But it turns out that one can learn as much or more musically about that
very same melody by exploring variations—that is, reading the image—
by the sort of recontextualization of a conceptual content effected by de
re specifications of it (including radically reconstructive ones). In each
case, a distinctive and valuable kind of understanding is achieved when
one can perceive them as providing different perspectives on one and the
same item.

I have been concerned here to say something about the hermeneutic
process that leads from a text to a kind of understanding: the essentially
dialogical capacity to navigate among different inferential perspectives
on the conceptual contents deployed in the text. This, I claim, is the ba-
sic task of reading. But it should not be forgotten that there is a comple-
mentary hermeneutic process, which leads from that sort of implicit
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practical conceptual understanding to its explicit expression or codifica-
tion in a text. This is the basic task of writing. One can think of these
phases of discursive practice as complementary and mutually irreduc-
ible—as hermeneutic exhaling and inhaling, in a cycle in which explicit
sayings give rise to implicit practical capacities and vice versa—rather
than reductively, by thinking of readings just as the way texts give rise to
further texts, or of texts just as the way understandings give rise to fur-
ther understandings. My hope is that the conceptual apparatus put in
play here can provide a framework within which one can better as-
sess the success with which the essays in the second part of this work
convey the conceptual contents specified by their reconstructive de re
readings of some of the works of the mighty dead metaphysicians of
intentionality.

Historical Essays



Adequacy and the Individuation of
Ideas in Spinoza’s Ethics

In this chapter I argue that Spinoza’s theory of knowledge is best under-
stood as based on a reduction of intentional relations to causal relations.
It follows from two of Spinoza’s basic theses that some detailed account
of intentionality is necessary to his project: that the order and connec-
tion of ideas is the same as the order and connection of extended things,
and that universal causal determinism governs the relations of extended
things. We shall see that the concept of adequate ideas on which Spinoza
bases his theory of knowledge requires intentional notions such as that
some mind has an idea of (or representing) some thing. Spinoza must
accordingly give an account of such relations which allows them to be
translated into assertions of necessary causal relations between extended
things. 1 explicate this reduction of intentionality using two guiding
ideas: a novel interpretation of the individuation of extended modes
(carried over to the attribute of thought by the psycho-physical parallel-
ism) and an expanded version of the definition of the adequacy of ideas
given by Radnor.! Providing such a framework enables me to interpret
coherently the conatus (Spinoza’s mysterious individuating principle),
the three levels of knowledge, and the relation between this ontological
principle of individuation and the epistemological notion of the ade-
quacy of ideas. Elaborating this relation culminates, in the final section,
in an explication of Spinoza’s doctrine of intuitive self-consciousness.

1. Ideas Do Not Represent Their Correlated Bodily Objects

The central notion around which Spinoza weaves his theory of knowl-
edge is that of the adequacy of an idea to the thing of which it is the idea.

121



122 Historical Essays

The definition of an adequate idea is an idea “which, insofar as it is
considered in itself, without relation to the object, has all the proper-
ties or intrinsic marks of a true idea.”? An interpretation of this con-
cept must account for the fact that it is vital to Spinoza’s purpose that
all ideas be adequate in the divine mind, while many are inadequate
in the human mind.?> The notions of error and evil, and the coherence
of Spinoza’s treatment of finitude, depend on distinguishing adequate
from inadequate ideas and explicating the relativity of that distinction
to context (the mind of which the idea is a part). Considered as a prob-
lem of individuation, the adequacy of ideas will require interpretation
by means of two principles. First, Spinoza must offer some principle
that will tell us when we are confronted with two ideas and when we
are confronted with only one (a use of “same idea” which disregards
context). Second, he must offer some principle whereby we can dis-
tinguish the various contexts of a single idea in which it is ade-
quate or inadequate. This principle would individuate more finely than
the first, making distinctions ignored by that principle (distinguish-
ing ideas-in-a-context, rather than ideas simpliciter). Nevertheless, it is
clear that we cannot determine the circumstances under which an idea is
adequate unless we can distinguish one idea from a group of related
ones.

Ideas are modes of substance conceived under the attribute of
thought,* and are hence identical with their objects, which are those
same modes, conceived under the attribute of extension. Spinoza indi-
viduates substance into modes, which may then be conceived under any
of an infinite number of attributes (though only thought and extension
are available to human beings). Each extended thing is thus the object of
an idea. It is clear that this line of thought offers no convenient handle
by which we may grasp the stricter individuation according to ade-
quacy (describing the conditions under which one and the same idea
can be adequate or inadequate to that thing “of” which it is the idea).’
Knowing the object of an idea does not tell us anything about its ade-
quacy. Spinoza does say that

we clearly understand what is the difference between the idea, say, of
Peter, which constitutes the essence of Peter’s mind, and the idea of the
said Peter, which is in another man, say, Paul. The former directly an-
swers to the essence of Peter's own body . . . ; the latter indicates rather
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the disposition of Paul’s body than the nature of Peter . . . The modi-
fications of the human body, of which the ideas represent external bod-
ies as present to us, we call the images of things.

Radnor argues persuasively that only according to such a distinction
between the object of an idea and the thing represented by that idea can
we make sense of Spinoza’s epistemology, since humans can have ideas
“of,” for example, the sun, but never have an idea whose object is the
sun.’

Presupposing such a notion of representation, Radnor further sug-
gests that an “adequate idea of X” (representing X) be glossed as “an idea
which represents X” and “whose object includes X.”® I will develop this
suggestion, adopting provisionally the following definition of adequacy:
An idea I which represents an extended thing X is an adequate idea of X
just in case the idea whose object is X is deducible from the idea I. The
relation of adequacy so defined is “intrinsic” in Spinoza’s sense, concern-
ing only what ideas are deducible from an idea, and not whether the idea
“conforms” to the thing it represents. Thus an idea which represents the
sun will be adequate only if the idea whose object is the sun is deduc-
ible from the initial idea. We may notice both that this is a plausi-
ble thing to mean by “an adequate idea of the sun” (one from which
could be deduced that complete idea which is identical to the sun,
though conceived in the attribute of thought) and that we would not ex-
pect Spinoza to claim that humans can have such an idea of the sun.
Spinoza does tell us that we have adequate ideas of “those things which
are common to all bodies,”® such as motion, presumably because we can
infer an idea whose object is one of those common things from any idea
whose object has motion, be it part of the human body or not. Since one
and the same idea can be adequate in the mind of God and inadequate in
a human mind, according to our interpretation of adequacy that idea
must be able to represent one thing to God and another thing to a hu-
man being (the other prima facie possibility, that deductive relations
themselves are context relative, will turn out to be either inconsistent
with God’s infinite inclusiveness, or equivalent to the relativity of the
representation relation according to the definition offered below). We
must be able to determine the conditions of this relativity of the repre-
sentation relation to the context of a mind in order to settle specific
questions concerning adequacy.
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II. The Individuation of Objects

The suggestion concerning the notion of the adequacy of ideas enlight-
ens us only to the extent to which we can determine the principles of in-
dividuation of the objects of ideas, the things represented by ideas, the
minds containing various ideas, and the relations of deducibility and
causation between ideas and bodies, respectively. Spinoza has given us a
much more detailed discussion of extended individuals than he ever
does of thought or thinking ones, so we will approach the issue of indi-
viduation from that direction. Spinoza begins with the corpora simpli-
cissima. Only states of motion-and-rest distinguish these simplest bod-
ies, which move sometimes more quickly and sometimes more slowly.1°
“A body in motion or at rest must be determined to motion or rest by an-
other body,” which was similarly determined, and “a body in motion
will continue in motion until it be determined to a state of rest by an-
other body.”*! Spinoza thus sets out to exhibit a world of ideally elastic'
“billiard balls” of microscopic size. This world is layered, consisting of
individuals of many degrees of complexity, all ultimately constructed
out of the corpora simplicissima. The following definition elaborates:

When a number of bodies of the same or of different magnitudes are
pressed together by others, so that they lie one upon the other, or if
they are in motion with the same or with different degrees of speed, so
that they communicate their motion to one another in a certain fixed
proportion [ratione]—these bodies are said to be mutually united, and
taken together they are said to compose one body or individual, which
is distinguished from other bodies by this union of bodies.!?

If a number of corpora simplicissima are kept in contact with one an-
other, they are treated as a single composite individual. This definition
clearly holds good even if the composite individual so formed is in mo-
tion relative to its surroundings, so long as the relative motions of the
constituents are slight enough that they maintain mutual contact. In the
second clause of the definition, Spinoza allows a more complicated sort
of relative motion as well. The parts of an individual must communicate
their motions to one another according to some fixed ratio or proportion
definitional of the complex individual. In a series of explanatory lem-
mas,' Spinoza indicates that other parts “of the same nature” may re-
place the parts of such a composite individual without damage to the
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identity of the whole. Similarly, all the parts may “become greater or less
proportionately” within a single individual. More important, any num-
ber of constituents may be forced to change the direction of their motion
so long as they continue to communicate those motions in the same pro-
portion as before, without destroying the individual. It is difficult to see
what all of this comes to in detail, though the outlines are clear. Spinoza
calls a system of the simplest bodies an individual just in case it exhibits
a certain sort of stability. One instance of that stability is the mainte-
nance of a fixed set of spatial relations. A system whose components are
in relative motion may also be stable, however, provided that a change of
motion in one part is communicated to the others according to a fixed
rule. The parts of such a composite individual thus adjust themselves to
changes within certain limits. An uncomplicated composite individual
like a stone may react to a collision of one of its parts by a coherent
change in the motion of all of its parts, that is, by moving as a whole. 1f it
does not, it breaks up into noncommunicating pieces and is destroyed.

We can define more complicated individuals made up of first-order
individuals. Again we require only that changes in the motions of the
parts be communicated to the other parts by a fixed rule. In continuing
the hierarchy so as to include the whole universe, Spinoza emphasizes
again his conception of stability through change:

If we now imagine a third kind of individual composed of those of the
second kind, we shall discover that it can be affected in many other
ways without any change of form. Thus, if we advance ad infinitum, we
may easily conceive the whole of nature to be one individual, whose
parts, that is to say, all bodies, differ in infinite ways without any
change of the whole individual.”

The corpora simplicissima maintain their state of motion and rest until
disturbed, but any collision alters them. We distinguish composite indi-
viduals from one another by the proportion which must be maintained
in the communication of motions of the parts. Higher-order individuals
can remain identical through much greater changes than can the lower
ones. The infinite individual preserves the communication of its parts
under all circumstances (there is no external motive for change of any
sort) and is thus immutable, while its parts change constantly.

This vision of an infinite sequence of ever more inclusive individu-
als with ever greater ability to resist destructive change offers some help
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in the interpretation of the “proportion of communicated motion” cri-
terion of identity and individuation for the middle-sized individuals
we are directly acquainted with. We may take the immutability of the
infinite extended individual—an individual we can hardly help identify-
ing with the “face of the whole universe, which, although it varies in
infinite modes, yet remains always the same”'*—as an expression of the
conservation of momentum. A particle colliding with another “commu-
nicates its motion” with the final velocities being related according to a
fixed proportion, namely, the inverse ratio of the masses of the colliding
particles. Spinoza has not mentioned the masses, merely the fixed ratio
which results, but in this he is a good Cartesian. Since this result is due
to a law of nature, as we would have it, the communication of motion
according to fixed proportions cannot fail in the universe as a whole. It
can fail in any finite individual simply because momentum need not be
conserved in finite systems."”

III. The Individuation of Ideas

In order to appreciate the difficulties of this layered scheme of individu-
als, we must examine the parallel attribute of thought, and consider
how, according to the account of adequacy sketched in section 1 of this
chapter, we might come to know individuals constructed as suggested
by this scheme. We do not yet have a good enough grasp of individua-
tion in the Ethics to redeem our promissory note concerning the notion
of representation. Spinoza’s initial use of the term and his general theory
of perception give us enough information to show that perception must
lead to inadequate ideas, however. According to the definition I gave
earlier, confused cognition (inadequate ideas) will arise just in case an
idea representing something is such that its object is not an adequate
cause of the thing represented (or, equivalently, the idea of the thing rep-
resented is not deducible from the representing idea). It might seem that
no perception could lead to adequate knowledge for Spinoza. For per-
ception is a cognition corresponding to a bodily state which is caused at
least in part by the impingement of an external body on the soft sensory
surfaces of the human body.!® In the passage introducing representation
cited above, Spinoza talks of the bodily objects of the ideas representing
things as “images.” When I catch a ball, the ball is a proximate cause of
an impression which its round shape makes on my hand. Such percep-
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tion representing the ball would be adequate just in case the idea whose
object is the ball could be validly inferred from the representing idea,
namely, the idea whose object is the image of the ball. This is not the
case, since at most the outline of the ball is impressed on my body. Thus
something other than that particular ball could have caused the bodily
image, and consequently the idea whose object is the ball cannot be de-
ducible from the idea whose object is the image we have taken as repre-
senting the ball.

This argument does not imply that no adequate ideas are to be had
about the bodies which impinge in perception. Spinoza points out!® that
external bodies and those which constitute the human body have many
properties in common. All such common notions must be conceived ad-
equately, for they are deducible alike from the bodily correlate of an
idea and any external body.?° All bodies have in common their attribute
of extension, their common timeless generation from the immediate
infinite mode of extension, that is, motion and rest, and the mediate
infinite mode—the face of the whole universe, the infinite immutable
extended individual.?! Since these notiones communes must be conceived
adequately, rational mechanics, an adequate notion of motion and rest,
is possible. This is the “second kind of knowledge,” called ‘Ratio’.?? (The
“first kind of knowledge” is confused or inadequate knowledge. Only
the second and third kinds are adequate.)

Spinoza says that this kind of knowledge treats particular things as
mere instances of general properties (e.g., of motion and rest) so that we
cannot know individuals by it.” I discussed the various orders of ex-
tended individuals in section II from the universal point of view of Ra-
tio, following Spinoza’s own treatment. I did not, then, touch on the es-
sence of any individuals in that discussion, but offered merely a general
characterization of the property of individuality insofar as it is common
to all bodies. I defined a system of bodies as an individual just in case a
certain sort of stability of contact and the ordered communication of
motions among the parts is maintained. That earlier discussion did not
offer reasons for the achievement and maintenance of a particular con-
figuration. Yet surely accidentally stable systems cannot constitute all
the particular enduring things we see around us. Some account must be
given of the amount of stability we find around us, for it is far in excess
of what is plausible if the account of Ratio is the whole story. When 1
catch a ball, why do I not fly apart at the contact like the set at the begin-
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ning of a game of pool? There is nothing in Spinoza’s billiard parlor
world resembling friction among the parts of the solid which are in con-
tact, nor are there circular motions or fields of force. Spinoza has an
appropriate rule for changes of direction in collisions,* which should
make my bodily parts respond the way the massed billiard balls do to an
impact. We can say what sort of imperviousness to disintegration by ex-
ternal influence is required for individuality using the mechanics of Ra-
tio. We cannot explain why there should be any. Spinoza’s solution of
this difficulty is the doctrine of the conatus, the effort an individual ex-
pends to maintain itself. This doctrine cannot be approached on the
level of Ratio, but only by the third kind of knowledge, scientia intuitiva,
which is founded on the knowledge achieved by Ratio.

From the point of view of Spinoza’s total project, the prime posi-
tive result of the investigation of common properties by Ratio is an
adequate idea of God. We have seen how an adequate idea of the imme-
diate infinite mode of extension is possible in the second kind of knowl-
edge. But by the definition of a mode, any mode can only be conceived
through substance,? which must accordingly be conceived adequately if
any mode, infinite or not, is so conceived. We can restate this argument:
since motion-and- rest are caused immediately by God, and knowledge
of an effect depends on and involves knowledge of the cause, the ade-
quate knowledge of motion-and-rest Ratio assures us of involves ade-
quate knowledge of God.” This is essentially the argument of Ethics ii,
45-47. Ratio provides an adequate idea of God’s essence, and hence sets
the stage for intuition to reverse the direction of inquiry, beginning with
God and proceeding down to finite individual essences.

Spinoza introduces the principle of individuation we are to achieve by
intuitive knowledge in this way: “The effort [conatus] by which each
thing, insofar as it is in itself, endeavors to persevere in its own being is
nothing but the actual essence of the thing itself.””” The mind has such a
conatus, of which it is conscious.? Spinoza calls the conatus of that mode
which is both the human mind and its body “appetite.” This statement
only gives notice that there is some principle other than chance to ac-
count for the observed stability of things. An effort which they expend to
persevere timelessly individuates particular things; the effort helps them
maintain a stable configuration. The only help Spinoza gives us with this
difficult concept is in the proof of Proposition 6, where he deduces the
existence of the conatus from the fact that each particular thing ex-
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presses in a determinate manner the power of God, by which he is and
acts.?? Our adequate idea of God thus entails in some fashion an ade-
quate idea of the various individuating “efforts,” but it is unclear in what
fashion.

IV. Scientia intuitiva

Epistle 32, where Spinoza elucidates his use of the terms ‘whole’ and
‘part’, is the key to understanding the progression by scientia intuitiva
from an adequate idea of God’s essence to an adequate idea of the es-
sences of individual things:

I consider things as parts of some whole, insofar as their natures are
mutually adapted so that they are in accord among themselves as much
as possible; but insofar as things differ among themselves each . . . is
considered to be a whole, not a part.

Spinoza’s example is blood, composed of different particles of lymph and
chyle. We say that to the extent to which they are mutually adapted to
form a single fluid, they are parts of a whole, while to the extent to
which they differ, opposing one another, each is a whole itself. The rela-
tive nature of the notions of whole and part is obvious. Spinoza imagines
a tiny worm living in the blood, discerning and understanding the colli-
sions and rebounds of the particles:

That worm would live in this blood as we live in this part of the uni-
verse, and he would consider each particle of blood to be a whole, and
not a part. And he could not know how dll the parts are controlled by the
universal nature of the blood, and are forced, as the universal nature of the
blood demands, to adapt themselves to one another, so as to harmonize
with one another in a certain way. (emphasis added)

There are three premises here: first, that there is a conditioning of parts
by the whole they are included in. That this determination is active in
some sense (an effort) seems an unavoidable conclusion from the terms
‘forced’ and ‘controlled by’. Second, he asserts that the worm, who is in
full possession of a history of collisions and communications of motion,
could never discern the action of the whole on its parts. Third, Spinoza
claims that we are in the same situation in our part of the universe as the
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worm is in the blood: we also observe motions of bodies, but cannot dis-
cover the control of these bodies by the wholes they compose.

The comparison of this situation with the one confronting us when
we consider the individuation of extended bodies according to the sec-
ond kind of knowledge is obvious. Like the worm, we can in principle
know everything about the laws governing motion and rest. That knowl-
edge is sufficient to allow us to recognize individuals, but not sufficient
to account for their existence. The universal knowledge of Ratio cannot
comprehend why there should be such stable systems. The principles of
rational mechanics thus underdetermine individuation. In this letter
Spinoza asserts that there is a whole-part determination which “mutu-
ally adapts” the parts of a whole, and which cannot be determined by a
consideration of the motions involved. Such a holistic determination is
just what we need to occupy the place of the conatus, which Spinoza has
described elsewhere as the individuating principle available only to the
third kind of knowledge.

Spinoza justifies his assertion of the merely rational worm’s inability
to discern the whole-part determination with two claims. First:

For if we imagine that there are no causes outside the blood and no
other bodies to which the particles of blood could transfer their mo-
tion, it is certain that the blood would remain always in its state . . . and
so blood would always have to be considered a whole and not a part.

Spinoza thus believes that individuals, if unperturbed by external influ-
ences, will be perfectly stable, as the face of the whole universe is, since
motion would always be transferred to another part of the whole. He
makes this same claim more opaquely in the Ethics: “A thing cannot be
destroyed except by an external cause.”® The rest of Spinoza’ justifica-
tion takes us beyond the idealized situation of isolated individuals, qual-
ifying the first statement:

But, since there are very many other causes which in a certain way con-
trol the laws of the nature of blood, and are in turn controlled by the
blood, hence it comes about that other motions and other changes take
place in the blood, which result not only from the mere relation of its
parts to one another, but from the relation of the motion of the blood
and aiso of the external causes to one another; in this way blood has
the character of a part and not a whole.
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Spinoza thus makes the fact that the blood is only a relative whole cru-
cial to justifying the inability of the rational worm to distinguish the
force which the blood’s universal nature exerts on its parts. The reason
why the worm cannot (and we, living in our portion of the universe,
cannot) distinguish the controlling operation of a relative whole on its
parts is that that determination can always be attributed to the external
causes impinging on the relative whole. If the blood were an absolute
whole, we would be forced to recognize the unity which an individual
imposes on its parts, as we were in fact led to do in the case of the con-
servation of momentum (motion-and-rest) in the maximal extended in-
dividual. Spinoza goes on to say that all finite wholes are only relative
wholes.

Consider the emerging picture of rational mechanical inquiry. Begin-
ning with whatever level of bodies we can observe most easily, we may
chart the mutual communications of motions. Upon analyzing these
data according to the mechanical principles sketched in Part Two of the
Ethics, we would discover that we cannot fully account for the motions
of the observed bodies on the basis of those physical principles applied
just to the system under observation. The stage is set for the discovery of
the whole-part determination, and indeed Spinoza claims that that dis-
covery would be made by Physics—if only the system under observation
were an absolute, and not merely a relative whole. But since the system
we observe shares with all other finite systems its function as a part of a
more inclusive whole, it is a whole only relatively. Consequently the
possibilities for the application of our physical principles have not been
exhausted. The system under observation was not isolated, and was per-
turbed by collisions from the outside, as we see when we widen the
scope of our observation to include a larger whole whose parts interact
with our initial system. We should thus not have expected our princi-
ples to have accounted for the motions of the initial system solely on the
basis of the observations of that system, for external causes were in-
volved. We must extend the observations and attempted explanations to
the next most inclusive whole, and then to the next after that, with no
complete account of any of the motions along the way (because no
awareness of the control by wholes of their parts) until we reach an ab-
solute whole. Of course, since Spinoza has shown in the opening argu-
ments of the Ethics that there is only one absolute whole in this (or any)
attribute, and that this whole is infinite, it will never be reached by such



132 Historical Essays

a progression. Consequently the worm, functioning merely at the level
of Ratio, will never know the determination of blood particles by blood’s
universal nature, and we cannot know about a similar determination in
our part of the universe by our rational mechanics.

These failures, however, are failures of Ratio, which, while it can-
not reach God by analyzing the motions of finite extended systems di-
rectly, can, as 1 have shown, achieve adequate knowledge of his es-
sence by another means. Spinoza tells us that this opens the way for
scientia intuitiva, the third kind of knowledge, to reverse the vicious as-
cent in search of conatus by Ratio, and “proceed” down from an adequate
knowledge of the infinite modes to an adequate knowledge of some
finite, relative wholes. Ratio could not discover these essences, because
the effects of the whole-part determination (the mutual adaptation of
parts which is the conatus and hence the essence of individual things)
cannot be separated from the effects of membership in a more inclusive
whole without prior knowledge of the essence of that larger whole. Only
intuitive knowledge, proceeding from the essences of the more inclusive
to the less inclusive wholes can make the required distinction and dis-
cern the essence which individuates. Spinoza refers to the whole-part
determination which intuition follows as the expression of God’s power
by finite things.' He also refers to the conditioning of finite parts by
infinite wholes as “immanent causation,” thereby contrasting it with the
mutual causal conditioning of two bodies which interact as (relative)
wholes.3? Intuitive knowledge is said to follow the course of atemporal
emanation of essences.

The descent of intuition from the essence of God to the essences of
particular things must be different in kind from the step-by-step analysis
by which Ratio proceeds, for there is no next smaller whole after the
“face of the whole universe.” There would thus be an infinite number of
“steps” for reason to go through to get to any particular individual. But
Spinoza’s sole nonmetaphysical example of the different kinds of knowl-
edge contrasts the step-by-step figuring of a proportion by Ratio to “just
seeing it” by immediate intuition,* so this is an expected difference. It
also suggests that we must not expect a discursive explication of intu-
ition, and Spinoza’s own efforts at presentation of the notion reinforce
this. Since Spinoza specifically denies that all particular extended modes
can be deduced from an adequate idea of extension, yet affirms that we
can have adequate ideas of the essences of particular things,* it must be

Adequacy and the Individuation of Ideas in Spinoza’ Ethics 133

either that the essence of any particular thing (but not all together) can
be intuited by a finite mind, or that there is a distinguished class of par-
ticular things any one of which may be intuited, while others cannot.
My interpretation of intuition will entail the second alternative, but
Spinoza offers no direct pronouncement on this issue. He does say that
we can have intuitive knowledge of our own minds and their modifica-
tions.> We shall concentrate on this example and not consider intuitive
knowledge in other cases. 1 have sketched the rational mechanics which
is the object of the second kind of knowledge, and we have seen that the
essences which individuate things are not approached on that level of
knowledge. 1 have characterized those essences as principles of stability
exhibited in the mutual adaptation of parts according to the whole they
constitute. We have remaining to us the problem of individuating ideas
in a human mind, in order to complete the characterization of the repre-
sentation relation, and hence the notion of adequacy. Accordingly, we
move to the parallel attribute of thought, and apply the insights gleaned
during our sojourn in the realm of extension, with the goal of describing
a framework within which we may discover what an adequate idea of a
particular thing, namely, the human mind, consists in.

V. A Proposal about Representation

The analysis of the individuation of extended things began with the
notio communis of motion-and-rest, the immediate infinite mode of ex-
tension. The corresponding immediate infinite mode of thought is un-
derstanding.* We must assume that we can conceive ideas as layered,
stable systems of simpler ideas corresponding to the scheme for ex-
tended individuals, for the “order and connection” of the two systems is
identical. But Spinoza has not offered us a rational psychology relating
the “states of understanding” associated with ideas in the way in which
he sketched a rational mechanics relating the states of motion-and-rest
of extended things. The parallelism of ideas and bodies, however, allows
us to draw some inferences, as we will see below. In particular, there
must be some causal analogue of the intentionality of ideas—the fact
that ideas can represent things, be ideas of things. All ideas in the human
mind have as their objects affections of the human body (states of mo-
tion-and-rest of constituent systems of the body). Yet some of these
ideas are “taken as images” of external bodies by a particular mind. Fur-
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ther, I argued in section I that what a particular mind takes an idea to
represent depends on what mind is considered, as well as what idea is
considered. Let us then take the context of an idea in a particular mind
as the criterion for determining what that mind takes the idea to repre-
sent. In particular, consider the mind as the correlate in the attribute of
thought of a chain of causal influences whose links are the complex ex-
tended individual corresponding to the human body in different states
of motion-and-rest. We will consider the idea(s) immediately following
the idea we are interested in as determining what that idea is “taken” to
represent.’’ Thus, each idea I is a proximate cause® of some effect E in
the mind in question.® E in turn has an adequate cause C (which in-
cludes I). We say that I represents the object C' of C and, derivatively,
any part of C'. The strategy and motivation of such a functional defini-
tion should be clear. The only relation available to reconstruct the inten-
tionality of representation by relating something inside the mind to
something outside it is the relation of causation. If we wish to retain a
Radnor-type analysis of adequacy, we may not take what a thing repre-
sents as determined by the causal antecedents of I. For the conjunction of
these two moves would entail that the object of and thing represented
by an adequate idea are mutually deducible from each other, which is
clearly false to Spinoza’s usage.

The justification of the definition must come from its plausibility for
interpreting the ways in which Spinoza uses representation. Consider
first ordinary perception, which Spinoza tells us will present only a con-
fused idea “of” an external individual.* We suppose that I have a bodily
state which the incidence of sunlight on my eye causes. According to
our definition, what, if anything, the idea whose object is that state rep-
resents (is an idea “of”) depends on what ideas follow it in my mind.
Suppose further, then, that the idea whose object is a state of my eye is a
proximate cause of an idea whose object is the bodily state of my larynx
forming the word ‘sun’. Spinoza’s discussion of a similar case of ideas re-
lated according to idiosyncratic associations rather than universal logi-
cal relations within a given mind*' indicates what relations he conceives
as relevant. My speech depends on the fact that “if the human body has
once been affected by two or more bodies at the same time, when the
mind afterwards imagines any of them, it will straightway remember the
others also.”# The adequate cause of my pronunciation of the word ‘sun’
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thus includes the past impingement of sunlight and my verbalization
elicited somehow in the process of learning English, as well as the im-
mediate impingement of sunlight which initiates the associative pattern
on this occasion. The idea whose object is the state of my eye as sunlight
affects it represents both the sun and an incident in my past, according
to our definition. This idea will be an adequate idea of the sun just in
case the idea whose object is the sun is deducible from it. Since an arc
lamp could have induced the same bodily state of my eye, no such de-
duction is valid. Similarly, the idea will be an adequate idea of the origin
of my association just in case that association is deducible from the idea
in question (that is, if from the idea whose object is the state of my eye
one could validly deduce that that state had in the past been contempo-
raneous with another, corresponding to a movement of my larynx). That
no such deduction is permissible is just the meaning of the idiosyncratic
nature of such associations, depending as they do not simply on univer-
sal logical relations, but also on the arbitrary (from a logical point of
view) boundaries of finite individuals.

The only examples we have so far of adequate ideas are ideas which
represent notiones communes, such as extension or motion-and-rest. Let
us suppose that I have an idea whose object is a state of my arm muscles
resulting from the impact of a ball I have just caught. There are many
ideas which might follow such a one according to various associations of
mine. Spinoza assures us nonetheless that notiones communes “will be
represented by an adequate idea in the mind” and “cannot be conceived
except adequately.”# It must be that some idea which in fact follows the
one in question follows in virtue of universal logical relations. This
would be the case if the next idea has as its object the bodily state of my
muscles slightly farther along my arm, where the momentum of the
catch is “communicated” according to physical necessity. In that case
the adequate cause of the idea of which the representing idea is the prox-
imate cause would include both the representing idea and the universal
properties of motion-and-rest corresponding to the conservation of mo-
mentum. By our definition the original idea would thus be “of” this notio
communis. It would be an adequate idea, since from the initial bodily
state one may validly deduce the appropriate general properties “com-
mon to all bodies.”*

We next proceed to consider the conatus in the attribute of thought,
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and then to the only example Spinoza ever offers of a particular thing
which may be known adequately (by the third kind of knowledge): the
human mind in its self-awareness.

VI. Conatus

The principle or “effort” of conatus, which timelessly individuates
modes under the attribute of extension, manifests itself as a control or
force exerted on parts by the whole comprising them. Since the order
and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of ex-
tended things, a similar control must constitute the conatus in the attrib-
ute of thought. Spinoza’s analysis of the conatus for ideas is more com-
plicated than that for extended things, however, as the notion of the
activity of a complex idea (mind) links the adequacy of ideas to the
individuative conatus. Spinoza says that the conatus when applied to
the mind alone is called will (voluntas).** He also says that “there is in
the mind no volition or affirmation and negation save that which an
idea, inasmuch as it is an idea, involves.”# In proving this proposition,
Spinoza argues that a particular affirmation (or will) is the essence of
each idea. He claims that this demonstration justifies his comment after
the definition of an idea as a mental conception that he chose the term
‘conception’ to indicate the activity of the mind.*’ It is not clear why the
claim that a particular affirmation (conatus) is the essence of each idea
should entail that the mind is active. Considering the definition of activ-
ity in this context, we find a further notion linked to the individuation of
ideas:

I say that we act when anything takes place either within us or external
to us, whereof we are the adequate cause, that is, when through our na-
ture something takes place within us or externally to us, which can
through our nature alone be clearly and distinctly understood.*®

Reading this definition into the claim above, we find that Spinoza is
claiming that ideas are activities of the mind containing them (inasmuch
as it is a mind, that is, a whole, that is, relatively), which by his defini-
tion means that the mind is the adequate cause of its own modifications,
since the essences of ideas are particular affirmations.

On the model of my previous discussion of whole-part determination
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in extended individuals, there are three sorts of relations of importance
for the notion of activity: that of part to part within the relative whole
being considered, that of a whole to its parts, and that of the parts of a
more inclusive whole to the parts of the included whole (we will ignore
higher-order effects). The mirroring of extended connections demands
that a mind counterfactually isolated from external forces (that is, an ab-
solute whole, in which relations of the third sort were missing) would be
the adequate cause of all its own modifications (the states of “under-
standing” of its ideas, paralleling the states of motion-and-rest of their
objects). A mind is thus active just insofar as it is a relative whole and
not a relative part of some more inclusive whole. Since every finite com-
plex is a whole only relatively, however, a human mind will never be the
adequate cause of all its modifications. In view of the definition of activ-
ity, we can restate this result by saying that the power (conatus, activity)
of external things surpasses that of the human mind: “It is impossible
that man should not be a part of nature or that he should be capable of
undergoing no changes save such as can be understood through his na-
ture alone.” If some state of ideas in a mind is the effect of the action of
the whole mind and the states of the other parts, then the mind is an ad-
equate cause of that modification of the mind, and is active with respect
to it. The essence of the mind in question then “affirms” that modifica-
tion.

Spinoza establishes the connection of the individuation of ideas (via
the conatus, the determination of parts by the wholes containing them,
which is activity) to the theory of knowledge and the notion of ade-
quate ideas as follows: “The activities of the mind arise solely from ade-
quate ideas; the passive states of the mind depend solely on inadequate
ideas.”* This proposition follows from the interpretations I have offered
of the adequacy of ideas and the activity of minds. Thinking of the mind
as a system of ideas with logical relations among them corresponding to
the causal relations among the bodies of an extended system, we find
three cases exemplifying the causes of a modification of a mind. First, a
single idea, constituting a part of the mind and itself modified by its
presence in that whole, may be the adequate cause of some internal
modification in the mind. Second, several such parts could together con-
stitute the adequate cause of a modification. Finally, the adequate cause
of such a modification could include things external to the mind. In the
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third case the mind is not active but passive, since the mind in question
does not include the adequate cause of the modification. In this case
none of the ideas inside the mind (which are partial causes of the modi-
fication) are adequate, for each is a proximate cause of the modification
whose adequate cause includes the external thing, and could not be ade-
quate unless the external thing were deducible from their objects. If that
were the case, however, we could consider the situation as an example of
the second case, since we could comprehend the modification in terms
of the internal causes, which are accordingly adequate by the definition.
In the first case the situation is as clear, for the mind is active just in vir-
tue of one idea’s being an adequate cause of its changes of state, and in
that case the idea is adequate—that is, it represents only what follows
from its object.

But what of the second case? In this situation the mind is active; no
external causes figure in its internal modification. Yet it seems that no
individual idea is adequate, for only the conjunction is an adequate
cause of the modification, so that each one represents things not deduc-
ible from its object, although deducible from the conjoined objects. In
this one case, Spinoza seems to rest the mind’s activity on inadequate
ideas, contrary to his assertion above. Spinoza holds, however, that “if
several individual things concur in one action, so as all to be simulta-
neously the cause of one effect, 1 consider them all, so far, as one par-
ticular thing.”* The second case thus reduces to the first, and Spinoza
establishes the correlation of the mind’s activity with its possession of
adequate ideas, according to the interpretations I have offered for those
terms. Of course, by the same principle we ought to restate the third
case, for it is not accurate to speak of the collaboration of internal and
external causes. There is one individual which causes any given modi-
fication. From the perspective of the infinite mind of God, all such ideas
are adequate, representing only what follows from their objects.’> They
can be inadequate only with respect to a finite mind, just in case the in-
dividual which is an adequate cause of a modification is not a part of
(an idea in) that mind. The individuation of minds by their activity is
thus dependent on the epistemological categorization of adequate ideas.
Individuation of complex ideas of all levels according to their conatus
(whole-part determination), called “affirmation” for simpler ideas and
“activity” for those complex enough to be considered minds, depends
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on separating the effects of inclusion in a larger whole from the effects of
parts external to such a whole, just as in extended systems.

VII. 1deas of Ideas

We now know something about the individuation of modes of either at-
tribute by the conatus which mutually adapts the parts so as to form a
whole recognizable by the general principles of Ratio. We have yet to ac-
count for the adequate knowledge of particular essences which Spinoza
claims a third kind of knowledge, scientia intuitiva, achieves. My final
consideration of the doctrine of “ideas of ideas” or idea ideae in the Eth-
ics, will bring together three more or less separate issues left by the pre-
vious discussion. First, the doctrine of idea ideae includes the statement
that these ideas are “of” other ideas in the sense in which the mind is
“of” the body, namely, identity. This doctrine as it stands explicitly con-
tradicts the reading of “idea of X” as “idea representing X” which 1 bor-
rowed from Radnor in section 1.3 Second, the human mind (and its
modifications) is the only finite individual Spinoza ever instances as an
object of intuitive knowledge (by an idea ideae “of” the mind), so it of-
fers the only opportunity to interpret the possibility of adequate knowl-
edge of the individuating conatus. Finally, there is Spinoza’s contention
that the human mind is self-conscious in knowing its own conatus.>*
The difficulty with respect to the first issue is not just that the inter-
pretation I have suggested demands that ideas be “of” the things they
represent if we are to make sense of the notion of adequate ideas (al-
though this is certainly true). On Spinoza’s own terms, we cannot in
general read “an idea of X” as “an idea whose object is X.” When we have
our adequate idea of God, surely God is not the object of the idea (else
that idea would simply be the divine mind). Similarly for the adequate
ideas of “common notions”: How could motion-and-rest be the object of
an idea in the human mind? Yet Spinoza introduces his discussion of the
idea ideae with an argument from Proposition 21: “The idea of the mind
is united to the mind in the same way as the mind is united to the
body.”>> This claims that ideas of ideas are identical with their object
ideas since, like mind and body, they characterize a single mode and lack
even the distinction of attributes existing in the mind-body case. The ap-
parent inconsistency of this doctrine with our interpretation of repre-
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sentation derives from that reading’s faithful rendering of Spinoza’s own
principles rather than from a failure to do so. Indeed, since the point of
this series of propositions is to show that in the absence of intuition we
have only an inadequate idea of the human mind, what sense could
Spinoza attribute to this claim if that idea is in fact identical with the
mind? My analysis resolves this difficulty for the representation inter-
pretation, and hence for Spinoza. In doing so it tries to make sense of the
possibility of both adequate and confused ideas of the human mind. The
adequate idea involves activity on the part of the mind, as my discussion
of individuation and intuition requires. My discussion points to a plausi-
ble doctrine of self-consciousness by viewing the idea ideae as instances
of representing ideas as previously discussed.

The most desirable state of affairs would be that in which we were al-
lowed to interpret ideas as representing other ideas. In that case con-
sciousness of self would be assimilated as an instance to the general
scheme of consciousness “of” X, namely, an idea representing X. Further,
it would be clear how there could be inadequate ideas of the mind,
namely, in any case in which the represented idea (the mind) is not de-
ducible from the object of the representing idea (e.g., if the representing
idea is a proper part of the whole mind, excluding parts relatively inde-
pendent of itself). Again, by our definition of representation, an idea ad-
equately representing the human mind would have two characteristics:
it would be a proximate cause of a state of “understanding” whose ade-
quate cause is the whole mind, and the whole mind thus represented
would be deducible from the representing idea. The adequacy of the idea
of the mind would be equivalent to the activity or freedom of the mind,
just as in Spinoza’s view, for it is only when the mind is an adequate
cause of its own states that those states represent that mind in the sense
already explicated. Finally, the mind functioning as the adequate cause
of its own modifications is just the whole-part determination (immanent
causation, mutual adaptation of parts, etc.) which I have identified with
the conatus or individual essence of the mind. Consciousness of the self
(having an adequate idea of the mind) is thus consciousness of the activ-
ity of the mind, and hence of its individuating essence. Subject to the
condition of being able to justify allowing one idea to represent another,
then, a plausible doctrine of self-consciousness as adequate knowledge
of the individual essence or activity of the human mind is an immediate
result of the interpretation I have offered of adequacy and individuation.
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This happy conclusion is still only hypothetical. My definition of the
thing an idea represents is “the object of the adequate cause of the subse-
quent ideas” (those ideas of which the representing idea is a proximate
cause). The thing represented is the object of some idea, and hence not
itself an idea. The possibility of knowing extended modes requires the
passage to objects in framing this definition. We could take ideas as rep-
resenting other ideas on the basis of the definition of representation only
if it is possible for one idea to be the object of another. But this is just the
doctrine which Spinoza put forth in Ethics ii, 21-29, and which I found
so mysterious and unmotivated: the point of the scholium to Proposi-
tion 21 is the reminder that the definition of an object of X for Spinoza
would be “the mode exhibited in one attribute by X, as exhibited in any
attribute.” Of course, Spinoza never gives the definition of ‘object’ ex-
plicitly in these terms (we were led to believe that the object was always
the mode exhibited in the other® attribute) but the latter rendering is
quite consistent with what went before, and is even given some justifica-
tion in the letters.” The notion that an idea can be related to an idea in
the same way in which the mind is related to the body, which seemed to
be an unintelligible basis for a doctrine of self-consciousness, is pre-
cisely what the most natural doctrine requires according to the interpre-
tations I have offered here. Idea A represents idea B just in case the ob-
ject of B, which is B itself (of course, B has an extended object as well), is
the adequate cause of the ideas of which A is a proximate cause. A will
then be an adequate idea of B just in case B is deducible from A.%® Thus if
A is an adequate cause of the idea in a mind of which it is a proximate
cause (if the ideas follow logically from A), then A will be an adequate
idea of itself. In general, A will be an adequate cause of B just in case the
adequate cause of the idea of which A is a proximate cause (namely, B) is
deducible from A, that is, just in case A is itself such an adequate cause,
which is just in case the mind is active. The more inclusive idea, the hu-
man mind, can adequately represent itself and its parts in the same fash-
ion. It is then aware of itself in just the same way in which it can be
aware of the sun, or of motion—namely, by representation. Further, just
insofar as an idea in the mind adequately represents that mind (the mind
is active and free), the whole mind is an adequate cause of the states of
its parts, which is the correlate in the attribute of thought of the whole-
part determination constituting the essence of that particular mind.

Since this immanent causation of the states of the parts by the state of
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the whole constitutes the essence of the human mind, it is our essence to
be free and active (insofar as our mind is “in itself,” i.e., is a relative
whole and not a relative part). So it is of the essence of the human mind
to conceive things, in particular itself, adequately. It succeeds to the ex-
tent to which it is a relative whole determining its parts, and fails so far
as it is a relative part superseded by other finite things whose power ex-
ceeds that of the human mind.

The way in which we know our own minds adequately differs from
that in which we know the notiones communes, for the particular essence
individuating the object of our knowledge, the activity of the mind, con-
stitutes both the thing known and the knowing of it. Intuitive knowl-
edge is thus immediate and simple. The complexity of the other kinds of
knowledge is the result of a finite limitation, and we can discard them
when we know as God knows, intuitively. Intuitive knowledge proceeds
according to the descending order of whole-part determination. It is
knowledge of that adequate causation of the states of the idea-parts by
the mind-whole (so far as the individual is determined by its own es-
sence; that is, so far as it is a relative whole), which is the conatus and es-
sence of the individual.

In this chapter I have offered interpretations of some of the central no-
tions of Spinoza’s Ethics. Spinoza uses the concepts of activity, freedom,
and intuitive adequate knowledge of the individual essence of the hu-
man mind as the basic tools with which his ethical project is to be car-
ried out in the final portions of his great work. It is to be hoped that the
elucidation of these notions which is offered here can be of help in our
attempts to understand those further doctrines which give Spinoza’s
project its name.

Leibniz and Degrees of Perception

The concept of representation is at the center not only of seventeenth-
century theories of knowledge but of their corresponding ontologies as
well. Descartes was impressed and inspired by mathematical innova-
tions that enabled, on the one hand, a precise geometrical account of the
optical transformations of figures and images in vision and, on the other,
the formally adequate representation of such geometrical situations by
nonspatial, discursive expressions in coordinate algebras. God aside, the
real was for him accordingly divided into the purely geometrical realm
of extension and the realm of thought (taking algebra as its model),
which represents what is extended. Leibniz, with a reservation of pro-
found consequence for subsequent German idealism, would deny meta-
physical reality to what is representable but not itself a representing.
Defining perception as the representation or expression of the many in
the one,! Leibniz adumbrates a metaphysical system whose primary fea-
tures follow from the doctrine that to be is to perceive. Put in his inher-
ited terminology, monads alone are true substances, and perception is
their fundamental attribute. Perceivings, the modifications of substances
in that attribute,? are monadic properties. Relations, for example, spa-
tial ones, cannot be perceivings, but are rather merely perceivable, as
features of the multiplicity that is unified in a single perception. As
nonperceiving creatures of perception, space, time, and matter—no less
than color and odor—are relegated to the second-class metaphysical sta-
tus of “true phenomena.”

To understand Leibniz’s version of reality as a privileged class of rep-
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resentings,* we must understand four features of his account of percep-
tion. First, the genus of which perception is a species is that of expression
or representation. Leibniz says generally, “One thing expresses another
... when there is a constant and regulated relation between what can be
said of the one and of the other.”* Favorite examples are the relations be-
tween a map and the corresponding geographical region and between a
minature model of a machine and the machine itself. Second, as noted
above, the specific difference defining perceptual representations is that
in perception a multiplicity is expressed in a unity. Third, each monad
(indeed, each set of contemporaneous perceptions of any monad) ex-
presses its whole world>—the “flower in the crannied wall” doctrine oc-
casionally glossed by the claim that a perfect intelligence could deduce
every feature of the universe from the consideration of the perceptions
of a single monad. Fourth, perception comes in degrees, variously re-
ferred to as degrees of perfection or distinctness.

The last of these features is of cardinal metaphysical importance, since
it is explanatorily responsible both for the diversity of points of view
of the monads and for the preestablished harmony between them that
is Leibniz’s systematic synthesis of the principles of unity and of maxi-
mal multiplicity. Leibniz explains the relation between the diversity of
monadic perspectives and the expression by each of its whole world in
the Monadology:

[A] The nature of the monad being to represent, nothing can limit it to
representing only a part of things, though it is true that its representa-
tion is merely confused as to the details of the whole universe, and can
be distinct for a small part of things only, that is, for those which are
the nearest or the greatest in relation to each individual monad. Other-
wise each monad would be a divinity. It is not in the object but in the
modification of their knowledge of the object that the monads are lim-
ited. They all move confusedly toward the infinite, toward the whole,
but they are limited and distinguished from each other by the degrees
of their distinct perceptions.”

In this passage, the metaphysical differentiation of the monads is dis-
played as rooted in epistemic differences between perceptions, ranged
along a dimension from “distinct” to “confused.” The same doctrine is
put in slightly different terminology in the Discourse, twenty-eight years
earlier:
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[B] Thus a substance, which is of an infinite extension insofar as it ex-
presses all, becomes limited in proportion to its more or less perfect
manner of expression.?

In Leibniz’s discussion of causal action and passion, we meet a more
specific application of the principle that monads are distinguished from
one another not by what they express or perceive but by how perfectly
or distinctly they do so. In strict metaphysical terms, monads cannot af-
fect one another. Rather, each derives its current perceptions from those
immediately past according to its own internal principle or individual
concept. So a special account must be offered of the appearance of inter-
action between disparate substances, which is their mutual harmony in
all forming a world together. In the Discourse, Leibniz explains:

[C] The action of one finite substance upon another consists only in
the increase in the degrees of expression of the first, combined with a
decrease in that of the second . . . When . . . a change occurs by which
several substances are affected (in fact every change affects them all) 1
think we may say that those substances which by this change pass im-
mediately to a greater degree of perfection or to a more perfect expres-
sion, exert power and act, while those which pass to a lesser degree dis-
close their weakness and suffer.’

In the Monadology, the point is put like this, identifying the idiom of
perfection with that of distinctness of perception:

[D] The created being is said to act outwardly insofar as it has perfec-
tion and to suffer from another insofar as it is imperfect. Thus action is
attributed to a monad insofar as it has distinct perceptions, and passion
insofar as it has confused ones.!°

The crucial explanatory role played in Leibniz’s metaphysics by the
various degrees of perception thus lends urgency to the question of how
we are to understand the dimension along which quantitative compari-
sons of “perfection” or “distinctness” can be made. In section II, below,
an account of perception is developed which seeks to answer this ques-
tion, presenting an integrated treatment of the four primary features of
Leibniz’s notion of perception, as indicated above. Section 1 is devoted to
formulating criteria of adequacy for such an account by delineating dif-
ficulties that any explication of the doctrine of degrees of perception
must face and assembling the basic textual claims that must be recon-
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ciled and adjudicated. In particular, the concept of awareness (Leibniz’s
“apperception”) will emerge as what we must get clear about in order to
appreciate the order of perfection of perceptions. The conclusion of the
analysis of section 1I is a reading in terms of which Leibniz’s rationalism
is seen to consist in the dependence, in the order of explanation, of the
concepts of awareness and representation on the concept of inference
(even for monads incapable of thought).

I. Distinctness of Perception and Distinctness of Ideas

The best account we have of degrees of perception is due to Montgom-
ery Furth. The awareness substances have of their perceptions comes in
degrees, according to Leibniz, ranging from the conscious, inferentially
articulated recognition of a sample of gold by an assayer, down through
the “minute perception” of each ocean wave breaking against the shore,
which, though individually indiscriminable, nevertheless contributes to
the sound a soul with the proper organs is aware of the surf as produc-
ing. In an important essay, Furth has shown how sense can be made of
the occupation of a perspective or point of view by primordially non-
spatial monads, provided that the grades of distinctness of perception
(or degrees of perfection of expression) that individuate those monads
are identified with different distributions of the intensity of conscious-
ness attending each monad’s expressively complete set of perceptions of
its world. Furth concludes:

[E] It seems that the numerical diversity of harmonious monads can
reside only in differences in the clearness [sic] or degree of conscious-
ness with which they experience various portions of their universe(s);
if Leibniz’s talk of “perspective” comes to anything, it must come to
this.!!

According to this view, degrees of perception are really degrees of
apperception. Furth supports this reading by showing how differences
in visual perspective and phenomena such as the occlusion of our view
of a distant object by a nearer one can be analyzed in terms of differences
in degree of awareness of different regions of space. Although the textual
basis he presents is thin (passage [A] above is the only ground he offers),
evidence for the thesis that distinctness or perfection of perception is
consciousness of it can be found:
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[F] But a soul can read within itself only what it represents distinctly; it
cannot all at once develop all that is enfolded within it, for this reaches
to infinity.!?

[G] The soul itself does not know the things which it perceives until it
has perceptions which are distinct and heightened. And it has perfec-
tion in proportion to the distinctness of its perceptions.!?

[H] We are never without perceptions, but we are necessarily often
without apperceptions, viz.: when there are no distinct perceptions.'*

(Only the first of these passages is from the work Furth was consid-
ering.) We can certainly conclude that distinctness of perception is a
necessary condition for apperception. Nowhere does Leibniz identify
apperception with the occurrence of distinct perceptions, but the burden
of proof should rest with those who would deny the sufficiency of dis-
tinctness to say what else is required for awareness.

Yet there are some difficulties attendant on the identification. Since
for Furth monads are distinguished from one another by the degrees of
their perceptions rather than by the objects of those perceptions (which
would be the same for all the monads in a world), it follows that there
can be at most one monad so “bare” that it is without even the dullest
consciousness of its perceptions. Leibniz is clearly committed to the
compossibility of a multiplicity of bare monads—those lowest on the
scale of perfection of perception. But these are defined as endowed with
perception but not sensation or sentience,'*> which is reserved to animal
souls. These terms in turn occur in different texts both in a wide sense—
sensation defined as perception accompanied by memory, which as we
shall see is equivalent to apperception for Leibniz—and in a narrow
sense, in which sensation is enabled by association with a particular
kind of organic body possessing sense organs. In the narrow sense,
which is how I will use the term ‘sensation,’ there is no reason to sup-
pose that all apperception is comprised and hence that mere entelechies
are excluded from some form of indistinct consciousness (= appercep-
tion). Yet in the Monadology we read that “if we had nothing distinctive
[rien de distingué] in our perceptions, and nothing heightened [relevé] so
to speak, and of a higher flavor, we should always be in a state of stupor.
This is the state of the naked monads. We see too that nature has given
heightened perceptions to animals by the care she has taken to provide
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them with organs which gather numerous light rays.”® 1f we may take
distingué to be synonymous with distincte, which Leibni.z 1'15ed.1n the
passages quoted above, then it seems that we cannot dlstmgulsh. bF-
tween stuporous monads by their distinguished perceptions. It Is in
keeping with the general strategies of Leibniz’s thought that conscious-
ness be seen as occurring in even the least of substances—if perception
goes all the way down, why not apperception? Yet if this is his doctri.ne,
one would expect Leibniz to say so. He tells us that all monads perceive,
but never that they all apperceive.!” In section 1T we will see how Furth’s
main insight can be rescued from the consequence that all monads are
conscious to some degree.

More serious difficulties arise when we consider the consequences of
Furth’s account of degrees of perception for monads advanced enough to
be associated with animal bodies, however. The trouble is that Leibniz
holds that “although each created monad represents the whole uni-
verse, it represents more distinctly the body which is particularly af-
fected by it and of which it is the entelechy.”’® Or, in the terminology of
the Discourse, all the soul’s perceptions “correspond of themselves to
that which happens in the universe at large, but more particularl?f and
more perfectly to that which happens in the body associated w.ith it, be-
cause it is in a particular way and only for a certain time according to the
relation of other bodies to its own body that the soul expresses the state
of the universe.”'® If degrees of distinctness of perception (perfection of
expression) are interpreted as degrees of awareness, it follows that we
must be more intensely aware of anything that is happening in our bod-
ies than of anything external to them. On this view, if on a certain occa-
sion 1 am more aware of the moon I gaze at than of the eye employed,
then the moon has become part of my body, or the eye has ceased to be
such a part, or both. We should treat this unwelcome implication not as
simply one among many difficulties or incoherences in Leibniz’s a?coun.t
of mind-body relations, but also as evidence against the outright identi-
fication of degrees of awareness and degrees of perception. For Leibniz
himself often uses examples?* concerning bodily processes such as di-
gestion of which we are less aware than of external happenings such as
the burning of a neighbor’s barn. Leibniz simply does not hold that our
bodies are that portion of the world of which we are most aware, as the
“clearest is nearest” doctrine endorsed by Furth must claim. Nor could it
be argued that what I am really aware of when my neighbor’s barn burns
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is the state of my sense organs produced (in the vulgar, not the meta-
physical, sense) by the conflagration.?* For even if such a confining re-
striction of possible objects of awareness could be included in a plausi-
ble reinterpretation of the rest of Leibniz’s thought, a distinction would
still be required between the sense in which I am aware of my retina as
expressing or representing flames and the sense in which I am not aware
of the lining of my stomach as representing the digestive processes it
partakes in. And this distinction will still not coincide, either on the side
of representing or of represented, with the distinction between my body
and the rest of the world. Furth’s detailed reconstruction of spatial per-
spective in terms of differential awareness involves only objects external
to our bodies and cannot be extended to those bodies themselves.

These specific difficulties with Furth’s suggestion will be reexamined
in section II below, as an interpretive strategy which avoids them is de-
veloped. First, however, we must look a little more closely at Leibniz’s
terminology. When introduced in the Discourse, perceptual degrees are
referred to as arrayed along a dimension of greater and lesser perfection.
This usage is not surrendered, persisting in later works in such passages
as [D] above. In later works, though, the preferred and official portrayal
of perceptual degrees is in terms of a range from distinct to confused per-
ceptual expression (which are terms used only occasionally in this sense
in the Discourse).”? A common mistake among commentators on the
doctrine of degrees of perception, which seems to stem historically from
Russell’s loose paraphrases in his classic work, is to talk instead about
degrees of clarity of perception. Leibniz is, uncharacteristically, careful
not to do so himself. (Furth falls victim to this error in passage [D], al-
ready quoted, as does Martha Kneale in her article cited in the discus-
sion of action below. Popular histories such as Frederick Copleston’s re-
peat this mistaken diction.)?* There is good reason for his care on this
point since the centerpiece of Leibniz’s epistemology is a set of technical
definitions of what it is in virtue of which an idea may be called clear,
rather than obscure, and distinct, rather than confused. These definitions
(intended to improve what Leibniz saw as uncritical Cartesian usage)
were formulated in Leibniz’s first mature work?* and endorsed by him
until the end of his life, being either repeated or cited in every major
work. That the same terms should be chosen (sometimes in Latin, some-
times in French) for the polar opposites, allowing us to speak both of
distinct and confused perceptions and of distinct and confused ideas, is
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clearly a datum of the first importance for understanding degrees of per-
ception—a datum obscured by mistaking degrees of distinctness for de-
grees of clarity. The significance for our interpretive task of Leibniz’s
choice of identical technical terms in discussing perceptions and ideas is
enhanced by the fact that Leibniz defines ‘distinct’ and ‘confused’ as they
apply to ideas, as he does not in their application to perceptions.

Ideas for Leibniz are dispositions, habits, or capacities to have certain
kinds of perceptions, including in some cases thoughts. When con-
cerned with discussions of innateness, Leibniz distinguished further be-
tween ideas and concepts or notions, the latter being actually formed
dispositions, the former being higher-order capacities to have con
cepts.” But elsewhere he is not careful about this distinction, as 1 shall
not be. Ideas are sorted into clear or obscure depending on whether or
not they enable recognition of the object of the idea, as my idea of sweet-
ness does but my idea of this morning’s substitute bus driver does not.

Clear knowledge, in turn, is either confused or distinct. It is confused
when I cannot enumerate one by one the marks which are sufficient to
distinguish the thing from others, even though the thing may in truth
have such marks and constituents into which its concept can be re-
solved. Thus we know colors, odors, flavors, and other particular ob-
jects of the senses clearly enough and discern them from each other
but only by the simple evidence of the senses and not by marks that
can be expressed.2¢

The corresponding passage in the Discourse—“When 1 am able to rec-
ognize a thing among others, without being able to say in what its differ-
ences or characteristics consist, the knowledge is confused”?’—makes it
clear that it is discursiveness that is the essential difference between dis-
tinct and confused (clair-confus) concepts. The passage continues:

It is when I am able to explain the peculiarities which a thing has
that the knowledge is called distinct. Such is the knowledge of an as-
sayer who discerns the true gold from the false by means of certain
proofs or marks which make up the definition of gold. But distinct
knowledge has degrees, because ordinarily the conceptions which en-
ter into the definitions will themselves have need of definition, and are
only known confusedly.

Talk of distinctness of knowledge, ideas, and concepts is all explicitly
made subject to these definitions. As we shall see, it is not uncommon

Leibniz and Degrees of Perception 151

for Leibniz to invoke the degrees of distinctness of ideas and the degrees
of distinctness of perceptions in a single passage, and references of both
sorts occur in all the major works (e.g., Discourse 23). It is therefore
tempting to identify these uses, taking distinct perceptions as the acts
which realize the dispositions that are distinct ideas (and similarly for
confused ones), particularly in the light of the following remark: “Just as
being is revealed through a distinct concept, however, so existence is re-
vealed through a distinct perception”?® (where being is the order of pos-
sibility, and existence that of actuality). I take it that this identification
has been implicitly endorsed by most commentators, insofar as they rec-
ognize the two uses of distincte at all.? But we have seen that awareness
or apperception presupposes distinct perceptions, and we know that
not only rational spirits like humans, but all animal souls as well have
apperception. Yet the beasts of the field, though they have sensation and
hence awareness, cannot formulate definitions, enumerate marks, or in
general explain their recognitive capacities as required for the possession
of distinct ideas. The doctrine of degrees of perception requires that all
monads have perceptions that are distinct to some degree. But posses-
sion of an idea distinct to any degree requires reason, which only those
monads that are spirits possess. Nonrational animals cannot have dis-
tinct ideas, but must have distinct perceptions. It follows that we must
give different accounts of these two notions and cannot take them to be
related as potency to act. For the division of substances into bare mo-
nads with perception only, souls adding apperception, and spirits adding
thought, is fundamental to Leibniz’s metaphysics.

The claim that we must distinguish the distinctness of ideas from the
distinctness of perceptions is clearly an important one, so let us examine
it a little more closely. Leibniz's most complete and systematic treatment
of epistemological issues is in the New Essays, which discusses both dis-
tinct perceptions and distinct ideas extensively. We find there fairly di-
rect statements to the effect that the capacity to reason is presupposed by
the possession of distinct ideas of knowledge: “The true mark of a clear
and distinct notion of an object is the means we have of knowing therein
many truths by a priori proofs.”* So it is sufficient for the distinctness of
an idea that it be inferentially developable (“a priori” being for Leibniz a
mark of what pertains to reason, inference, and thought). Distinctness of
an idea is also a necessary condition for intellectual analysis, as we see in
a discussion of empirical recognitive capacities: “But this clear image or
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this feeling which we may have of a regular decagon or of a weight of
ninety-nine pounds consists only in a confused idea, since it is of no avail
in discovering the nature and properties of this weight or of this regular
decagon, which demands a distinct idea.”*! Again we read that “ideas,
when reason cannot judge of their compatibility or connection, are con-
fused.” The same conclusion concerning the difference between dis-
tinctness of perceptions and of ideas can be reached by three lines of ar-
gument from less directly relevant texts.

First, one doctrine concerning distinct ideas is that “the soul is a little
world, in which distinct ideas are a representation of God, and in which
confused ideas are a representation of the universe.”** This thesis is an
obvious reflection of the earlier Discourse claim that “the spirits express
God rather than the world, while other simple substances express the
world rather than God,” where spirits have just been defined as intelli-
gent or reasoning souls.>* This difference is explained as stemming from
the fact that spirits can understand necessary truths, and hence are like
God, as cannot those natures which are either “brutish and incapable of
recognizing truths [animals], or are wholly destitute of sensation and
knowledge,” bare monads without the capacity to recognize and hence
to have clear ideas, the lowest grade of knowledge. Together, these pas-
sages limit distinct ideas to intelligent souls, excluding the merely sen-
tient beasts.

Second, notice that the difference between distinct and confused ideas
is a qualitative one, whereas that between distinct and confused percep-
tions must be a quantitative one. Distinct ideas do come in degrees (of
adequacy), but the basic notion is all-or-none, according to whether rec-
ognition actualizing some clear idea is performed by recognizing certain
enumerable marks or not.

I have sometimes defined an adequate idea as that which is so distinct
that all of its ingredients are distinct, and such is nearly the idea of
number. But when an idea is distinct and contains the definition or the
reciprocal marks of the object it may be inadequate, viz.: when these
marks or these ingredients are not also all distinctly known; for exam-
ple, gold is a metal which resists the cupel and aqua fortis; it is a dis-
tinct idea, for it gives the marks or the definition of gold; but it is not
perfect, for the nature of cupellation and the working of aqua fortis is
not sufficiently known to us.”

Leibniz and Degrees of Perception 153

Here, as elsewhere,* we can ask of each component mark whether it
is distinct or not. A distinct idea all of whose marks are also distinct is
more distinct than one whose marks are merely clear ideas. Confused
ideas are thus not a limiting case of distinct ones. A sharp boundary ex-
ists between these two kinds of ideas, depending on whether or not the
idea is a definition of the object, expressed as a set of “reciprocal marks”
(necessary and sufficient conditions). Definition is of course a function
of reason. But even if the sharp distinction were not made in this way, its
very existence undercuts the identification of the sense of “distinct-con-
fused” which applies to ideas with that which applies to perceptions,
since the latter requires confused perceptions to be limiting cases of dis-
tinct ones. This point is important insofar as it is widely believed that
Leibniz envisages a continuum of representation, of which the concep-
tual is the distinct pole and the sensual the confused pole. Such a view
results from running together the doctrine of degrees of perception,
which do form such a continuum but do not correlate directly with in-
telligibility and sensibility, and the distinctness and confusion of ideas,
which, while not forming such a continuum, do capture the differences
between ideas of reason and those of sense. Thought is perception infer-
entially articulated in that it occurs in accordance with distinct ideas and
necessary truths. Sensation is subject not to inference but only to imagi-
native association. Between these there are no intermediate degrees.

A third consideration is that clear ideas that are merely confused re-
quire the capacity to recognize objects and thus require apperception.
For if recognition did not require consciousness, then any unconscious
perception that expressed a certain object would be a recognition of it
and would demonstrate the existence of a clear idea. So every monad
would have clear ideas of everything in its universe. But Leibniz cer-
tainly held that even spirits have many obscure ideas. So only souls,
which have apperception, can have clear ideas. Recognition is the basic
act of awareness, and so a soul which had only clear ideas would be
aware. But we saw earlier that awareness presupposes the possession of
distinct perceptions (see passage [F] above). It follows that clear ideas
presuppose distinct perceptions. Thus distinct perceptions cannot be the
actualizations of distinct ideas, for the actualizations of clear ideas (what
would correspond, were the identification in question correct, to “clear
perceptions”) are recognitions—that is, perceptions that are noticed or
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apperceived, that require distinct perceptions although no distinct ideas
are involved. Put another way, we can pair each element of the three
metaphysical levels of being (bare monad, sentient soul, sapient spirit)
with a corresponding element of the epistemological levels of knowl-
edge (obscure ideas, clear but confused ideas, distinct ideas), but we
cannot match this latter hierarchy of potencies to one of acts, of the
form: perception, apperception, distinct perception. It is thought which
belongs in the final place as actualizing distinct ideas. But then how are
we to understand the doctrine of degrees of perception?

Perhaps we are reading the definition of distinct ideas too literally and
hence are putting too much emphasis on the discursiveness of distinct
ideas. The basic difference between clear-but-confused ideas and dis-
tinct ones is that between mere recognition and recognition by marks. It
may be possible for an animal to have the capacity to recognize some-
thing by its marks, while being incapable of expressing that idea in the
form of a nominal definition. It will not suffice for this that an animal
which reliably recognizes a particular kind of berry as edible do so as a
matter of causal perceptual fact because of some feature such as its
shape. For perception of that feature may be causally necessary and suf-
ficient for recognition of the kind of berry in question without the or-
ganism’s being aware of the shape, without his having a clear idea of the
mark he is in some sense using. And the component marks constituting
a distinct idea must at least be clear. So to follow out this line of thought
will be to fill in the notion of being aware of a mark as a mark. Each dis-
tinct idea codifies an inference, for example, from attribution of resis-
tance to a cupel and to aqua fortis to characterization as gold. Perceptions
which play inferential roles are thoughts, and only spirits have them. But
beasts have what Leibniz calls “consecutions,” which he says are “a
shadow of reasoning.” For habit may induce in beasts (or, as he says in
more than one place, empiricists) sequences of perceptions based merely
on association of ideas or even images connected by the imagination
guided solely by particular instances, and with no idea of the reasons in-
volved, as when a dog fears a stick he has been beaten with. Perhaps we
can construct a “shadow” of distinct ideas, which is to them as the
consecutions of the beasts are to thought, and which will justify attribut-
ing distinct perceptions to the brutes in some sense as the actualization of
those ideas.

These various lines of thought about distinct ideas and distinct per-

Leibniz and Degrees of Perception 155

ceptions cannot be reconciled without some strains. But in section II, I
put forward an account according to which the beasts’ shadow of rea-
soning gives them also a shadow of distinct ideas, which in the weak
sense will not require understanding (though modeled on it), while in
the full sense being joined with the power of reflection. It is at any rate
clear that we may not assume that we understand the use of ‘distinct’
and ‘confused’ as they apply to perceptions just because we understand
them as they apply to ideas, although the use of the same paired oppo-
sites strongly argues for a connection. Although distinct perceptions
are somehow related to apperception, we do not know how. And yet un-
til we understand the notion of distinct perceptions we cannot interpret
the most basic features of Leibniz’s metaphysics: the levels of being,
monadic perspectives, and action and passion, or indeed perception it-
self. The task of section Il is the construction of a detailed interpretation
of these matters that does justice to the difficult notion of distinctness of
perception.

Leibniz sometimes seems to suggest that such interpretative effort is
unnecessary, for “there is much that is innate in our mind, since we are
innate, so to speak, in ourselves. There is in us: being, unity, substance,
duration, change, action, perception, pleasure, and a thousand other in-
tellectual ideas . . . immediate to our understanding.”> Thus Descartes is
chided for failing to add to the immediacy of my knowledge that I think,
my knowledge that I have different thoughts, can will, and so on. At
most it is claimed that these are clear ideas, which make us capable of
recognizing their objects when they occur in us. But adequate or com-
plete chains of explications according to distinct ideas must resolve ul-
timately into clear primitive concepts which we are told are identical
with God’s attributes. Being, unity, substance, and so on, are prime can-
didates for this status. Two things are strange about the inclusion of per-
ception in this list of innate clear ideas. First, the idea of perception
is described as an intellectual idea, although perception occurs in the
beasts who have clear sensible ideas but no intellectual ones at all. Sec-
ond, our introspective, clear idea of perception is an idea of perceptions
which we are aware of, which are apperceived. Strictly, what we have is a
clear idea of apperception. We cannot say, “Minute perceptions are just
like the ones we are conscious of, only unconscious,” and claim thereby
to have expressed an idea (clear or distinct) as one might say, “Unob-
served elephants are just like observed ones”; for, as Wittgenstein has
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pointed out, when mental states are at issue, awareness is the only fea-
ture that matters (cf. “Its five o’clock on the sun”). Leibniz is aware of
this problem with his extension of the Cartesian notions of thought and
perception to the unapperceived. He expended great efforts in the devel-
opment of a theory of unconscious or “symbolic” thought (in which
ideas are manipulated by marks of marks, corresponding to distinct
ideas but never clearly conceived),’® in the guise of a theory of notation.
We want a similar explication of the intellectual idea of perception,*
which the brutes who cannot reason according to necessary truths do
not have, although they are aware of some of their perceptions. The in-
nateness doctrine does not discharge this explanatory responsibility, and
it is clear that we cannot make the polar notion of unconscious percep-
tion distinct merely by invoking a plenum of degrees of perception inter-
mediate between those of which we are aware and those of which we are
not.®

I1. A Theory: Expression and Inference

I wish to make a suggestion: the expressive or representative nature of
perception consists in the fact that from the existence of the modifica-
tion of some monad which is a perceiving can be inferred the existence of
various accidents or facts pertaining to its own monad or to others. An
accident is any property of a subject which is not a maximal property, in
the sense that it does not contain or entail all of the properties of that
subject that are comprised by its individual concept. It is one of Leibniz’s
principles that “every true predication has some basis in the nature of
things.”# The basis in reality for our ordinary predications is called an
accident, officially defined as “a being the notion of which does not
include all that can be attributed to the subject to which this notion is
attributed.”® The subjects of ordinary predications are typically multi-
monadic aggregates. When we attribute sphericality to such an aggre-
gate, for example, a billiard ball, the metaphysical basis in virtue of
which this predication is true is a set of modifications of the monads
which constitute the billiard ball. The impenetrability of the billiard ball
will consist of a different selection of the modifications of those aggre-
gated monads. One of the key features of the interpretation that follows
is the claim that what is expressed by perceptions is a set of such acci-
dents. This will allow an intensional reading of expression.
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That the relation between expression and expressed is an inferential
one is suggested by several of Leibniz’s formulations, for instance, his
earliest definition of mathematical expression: “What is common to all
these expressions is that we can pass from a consideration of the rela-
tions in the expression to a knowledge of the corresponding properties
of the thing expressed.”# It is natural to take such “passage” from one
consideration to knowledge of something else as inference. What is im-
portant about a map or a model is that we can make appropriate infer-
ences concerning features of the mapped or modeled thing from obser-
vations concerning the features of the map and model. This reading is
confirmed later in the same passage as we are told, “Similarly every en-
tire effect represents the whole cause, for I can always pass from the
knowledge of such an effect to a knowledge of its cause . . . It may also
happen that the effects which arise from the same cause express each
other mutually in gesture and speech,” since for Leibniz the cause of a
phenomenon is its sufficient reason. Expression is here clearly a gener-
ally nonsymmetric relation (as cause to effect or premise to conclusion),
though capable of symmetry in particular cases. Further evidence is sup-
plied by the use of the notion of perfection throughout Leibniz’s mature
period (a notion that supplies a crucial link to distinctness of percep-
tion). Immediately after passage [D] quoted above, the Monadology con-
tinues: “One created being is more perfect than another if one finds in it
that which will supply a reason a priori for what happens in the other.
And it is because of this that it is said to act upon the other.” A similar
definition is to be found in the Discourse,* where we recall that, as else-
where, “degrees of expression” is used interchangeably with “degrees of
perfection” (e.g., in passages [C], [D], and [G] above, and in Discourse
15).

Mathematical expression corresponds to a particularly simple case of
inferrability, namely, where expressing features and expressed features
stand in a one-to-one correspondence: “It suffices to the expression of
one in another that there is a certain constant law of relations, by which
the singulars in one can be referred to corresponding singulars in an-
other,”® as each point of an ellipse can be projected onto a correspond-
ing point of a circle. Notice that at this mathematical level expression is
symmetric since one-to-one correspondences are. There seems no room
for talk of “degrees of perfection” of correspondence. These facts be-
come explicable if we read Leibniz’s differentia for perceptual expression
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as expression of the many in the one, as appealing to his conceptual con-
tainment account of inference. One clear sense borne by the many-in-
one formula* is that many perceptual modifications are nonspatially
included in each simple substance. That this inclusion is inferential is
argued by Leibniz’s claim that the individual concept of the substance
includes every one of its modifications, or put another way, that every-
thing that will happen to the substance can be deduced from that con-
cept. The present suggestion is that the many-in-one formula bears a
second, less obvious but equally important sense, according to which
each perception itself enfolds a multitude (of accidents), its expressive
range. On this view, the mathematical expression of a circle as an ellipse
differs from perceptual expression both in that ellipses and circles are
mere aggregates and not true unities (corresponding to the first sense of
the formula) and in that each point of the circle expresses only a single
point of the ellipse. Evidence for this double reading can be found in
such pronouncements as that “we can” define our essence or idea as that
which includes everything which we express.*” Given an individual con-
cept, we can deduce not only all of its modifications but also everything
expressed by them. Of course this will follow at once from the transitiv-
ity of deducibility if the expressive range of each perception is a set of ac-
cidents deducible from it, as I have suggested.

The claim then is that percepts have content in the same way in which
concepts do, with each perception expressing a variety of facts about its
universe. On this account, expressive content is an intrinsic feature of
perceptions, each of which has its own content or set of attributes de-
ducible from its occurrence. By contrast, the projected points of an el-
lipse that expresses a circle have their contents as extrinsic properties,
acquired in virtue of their relations to other points on the ellipse. Deduc-
tive relationships in Leibniz’s universe are always an expression of its
fundamental lawfulness. Whenever an inference can be made, it is ac-
cording to an underlying rule or regularity. For conic sections, laws of
geometrical projection underwrite the inferences in virtue of which one
expresses another. For perceptions, the preestablished harmony of the
modifications of one monad with the modifications of others makes pos-
sible the inferences that give perceptions their expressive contents.

A perception provides its monad with information about the rest of
the world only insofar as the preestablished harmony provides princi-
ples (laws of nature) which permit inferences from the occurrence of
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this particular perception, rather than any other possible one, to conclu-
sions about facts outside that monad. We are assured of the existence of
such principles only by metaphysical reasoning. The form in which that
harmony manifests itself in the experience of particular monads is the
physical or phenomenal world. 1t is accordingly facts couched in the
phenomenal terms of this world that are the informational contents of
perceptions as experienced by the monads those perceptions modify. For
the monad, its world is the world of physical, perceptible attributes.
Leibniz’s phenomenalism entails that the deductive relations between
perceptions implied by the preestablished harmony are reflected by de-
ductive relations between those perceptions and features of the phenom-
enal things which appear to the perceiving monad as their objects.

In what follows, the prime argument to be offered for this sense of
“many-in-one” as inferential containment of many attributes in one per-
ception is the explanatory power the hypothesis possesses regarding
Leibniz’s many doctrines about degrees of perception. Besides account-
ing for the asymmetry of expression involving modifications of true sub-
stances evident in the application to cause-effect relations above, this in-
terpretation gives a natural sense to talk of degrees of expression. For if
many accidents are expressed in one perception, it is possible for more
or fewer of them to be expressed by another perception. We may say that
two perceptions differ in perceptual or expressive degree just in case the
expressive range or content of one of them properly includes the range
or content of the other.*® Leibniz’s standard definition of perfection is
that that is most perfect which is “simplest in hypotheses and richest in
phenomena.”#

That is, one substance is more perfect than another if from fewer pre-
mises about it, more about its world can be deduced than is the case for
the other. The “hypotheses” will be statements reporting the occurrence
of a perception in some monad, and the “phenomena” deducible from
them will be statements reporting on the inherence of an accident in
some subject. Thus higher degrees of perfection of expression corre-
spond to more inclusive sets of expressed (inferable) accidents. Con-
sider three perceptions of a physical object. The first, p, represents it as
red (its expressive range consists of a single accident), p, represents it as
cubical, and p; represents it as red and cubical. Then p; will be a more
perfect expression of the object than p, or p,. Indeed, we can see why
one might say that p; is more distinct than p, or p,, and they more con-
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fused than it. For p; cannot distinguish the object from a red sphere,
while p, cannot distinguish it from a green cube. Perception p; is both
more distinguishing and more specific than the others.

On this account, the degrees of perception are a consequence of the
character of perceptions as representing many in one. A cardinal virtue
of this approach is that it explains how two numerically distinct mo-
nads, individuated only by their perceptions, can nonetheless both ex-
press the whole world. For a monad to express the whole world is for
the union of the expressive ranges of all of its component perceptions to
include the complete set of accidents of that world, that is, those acci-
dents whose joint occurrence determines every particular substantial
modification in that world. Different monads simply divide up that com-
plete set of accidents among the expressive ranges of contemporaneous
perceptions in different ways. In a mini-world in which no modifications
exist save those in virtue of which a particular cube is red, one sub-
stance (by hypothesis “part” of the cube, since the world contains noth-
ing else) might express its whole world by having the single perception
ps while another has p; and p, instead. These perceptions are distinguish-
able, since no two of them have the same expressive range. The monads
these perceptions modify are accordingly distinguishable as well, since
they are qualified by distinguishable modifications. Yet each monad ex-
presses every feature of its world, since for each monad there is no acci-
dent not expressed by some one of its perceptions. Each complete set of
a monad’s contemporary perceptions has the whole set of its world’ real
accidents as the union of the expressive ranges of its perceptions. But the
distribution of more and less inclusive expressive ranges over that set of
perceptions differs from monad to monad, and from time to time within
a single monad (see passages [A] and [B] above). It is these differences
in the distinctness (inferential potential) of the individual perceptions
that jointly express the whole world which distinguish the various mo-
nads.

In order to follow out this suggestion for interpreting perceptual ex-
pression and its degrees as regards the notions of action and aware-
ness explicated in terms of them, we must take note of one important
respect in which Leibniz sharpened his views between 1687 and 1706.
If we compare passages [C] and [D] above, we may notice that the
first defines action in terms of an increase in the degrees of expression
of a substance, while the second defines it in terms of having perceptions
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of a high degree, with changes in degree not mentioned. A prominent
commentator>® has argued that the earlier view is an “aberration” and
that Leibniz himself did not believe its paradoxical consequences—the
conclusion drawn in the Discourse after passage [C] that “every activity
of substance which has perception implies some pleasure, and every pas-
sion some pain.” The Discourse definition cannot be seen as merely aber-
rant, however, for throughout his career Leibniz held a doctrine of devel-
opment of perception, enunciated in the same terms in the late (1714)
“Principles of Nature and Grace” as in the epistemologically authorita-
tive New Essays, as well as in the early Discourse and correspondence
with Arnauld.”

A perception is said to “develop” or be “heightened” when it becomes
more perfect or distinct, increasing its expressive degree. What happens
is that where in the Discourse development is associated primarily with
activity, and secondarily with awareness (since pleasure and pain are
both apperceptive states for Leibniz), afterwards development is offered
as part of the account of awareness alone (see passages [F] and [G], for
instance). In the later view, awareness is a kind of activity, but not all ac-
tivity is awareness. 1 will present detailed reconstructions of each of
these notions. First I show how differences in degrees of expression can
be seen as underwriting the attribution of cause-effect interaction be-
tween monads, without requiring the sort of active change of degree 1
will associate with awareness.

Kneale>? is right to doubt the cogency of the claim that a pair of bil-
liard balls engaged in a collision affect each other by causing appercep-
tive states of pain and pleasure, as the earlier view seemed to require. But
itis not at all obvious that sense can be made of the later view either. For
we know that monads are ranked by the degrees of their perceptions,
with spirits ranked higher than brutes or bare monads. But then it seems
we must deny that it is possible for a lower being, a stone, say, to cause
pain to a brute, or for a chemical substance to put a rational being to
sleep. Each of these would be action by a less perfectly expressive being
upon one more so. Any view about Leibniz's account of activity must
face this difficulty. The paradoxical conclusion can be avoided, however,
by focusing on the differences in the degrees of perfection with which
two apparently interacting substances express not their whole world,
but some particular occurrence. We can be a little more precise about
how the partial ordering of perceptions into degrees by the inclusion re-
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lations among their expressive ranges can be extended to partially order
the time-slices of monads in which those perceptions occur, as required
by the theory of causation. Let a be any set of accidents (perhaps a
temporal sequence of them forming the “change” of passage [C] above),
and let m and m’ be two different sets of co-monadic, contemporane-
ous sets of perceptions. We can say that m expresses a more perfectly
than m’ does if it is possible to select a non-empty subset k(m) of the
perceptions in m such that (i) k(m) is a complete expression of g, that is,
every accident in a is in the union of the expressive ranges of the ele-
ments of k(m); and (ii) for any subset k(m") which completely expresses
a, k(m) is inferentially stronger than k(m’), in the sense that given any
perception p'€ m’, there is some perception p€ m such that the expres-
sive range of p’ is a proper subset of the expressive range of p. This con-
dition merely generalizes the example discussed making more perfect
expression (higher degrees of perception) depend on having perceptions
which are richer and more specific in content.

1 will justify this definition further when I discuss the development of
perception and awareness. Even at this point I can remark on a cardi-
nal explanatory virtue of the definition, however. We saw above that
Leibniz believes that a cause or activity provides a reason a priori for its
effects.” Yet his definition of causation in its general form as action and
passion (as presented in passages [C] and [D], for instance) is in terms
of differences of degree of expression. What is the relation between the
definition and the claim that effects are deducible from their causes?
Given our inferential reading of expression and the account above, the
deducibility claim follows from the definition of action and passion. For
it follows directly from the account of more perfect expression above
that everything deducible from the occurrence of m’ is also deducible
from the occurrence of m; the content of the relevant passive monadic
substate k(m') is part of the content of the relevant active monadic
substate k(m). If m’ is involved in the change in question, that is, if the
modifications in virtue of which the accidents in a characterize the
world in question, then those modifications themselves will be part of
the content of k(m), that is, will be deducible from it. So insofar as
we can justify reading high relative degrees of expressive perfection of
monadic states as corresponding to having perceptions with richer and
more specific expressive ranges as above, we can explain how the active
state gives a reason for or allows us to deduce the corresponding pas-
sive one.
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This much results from the three interpretive suggestions offered so
far: taking the expression of many-in-one which is perception to ap-
ply each to perception (as well as to the monad as a whole); taking the
relevant sense of “in” to be explicated inferentially following the idiom
of Leibniz’s account of deducibility in terms of the containment relations
of concepts; and taking degrees of perception to correspond to more-or-
less-in-one, where again, according to Leibniz’s intensional logic, in-
creasing the number of accidents attributed to a subject amounts to
specifying one’s claim. My account also explains why mathematical ex-
pression, which is not a matter of many-in-one, does not come in de-
grees and seems to have nothing to do with activity and passivity. As
section I argues, however, the real test of any account of degrees of per-
ception is its treatment of the problem of distinctness of perception. An
acceptable account must explain both directions in which the use of
this term pulls: one way toward awareness, the other toward distinct
ideas. The existence of these two uses of ‘distinct’ must be explained in
the light of the sharp distinction in levels of being between those who
have sensation but no more, and those who can think also and hence
can have distinct ideas.>* Even without this complication introduced by
considering distinct ideas, the association between distinct perceptions
and awareness causes trouble, as we have seen, since our bodies are de-
fined as whatever we have the most distinct perceptions of (passage [H]
above), and our bodies are not the exclusive or even the preeminent ob-
jects of our awareness. So let us consider awareness.

One of Leibniz’s important doctrines about awareness is that apper-
ception occurs when we not only have perceptions but also perceive
those perceptions. Three basic elements must accordingly be distin-
guished. First, there is an apperceiving, which is a perception of an ear-
lier perception. Second, the perception thus perceived is the immediate
object of apperception—that in us to which we attend, as distinguished
from the myriad of perceptions we ignore. Finally, there is that in the
world, a table, perhaps, of which we are mediately aware in virtue of at-
tending to or perceiving the immediate object of attention. There are
two questions we should ask about awareness according to this struc-
ture: First, what is the relation between a perception that is an apper-
ceiving and the perception that is its immediate object, in virtue of
which we may say that awareness is occurring at all? (How is it “of” its
internal object?) Second, what is the relation between this constellation
of perceptions and that external object which they constitute an aware-
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ness of? In addressing this second question, I will need to explain (in ac-
cordance with the discussion of section I) how it is possible to be aware
of anything except one’s own body. Each of these queries must be distin-
guished from the related question of what it is about a perception or a
feature of the world which makes it liable or likely to become an object
of apperception in either of these two senses. “Novelty” is a good re-
sponse to the second kind of worry, but not to the first. Unfortunately
Leibniz does not carefully separate these issues in the New Essays (our
basic source on such matters), which has obscured what he has to say
about the more basic questions (what the trick of awareness consists in
or how it is brought off, rather than when it is likely to be performed).

Consider the first question. I referred above to the various pronounce-
ments establishing that the expressive development of perception is a
necessary condition for awareness. Insofar as the development of per-
ceptions involves only the expressive or representative contents of the
developed and developing perceptions, development as increasing dis-
tinctness or perfection of expression has been glossed as specification of
that content, understood in turn by inclusion relations holding between
the sets of accidents which are their expressive ranges. In order to arrive
at necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurrence of appercep-
tion, we must consider also purely material features of perceivings as ve-
hicles for expression, features arising out of the particular representings
of expressive content as they occur in the career of individual monads.
For illumination of this aspect we may look to the third class of defini-
tional remarks about apperception (the first two being those talking
about perception “of” perceptions, and development), namely, those
concerning memory. In the same texts which make so much of devel-
opment, “sentiment,” or feeling (the generic prereflexive apperceptive
state), is defined as “perception accompanied by memory.”s5> We are also
told that “all attention requires memory,”* with the acknowledged im-
plication that strictly all we can be directly aware of is our immedi-
ately past perceptions.” My claim is that appeals to memory, develop-
ment, and perception of earlier perceptions determine a single account
of awareness, involving both material and expressive features, though
each emphasizes one or the other sort.

Mere repetition of representative content is notoriously insufficient
for memory. My awareness of the table today may have the same content
as yours of yesterday, but it is not a memory of your experience. To be
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such requires beyond the repetition of content also that the memory be
produced in the right way. For Leibniz this “production in the right way”
is a matter not of causation of phenomenal interaction between monads,
but of that genuine metaphysical activity whereby the perceptions modi-
fying a monad at any given time produce their successors according to
the law which is the concept of that individual, as expressed by a con-
temporaneous set of appetitions codifying particular tendencies of one
set of perceptions to give rise to another. For p, to be a memory of p; re-
quires not only a relation of their contents but also that p, have been
produced by p:.

In general, perceptions will give rise to other perceptions whose ex-
pressive ranges bear little relation to those of their progenitors. But if p,
both gives rise to p, and has its expressive content repeated or specified
by p». then p, is a perception, memory, development, that is to say, an
awareness of p,. Awareness of or attention to a perception thus should be
understood as the product of the two characteristics of metaphysical
production® of the later perception by the earlier one and the expressive
specification of the content of the first by the second, in that the expres-
sive range of the first is a subset (proper or improper) of the expressive
range of the latter. In this way, memory as requiring only repetition of
content is assimilated as a limiting case to development of that content.
Put another way, awareness occurs when one perception is “of” another
in the dual sense of being produced by the first and expressing (at least)
the content of the first. Thus in the representative sense of what a per-
ception is “of,” discussed above, the second perception must be of the
same content as the first, in that every fact (the occurrence of an acci-
dent) deducible from the first must likewise be deducible from the sec-
ond.

1 have assumed that the representative content of a perception is an
intrinsic feature of that perception—that a perception could not be just
the modification it is without having just the content that it does—since
appetitions are the differentials or tendencies on the part of perceptions
to give rise to other perceptions. That is to say that awareness resides as
a potential in special appetitions or developmental tendencies, which
may or may not be realized by the succeeding crop of perceptions. (In
fact, Lebiniz’s account of intentional action is couched in terms of dis-
tinct appetition which reason develops so that we are aware of the incli-
nations which impel us.® The present analysis may be applied to the
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degrees and development of such appetitions at a higher level—with de-
grees of appetitions corresponding to the development which would re-
sult in the perceptions involved, and the development of appetitions
corresponding to tendencies to increase development codified in higher-
order appetitions governing the tendency of one appetition to give rise
to another. The details of such an extension, involving as they do the
perception of good and evil, lie beyond the scope of this work, however.)

So a straightforward answer to the first of our questions about apper-
ception (about the relation between an apperceiving and the perception
that is its immediate content) is available which draws together the three
sorts of locutions Leibniz uses to explain awareness. This account re-
flects, furthermore, the primary empirical datum that, to judge from the
frequency with which examples are cited and the variety of theoretical
insights he thinks can be gleaned therefrom, Leibniz took as the basic
object of explanation and major confirmation of his account of aware-
ness and unconscious perception-—namely, that one may remember af-
ter the event an occurrence one did not notice at the time, but must
in some sense have seen in order now to recall. On my account, all per-
ceptions are intrinsically unconscious. But though a perception might
have remained undeveloped and hence unnoticed for several genera-
tions of its perceptual progeny, this is consistent with eventual devel-
opment (since “to produce” is transitive). Indeed, Leibniz holds that
“nothing is for nothing,” that all perceptions will eventually be devel-
oped, that all monads will eventually be conscious of all that they have
ever perceived. (Holding this doctrine does not, of course, defuse the
objection made earlier concerning what is required to make intelligible
what is meant by the notion of “unconscious” perceptions, as we still
need to know what these are like before they are developed.)

I have already considered the sense of “distinct perception” as percep-
tion of high expressive degree that is relevant for the explanation of
physical interaction. The current claim is that another sense of “distinct
perception” occurs in passages such as [I] below, where awareness is at
issue. In such passages, the question is how a particular set of percep-
tions becomes distinct in the sense of distinguished from the rest as the
immediate objects of attention and are themselves perceived. My answer
is that they are distinctive or remarkable in the measure of their devel-
opment, that is, the increase in their expressive degrees. This second
sense is thus defined in terms of the first. Given these two senses of ‘dis-
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tinct’ as applied to perceptions, we can easily resolve the issue raised
earlier concerning bodily awareness. The body of a dominant monad is
that which it perceives most distinctly in the first sense, that is, has the
richest, most detailed and inferentially powerful perceptions of. This
does not mean that those perceptions are the most developing, however.
There need be no special correlation between those perceptions of high-
est expressive degree and those which give rise to more expressive speci-
fications of themselves. It is these latter that matter for awareness. So we
need not be more aware of our bodies than of anything in the rest of
the world. Even if each bodily perception, with its inclusive expressive
range, gives rise to a perception with an expressive range of similar size,
if the content of the first is not included in that of the second, there is no
awareness, regardless of the expressive degrees involved (see the discus-
sion of sensations below). It is for this reason that we can say that per-
ceptions of our own bodies are confused.

My second question about apperception concerned the determination
of the ultimate external objects of awareness. Clearly these are deter-
mined in some way by the expressive ranges of the “heightened” percep-
tions of which one is immediately aware. That some care is required in
dealing with this issue, however, is indicated by Leibniz’s account of sen-
sation. Two major features of that account yield interpretive puzzles.
First, from 1684 on it is claimed that sensations are made of a myriad of
“smaller” perceptions that are its “parts”:

When we perceive colors or odors we are having nothing but a percep-
tion of figures and motions, but of figures and motions so complex
and minute that our mind in its present state is incapable of observing
each distinctly and therefore fails to notice that its perception is com-
pounded of single perceptions of exceedingly small figures and mo-
tions.%

How is one perception “compounded” out of others? How can those
parts result in the apperception that is sensation without themselves be-
ing apperceived? Second, Leibniz holds that the phenomenal qualities
that are the contents of states of sensory awareness are phantasms or
phenomenal qualities that, while grounded in some sense in the figures
and motions of the bodies they express, are not qualities to be found in
the world represented but rather are artifacts of our representing those
motions in apperception. Thus if we were able to distinguish further the
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perceptual parts comprised by our sensation of green, we would dis-
cover it to be a compound of blue and yellow. These sensory phantasms
would in turn disappear on further analysis; but as a result of the infinite
divisibility (indeed infinite division) of matter, new phantoms will arise
no matter how finely we divide our sensation.® Both doctrines are com-
bined in Leibniz’s likening of sensory phantasms to the artificial trans-
parency of a toothed wheel or spoked cart wheel as it rotates, in which
the individual parts move too fast for us to distinguish.

The doctrine of phantasms is puzzling because of its ambiguous sta-
tus with respect to the metaphysical foundations of the possibility of
error. For Leibnizs official view is that perception never errs, that it
is only with judgment, at the level of reason, that error is possible.® Sen-
sation as apperceptive is intermediate on the scale of being between
mere perception and rational judgment. The phenomenal qualities of
sense are somehow intermediate between the infallible representation of
mere perception and the possibility of genuine error of discursive judg-
ment. The difficulty of explicating this doctrine parallels and reproduces
on the epistemological side the metaphysical embarrassment similarly
arising concerning the status of space and time as “true phenomena”
grounded in but in some ways misrepresenting the nature of individual
substance. Sensations represent neither quite correctly nor quite incor-
rectly, but what sort of middle ground is envisaged here?

We need not address the question of how perceptions can be com-
posed of or have as parts other perceptions in terms of a spatial notion of
part-whole. Leibniz tells us that this is not the primary signification of
talk of parts and wholes ® and it seems that he has in mind the logical
relations of containment of concepts in one another as primitive. Follow-
ing this line of thought suggests that it is the expressive ranges of petite
perceptions which are included as parts in the expressive range of some
perception which is a sensation. Suppose P to be an infinite set of per-
ceptions which jointly give rise to p;, whose expressive range is just the
union of the ranges of the elements of P Then p, will count for us as de-
veloping those perceptions, and hence will be an apperceiving, as sensa-
tions are. If none of the elements of P is individually developed, that is,
gives rise to a perception more distinct of it though not of its fellows,
then on our account we would have no separate awareness of that per-
ception and hence would be ignorant of its exact contribution to the
corporate awareness of the infinite set P
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Why on Leibniz’s account should we have such wholesale develop-
ment in preference to development of individual perceptions? This can
be seen as a consequence of two general precepts. First, Leibniz holds a
principle of finiteness of apperception, that our awareness at any given
time comprises only a finite number of elements.®* (Indeed, it is to this
finiteness of apperception that the appearance of “leaps” in a continuous
universe is due, according to Leibniz.)® Thus in the New Essays our ig-
norance of the minute perceptions making up sensations is attributed to
their “infinite multitude, which keeps us from distinguishing them.”6
Next, as a result of the principle of sufficient reason, if there were a mul-
titude of petite perceptions which differed little from one another, there
would need to be some sufficient reason, grounded in those perceptions
themselves, why one and not another of them was developed. Thar the
little perceptions differ only insensibly from one another is frequently
invoked as a reason for our failure to distinguish them. If we take the
finiteness of apperception to restrict a single field of awareness to a
finite number of apperceivings (i.e., perceptions which are developings
of others), and if we assume as a result of the constitution of bodies the
presence of infinite sets of expressively similar perceptions ripe for de-
velopment, the principle of sufficient reason requires that perceptions
developing infinite sets of their ancestors arise. Since sensation, as per-
ception of something external,”” must involve perceptions expressing
the infinitely intricate relations of material bodies actually divided to
infinity, in virtue of the association of sensation with the material im-
pressions of bodies on the organs of sense, we can be sure that infinite
sets of insensibly different perceptions will occur.

But what of the content of these joint-stock developments of infinite
sets of lookalike perceptions? Whence the phantasms? The key here
may be taken to be the paired notions of artificiality and abstraction as
they arise in the model of the disappearance of the spokes of a spinning
wheel. Such transparency is an artifact of its means of production, aris-
ing only under specifiable circumstances. In such a way we could de-
scribe the expressive range of a perception which developed an infinite
number of similar minute perceptions as “artificial” just in case no per-
ception which does not arise in that way ever has that expressive range.
That is, the expressive ranges of percepts which are sensations may
be artifacts of the expressive combination of an infinite number of simi-
lar precursors. It would make a neater story if the status of the contents
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of sensations as phantasms could be accounted for just as expressive
ranges artificially inclusive in this sense, but phantasms in this sense
would not be “false” enough as expressions for what Leibniz says of
them. Often it is suggested that what is appercievable is what is common
to the infinite number of petite perceptions which conspire to produce
an effect (this seems to be a lesson of the discussions of how individually
insensible increments in the intensity of a sound can awaken one from a
sound sleep, for instance). Our failure to perceive the individuals is the
failure to distinguish the unique contribution of each to the resulting
awareness. To take this strand of thought seriously, a set P of petite per-
ceptions is taken as consisting of perceptions whose expressive ranges
largely overlap, though each may contain a few distinguishing accidents.
A perception metaphysically produced by all of them might be said to
develop (in an attenuated sense) the set P if it expressed a superset of
what is common to the expressive ranges of elements of P, even though
no element of P is developed in the strict sense. The common content
thus apperceived is artificial in the above sense, and is false as represen-
tation in just the sense in which abstractions may be called “false” as
overlooking distinguishing detail. The infinite descending hierarchy of
phantasms is easily explained in these terms. If 1 become capable of
greater discrimination concerning my sensation of green, more attentive
to its origins and details—in short, more aware of the distinctions in ex-
pressive range in the collaborating petite perceptions—I may divide P
into two subsets P’ and P*, each of which boasts a larger common ex-
pressive core than P did, and which separately give rise to the sensations
of blue and yellow. The resegregation of P into P’ and P* occurs only be-
cause more distinguishing accidents of its elements are taken account of,
and the same process can in principle occur in P’ or P* since an infinite
number of differentiating features of expression are abstracted from at
each stage.

On this account, then, sensation occurs when what is developed is
the common core of an infinite set of perceptions so similar to one an-
other that there is not sufficient reason for individual elements or proper
subsets to be picked out as distinguished and to be individually de-
veloped. All the minute perceptions which are in this sense included in
a sensation contribute to a single undifferentiated episode of sensory
awareness. “These sense-ideas are simple appearance, because, being
confused, they do not give the mind the means of distinguishing their
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contents; . . . we treat these ideas as simple ideas because at least our
apperception does not divide them,”®® Leibniz says of the recognitive
dispositions (clear but confused ideas) corresponding to sensations.

The final question we must consider is what sort of perceptual act, or
form of apperception, if any, corresponds to distinct ideas as their real-
ization. The trouble with the ideas of sense is that “they are not distinct,
because they are not distinguished by what they include. Thus we can-
not give a definition of them.”®

Thus although in our view distinct ideas distinguish one object from
another, nevertheless, as the ideas clear but confused in themselves
do so also, we call distinct not all those which are very discriminating
or which distinguish objects, but those which are well distinguished,
i.e., which are distinct in themselves and distinguish in the object the
marks which make it known, which an analysis or definition gives.”

“Distinct in itself” here may refer either to inclusiveness of expressive
range or to development. The element in this account that goes beyond
sensation is distinguishing within the object the marks by which it can
be known. The simple recognition which actualizes clear ideas has been
modeled by development of the content of a perception expressing some
feature of the world. To recognize a feature is to be aware of it, to re-
spond to one’s initial perception expressing that feature as of that fea-
ture, namely, by developing the original content. What is wanted now is
a similar account of recognition by marks, which can apply to ideas
more complicated than red. What is it to be aware of some feature as a
mark of a particular object?

Leibniz recognizes that nonreasoning animals are capable of apper-
ceptive association, as when noticing a stick he was once beaten with
makes a dog fear another beating. This is not reasoning, since it depends
not on conformity to necessary principles but on adventitious facts
about one’s actual sensory career. But it is a “shadow of reasoning” that
the brutes exhibit and that marks the limit of aspiration of empiricists.”
Let us look more closely at what is required for such associative links to
allow recognition by marks analogous to that enabled by distinct ideas.
In the New Essays, Leibniz offers an extended and surprisingly modern
discussion of the recognition of natural kinds by their marks. In his
early work, Leibniz took as the expression of a distinct idea in a nominal
definition statements such as “gold is the most fixed metal.” This view
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was refined, however, as Leibniz sought to deal with a puzzle Locke
raises. Locke had objected (section 50 of “On the Names of Substances”
in the Essay) that with such a definition one could not without triviality
assert that gold is fixed, whereas if we take the definition as shorthand
merely for the assertion that gold is some internal essence and that being
fixed is a consequence of that essence, then we are speaking of a wholly
unknown essence. Leibniz’s reply is that “the body given by this internal
constitution is designated by other external marks in which fixedness is
not comprised, as if one said: the heaviest of all bodies is also one of the
most fixed.””? Here and elsewhere in this work (see especially pp. 394
and following), Leibniz requires two sets of marks for recognition of an
object according to a distinct idea. The problem is explicitly presented as
arising from the necessity of explaining the informativeness of identity
statements codifying such recognition. Thus malleability is indeed in-
cluded in our complex idea of gold:

But in order to express its malleability without identity and without
the defect of coccysm or repetition, we must recognize this thing by
other qualities, as color and weight. And it is as if we said that a certain
fusible body, yellow and very heavy, called gold, has a nature which
gives it besides the quality of being very soft to the hammer and capa-
ble of being made very thin.”

Taking Leibniz’s “it is as if we said” in these passages as indicating an
analysis of the sense of what is said, this dual-marks requirement exactly
coincides with Frege’s demand that the expressions flanking an identity
sign (what in the Grundlagen he called “recognition statements”—for
him as for Leibniz all cognitive activity consists either of recognition or

of inference) express different senses, if the identity is to count as ex-

pressing a recognition at all. Our problem is thus to say what it is ac-
cording to Leibniz to take two sets of marks as marks of the same object
(the apperceptive or recognitive status expressed discursively by reason-
ing beings in the form of identity statements).

The marks involved in distinct ideas may themselves be merely clear,
so we may take the marks to be sensory complexes in the simplest cases.
But we may not then identify recognition by marks simply with passage
from one such complex to another, even if some repeatable kind of pas-
sage becomes habitual. For such passage may be no more than a shift of

attention, as one might have the habit of conjuring up the smell of fresh
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cinnamon upon seeing a white picket fence (as the result of an early ex-
perience) without in any way confounding the objects. Not every re-
minder is a recognition. What is required is that two separate sets of
marks be distinguished both from each other (as the minute perceptions
which are in some sense “marks” for the awareness that is recognition of
sensory qualia are not) and as characterizing a common object which
exhibits all of the accidents expressed by either set of marks. For the sig-
nificance of the recognition that a = b is that every accident of a is an ac-
cident of b and vice versa. Thus we are led to the following scenario for
the advent of a perception which will be “distinct” in the third and
strongest of our senses, namely, as the recognition by marks enabled by
distinct ideas—the sense in which distinct perceptions alone furnish
“matter for reason.”’* Let the first of our marks be the combination of ac-
cidents a; and a, that we suppose to be expressed by perception p, occur-
ring at time t,, and let the second of our distinguishing marks be the
combination of accidents a; and a, expressed by p, occurring at a later
time t,. We may think of these as corresponding to the perception of an
instance of the heaviest metal and of the most malleable yellow one, re-
spectively. The individual in question must be aware of each of these,
and as distinct (i.e., discrete). So we presume that p, is developed by a
succeeding perception p,’ and py is developed by p,,’. To be aware of these
properties as marks of one thing, then, will be for p." and py,’ to be jointly
developed by a further perception p., produced by both and whose ex-
pressive range is a superset of the union of the expressive ranges of p,’
and py'. P, is then a distinct recognition of gold. It is the occurrence of a
common development of the contents of p," and p,’ that sets off aware-
ness of them as marks of one thing from the mere associational passage
from p.’ to py’ (considered for the moment as repeatable types) which
includes habitual shifts of attention. That the content of p. may include
more than is included in p," or p’" allows a dog to take both the appear-
ance of a certain stick and an expression of his master’s as marks of an
impending beating (and hence of each other) without being aware of the
beating as consisting entirely in that association.

The difference between the way p. develops the content of p, and p,
and the way a sensation develops the contents of the multitude of min-
ute perceptions it springs from is the difference between distinguishing
component marks and confusing them. In distinct recognition the per-
ceptions developed need have no overlap of expressive range. Even if
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they do have some accident as common content (e.g., metallic), it is
the differences between those contents which makes distinct recognition
possible. In sensation, only the common content is developed. Individual
perceptions are not distinguished from one another, nor developed. P,
and p, may themselves be sensations, of course, or more generally, their
places may be taken by sets of sensations—the set associated with a
heavy yellow metal sphere and that associated with a sphere of a mallea-
ble, fixed metal, for instance. In either case it seems clear that the beasts
of the field could possess distinct recognitions ultimately based on their
senses that differ from the inferential realization of distinct ideas only in
that the development of expressive content essential to them is not un-
derwritten by the necessary and general truths of reason, stemming
rather from happy historical accident with regard to the acquisition
of developmental appetitions. Furthermore, some account along these
lines will be required if we are willing (as Leibniz seems to be) to attrib-
ute to brutes some differentiation of the field of awareness, not with re-
gard to intensity of attention (which we model by degree of develop-
ment), but as awareness of a variety of objects. Only a mechanism like
that suggested will allow the segregation of features in the world of
which we are separately aware into co-objectual classes. Thus a brute
aware of the smells of an apple and an orange, and of a red sphere and an
orange one, can in virtue of the co-development of the perception of the
red sphere and the apple smell on the one hand, and the orange sphere
and the orange’s smell on the other, be aware of two fruits as well as four
features. Such partitioning of features into objects is also needed for as-
sociation to work well, so that the apple smell will in future be associ-
ated only with apples, and not with oranges.

I have discerned three different but closely related senses in which
Leibniz uses the concept of distinctness. The first and earliest use, in
terms of which the hierarchy of perfection of monads and physical inter-
action are to be understood, corresponds to being of high expressive de-
gree, that is, having a relatively inclusive expressive range. The next use,
in terms of which awareness or apperception is to be explained, is one in
which a perception is distinct (and hence noticed) to the extent to
which it is developed, that is, gives rise to a perception whose expressive
range is a superset of that of the original perception. The concept of de-
velopment accordingly presupposes and builds on the notion of expres-
sive degree. The doctrine of finiteness of apperception, that only a finite
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number of the most developed perceptions are apperceived, together
with considerations concerning the bodily origin of sensations and the
principle of sufficient reason, enabled me to explain the occurrence of
sensory phantasms in terms of development as well. Finally, I described
a use which occurs only very late, which indeed appears to be developed
in the New Essays in response to Locke’s doctrines concerning the artic-
ulation of ideas, in which a perception is distinct just in case it consti-
tutes recognition of some object by marks. This usage is explained by a
two-stage sequence of development and is that intended when Leibniz
talks of distinct perceptions as realizing distinct ideas, although strictly
reason is not required for such recognition by marks.

[1] We apperceive many things within and without us which we do not
understand, and we understand them when we have distinct [distinctes)
ideas of them, together with the power of reflection and of drawing
from them necessary truths. Animals therefore have no understanding,
at least in this sense, although they have the faculty of apperceiving im-
pressions more remarkable and more distinguished [plus distinguées],
as the boar is aware of a person who shouts at him, and goes straight
for this person, of whom he had had before only a cloudy perception,
but confused, as of all other objects which fell under his eyes, and
whose rays struck his crystalline humor. Thus in my view the under-
standing [when exercised] is called intellection, which is a [distincte]
perception united with the faculty of reflection, which is not in ani-
mals. Every perception united with this faculty is thought, which I do
not accord to animals any more than understanding, so that we may
say there is intellection when thought is distinct [distincte].”

These three senses arrayed in roughly increasing order of strength
and maturity of period of development enable one to explicate all of
Leibniz's pronouncements concerning distinctness of perceptions—or
indeed appetitions.” One could hardly avoid discriminating the first two
senses, since the tension between them appears even in the earliest
work. The third might be discarded as unduly speculative, if one is will-
ing to ignore various of Leibniz’s late pronouncements.

The theoretical postulate which permits the detailed explication of
these various phenomena of perception and apperception is the associa-
tion with each perception of an expressive range consisting of those acci-
dents or features of the world which are represented by that perception,
that is, are deducible from its occurrence. This association of intensional
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content with each perception is motivated by consideration of the nature
of perception and of expression according to Leibniz, in particular the
need to differentiate perceptual from merely mathematical or symbolic
expression in such a way as to permit the gradation into degrees of per-
ceptual expression so crucial to the metaphysical role Leibniz assigns
that notion. By using that hypothesis about the content of perceivings, it
was possible to offer necessary and sufficient conditions for both the oc-
currence and the delimitation of content of apperceivings, including sen-
sations.

It is important to notice that although the recognition by marks corre-
sponding to distinct ideas is explicitly the model for the third sense of
‘distinct’ as applied to perceptions, it is implicitly the model for the sec-
ond sense as well. Development of a perception corresponds to passage
from a mark or feature to a more inclusive delineation of an object. On
the level of concepts, moving from the mark heaviest metal to the con-
cept gold is moving to a concept that along with much else includes the
designation heaviest metal. So my notion of awareness can be restated as
what occurs when a perception is taken as a mark of another more ex-
pressively complete perception. When the mark is in addition apper-
ceived as a mark, the third sense of distinctness arises.

This observation is important for evaluating the theoretical role as-
signed to the notion of inference in the portions of Leibniz’s epistemol-
ogy and philosophy of mind which I have taken to be metaphysically
fundamental. Inference is the primitive which anchors both ends of the
foregoing explanatory structure. First, the basic theoretical auxiliary I
introduced, the notion of an individual expressive range, is explicitly ex-
plained in terms of inference. The expressive range of a perception is
that set of accidents (nonrepeatable occurrences of complex property-
types) which may be inferred from the occurrence of that perception
alone (i.e., if nothing else were known about its universe). It is only in-
sofar as there are primitive inferential facts of this form that this explan-
atory scheme gets off the ground. At the other end, the model in terms of
which awareness and recognition consciously by marks (the Fregean
model of recognition) are explained is that of distinct ideas, which as we
have seen are inferentially articulated ideas, which can be had only by
beings capable of reason. These again I take for granted.

One of Leibniz’s primary methodological principles is that we should
conceive those things of which we do not have distinct ideas on the
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model of those things of which we do have distinct ideas. I have sug-
gested, in effect, that at least with regard to perception and representa-
tion, he also conceives those things which are not distinct ideas (infer-
entially articulated) on the model of those things which are. Inference is
the root notion in terms of which representation and its varieties are ex-
plained. It is this in which Leibniz’s rationalism consists: that where
empiricists begin with a primitive notion of representation and seek to
ground in it whatever inferences are to be recognized (as Hume attempts
to ground causal and inductive inference), he as rationalist begins with
inference and then explains the notion of representation in terms of it. It
is in this sense that percepts are assimilated to concepts (efficacious
ideas), as modeled on them, though we have seen that in no way can the
difference between them be described as merely one of “degree.”
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Holism and Idealism in Hegel’s
Phenomenology

I. Introduction

The opening “Consciousness” section of Hegels Phenomenology ad-
dresses our understanding of the physical world around us. The next
section, “Self-Consciousness,” begins to consider our understanding of
ourselves and one another. This order of discussion is neither arbi-
trary nor merely convenient. Rather, one of the principal lessons we
are to have learned by the end of the development of “Consciousness”
is that our best conception of the world that is the object of our cogni-
tive activities is intelligible only as part of a story that also consid-
ers the nature of the subject engaging in those activities. The ratio-
nale for this expository transition is an important strand in Hegel’s
idealism. In this chapter I offer a rational reconstruction of an argument

that I see as supporting this transition and the kind of idealism it em--

bodies.!

II. The Problem: Understanding the Determinateness
of the Objective World

Hegel starts the line of thought I will be rehearsing with the everyday
idea of how things are—the idea that there is some way the world is. Un-
derstanding how things are or might be is grasping a certain sort of con-
tent. And his first observation is that that content—the way things are or
could be taken to be—must be determinate. That is to say at a minimum
that there must be a distinction between things being that way and their
being some other way.
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(1) The way things objectively are must be definite or determinate.

Determinateness is a matter of identity and individuation. It concerns
how one thing is distinguished from others.

In thinking about the sort of difference implicit in the notion of deter-
minateness, it is important for us to distinguish between two differ-
ent kinds of difference. Properties (for instance) can be different but
compatible, as square and red are. We might call this “mere” differ-
ence. But properties can also be different in the stronger sense of mate-
rial incompatibility—of the impossibility of one and the same thing si-
multaneously exhibiting both—as square and triangular are. We might
call this “exclusive” difference. Although I cannot discuss here how
the point is made, in “Sense Certainty,” Hegel argues that the idea of a
world exhibiting definiteness or determinateness as mere (gleichgiltige,
translated by A. V. Miller as “indifferent”) difference, without exclusive
(auschliessende) difference, is incoherent. This is why compatibly differ-
ent properties always come as members of families of exclusively differ-
ent ones.>

Hegel embraces the medieval (and Spinozist) principle omnis deter-
minatio est negatio. But mere difference is not yet the negation that deter-
minateness requires according to this principle. For an essential, defin-
ing property of negation is the exclusiveness codified in the principle
of noncontradiction: p rules out not-p; they are incompatible. For Hegel,
it is this exclusiveness that is the essence of negation. He abstracts this
feature from the case of formal negation, and generalizes it to include
the sort of material incompatibility that obtains between the proper-
ties square and triangular. (Formal negation can then reappear as the
shadow of material incompatibility: not-p is the minimal incompatible of
p. It is what is entailed by everything materially incompatible with p.) In
a conceptually deep sense, far from rejecting the law of noncontra-
diction, I want to claim that Hegel radicalizes it, and places it at the very
center of his thought.3

So his idea is that

(2) The essence of determinateness is modally robust exclusion.

One understands items (for instance, propositions or properties) as de-
terminate just insofar as one understands them as standing to one an-
other in relations of material incompatibility.
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The many determinate properties . . . are only determinate in so far as
they differentiate themselves from one another, and relate themselves to
others as to their opposites.*

It is through its determinateness that the thing excludes others. Things
are therefore in and for themselves determinate; they have properties
by which they distinguish themselves from others . . . They are deter-
minate properties in it only because they are a plurality of reciprocally
self-differentiating elements.’

The idea Hegel is working with here is a common feature of both con-
temporary information-theoretic and possible-worlds approaches to se-
mantics. The concept of the information conveyed by a signal is defined
in terms of the way its reception serves to restrict, for the receiver, some
antecedent set of possibilities. Before receiving the message, 1 knew only
that the number lay between 0 and 100. Afterwards I know that it is an
even number in that range. (This fundamental idea must not be confused
with the much more specific strategy for working it out that assigns
numbers as measures of information in that sense.) The defining func-
tion of information is to rule out possibilities. Again, possible-worlds se-
mantics sees a proposition as significant just insofar as it effects a parti-
tion of the space of possible worlds. Its correctness excludes the actual
world from one element of the partition (although rhetorically the focus
is usually put on its being included in the other).

The concept of material incompatibility, or as Hegel calls it “determi-
nate negation,” is his most fundamental conceptual tool. Here are two

uses of it that are particularly important for articulating the sort of ideal--

ism that is my topic.

First, relations of determinate negation allow the definition of con-
sequence relations that are modally robust in the sense of supporting
counterfactual inferences—what show up at the end of “Consciousness”
in the form of laws. The proposition or property p entails q just in case
everything incompatible with (ruled out or excluded by) q is incompati-
ble with (ruled out or excluded by) p. For instance, having the property
square entails having the property polygonal, because and in the sense
that everything materially incompatible with square (for instance, circu-
lar) is incompatible with polygonal. In this sense, it is impossible for
something to be square without also being polygonal. So we can see
(though Hegel never makes the point explicitly) that:
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(3) Material incompatibility relations induce modally robust material
consequence relations.

Taking his cue from the role played by the middle term in a classical syl-
logism, Hegel uses the term “mediation” (Vermittlung) in discussing the
inferential articulation of contents induced by relations of determinate
negation. Thus mediation can be understood in terms of determinate ne-
gation.® This is to say that for Hegel, schliefen is rooted in ausschliefien
(conclusion in exclusion). Together, these two sorts of relation define
what Hegel means by “conceptual” (begrifflich):

(4) To be conceptually articulated is just to stand in material relations
of incompatibility and (so) consequence (inference).

In this sense, conceptual articulation is a perfectly objective affair. It has
nothing obviously or explicitly to do with any subjective or psychological
process. Showing that it nonetheless does have an implicit connection to
such processes, and what that connection is, is the task of motivat-
ing objective idealism (that is, idealism about the objective conceptual
structure of the world).

Given this definition, Hegel’s conceptual realism can be seen as just the
form taken by a modal realism. There really are modally qualified states
of affairs: possibilities and necessities (necessitations being the inferen-
tial version of this categorical notion, and conditional possibility being
the corresponding weaker conditional modality). Further, without ac-
knowledging them, we cannot make intelligible ordinary descriptive
predicates and properties. Again, Hegel will claim that modal realism re-
quires objective idealism.

Second, 1 started this story with the idea of how things are—the idea
that there is some way the world is. Understanding how things are is
grasping a certain sort of content. In talking about objectivity and subjec-
tivity in terms of ‘truth’ and ‘certainty’, Hegel wants us to start by focus-
ing on this notion of content rather than on the objects of (claims to)
knowledge. One reason to do this, of which Hegel's “Introduction” re-
minds us, is so that our philosophical idiom will not rule out from the
beginning as incoherent the possibility that how things are in them-
selves might also be how they are for some consciousness—that there is
a sense of ‘content’ in which, at least in some cases, truth and certainty
may be two different forms taken by the same content. If we start by ter-
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minologically committing ourselves to a picture of consciousness as a re-
lation between two sorts of thing, subjects and objects, we cut ourselves
off from the shift in theoretical perspective that Hegel wants to recom-
mend under the heading of ‘idealism’, which is my topic here. Talk of
subjects and objects comes late in the story, not at the beginning. And
when they do officially become a topic, in “Perception,”

(5) The concepts subject and object can be defined in terms of deter-
minate negation or material incompatibility.

Both are to be understood as loci or units of account that in a generic
sense “repel” or “exclude” incompatibilities. Objects repel objectively
incompatible properties (such as square and triangular), in that one
and the same object cannot at the same time exhibit both—though they
can be exhibited by different objects. And subjects repel subjectively in-
compatible commitments (for instance, commitment to something’s be-
ing square and commitment to its being circular) in that one and the
same subject ought not at the same time endorse both (though the same
prohibition does not apply to the commitments of different subjects).
The different ways in which objects and subjects “repel” or “exclude”
them make it clear that incompatibility.; and incompatibility,.,; are dif-
ferent concepts. (Since, while one object cannot simultaneously exhibit
objectively incompatible properties, one subject merely ought not simul-
taneously undertake subjectively incompatible commitments.) The inti-
mate relation between these concepts—the way in which incompati-
bilitys,; and incompatibility,.,; turn out to be two sides of one coin, each
intelligible in principle only in relation to the other—is the essence of
Hegel’s objective idealism concerning the relation between the subjective
and the objective poles of consciousness.”

I11. Holism

The notion of immediacy presupposes determinateness of content but
cannot by itself underwrite it. Determinate content must be articulated
by relations of material incompatibility. That realization entails rejecting
the semantic atomism that lies at the core of what Wilfrid Sellars would
later call the “Myth of the Given,” in a work that opens by invoking
“Hegel, that great foe of immediacy.” The concept of immediacy can it-
self be made intelligible only against a background of mediating rela-
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tions of exclusion. This is the conclusion of Hegel’s discussion “Sense
Certainty.”®

Understanding determinate conceptual content in terms of relations
of exclusion among such contents commits one, then, to some kind of
semantic holism. Although earlier thinkers outside the empiricist tradi-
tion (especially Kant) had dipped their toes in the water, Hegel is the
first thinker explicitly to take the plunge and try to think through rigor-
ously the consequences of semantic holism. But what exactly is he com-
mitted to? To begin with,

(6) We can distinguish two grades of holistic commitment:

Weak individuational holism: Articulation by relations of material
incompatibility is necessary for determinate contentfulness (for
instance, of states of affairs and properties on the objective side,
and propositions and predicates on the subjective side).

Strong individuational holism: Articulation by relations of material
incompatibility is sufficient—all there is available to define it—
for determinate contentfulness (for instance, of states of affairs
and properties on the objective side, and propositions and pred-
icates on the subjective side).

Hegel is clearly committed to the weaker claim. So, for instance, in a
characteristic expression introducing it in the discussion titled “Percep-
tion,” Hegel says of “differentiated, determinate properties” that “many
such properties are established [gesetzt] simultaneously, one being the
negative of another.” One property can be understood as determinate
only by understanding many other properties—those incompatible with
it—as similarly determinate. But is he also committed to the stronger
form?

There are reasons to think that he is. Standard contemporary ways
of thinking of conceptual content in terms of the exclusion of possi-
bilities—paradigmatically information-theoretic and possible-worlds ac-
counts—treat the space of possibilities partitioned by such a content as
fixed and given in advance of any such partition. By contrast to both, the
line of thought Hegel develops here does not take it that the possibilities
are available conceptually antecedently to the possible (indeed, actual)™®
contents of messages or claims, or that the properties are already sitting
there intelligibly determinate before the relations of exclusion among
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them have been considered. For what would that determinateness con-
sist in? If immediacy as immediacy is indeterminate, it seems that the re-
lations of exclusion must be what their determinateness consists in.
What might be called “asymmetric relative individuation” of one sort of
item with respect to another is a relatively straightforward matter. Thus
if I understand the property red as selecting out of the set of objects a
privileged subset, namely, those that exhibit that property, I can identify
and individuate another property, not-red, entirely in terms of its con-
trast with the original property. 1 understand it also as selecting out of
the set of objects a privileged subset, defined in terms of the other,
namely, the complement of the first. But this is not what Hegel offers us.
He is committed to symmetric relative individuation, in which a whole
set or system of determinate contents—comprising red, blue, yellow,
and so on—is “posited” at once, each individuated by its relations to (its
strong differences from) the others.!! If such a view does not entail
strong individuational holism, a story will have to be told about why
not.

The second reason to attribute to Hegel commitment to strong indi-
viduational semantic holism is the nature of the transition from “Percep-
tion” to “Force and Understanding” that is driven by making explicit the
holism that turns out to be implicit in understanding properties as iden-
tified and individuated by the relations of determinate negation and me-
diation in which they stand to one another (and, at a higher level, to the
objects ultimately defined as centers of exclusion of them). Thus even in
its first appearance, where the concept of force is understood as dividing
into forces playing the roles of soliciting and solicited, we are told:

These moments are not divided into two independent extremes offer-
ing each other only an opposite extreme: their essence rather consists
simply and solely in this, that each is solely through the other, and
what each thus is it immediately no longer is, since it is the other. They
have thus, in fact, no substance of their own, which might support and
maintain them.!?

At this point, relations to other items of the same category are not
merely one necessary element in the individuation of the items being
considered. It seems that they are all there is. The whole discussion in
“Consciousness” leads up to putting on the table the final holistic con-
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ception of the conceptual that Hegel calls “infinity.” At the very end of
that part of the Phenomenology, Hegel says:

Infinity . . . in which whatever is determined in one way or another . . .
is rather the opposite of this determinateness, this no doubt has been
from the start the soul of all that has gone before.!?

The conception of the conceptual as “infinite” is the axis around which
Hegel’s systematic thought revolves. Grasping it is the primary goal to-
ward which the exposition of the whole Logic is directed. In the dis-
cussion at the end of “Force and Understanding,” the “notion of inner
difference,”** contrasting with the inadequate atomistic conception of
“absolute” difference, is repeatedly equated with infinity. In fact, the
term is introduced for the first time as characterizing what

is itself and its opposite in one unity. Only thus is it difference as inner
difference, or difference as its own self, or difference as an infinity.!>

Inner difference is material incompatibility among items understood to
be the items they are solely in virtue of standing in those relations of
necessary mutual exclusion. Inner difference is

a difference which is no difference, or only a difference of what is self-
same, and its essence is unity. The two distinguished moments both
subsist [bestehen]; they are implicit and are opposites in themselves, i.e.
each is the opposite of itself; each has its ‘other’ within it and they are
only one unity.!

Understanding such a holistic unity requires “the distinguishing of what
is not to be distinguished, or the unity of what is distinguished.”"’

The holistic successor conception to a world of facts—namely, the
world as having the structure of infinity—emerges as the lesson of the
discussion of the constitutive holistic interrelations of laws.

That the simple character of law is infinity means, according to what
we have found, (a) that it is self-identical, but is also in itself different;
or it is the selfsame which repels itself from itself or sunders itself into
two . . . (b) What is thus dirempted [Entzweite], which constitutes the
parts . . . exhibits itself as a stable existence . . . but (c) through the No-
tion of inner difference, these unlike and indifferent moments . . . are a
difference which is no difference or only a difference of what is self-same,
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and its essence is unity . . . The two distinguished moments both sub-
sist; they are implicit and are opposites in themselves, i.e. each is the op-
posite of itself; each has its ‘other’ within it and they are only one
unity.!8

We are now to think of the whole as having its differences within it, as
an articulating structure essential both to the constitution of the whole
and to the constitution of its “self-differentiating” components.

Those components can be thought of as particular facts, particular
laws, and general laws, provided we do not forget that these cannot be
understood as atomistic elements intelligible independently of and ante-
cedently to consideration of the modal relations of exclusion and inclu-
sion in which they stand to one another. If we keep firmly in mind that
the topic is a holistically understood system of determinately contentful
elements that are determinately contentful, conceptually contentful, just
because and insofar as they are articulated by relations of material in-
compatibility, and hence material inferential relations, we can at least
begin to see what Hegel is trying to get across in passages such as this
one:

This simple infinity, or the absolute Notion . . . whose omnipresence is
neither disturbed nor interrupted by any difference, but rather is itself
every difference, as also their supersession; it pulsates within itself but
does not move, inwardly vibrates, yet is at rest. It is self-identical, for its
differences are tautological; they are differences that are none . . . that
very self-identicalness is an inner difference. These sundered moments
are thus in and for themselves each an opposite—of an other; thus in
each moment the ‘other’ is at the same time expressed; or each is not
the opposite of an ‘other’ but only a pure opposite; and so each is there-
fore in its own self the opposite of itself. In other words, it is not an op-
posite at all, but is purely for itself, a pure, self-identical essence that
has no difference in it . . . But in saying that the unity is an abstraction,
that is, is only one of the opposed moments it is already implied that it
is the dividing of itself; for if the unity is a negative, is opposed to some-
thing, then it is eo ipso posited as that which has an antithesis within it.
The different moments of self-sundering and of becoming self-identical
are therefore likewise only this movement of self-supersession; for since
the self-identical, which is supposed first to sunder itself or become its
opposite, is an abstraction, or is already itself a sundered moment, its
self-sundering is therefore a supersession of what it is, and therefore
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the supersession of its dividedness. Its becoming self-identical is equally
a self-sundering; what becomes identical with itself thereby opposes it-
self to its self-sundering; i.e., it thereby puts itself on one side, or rather
becomes a sundered moment.*

The concept of infinity in play here is clearly a holistic one. But should
we understand it as holist in the strong sense? It turns out that there is a
real question as to whether we even can so understand it.

IV. Conceptual Difficulties of Strong Holism

For Hegel also realizes what the difficulty of his language perhaps makes
manifest: it remains far from evident just how to understand such holis-
tic claims in detail. We will see that one of the primary tasks driv-
ing Hegel's exposition—in particular, the crucial transition from “Con-
sciousness” to “Self-Consciousness”—is unpacking the commitments
implicit in holist conceptions of content, and assembling the conceptual
raw materials needed to explain them.

Strong individuational semantic holism asks us to think of conceptual
contents—that is, for Hegel, whatever is in any coherent sense determi-
nate—as forming a holistic relational structure. Such a structure would
consist of a domain and set of relations of material exclusion defined on
that domain. But, further, it asks us to understand the domain elements
themselves as constituted by the relations of material exclusion it stands
in to other domain elements. The relata are in a sense dissolved into the
relations between them. And at this point we have a chicken-and-egg
problem: the relations are individuated by their relata, and the relata by
the relations they stand in. But relations between what, exactly? The in-
telligibility of the relations themselves is threatened. Can we really un-
derstand relations of incompatibility without any prior grip on what
is incompatible? How does the whole thing get off the ground? Once
we have eschewed asymmetric relative individuation in favor of the
symmetric variety, the strong version of holism threatens to dissolve
into unintelligibility. What is supposed to be the very structure of deter-
minateness itself seems wholly indeterminate and unconstrained. The
strongly distinguished items are defined in terms of their strong differ-
ences. There is an evident danger of circularity involved in trying to in-
dividuate some items in terms of others when the situation is symmet-
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ric. For in that case those others to which one appeals are themselves
only individuated in terms of their relations to the so-far-unindividuated
items with which one began. The sort of structure being described
threatens to be unendlich in the sense that we chase our tails endlessly in
search of some firm distinctions and distinguished items to appeal to in
getting the process of identification and individuation started.

I think there is not just a prima facie problem in making strong indi-
viduational semantic holism intelligible, but one that is unsolvable in
principle.

(7) Strong individuational semantic holism is not a coherent position.

If we are to make good sense of Hegel, we must come to see that, in spite
of the ways in which his language repeatedly invites us to attribute this
view to him, he is in fact not committed to this sort of strong holism. But
we must also, then, see what it is about the view he does endorse that
makes these forms of expression tempting. Hegel's understanding of de-
terminateness—whether thought of objectively, as a matter of how things
really are, or subjectively, in terms of our grasp of how things might re-
ally be—in terms of modally robust exclusion entails a certain kind of ho-
lism. And I have indicated that I think Hegel’s idealism should be under-
stood as motivated in the Phenomenology by being revealed as an implicit
presupposition of the intelligibility of that holism. In evaluating the
philosophical credentials and significance of Hegel’s idealism, the argu-
ment for this claim is of the utmost importance. So it is worth some care
to get it right.

V. A Bad Argument

Unfortunately, the texts that discuss this move—basically, those that de-
scribe the rationale for the transition from the consideration of the ob-
jects of consciousness, in “Consciousness,” to the subjects of conscious-
ness, in “Self-Consciousness”—invite a reading in which only a very
weak argument is visible. For Hegel emphasizes from the beginning that
consciousness itself must be thought of as having a certain kind of holis-
tic structure: it is a unity that essentially consists in the relation between
its distinct subjective and objective poles (what appear, for instance,
as “the immediately self-differentiating moments within perception”).2
And it can look as though what he is saying is that once we discover the
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holistic character of the objects of consciousness, we see that they resem-
ble consciousness itself in this respect, so that consciousness of every-
thing should be understood on the model of consciousness of objects
that themselves have the holistic structure characteristic of conscious-
ness—that is, that we should understand consciousness generally on
the model of self-consciousness. I will call this the “analogical argu-
ment from holism” for the sort of idealism that models consciousness on
self-consciousness, thereby underwriting the expository transition from
“Consciousness” to “Self-Consciousness.” Thus in the penultimate para-
graph of “Consciousness,” after the discussion of “infinity” we find this
summary of what appears to be the rationale for moving at this point to
concern with self-consciousness:

Since this Notion of infinity is an object for consciousness, the latter is
consciousness of a difference that is no less immediately canceled; con-
sciousness is for its own self, it is a distinguishing of that which con-
tains no difference (Unterscheiden des Ununterschiedenen), or self-con-
sciousness. 1 distinguish myself from myself, and in doing so I am
directly aware that what is distinguished from myself is not different. I,
the selfsame being, repel [abstofSen] myself from myself; but what is
posited as distinct from me, or as unlike me, is immediately in being so
distinguished not a distinction for me. It is true that consciousness of
an ‘other’, of an object in general, is itself necessarily self-consciousness
. . . consciousness of itself in its otherness . . . [N]ot only is conscious-
ness of a thing possible only for a self-consciousness, but that self-con-
sciousness alone is the truth of those shapes.?

The object of consciousness has the holistic relational structure Hegel
calls “infinity.” This is a structure of differences (exclusions) that are
canceled or superseded (aufgehoben) in that the identity or unity of the
differentiated items is understood as consisting in those relations of re-
ciprocal exclusion. But consciousness itself is such a structure. So con-
sciousness of objects is consciousness of something that has the same
structure as consciousness. It is therefore structurally like consciousness
of selves rather than objects. Generically, then, it is to be understood as
self-consciousness.

This is a dreadful argument. If it were intended to show the identity of
consciousness and self-consciousness (if that were the intent of the ‘is’in
the claim “consciousness of an ‘other’, of an object in general, is itself



190 Historical Essays

necessarily self-consciousness™), it would have the same form as what has
been called the “schizophrenic syllogism”:

Men die.
Grass dies.

. Men are grass.

That is, it would illegitimately infer identity from mere similarity. If,
however, it is intended merely to show a structural analogy, the situation
seems entirely symmetrical. Why should self-consciousness be privi-
leged because of its holistic character as the fixed end of analogy on the
basis of which to understand the holistic character of the objects of ordi-
nary consciousness rather than the other way around? In any case, the
analogy does not seem very strong. On the face of it, the relation be-
tween subjects and objects in consciousness is asymmetric: there cannot
be subjects of consciousness without objects, but the very same things
that can be the objects of consciousness (e.g., the physical forces theo-
retically postulated by natural science) can be there without subjects to
be conscious of them. Of course they are not there qua objects of con-
sciousness, but so what? The asymmetry would still seem to be real.
Hegel might mean to deny that there is any asymmetry of this sort be-
tween the status of subjects and objects of consciousness, but if so he
would hardly be entitled to assume such a view in arguing for an idealist
conclusion. And there does not seem to be any corresponding asymme-
try in the holistic relational structure he has discerned as implicit in
the determinateness of the objective world. (One could try to work one
up from the asymmetry underlined by the discussion of the inverted
world—the asymmetry, namely, between the actual facts about what ob-
jects have what properties, on the one hand, and the merely possible
instantiations of properties by those same objects that they, as determi-
nate, exclude, on the other. But this seems importantly different from
the subject-object asymmetry.) If this is right, then the analogy between
the underlying holistic structure of the objective world arrived at by the
end of “Consciousness” and the holistic structure consciousness is sup-
posed to have would depend on a very thin and abstract respect of simi-
larity—a slender reed on which to build an idealist edifice.

Things would look, if anything, worse if Hegel is relying on his termi-
nology to shore up the comparison. Thus one might seek to appeal to
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the formula that determinate objective content (say, of a property) is a
kind of “identity in difference,” and then use the same words to describe
consciousness. But the mere fact that the same phrase could be used
about both surely counts for very little here, especially given the differ-
ences just pointed to. Again, the fact that Hegel can say that “in general,
to be for itself and to be in relation to an other constitutes the essence of
the content,”? and that one could also say that consciousness was both
“for itself and in relation to an other” (i.e., essentially involved con-
sciousness of itself and of its object) may just show the flexibility of this
somewhat figurative way of speaking, rather than evidencing any very il-
luminating similarity. Calling the relations something stands in its “be-
ing for others” would be a pretty cheap way to buy the right to model the
objects of consciousness on the subjects of consciousness, especially in
the context of a social theory of self-consciousness, which explains be-
ing-for-self in terms of being-for-others. The point is not that using the
same terminology for both cases cannot be earned, or that it cannot be
illuminating. The point is that it must be earned in order to be illuminat-
ing. At the end of the story, we may see why it is useful to talk this way.
But it is hard to see how these tropes by themselves can move that story
along. The mere fact that it is possible to talk about the objects of con-
sciousness and consciousness itself in terms that are so generic that we
say some of the same things about both is a very weak rationale for the
expository transition to “Self-Consciousness.” The most it would pro-
vide is an excuse for a shift of topic, along the lines of saying, “Now, let’s
look at self-consciousness, since it has come up in the story.” But it
would provide no argument at all for any sort of interesting or contro-
versial idealism, and no clarification of such a thesis. If this sort of argu-
ment—really a verbal slide that conflates two quite different points, one
wholly on the side of objective content (facts, objects, properties), the
other about the relation between such contents and knowers—were the
best we could find Hegel presenting at this crucial juncture in his ac-
count, there would be no reason to take his idealism seriously.

VI. Objective Relations and Subjective Processes

A good place to start is with a distinction between inferential processes
and inferential relations that emerges first in thinking about logic.
Gilbert Harman has argued provocatively that there are no such things



192 Historical Essays

as rules of deductive inference.? For if there were, they would presum-
ably say things like “From p and if p then q, infer q.” But that would be a
bad rule. One might already have much better evidence against q than
one had for either p or the conditional. In that case, one should give one
of them up. What deductive logic really tells us is not to believe all of p,
if p then q, and ~q. But it does not tell us what to do inferentially. It
merely specifies some deductive relations of entailment and incompati-
bility, which constrain what we should do without determining it. Infer-
ence is a process; implication is a relation. Nothing but confusion can re-
sult from running together the quite different concepts of inferential
processes and inferential relations. What I will call “the Harman point”
is

(8) One must distinguish, and consider the relations between, inferen-
tial relations (and hence relational structures)?* and inferential pro-
cesses.

He makes the point in connection with formal deductive logic, but it has
broader applicability.

In particular, Hegel's term ‘Schluf$’ exhibits just this relation/process
ambiguity. It is usually translated “syllogism,” on the perfectly reason-
able grounds that ‘Schluf’ is the term historically used in Germany to
discuss Aristotelean syllogistic inferences. And there are places, particu-
larly in the Science of Logic discussion of the forms of syllogism, where
this is the only proper translation. But the term means inference more
generally. And while it is clear that sometimes he is talking about the re-
lations between the different elements of a classical syllogism—for in-
stance, about having the status or playing the role of a middle term—as
we shall see, it is also clear that sometimes he is talking about the move-
ment from the premises to the conclusion.” (Related terms, such as ‘me-
diation’ [Vermittlung] take similar double senses.) Indeed, one of his
major concerns, I shall argue, is with the relation between inferential re-
lations and inferential practices or processes.

As we have seen, Hegel has a deeper notion than that of material
inference, namely, material incompatibility. The only sorts of inference
Hegel considers as contributing to determinate conceptual content are
the modally robust ones that derive from relations of exclusion. Taking
material inferential relations (mediation, schliefSen) to be grounded in
material incompatibility relations (determinate negation, ausschliefSen)
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suggests a generalization of the Harman point, to relational structures
defined by exclusion, and (so) by necessitation. Hegel’s version of the
Harman point accordingly is something like

(9) In thinking about determinateness in terms of material incompati-
bility, and so in terms of inference, we should also distinguish be-
tween relations and processes.

I think it is helpful to construe the distinction between the objective in-
compatibility of situations, properties, states of affairs, or the determi-
nate elements of an “infinite” holistic conceptual relational structure, on
the one hand, and the subjective incompatibility of commitments, on the
other hand, on the Harmanian model of relations and processes (or prac-
tices). The process on the subjective side of certainty that corresponds to
the relation of incompatibility of facts or properties on the objective side
of truth is resolving incompatible commitments by revising or relinquish-
ing one of them. As a version of the point was put above, objectively in-
compatible properties cannot characterize the same object (objectively
incompatible facts cannot characterize the same world), while subjec-
tively incompatible commitments merely ought not to characterize the
same subject. Any case where they do is a case of error, the acknowledg-
ment of which (as Hegel has argued in the “Introduction”) is what tak-
ing one’s commitments to be answerable to an objective world (in the
sense constitutive of treating them as representations of such a world)
consists in. But to acknowledge an error, that is, to acknowledge the in-
compatibility of two of one’s commitments, is to acknowledge an obliga-
tion to do something, to alter one’s commitments so as to remove or re-
pair the incompatibility.

I think that the idealism that emerges from the expository transi-
tion from “Consciousness” to “Self-Consciousness” claims, broadly, that
one cannot understand the relations of objective incompatibility that ar-
ticulate the conceptual relational structure in virtue of which the objec-
tive world is determinate, unless one understands the processes and prac-
tices constituting the acknowledgment of the subjective incompatibility
of commitments that are thereby treated as representations of such a
world—in the sense of being answerable to it for their correctness. Such
a view about the relation between subjective cognitive processes and the
relations that articulate potential objects of knowledge involves extend-
ing the Harman point along another dimension. It requires not just that
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there be a distinction between conceptual relations (paradigmatically,
material inferential and incompatibility relations) and conceptual pro-
cesses (of belief and concept revision), but further, that grasp of the rela-
tions consists in engaging in the corresponding processes. This view is a
more specific version of

(10) Conceptual pragmatism: grasp of a concept (conceptual content)
is a practical capacity, mastery of a practice, or the capacity to un-
dergo or engage in a process; it is the capacity to do something.

(Sellars propounds a linguistic version of conceptual pragmatism in
claiming that grasp of a concept is always mastery of the use of a word.)
Applied to the case in hand, understanding the objective relation of de-
terminate negation or material incompatibility, which provides the most
basic structure of the conceptual, is acknowledging in practice a subjec-
tive obligation to engage in the process of resolving incompatible com-
mitments.26

Read back into the very simple Harman case with which we began,
endorsement of conceptual pragmatism supports a stronger claim than
Harman makes: the claim that one does not understand the concept of
deductive implication relations unless one understands them as con-
straints on inferential processes of rationally altering one’s beliefs. This is
the idea that what it is for the relations in question to be implication rela-
tions just is for them to play a certain role in constraining rational belief
change. Endorsing this thought is moving beyond the original point.
For Harman does not say that what it is for one proposition to stand in a
relation of implying or entailing another just is for certain inferential
moves and not others to be correct or appropriate (and vice versa). He
does not take the process of grasping inferential relations to be an essen-
tial defining element of what those relations are.?”

VIL. Sense Dependence, Reference Dependence,
and Objective Idealism

It will be helpful here to introduce some definitions.

(11) Concept P is sense dependent on concept Q just in case one can-
not count as having grasped P unless one counts as grasping Q.

Holism and Idealism in Hegels Phenomenology 195

(12) Concept P is reference dependent on concept Q just in case P can-
not apply to something unless Q applies to something.?

A paradigmatic sense dependence claim is Sellars’s classic argument in
“Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind” that one cannot master the
use of ‘looks’ talk without having mastered the use of ‘is’ talk. The con-
cepts nail and hammer may be related like this: one cannot understand
what a nail is—something meant to be driven by a hammer—without
understanding what a hammer is.?

One important point to keep in mind is

(13) Sense dependence does not entail reference dependence.

That is, even if the concept nail is sense dependent on the concept ham-
mer, it would not follow that it was impossible for there to be nails with-
out there being hammers to drive them. (Maybe the nails were invented
first, or all the hammers were destroyed.)® The point is clearest if we
look at intensions and extensions in a possible-worlds framework. Con-
sider a property or intension defined by a de re comparison: being more
massive than the Earth’s sun (in fact) is. (Calling it a de re comparison
just marks the familiar distinction of scope: in evaluating its application,
one first determines the mass of the Earth’s sun in this world, and then
compares it to the mass of bodies in other possible worlds.) Now, I take
it that this intension is intelligible only in the context of another: the
mass of the Earth’s sun. No one who did not understand the latter could
count as understanding the former. (Of course, understanding the con-
cept does not require knowing what the mass of the Earth’s sun is in the
sense of being able to specify a number of kilograms or pounds.) And
this is not just a point about understanding. It is a point about the
intensions themselves: one is defined in terms of (as a function of) the
other. But it is clear that there could be stars that have the property be-
ing more massive than the Earth’s sun even though they are in possible
worlds in which the Earth and its sun never formed. That is, the depen-
dent intension can be instantiated even though the intension it depends
on is not.

Another example: the property being produced by a reliable belief-
forming mechanism is conceptually dependent on that of being a true
belief, because to be a reliable belief-forming mechanism is to produce
beliefs that are likely to be true. But a belief can exhibit the dependent
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property without exhibiting the property it is conceptually dependent
on—it can be produced by a reliable mechanism without being true.

From the fact that P, is defined as an intension that is a function of the
intension of P;, it simply does not follow that wherever P, is instantiated,
so is P,. Definitional dependence of intensions does not entail de facto
dependence of extensions.

If one first extends the Harman point from formal logic, and applies
it also to material inferential and incompatibility relations and then
strengthens it into commitment to a kind of conceptual pragmatism,
what one gets is a characteristic kind of reciprocal sense dependence claim:

(14) One can understand the concept of a determinate objective world
only to the extent to which one understands subjective process of
acknowledging error—what Hegel calls “experience”—which is
treating two commitments one finds oneself with as incompatible.

I think one should understand the strand in Hegel’s idealism we might
call “objective idealism” as codifying this genus of reciprocal sense de-
pendence between the realm of truth and that of certainty. Given Hegel’s
most basic concept, a slightly more articulated version is:

(15) Objective Idealism: The concepts of incompatibility,,; and
incompatibility,.;, and therefore the concepts of an objectively
determinate world, on the one hand, and of error, and experi-
ence—which characterize the process of resolving incompatible
commitments—on the other, are reciprocally sense dependent.

For Hegel, the conceptually fundamental reciprocal sense dependence is
that between incompatibility; and incompatibility..,;, epitomized in the
different senses in which objects and subjects “repel” incompatibilities,
respectively, of properties and of commitments.>® But the force of the
claim is probably clearer for us if we consider its applicability to what
Hegel takes pains in “Consciousness” to show are phenomena definable
in terms of those incompatibilities: object and property, fact, and law (or
necessity).

In fact, these are three examples of objective idealist theses that 1
think can and should be defended on their own merits by contemporary
conceptual pragmatists.>?

First, the concepts singular term and object are reciprocally sense de-
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pendent. One cannot understand either without at least implicitly
understanding the other and the basic relations between them.
Only people who know how to use singular terms can pick out ob-
jects and distinguish them from properties, situations, or states of
affairs. And one cannot master the use of singular terms without
understanding that they stand for objects. Kant’s version of ideal-
ism depends in part on his understanding of the relation between
our judgments being about objects and their containing (directly
or indirectly) singular representations. Frege (who would be no
less horrified by the appellation “idealist” than any of our contem-
poraries—but who also had perhaps no less flat-footed an under-
standing of what the German idealists were after) argues vigor-
ously and cogently for at least one direction of sense dependence,
of object on singular term (that is, the direction that is most im-
portant for idealists), in the Grundlagen.

Second, the concepts asserting and fact are reciprocally sense depen-

dent. That facts can be the contents of assertions, judgments, be-
liefs—that they are claimable, thinkable, believable—is an essen-
tial feature of them. One does not know what a fact is unless one
understands that they can be stated. This line of thought is op-
posed to an explanatory strategy that would start with objects, and
try to construe facts as arrangements of objects—what might be
called the “Tinkertoy” picture of facts. One would then go on to
understand sentences as a special kind of complex representation,
one that represented not objects, but objects as characterized by
properties and standing in relations. (The Tractatus is often mis-
read as promulgating a view of this sort.) I think such an approach
is doomed to failure at making propositional contents as such in-
telligible. The evident difficulties this strategy has with modal
facts, probabilistic facts, and normative facts, for instance, are
merely the surface manifestations of the deeper difficulties in mak-
ing the notion of proposition or fact intelligible in a context in
which one is not also taking into account what it is to use an ex-
pression as a declarative sentence. My aim here, however, is not to
argue for this sense dependence claim, but merely to place it rela-
tive to a contrary approach to things, and to suggest that it is not a
view that ought to be dismissed out of hand.

Third, the concepts necessity and law, on the one hand, and
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counterfactually robust inference, on the other, are reciprocally
sense dependent. Sellars has argued for the more controversial di-
rection of sense dependence, on the basis of his conceptual prag-
matism: one has not grasped the difference between lawlike regu-
larities and mere regularities unless one understands that the
former, but not the latter, support counterfactual reasoning.
(Hegel's version is the connection between law and explanation,
which stand to each other roughly as do the concepts perceptible
property and acknowledging error.)

In assessing these claims about the sense dependence of concepts that
articulate our understanding of the structure of the objective world on
concepts pertaining to our cognitive and practical activities, we must,
keep firmly in mind that sense dependence does not entail reference de-
pendence (claim [13] above). The claim is not that if there were no cog-
nitive activity—no resolving of subjectively incompatible commitments,
no use of singular terms, no asserting, no counterfactual reasoning—
then there would be no determinate way the world is, no objects, facts,
or laws. There is not the slightest reason to believe that Hegel thought
any such thing. Certainly making the sense dependence claims that I
take to constitute objective idealism does not commit him to such an
idea.

It may be helpful in clarifying this crucial feature of idealism to focus
on a less controversial case that is somewhat analogous to objective ide-
alism, in that it involves the sense dependence of properties of objective
things on subjective activities. Consider response dependent properties.
By this I mean properties defined by their relation to the responses of
something else. The general form of such a definition might be this:

An object has property P just in case a creature of kind K would (in cir-
cumstances of kind C) respond to it with a response of kind R.

To say that P is a response dependent property in this sense entails that it
is sense dependent (by definition) on other concepts, notably R, the re-
sponse (as well as K and C). One could not understand what property P
is unless one also understood what the response R is. It does not matter
for our purposes here just what properties are properly thought of as be-
ing response dependent in this sense. It is plausible that the property hu-
morous or funny is a property of this sort; a remark or event is humor-
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ous or funny just in case the right people (those with a sense of humor)
are disposed in appropriate circumstances to take it to be funny, that is,
to laugh at it. Some have thought that beautiful is a response dependent
property. The notion of response dependence has also been forwarded as
an analysis of secondary quality concepts picking out properties such as
red: to be red just is to be such that properly sighted creatures respond
to it in a certain way, by having a certain kind of experience, by its look-
ing red to them.?> Regardless of whether any of these particular poten-
tially philosophically puzzling sorts of properties are best thought of as
response dependent, the concept of response dependent properties is
clearly a coherent one. And it should be equally clear that it does not fol-
low from a response dependent definition of the form above that in a
world that lacks creatures of kind K, responses of kind R, or circum-
stances of kind C, nothing has the property P For things might still have
the dispositional property (counterfactually, in the cases imagined) that
if they were placed in circumstances C, and there were creatures of kind
K, those creatures would produce responses of kind R. Even if response
dependent analyses of the sort gestured at above were correct for con-
cepts such as beautiful and red, it would not follow that there were no
beautiful sunsets or red things before there were creatures to respond to
them as such, or that there are not such things in worlds that are never
shared with such creatures. In the same way, and for the same reason,
the objective idealist subjective-objective sense dependence claim does
not entail that there would be no objects, facts, laws, or (to sum these all
up in Hegel's master concept) objective incompatibilities (and hence a
determinate objective world) unless and until there were singular term
uses, assertions, practices of drawing conclusions from counterfactual
situations, or activities of attempting to resolve incompatible commit-
ments. Such a claim would be crazy (or, at least, both obviously and de-
monstrably false). But no claim of that sort is a consequence of objective
idealism as here adumbrated.

VIII. Beyond Strong Holism: A Model

With these conceptual raw materials in hand, we are in a position to be
somewhat clearer about individuational holism. Earlier 1 distinguished
two grades of holistic commitment: according to the weaker one, rela-
tions among holistically individuated items are necessary for them to be
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determinate, and according to the stronger one, they are sufficient. But
now we can ask: Should Hegel’s holism—whether understood as strong
or as weak—be understood as a sense dependence claim or a reference
dependence claim? Hegel’s answer is clear:

(16) Individuational holism is a reciprocal sense dependence claim.

Understanding it as a reciprocal reference dependence claim would be
making the mistake of the First Inverted World*: thinking that because
an object’s being determinate is intelligible only in terms of its exhibit-
ing properties that are each themselves determinate in virtue of their
modally robust exclusion of other, strongly contrasting properties, that
therefore where one property is possessed by an object, the contrasting
ones must also be possessed by that or other objects.

The conception of the Inverted World is what results if one mistak-
enly thinks that because the exclusive contrast between being positively
charged and being negatively charged is essential to each being the de-
terminate electrical property that it is, therefore in saying that one thing
is actually positively charged one must implicitly be claiming that some
other, corresponding thing is actually negatively charged. Hegel invokes
this flat-footed way of misconstruing the significance of the holism that
follows from his understanding of what determinateness consists in—in
a portion of his text that many have found puzzling—in order to mark
the necessity for a more nuanced construal of just what that holism does
involve.

Notice that on this account,

(17) Objective idealism is itself the assertion of a reciprocal sense de-
pendence relation, and hence a kind of holism.

The looming problem I have identified concerns strong individuational
holism: the case where all there is to appeal to in individuating elements
of a holistic relational system is the relations they stand in to one an-
other. The examples 1 offered of clearly intelligible sense dependence
without reference dependence, where one intension is a function of an-
other (paradigmatically as in response dependent properties), involved
not reciprocal but only asymmetric sense dependence. One intension is
taken as already specified, apart from its relations to others. Strong ho-
lism asks us to do without such antecedent, independent individuation
of the items that stand in sense dependent relations of modally robust
exclusion. And my claim was: without antecedent relata, we cannot re-
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ally understand the relations (and so the relata). As we will see, immedi-
acy plays a crucial role in Hegel’s distinctive kind of holism. So in the
end, it is a distinctive kind of weak, not strong, holism that characterizes
the “infinite” relational structures within which alone anything can be
understood as having determinate conceptual content—which is ac-
cordingly a version of the weak, not strong sort. The passages that seem
to commit him to strong holism should be understood rather as corre-
sponding to one (ultimately inadequate) phase in the process of grasp-
ing or understanding a holistic relational structure.

For, as conceptual pragmatism would lead us to expect, making holis-
tic relational structures intelligible requires engaging in a fairly specific
sort of process. The relations between the holistic relational structure
and that process can then be seen both to instantiate and to support the
objective idealism that results from extending and supplementing the
Harman point. This, I think, is the ultimate shape of Hegel's argument
for objective idealism in the first part of the Phenomenology: determinate-
ness requires a kind of holism, and that holism is intelligible only on the
hypothesis of objective idealism.

Here is one way to think systematically about holistically individuated
roles that items play with respect to a set of relations: Start with some al-
ready identified and individuated signs, say, proposition letters. These
are things we can immediately distinguish, that is, noninferentially dis-
criminate or tell apart. But initially, we assume nothing about their con-
tent. That they are discriminably different is enough.> Next, we look at
relations among them. As an example, consider the relation two sign
kinds p and ¢ stand in if, in some community, tokening both of them is
subjected to a distinctive sanction.*

One can then define the roles played by signs with respect to that rela-
tion—for instance, by associating with each sentence letter the set of
sentence letters that stand in the first, practical incompatibility, relation
to it. We can think of such a set of incompatible sentence letters as a
kind of incompatibility content that is expressed by the sentence letter
it is associated with. And then we can define new relations on these
roles or contents that are induced naturally by the relations on the sighs
they comprise. For instance, content incompatibility relations among
the roles  will shadow practical incompatibility among the underlying
signs. But we can also define entailment relations among the contents, by
p (the content expressed by ‘p’) entails g just in case q is a subset of p.

Roles defined this way are abstracted from the underlying signs in a
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way somewhat analogous to orthodox mathematical abstraction by the
formation of equivalence classes.’” Such abstract roles are identified and
individuated entirely by relations. If we squint just enough not to distin-
guish the two levels of relations (the latter definable entirely in terms of
the former), then the roles would appear to be identified and individu-
ated wholly by the relations they themselves stand in to each other. That is
the paradoxical formulation of strong holism. But if we do keep track of
the (somewhat subtle) distinction of levels, we see that there need be
nothing paradoxical about defining an abstract relational structure of
roles by such a three-phase process. The only way to pick out the roles
and their relations, however, is by engaging in the process that proceeds
through the recognition of the signs and their relations at the lower
level. This is a sense dependence relation: what it is to be an incompati-
bility role (at the second level) is defined in terms of relations on signs
(at the first level). The symmetric sense dependence at the second level
depends on the asymmetric sense dependence of the second level on the
first.

IX. Traversing the Moments: Dialectical Understanding

Here is where I think the two-level model of holistic role formation can
help in understanding Hegel:

(18) The process of grasping or understanding holistically identified
and individuated items is what Hegel calls “traversing the mo-
ments.”8

Because of the holistic character of the conceptually articulated objec-
tive determinate contents it must grasp in order to know the world as it
is, consciousness must be

posited in a two-fold manner: once as the restless movement
[Bewegung] to and fro through all its moments [welches alle seine
Momente durchlduft], aware in them of an otherness which is super-
seded in its own act of grasping it; and again, rather as the tranquil
unity certain of its truth.»

Understanding objective idealism requires understanding the relation
between the “restless movement to and fro through all the moments” on
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the subjective side, and the content on the objective side that is grasped
thereby.

In essence, the object is the same as the movement: the movement is
the unfolding and differentiation of the two moments, and the object is
the apprehended togetherness of the moments.®

What, then, are the “moments” of the holistic structure, articulated
by objective, modally robust relations of exclusion and (so) inclusion,
which Hegel thinks we must “traverse” in order to grasp the world as de-
terminate? And what sort of “movement” is it that we are to perform?
What do we need to do in order to count as “traversing the moments”?
Almost everything Hegel wrote is structured by some version of this
conceptual progression. In his hands the basic thought is a flexible one,
which he adapts to many disparate topics and circumstances. So it is
not easy to come up with a formula that will do justice to them all. But
the basic outlines of the thought are not hard to discern. We start with
two “moments” or aspects that can be abstracted from a determinately
contentful thought or way the world could be. These are variously char-
acterized: identity and difference, immediacy and mediation, being-for-
self and being-for-others.

Traversing the moments is how one understands the relations be-
tween these concepts and that of determinateness according to the meta-
concept of Vernunft. Thinking that one can first understand the logi-
cal notions of, say, identity and difference, and then somehow put them
together to get an adequate conception of determinateness is how one
understands the relations between these concepts and that of deter-
minateness according to the ultimately unsatisfactory and unworkable
metaconcept of Verstand. “Running through” the two moments yields
three stages, one corresponding to each moment, and the third to the
distinctive way of understanding their combination and relation that is
the goal and result of the process. What one does at each of those stages
is, in Hegel’s terminology, to “posit” [setzen] something determinate as,
for instance, simply immediate being. Doing that is understanding it ac-
cording to the conception of simple identity or being-for-self. “Positing
X as Y” means taking or treating X as Y, understanding or representing X
as Y, applying the concept Y to X, characterizing a referent X as picked
out by a sense Y, specifying an extension X by means of an intension Y.#

Hegel envisages an expressively progressive transition from one con-
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strual to another of the objects of knowledge, each of which presupposes
those that come before it. It can be illustrated to begin with by the
course of thought we go through in understanding properties as holisti-
cally identified and individuated—the first category in which this point
comes up. We can see our understanding of properties as comprising
three stages:

(A) First, one grasps the property as immediately contentful. It is just
the thing it is, brutely there. To say that one initially understands it as
objectively immediate is to say on the objective side that one has an
atomistic conception of it. One takes it to be possible for that property to
be what it is apart from its relations to other properties. Thus, on the
subjective side, one need not consider those relations or those other
properties in order to judge that something has the property. The proper-
ties in play are restricted to sense universals, that is, to observable prop-
erties—those about which one can make judgments that are subjectively
immediate in the sense of being noninferentially elicited in observation.
These play the role of the primitively individuated signs at the first
stage of holistic role abstraction. Thinking about these apart from the
subjective incompatibility relations among those commitments is think-
ing about the objective world they present as itself consisting in observ-
able states of affairs that are objectively immediate in the sense that the
things presented in sensation are taken as being what they are apart from
any relations among them.

This is a position that is unstable, however. For it does not include a
coherent conception of what one grasps as determinately contentful. Be-
ginning to make explicit what is implicit in such a conception requires
moving to the next stage, by considering the next “moment.” That is:

(B) Next, one sees that the property is determinate only insofar as it
strongly differs from other properties, excluding them in the sense that it
is impossible for one object (at one time) to have two properties that are
incompatible in this sense. At this point, one has moved away from con-
sidering the property in terms of its immediate identity or unity, to con-
sidering its relations to, mediation by, difference or disparity from other
properties. At this stage, relations of subjective incompatibility among
the commitments are considered. They present relations of objective in-
compatibility among the states of affairs represented by the original
commitments. Doing this, Hegel says, is moving out (in thought) from
the thing (here, property) into its other. Being-for-self has dissolved into
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being-for-others. The property is now understood exclusively in terms
of its relations to, in particular (given the relations of material incom-
patibility Hegel has argued articulate determinateness) its determinate
strong differences from other properties.

This is the dissolution of the original conception of the identity of
properties as immediate, without yet putting in place any stable succes-
sor conception of identity. It, too, is unstable, because positing the prop-
erty as—understanding it just in terms of—mediation, exclusion, rela-
tion to others puts the relations in place without yet providing the
conceptual resources to make sense of the relata. This is essentially
the position I gestured at above, as threatening to leave us with no
ultimately intelligible conception of properties (facts, “forces,” etc.) as
elements in a holistic relational structure articulated by relations of de-
terminate exclusion. Put slightly differently, the first stage asks us to un-
derstand properties as contentful independently of the relations among
them: as each picked out by senses independent of one another. The sec-
ond stage is then a strong construal of them as reciprocally sense depen-
dent. But how are we to make sense of this? If none of the senses, as it
were, start off as determinate, how can distinctions among them (among
what?) make them determinate? The conception of reciprocal sense de-
pendence threatens to send us around in (infinite!) circles, without
making progress on determining the content of any of the senses we run
through. How are we to understand the whole thing as getting off the
ground? The model of holistic role abstraction tells us exactly how we
must combine the first two conceptions (content as immediate and con-
tent as strongly holistic) to yield a third. We must reconceive the things
we are talking about—here properties—in such a way that the immedia-
cies that became first available are construed as signs, expressing a real-
ity articulated by the relations that we first understood at the second
stage. It is relations among these roles that can be played by what is im-
mediate that should ultimately be understood as standing in holistic re-
lations one to another.

(O) In the final stage, then, one returns to the determinate content of
the property, but now understands its identity as essentially consisting
in its relations of exclusion of or difference from those it contrasts with
(as well as its relations of inclusion to those it entails or that entail
it). Whereas before one treated the determinate content as something
merely immediate, and then as something merely mediated, one now
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grasps it as fully mediated immediacy.* One sees its being-for-self as con-
sisting in its being-for-others. Thus at this stage we construct the roles
and the new relations among them, which are taken to be expressed by
the immediacies considered in the first stage. The underlying only theo-
retically (that is inferentially, i.e., by mediation) accessible redlity is ex-
pressed by the observationally (noninferentially, i.e., immediately) ac-
cessible appearance, which serves as a sign of it. These determinately
contentful roles are constituted entirely by their relations to one an-
other—but these are the higher-order relations induced by the lower-
level relations on the signs (immediacies).

The final stage is a conception of the property as “infinite,” as a ho-
listic role with respect to relations of material incompatibility or exclu-
sion, but one to which the immediacy of the sense universals makes
an essential contribution. The subjectively immediate commitments ac-
quired noninferentially through sense perception are now understood as
presenting an objective world whose immediacy (brute thereness) is
merely a sign, an appearance expressing a richly mediated determinate,
and therefore holistic, structure.

This is not a picture which has the immediacy as a mere sign for
something else, a content. That would be a representational, not an ex-
pressive, model. An immediacy-as-sign is imbued with the content it
expresses; it shows up as itself, an immediacy as mediated—as it must
be to be determinately contentful. The inferential and incompatibility
relations that make such immediacies revelatory of only inferentially ac-
cessible, theoretical features of reality is a passage not beyond itself to
something else, but only to something implicit (in a straightforward in-
ferential sense) in it, in the content it has. This third stage, the holistic
“infinite” conception we are ultimately aiming at, is made intelligible
only by the process of arriving at it. For one must build the holistic roles
in stages, starting with something construed as immediate, and then in-
vestigating the mediation implicit in taking it to be determinate.

Here is another of the many passages in which Hegel describes this
fundamental process (and 1 hope by this point in our story he can be
heard struggling here to say something that we can now put in some-
what clearer terms):

The movement of a being that immediately is, consists partly in be-
coming an other than itself, and thus becoming its own immanent con-
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tent; partly in taking back into itself this unfolding [of its content] or
this existence of it, i.e. in making itself into a moment, and simplifying
itself into something determinate. In the former movement, negativity
is the differentiating and positing of existence; in this return into self, it
is the becoming of the determinate simplicity.*

This “movement” is what we must rehearse in order to trace the rela-
tions that articulate the sort of determinate content Hegel calls “individ-
uality.” “Negativity” appears here in its characteristic double guise: on
the objective side, in the form of relations of modally robust material ex-
clusion, and on the subjective side as movement, as the doing of some-
thing, the alteration of commitments that is the grasping and acknowl-
edging of the significance of those relations.*

Looking back from the perspective achieved in “Absolute Knowl-
edge,” Hegel sums up in this way the conception we are supposed to
have:

Thus the object is in part immediate being, or, in general, a Thing-
corresponding [entspricht] to immediate consciousness; in part, an
othering of itself, its relationship or being-for-another, and being-for-it-
self, i.e. determinateness—corresponding to perception; and in part es-
sence, or in the form of a universal—corresponding to the Under-
standing. It is, as a totality, a syllogism [Schluf$] or the movement
{Bewegung] of the universal through determination to individuality, as
also the reverse movement from individuality through superseded in-
dividuality, or through determination, to the universal. It is, therefore,
in accordance with these three determinations that consciousness must
know the object as itself.*

This, then, is the framework of Hegel’s idealism, providing the context
in which are situated both more specific idealist claims I have suggested
(concerning the relations between the concepts of singular term and ob-
ject, of assertion and fact, and counterfactual reasoning and law) and the
generic Hegelian reading of objective incompatibility in terms of experi-
ence: the process of resolving incompatible commitments. The objective
world is a holistic relational structure, determinate just insofar as it is ar-
ticulated by modally robust relations of material incompatibility. Such a
conceptual structure is in principle intelligible only by means of a pro-
cess of traversing the moments: holistic role abstraction ascending from
immediacy through mediation to immediacy as expressive of purely me-
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diated contents. The determinateness of the objective world and the
structured process of grasping it are reciprocally sense dependent con-
cepts, each intelligible only in terms of the other. So understood, objec-
tive idealism does not entail or involve any claims of reference depen-
dence—as though our concept using activity were required to produce,
as opposed to being required to make intelligible, the conceptually struc-
tured world. The thought that that world is always already there anyway,
regardless of the activities, if any, of knowing and acting subjects, has al-
ways stood as the most fundamental objection to any sort of idealism. It
is a true and important thought; but it is not an objection to Hegel’s ob-
jective idealism, as here construed.

X. Conclusion

1 have argued:

that understanding the objective world as determinate for Hegel en-
tails that it must be understood as a holistic relational structure;

that there is a prima facie problem with the intelligibility of strongly
holistic relational structures;

for the strengthened Harman point, a specific kind of conceptual
pragmatism, about construing the relation between objective rela-
tions and subjective processes;

for an understanding of idealism as a sense dependence relation of
objective determinateness on subjective processes of resolving in-
compatible commitments; and

for an understanding of holism also as a sense dependence relation.

Hegel’s claim is then that the only way to make holism, and so determi-
nateness, intelligible is objective idealism.

It then remained only to say what subjective process can make intelligi-
ble objective weakly holistic semantic relational structures. For that I offer
a model: holistic role abstraction, beginning with signs, and ending with
roles played by those signs, or contents expressed by them, thought of in
terms of higher-order relations among sets of those signs.

So objective idealism—a sense dependence thesis relating the concept
of objective holistic relational structures to the concept of a certain kind
of subjective process—emerges as a response to conceptual difficulties
attendant on the conception of strongly holistic relational structures.
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Disentangling issues of sense dependence from those of reference depen-
dence shows idealism as a respectable and potentially defensible re-
sponse to genuine conceptual problems. An unforeseen bonus of this
way of approaching things is the provision of a novel (though admit-
tedly telegraphic)* account of the dialectical method that structures all
Hegel’s philosophical accounts. That method responds to the need to
understand holistic structures by traversing the moments, by starting
with conceptions of what things are immediately or in themselves, then
moving to grasp them as what they are mediately or for others, and
then to understand what they are in themselves as constituted by what
they are for others, as mediated immediacy. Not only objective idealism,
but Hegels distinctively structured dialectical process of understanding as
well, emerges as required to understand the (weakly) holistic relational
structures that Hegel takes to be implicit in the notion of a world that is
determinately one way rather than another. Situating a central strand of
Hegel’s idealism* in this structure, it seems to me, sheds light both on
his thought and on the issues he thought about.



Some Pragmatist Themes in
Hegel’s Idealism

This chapter could equally well have been titled “Some Idealist Themes
in Hegel’s Pragmatism.” Both idealism and pragmatism are capacious
concepts, encompassing many distinguishable theses. Here 1 focus on
one pragmatist thesis and one idealist thesis (though we will come
within sight of some others). The pragmatist thesis (what I will call “the
semantic pragmatist thesis”) is that the use of concepts determines their
content, that is, that concepts can have no content apart from that con-
ferred on them by their use. The idealist thesis is that the structure and
unity of the concept is the same as the structure and unity of the self. The
semantic pragmatist thesis is a commonplace of our Wittgensteinean
philosophical world. The idealist thesis is, to say the least, not. I do not
believe that there is any serious contemporary semantic thinker who is
pursuing the thought that concepts might best be understood by model-
ing them on selves. Indeed, from the point of view of contemporary se-
mantics, it is hard to know even what one could mean by such a thought.
What relatively unproblematic features of selves are supposed to illumi-
nate what relatively problematic features of concepts? Why should we
think that understanding something about, say, personal identity would
help us understand issues concerning the identity and individuation of
concepts? From a contemporary point of view, the idealist semantic the-
sis is bound to appear initially as something between unpromising and
crazy.

My interpretive claim here will be that the idealist thesis is Hegel's way
of making the pragmatist thesis workable, in the context of several other
commitments and insights. My philosophical claim here will be that we
actually have a lot to learn from this strategy about contemporary se-
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mantic issues that we by no means see our way to the bottom of other-
wise. In the space of this discussion, I cannot properly justify the first
claim textually, nor the second argumentatively. I confine myself of ne-
cessity to sketching the outlines and motivations for the complex, so-
phisticated, and interesting view on the topic I find Hegel putting for-
ward.

I. Instituting and Applying Determinate Conceptual Norms

The topic to which that view is addressed is the nature and origins of the
determinate contents of empirical conceptual norms. Of course Hegel talks
about lots of other things. This is merely the strand in his thought that I
am going to pursue here. But it may seem perverse to identify this as so
much as one of Hegel’s concerns. After all, what he spends most of his
pages talking about (in both of the books he published during his life-
time, the Phenomenology and the Science of Logic) is the pure, logical, or
formal concepts (the pure form-determinations of the Concept) that are
the successors in his scheme to Kant’s categories: concepts such as par-
ticularity, universality, and individuality and the distinction between
what things are in themselves and what they are for consciousness or for
another. But one of the overarching methodological commitments that
guides my reading of Hegel is that the point of developing an adequate
understanding of these categorical concepts is so that they can then be
used to make explicit how ordinary empirical concepts work. I would
say the same thing about Kant. And I think that one of the things that
makes these philosophers hard to understand is that they devote rela-
tively too much time to developing and motivating their (in the tran-
scendental sense) logical apparatus, and relatively too little time to ap-
plying it to the use of ground-level concepts. In both cases I think one
does well to keep one’s eye at all times on the significance of what is be-
ing said about pure concepts for our understanding of the use of ordi-
nary empirical concepts. Again, Hegel’s idealist thesis is directed in the
first instance toward what he calls the Concept: the holistic inferential
system of determinate concepts and commitments articulated by means
of those concepts. But we will see that the abstract structural claim em-
bodied in the idealist thesis holds of both the system and its elements—
and holds of the elements in part because it holds of the system, and vice
versa.

As 1 read him, Hegel thinks that Kant has been insufficiently critical
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regarding two important, intimately related issues. First, he has not in-
quired deeply enough into the conditions of the possibility of the deter-
minateness of the rules that specify the contents of ordinary empirical
concepts. Second, Kant is virtually silent on the issue of their origins. He
has not presented a developed account of how those determinate empir-
ical concepts become available to knowers and agents in the first place.
Kant takes over from Leibniz the rationalist understanding of knowl-
edge and action as consisting in the application of concepts. Awareness,
Leibniz’s “apperception,” whether theoretical or practical, consists in
classifying particulars by universals—that is, for Kant, bringing them
under rules.

Hegel inherits from Kant a fundamental philosophical commitment (1
am prepared to say “insight”): a commitment to the normative character
of concepts. One of Kant’s most basic and important ideas is that what
distinguishes judgments and actions from the responses of merely natu-
ral creatures is that they are things we are in a distinctive way responsible
for. They are undertakings of commitments that are subject to a certain
kind of normative assessment, as correct or incorrect. The norms! that
determine what counts as correct or incorrect he calls “concepts.” So the
genus of which both judgment and action are species is understood as
the activity of applying concepts: producing acts the correctness or incor-
rectness of which is determined by the rule or norm by which one has
implicitly bound oneself in performing that act. By taking this line, Kant
initiates a shift in attention from ontological questions (understanding
the difference between two sorts of fact: physical facts and mental facts)
to deontological ones (understanding the difference between facts and
norms, or between description and prescription). This move entailed a
corresponding shift from Cartesian certainty to Kantian necessity. This
is the shift from concern with our grip on a concept (is it clear? is it dis-
tinct?) to concern with its grip on us (is it valid? is it binding?). (“Neces-
sary” for Kant just means “according to a rule.”) The urgent task be-
comes understanding how it is possible for us to commit ourselves, to
make ourselves responsible to a norm that settles the correctness of what
we do.2 The problem of understanding the nature and conditions of
the possibility (in the sense of intelligibility) of conceptual normativity
moves to center stage. (This view about the nature of the practice of us-
ing concepts might be called “normative pragmatism.”)

Kant tells us rather a lot about the process of applying concepts in or-
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dinary judgments and actions. And I take it that his account of the ori-
gin, nature, and functioning of the pure concepts of the understanding,
whose applicability is implicit in the use of any empirical concept, is in-
tended to serve as a transcendental explanation of the background con-
ditions with respect to which alone normativity in general is intelligible.
But he says very little about how knowers and agents should be under-
stood as getting access to the determinate empirical concepts they de-
ploy. What he does say is largely programmatic and architectonic. It is
clear, however, that one important structural dimension distinguishing
Kant’s from Hegel's account of conceptual norms concerns the relation
between their production and their consumption, that is, between the
process by which they become available to a knower and agent, on the
one hand, and the practice of using them, on the other. For Kant tells a
two-phase story, according to which one sort of activity institutes concep-
tual norms, and then another sort of activity applies those concepts.?
First, a reflective judgment (somehow) makes or finds* the determinate
rule that articulates an empirical concept. Then, and only then, can that
concept be applied in the determinate judgments and maxims that are
the ultimate subjects of the first two Critiques.’

Very roughly, Kant sees experience, the application of concepts, as be-
ginning with the selection of concepts. The potential knower has avail-
able a myriad of different possible determinate rules of synthesis of rep-
resentations. Experience requires picking one, and trying it out as a rule
for combining the manifold of presented intuitions. If it does not quite
“fit,” or permits the synthesis only of some of the intuitions that present
themselves, then a mistake has been made, and a related, overlapping,
but different determinate concept is tried in its place. Thus, although it
is up to the knower what concept to try out, the success of the attempted
synthesis according to that rule is not up to the knower. The exercise of
spontaneity is constrained by the deliverances of receptivity.®

The workability of a story along these lines depends on its being set-
tled somehow, for each rule of synthesis and each possible manifold of
representations, whether that manifold can be synthesized successfully
according to that rule. This might be called the condition of complete or
maximal determinateness of concepts. Only if this condition obtains—
only if the empirical concepts made available by judgments of reflection
are fully and finally determinate—does the Kantian account make intel-
ligible the application of concepts as being constrained by the deliver-
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ances of sense, the correctness of judgments as constrained by the par-
ticulars to which we try to apply the universals that are our determinate
empirical concepts. Hegel wants us to investigate critically the transcen-
dental conditions of the possibility of such determinateness of concepts.
He does not find in Kant a satisfactory account of this crucial condition
of the possibility of experience.” The question is how we can understand
the possibility of applying, endorsing, committing ourselves to, or bind-
ing ourselves by one completely determinate rule rather than a slightly
different one. This problem is related to the one Kripke attributes to
Wittgenstein.® It is the issue of understanding the conditions of the pos-
sibility of the determinateness of our conceptual commitments, responsi-
bilities, and obligations. I do not want to dwell on what I take Hegel to
see as the shortcomings of Kant’s answer. For my purposes it suffices to
say that Hegel takes a different approach to understanding the relation
between the institution and the application of conceptual norms. In fact
I think Hegel’s idealism is the core of his response to just this issue, and
it is here that I think we have the most to learn from him.°

A good way of understanding the general outlines of Hegel’s account
of the relation between the activity of instituting conceptual norms and
the activity of applying them is to compare it with a later movement of
thought that is structurally similar in important ways. Carnap and the
other logical positivists affirmed their neo-Kantian roots by taking over
Kant's two-phase structure: first one stipulates meanings, then experience
dictates which deployments of them yield true theories.!® The first activ-
ity is prior to and independent of experience; the second is constrained
by and dependent on it. Choosing one’s meanings is not empirically con-
strained in the way that deciding what sentences with those meanings to
endorse or believe is. Quine rejects Carnap’s sharp separation of the pro-
cess of deciding what concepts (meanings, language) to use from the
process of deciding what judgments (beliefs, theory) to endorse. For
him, it is a fantasy to see meanings as freely fixed independently and
in advance of our applying those meanings in forming fallible beliefs
that answer for their correctness to how things are. Changing our beliefs
can change our meanings. There is only one practice—the practice of
actually making determinate judgments. Engaging in that practice in-
volves settling at once both what we mean and what we believe. Quine’s
pragmatism consists in his development of this monistic account in con-
trast to Carnap’s two-phase account. The practice of using language
must be intelligible as not only the application of concepts by using lin-
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guistic expressions, but equally and at the same time as the institution of
the conceptual norms that determine what would count as correct and
incorrect uses of linguistic expressions. The actual use of the language
settles—and is all that could settle—the meanings of the expressions
used.!!

Hegel is a pragmatist also in this monistic sense. He aims at a concep-
tion of experience that does not distinguish two different kinds of activ-
ity, one of which is the application of concepts in (determinate) judg-
ment and action, and the other of which is the institution or discovery
of those concepts (by “judgments of reflection”). For Hegel, empirical
judgment and action is not (as for Kant and Carnap) just the selection of
concepts to apply, or the replacement of one fully formed concept by an-
other. It is equally the alteration and development of the content of those
concepts. Conceptual content arises out of the process of applying con-
cepts—the determinate content of concepts is unintelligible apart from
the determination of that content, the process of determining it. Con-
cepts are not fixed or static items. Their content is altered by every par-
ticular case in which they are applied or not applied in experience. At
every stage, experience does presuppose the prior availability of con-
cepts to be applied in judgment, and at every stage the content of those
concepts derives from their role in experience.!?

Hegel often couches this point in terms of a distinction between two
metaconcepts of the conceptual: Reason (his good, dynamic, active, liv-
ing conception), and Understanding (Kant’s, and everyone else’s, bad,
static, inert, dead conception). Understanding concepts in terms of the
categories of the Understanding is treating them as fixed and static. It al-
lows progress only in the sorting of judgments into true and false, that is,
in the selection from a repertoire fixed in advance of the correct concepts
to apply in a particular instance. But Hegel wants to insist that if one ig-
nores the process by which concepts develop—what other concepts they
develop out of, and the forces implicit in them, in concert with their fel-
lows, that lead to their alteration (what Hegel calls their “negativity”)—
then the sort of content they have is bound to remain unintelligible.?>

I1. Self-Conscious Selves

My principal aim in this chapter is to show how the idealist thesis that I
put on the table at the outset contributes to the working out of Hegel’s
pragmatist strategy for understanding the nature and origins of the de-
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terminateness of the content of empirical concepts. That idealist thesis,
recall, is the claim that the structure and unity of the concept is the same
as the structure and unity of the self-conscious self. Some of the clearest
statements of this central Hegelian thought are in the Science of Logic:

It is one of the profoundest and truest insights to be found in the
Critique of Pure Reason that the unity which constitutes the nature
of the Notion [Begriff] is recognized as the original synthetic unity of
apperception, as unity of the I think, or of self-consciousness.'*

Thus we are justified by a cardinal principle of the Kantian philosophy
in referring to the nature of the I in order to learn what the Notion is.
But conversely, it is necessary for this purpose to have grasped the No-
tion of the I.1°

What [ want to do next is to sketch Hegel’s notion of the structure and
unity characteristic of self-conscious selves—the fixed end of the idealist
analogy by means of which we are to come to understand the structure
and unity of concepts, including the Concept (which is what this pas-
sage officially addresses).

Hegel takes over Kants fundamental idea that to call something a self,
to treat it as an “1,” is to take up an essentially normative attitude toward
it. It is to treat it as the subject of commitments, as something that can be
responsible—hence as a potential knower and agent. The question then
is how to understand the nature of the normative attitudes and statuses
that distinguish being a who from being a what. One of Hegel’s most ba-
sic ideas is that normative statuses such as being committed and being
responsible—and so knowledge and agency—must be understood as so-
cial achievements. Normative statuses are a kind of social status. Kant
thought normativity could be made intelligible only by appeal to some-
thing beyond or behind our empirical activity. For Hegel all transcen-
dental constitution is social institution.'¢

The practical attitude of taking or treating something as able to under-
take commitments and be responsible for its doings—in the sense artic-
ulated by concepts, that is, the sense in which at least part of what one is
committed to or responsible for is being able to give reasons—Hegel calls
“recognition” [Anerkennung]. The core idea structuring Hegel's social
understanding of selves is that they are synthesized by mutual recogni-
tion. That is, to be a self—a locus of conceptual commitment and re-
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sponsibility—is to be taken or treated as one by those one takes or treats
as one: to be recognized by those one recognizes. Merely biological be-
ings, subjects and objects of desires, become spiritual beings, undertak-
ers (and attributors) of commitments, by being at once the subjects and
the objects of recognitive attitudes. At the same time and by the same
means that selves, in this normative sense, are synthesized, so are com-
munities, as structured wholes of selves all of whom recognize and are
recognized by one another.!” Both selves and communities are normative
structures instituted by reciprocal recognition.

This is a social theory of selves in the sense that selves and communi-
ties are products of the same process, aspects of the same structure. But
it is a social theory in a stronger sense as well. For being a self in this
sense is not something one can achieve all on one’s own. Only part of
what is needed is within the power of the candidate self. It is up to the
individual whom to recognize. But it is not up to the individual whether
those individuals then in turn recognize the original recognizer. Only
when this “movement” is completed is a self constituted. I think the
structure is clearest when one considers specific recognition—that is, at-
tribution of some specific normative status, not just treating someone as
having some normative status or other (as the subject of some responsi-
bilities, or entitlements, commitments, or authority, which is recogni-
tion in general). For instance, it is up to me whom I recognize as a good
chess player. I can settle for recognizing any old wood pusher who can
play a legal game, or I can set my standards so high that only Grand Mas-
ters qualify. But it is not then up to me (certainly not up to me in the
same sense) whether those I recognize as good players recognize me as a
good player. If I have set my sights low enough, it will be easy to qualify.
But if my aspirations for the sort of self I want to be, and so to be recog-
nized as, are higher, it will be correspondingly more difficult for me to
earn the recognition of those I recognize. This account of what it is to be
a good chess player, in the various senses that term can take—and more
generally, what it is to have some specific normative status—gives the
candidate a certain sort of authority: the authority to constitute a com-
munity by recognizing individuals as members of it. But doing that is
also ceding another sort of authority to those one recognizes: the au-
thority to determine whether or not the candidate qualifies as a member
of the community so constituted by the standards to which I have sub-
jected myself. Having a normative status in this sense is an essentially
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social achievement, in which both the individual self and the commu-
nity must participate. And both the self and the community achieve
their status as such only as the result of successful reciprocal recogni-
tion.

So when we talk about the structure and unity of the “I” or of self-
conscious selves according to Hegel, we are talking about the structure
and unity produced by this process of reciprocal recognition, by which
normative communities and community members are simultaneously
instituted. This is what the idealist thesis proposes to use as a model for
understanding the structure and unity of concepts. Here is a hint, to be
followed up below. In recognizing others, I in effect institute a commu-
nity—a kind of universal common to those others, and if all goes well, to
me too. If they recognize me in turn, they constitute me as something
more than just the particular I started out as—a kind of individual (self),
which is that particular (organism) as a member of the community, as
characterized by that universal. The (recognizing) particular accord-
ingly exercises a certain sort of authority over the universal, and the uni-
versal then exercises a certain sort of authority over the individual. It is
at something like this level of abstraction that we find a common struc-
ture between the social institution of selves and communities by recipro-
cal recognition and the relation between concepts, as universals, and the
particulars that fall under them, yielding the characterized individu-
als (particulars as falling under universals) that are presented by judg-
ments.

I think we can understand the force of this idealist line of thought by
situating it in the tradition of thought about the nature of normativity
out of which it grew. Enlightenment conceptions of the normative are
distinguished by the essential role they take to be played by normative
attitudes in instituting normative statuses. Commitments and responsi-
bilities are seen as coming into a disenchanted natural world hitherto
void of them, as products of human attitudes of acknowledging, endors-
ing, undertaking, or attributing them. (Hobbes’s and Locke’s social con-
tract theories of the basis of legitimate political authority are cases in
point.) The version of this idea that Kant develops from his reading of
Rousseau has it that the distinction between force, coercion, or mere
constraint on me, on the one hand, and legitimate quthority over me, on
the other, consists in the latter’s dependence on my endorsement or ac-
knowledgment of the authority as binding on me. This way of demarcat-
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ing a kind of normativity might be called the autonomy thesis. It is the
basis for Kant’s distinction between the realm of nature, whose denizens
are bound by rules in the form of laws of nature, and the realm of free-
dom, whose denizens are bound rather by their conceptions of rules—
that is, by rules that bind them only in virtue of their own acknowledg-
ment of them as binding.

In this distinctive sense, rules get their normative force, come to gov-
ern our doings, only in virtue of our own attitudes. One is genuinely re-
sponsible only for that for which one takes responsibility; one is genu-
inely committed only to that to which one has committed oneself.

To be a self, a knower and agent, is, according to Kant’s original nor-
mative insight, to be able to take responsibility for what one does, to be
able to undertake or acknowledge commitments. It is to be bound by
norms. According to the autonomy thesis, one is in a strict sense bound
only by rules or laws one has laid down for oneself, norms one has one-
self endorsed. What makes them binding is that one takes them to be
binding. Maintaining such a view is a delicate matter. For a question can
arise about how, if I myself am doing the binding of myself, what I am
doing can count as binding myself. If whatever I acknowledge as cor-
rect—as fulfilling the obligation I have undertaken—is correct, then in
what sense is what I did in the first place intelligible as binding myself?
(Compare Wittgenstein’s claim that where whatever seems right to me
therefore is right, there can be no question of right or wrong.) The au-
tonomy thesis says that one only is committed to that to which one has
committed oneself. But this must not be allowed to collapse into the
claim that one is committed to exactly whatever one then takes oneself
to be committed to, on pain of so emptying the concept of commitment
of content as to make it unrecognizable as such. The authority of the
self-binder governs the force that attaches to a certain rule: it is endorse-
ment by the individual that makes the rule a rule for or binding on that
individual. But that authority must not be taken to extend also to the
content of the rule: to what is and is not correct according to the rule one
has endorsed. For if it does, then one has not by one’s endorsement re-
ally bound oneself by a rule or norm at all. What is chosen—the rule or
law 1 bind myself to by applying a concept—must have a certain inde-
pendence of the choosing of it. Only so can we make sense of both sides
of the idea of autonomy: of making oneself subject to a law by taking
oneself to be s0.1® Maintaining sufficient distinction between what one
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does, in binding oneself by applying a concept, and the content of the
commitment so instituted is particularly challenging for any theorist
committed to what I have called “semantic pragmatism.” For that is just
the view that it is what one does in applying concepts—undertaking
commitments—that determines their content.'

L hope it is clear that this problem is a version of the question I earlier
pictured Hegel as raising about the determinateness of the contents of the
concepts I apply. If I have available a rule (one of many) with a content
that is determinate, in the sense that it is already settled for any particu-
lar whether or not the particular falls under it (whether or not applying
the concept to it would be correct), then I can bind myself by applying
the concept. For the concept will then settle what I have obliged myself
to do. But Hegel thinks Kant leaves it mysterious how I could have ac-
cess to concepts, rules, or norms that are determinate in this sense. In ef-
fect, Kant just assumes that there can be such things. Hegel thinks that a
rigorously critical thinker should inquire into the conditions of the pos-
sibility of such determinateness.

Hegel’s idea is that the determinacy of the content of what you have
committed yourself to—the part that is not up to you in the way that
whether you commit yourself to it is up to you—is secured by the atti-
tudes of others, to whom one has at least implicitly granted that author-
ity.?* His thought is that the only way to get the requisite distance from
my acknowledgments (my attitudes, which make the norm binding on
me in the first place), while retaining the sort of authority over my com-
mitments that the Rousseau-Kant tradition insists on, is to have the
norms administered by someone else. I commit myself, but then they
hold me to it. For me to be committed, I have to have acknowledged
a commitment, and others must attribute it to me. Only so is a real,
contentful commitment instituted. Only so can I really be understood to
have bound myself. This is, at base, why the possibility of my freedom (in
the normative sense of the autonomy thesis: my capacity to commit my-
self, to bind myself by norms) depends on others. Thus Hegel maintains
the apparently paradoxical view that the possibility of my autonomy
depends on others adopting attitudes toward me. But the paradox is
merely apparent: autonomy does not on this conception collapse into
heteronomy.

Having a commitment with a definite content is intelligible, Hegel
thinks, only in the context of a division of labor between the one who
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undertakes the commitment and those who attribute it and hold the un-
dertaker to it. I get to decide which piece in the game I will play—say,
the one labeled “That metal is molybdenum,” or “I promise to drive you
to the airport tomorrow morning”—but I do not then get to decide what
I have committed myself to thereby, what further moves are appropriate
or obligatory for one who has played that piece. My authority is real, but
it is partial. And the same can be said of the others who play the game
with me and simultaneously referee it. For they have no authority over
my acknowledging of commitments. Their authority is operative only in
the administration of those commitments—holding me to a commit-
ment with a determinate content to which they are responsible no less
than I. (Compare: the legislative and judicial functions of government.)
As Hegel puts it, I have a certain independence in which commitments 1
embrace. Apart from my acknowledgment, they have no normative force
over me. But in exercising that very independence, I am at the same time
dependent on the attitudes of others, who attribute and hold me to the
commitment, and thereby administer its content. And the others, recip-
rocally dependent on my recognition, display a corresponding moment
of independence in their attitudes of attribution and assessment of my
commitments and responsibilities. “Independence” and “dependence”
are for Hegel always normative independence and dependence. In fact,
these are ways of talking about authority and responsibility.!

The actual content of the commitment one undertakes by applying a
concept (paradigmatically, by using a word) is the product of a process
of negotiation involving the reciprocal attitudes, and the reciprocal au-
thority, of those who attribute the commitment and the one who ac-
knowledges it.22 What the content of one’s claim or action is in itself re-
sults both from what it is for others and what it is for oneself. I see the
account Hegel offers of this process of normative negotiation of recipro-
cally constraining authority by which determinate conceptual contents
are instituted and applied as his main philosophical contribution, at
least as assessed from the frame of reference of our contemporary con-
cerns. This process of negotiation of competing normative claims is
what Hegel calls “experience” [Erfahrung]. Making explicit what is im-
plicit in this process is saying how the institution of conceptual norms is
related to their actual application in acknowledging, attributing, and as-
sessing specific conceptually articulated commitments in judgment and
action. It is this relationship that fills in Hegel’s single-leveled, unified



222 Historical Essays

monistic notion of experience, the aspiration for which I have taken him
to share with Quine, in contrast to the two-phase, bifurcated approach
common to Kant and Carnap. It is also what the notion of reciprocal rec-
ognition is offered as a model of. The idealist claim we are considering is
that concepts are instituted in the same way, and hence have the same
structure and unity, as self-conscious selves.

I1I. Modeling Concepts on Selves: The Social and
Inferential Dimensions

Hegel thinks of Spirit—the realm of the normative—as produced and
sustained by the processes of mutual recognition, which simultaneously
institute self-conscious selves and their communities. I have presented
this picture as motivated by the problem of how to construe autonomy
in a way compatible with the determinateness of conceptual contents,
while seeing those conceptual contents as instituted in the same process
of experience in which they are applied (the pragmatist’s fundamental
commitment). I have suggested that Hegel thinks that the boundaries
around what one has and has not committed oneself to by using a partic-
ular concept (and what is and is not a correct application of it) are deter-
mined by a process of negotiation among actual attitudes of application
and assessments of applications.?

This motivation for understanding selves—the subjects of determi-
nately contentful commitments and responsibilities, concept users, and
hence subjects of experience, knowers, and agents—in terms of mutual
recognition explains why the process of reciprocal specific recognition
should be taken to provide the context within which concepts are ap-
plied and their contents instituted and determined. But it does not yet
evidently explain why the structure and unity imparted to selves and
communities by their institution by reciprocal recognition should be
taken to provide a model for concepts—to explain their structure and
unity. The reason why the process of reciprocal recognition, and so the
structure and unity of selves, provides not only the context of but also
the model for the institution and application of conceptual norms is that
it is not just one example of how norms are constituted by reciprocal au-
thority (mutually dependent moments). Wherever a norm can properly
be discerned, there must be distinct centers of reciprocal authority and a
process of negotiation between them. For this, Hegel thinks, is the na-

Some Pragmatist Themes in Hegel’s Idealism 223

ture of the normative as such: the only way in which determinate con-
tents can be associated with norms according to the conception of the
normative embodied in the autonomy thesis. The commitment one un-
dertakes by applying a concept in judgment or action can be construed
as determinately contentful only if it is to be administered by others dis-
tinct from the one whose commitment it is. So in acknowledging such a
commitment, one is at least implicitly recognizing the authority of oth-
ers over the content to which one has committed oneself.*

But how, exactly, are we to understand the structure and unity of con-
cepts on the model of reciprocal recognition among selves? For Hegel,
as for Kant, all norms are conceptual norms: talk of norms and talk
of concepts are alternatives for addressing one fundamental common
phenomenon. The first thing to realize is that Hegel understands con-
cepts, the contents of norms, as essentially inferentially articulated.”
Hegel discusses this inferential articulation (in the Phenomenology be-
ginning in the section called “Perception”) under the headings of “medi-
ation” [Vermittlung] and “determinate negation.” The paradigm of medi-
ation, the case responsible for this choice of terminology, is the role
played by the middle term in a syllogism. The application of the mediat-
ing concept serves as the conclusion of one inference and the premise of
another.?® The claim that mediation, the capacity to play this role, is es-
sential to concepts is the claim that being able to figure both in the pre-
mises and in the conclusions of inferences is essential to concepts. This is
what I mean by talking about their “essential inferential articulation.”?

In a similar way, when Hegel talks about “determinate negation,” he
means material incompatibility relations among concepts: the way the
applicability of one concept normatively precludes the applicability of
another. An example would be the way calling a patch of paint “red” pre-
cludes calling it “green.”? Formal or logical negation (what Hegel calls
“abstract” negation) is definable from the determinate or material ver-
sion. The abstract negation of p is its minimum incompatible: what fol-
lows from everything materially incompatible with p. It abstracts from
the determinate content of those incompatibles, and so is merely incom-
patible.” Together the material inferential and material incompatibility
relations (relations of mediation and determinate negation) articulate
the contents of conceptual norms.*

We are now in a position to approach the central question. The model
of the sort of reciprocal recognition that institutes selves and their com-
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munities applies to the institution and application of concepts in experi-
ence at two levels. First, it describes the relations of reciprocal authority
that relate particulars to the universals or determinate concepts that they
fall under: the way in which determinate concepts are instituted and the
judgments that present characterized individuals are made. Individuals,
which are particulars characterized by concepts, and determinate con-
cepts are simultaneously instituted or synthesized—just as in the model,
individual self-conscious selves, as members of a community (as charac-
terized by a universal), and their communities (universals) are simulta-
neously instituted or synthesized. Second, it describes the relations of
reciprocal authority that relate determinate concepts to one another. At
this level, determinate concepts and what Hegel calls “the Concept,” the
great holistic, inferentially articulated system of determinate concepts
and judgments articulated by those concepts—a sort of universal or
community comprising them all—are simultaneously instituted or syn-
thesized.

Judgments, acts of judging, come in two flavors: mediate and immedi-
ate. The mediate ones are the results of inferences from other judg-
ments—that is, from the application of other concepts one has already
made. The immediate ones are noninferentially elicited, paradigmatic-
ally perceptual judgments or observations.?! Desiring animals already
sort their world by responding differentially to it—treating something as
food, for instance, by “falling to without further ado and eating it up.”*
Immediate judgments are ones that a properly trained and tuned animal
who has mastered the responsive use of the relevant concepts will make
automatically when confronted with the perceptible presence of a re-
portable or observable state of affairs. These noninferential applications
of concepts (= immediate judgments) are wrung from or elicited by the
particulars to which the concepts are on that occasion applied. By con-
trast, responsibility for (= authority over) inferentially elicited applica-
tions of concepts (= mediate judgments) is vested in the concepts or
universals, whose inferential relations underwrite the judgment that is
the conclusion.

Immediate judgments express a dimension along which particulars ex-
ert an authority over the universals or concepts that apply to them. Me-
diate judgments express a dimension along which universals or con-
cepts exert an authority over the particulars to which they apply. The
characterized individuals—particulars as falling under universals—that
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are presented by judgments (= applications of concepts) emerge as the
product of negotiation between the two reciprocal dimensions of author-
ity (each with its own dual, correlative sort of responsibility). This is the
feature of concept use and development—the process of experience that
is for this reason intelligible at once as the application and as the institu-
tion of conceptual norms—that is modeled by reciprocal recognition.
Hegel's Logic aims to be the completed story of how this works.

Evidently the two sorts of authority may collide. One may find oneself
immediately with commitments incompatible with those to which one is
inferentially committed. Then one must alter some of one’s commit-
ments—either those that are authorized by the particulars (immedi-
ately) or those that are authorized by the universals (mediately). This
necessity is normative: one is obliged by the incompatibility of one’s judg-
ments, by the commitments one has oneself undertaken, to adjust the
authority either of the particulars or of the universal. Making an adjust-
ment of one’s conceptual commitments in the light of such a collision is
what is meant by negotiating between the two dimensions of authority.3>
The process of adjusting one’s dispositions to make immediate and me-
diate judgments in response to actual conflicts arising from exercising
them is the process Hegel calls “experience.” It drives the development of
concepts. It is the process of determining their content. It is how applying
conceptual norms is at the same time the process of instituting them.
Conceptual contents are determinate only because and insofar as they are
the products of such a process of determining them by applying them in
inferential concert with their fellows.>*

This process of negotiation between acknowledged authorities upon
their disagreement is the process of administering the sometimes op-
posed authorities of particulars and universals. It is constitutive of both
the Concept, as the holistic system of all the determinate universals
(empirical concepts) related by material inference and incompatibility
(mediation and determinate negation), and the characterized particulars
presented by a set of judgments, a set of commitments that are actual ap-
plications of universals to particulars. Concepts and judgments, mean-
ings and beliefs, languages and theories, are two sides of one coin, intel-
ligible only together, as elements of the process of experience. This view
should sound familiar: it is Quine’s in “Two Dogmas of Empiricism.”
Seeing change of meaning and change of belief as aspects of a single pro-
cess of experience, of adjusting our beliefs (including those we find our-
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selves with perceptually) to one another, is Quine’s way of working out
his pragmatist commitment. We are now in a position to see it also as
Hegel’s way of working out his idealist commitment.

IV. Modeling Concepts on Selves: The Historical Dimension

Hegel often discusses the relation between selves and concepts in the
language of identity. For instance:

The Notion [Begriff], when it has developed into a concrete existence
that is itself free, is none other than the I or pure self-consciousness.
True, I have notions, that is to say determinate notions; but the I is the
pure Notion itself which, as Notion, has come into existence.>

We have seen how the I, self-conscious selves in general, as the norma-
tive subjects of conceptually articulated commitments—judgments (and
actions)-—are synthesized as essential aspects (Hegel says “moments”)
of the process of experience whose other essential elements include both
those judgments and the concepts that are applied in them. And we have
seen that the structure and unity of this process in all its aspects should
be understood in terms of the kind of reciprocal authority relations
Hegel calls “recognitive.” Still, the different aspects of this process and
of recognitive structures generally remain distinct and distinguishable.
They are not identical to one another in a strict or logical sense. Hegel
acknowledges this. The passage above continues with a characterization
of recognitive structures that is abstract in the way characteristic of the
Logic, concluding:

This {structure] constitutes the nature of the I as well as of the Notion;
neither the one nor the other can be truly comprehended unless the
two indicated moments are grasped at the same time both in their ab-
straction and also in their perfect unity.*”

The unity of the recognitive structure leads Hegel to talk (in my view,
unfortunately) of the essentially related moments of that structure as
identical. They are not identical in the ordinary sense, since they are also
essentially distinct. But he wants us to recognize them nonetheless as
identical in a speculative sense. In this speculative sense, elements of a
recognitive structure of reciprocal authority that are intelligible only as
elements related to one another in such a structure are described as
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“identical” with one another. It is in this sense that Hegel talks about
selves as being identical with their communities, about particulars as
identical with the universals that characterize them, about determinate
concepts as identical with the holistic Concept that comprises them as
a system of inferentially related elements, and so on. Only confusion
results if this speculative sense of “identical” is confused with the ordi-
nary notion of identity. For then the specific structure of recognition by
which these different elements are at once distinguished and related is in
danger of collapsing. Collapsing them renders unintelligible determi-
nately contentful normative statuses: the judgments (and actions) that
make up experience, the selves that undertake, attribute, and are re-
sponsible for them, their recognitive communities, the determinate con-
cepts that articulate those responsibilities by the relations of material in-
ference and incompatibility that make up the greater universal that is
the Concept, the particulars to which judgments have a responsibility
mediated by immediate judgments, and so on.

It remains to consider one final dimension of the recognitive structure
within which the relation between selves and concepts must be under-
stood. This is a dimension Hegel also discusses in the language of iden-
tity, but in a way that should be understood, I think, neither in the strict
nor in the speculative sense. I have in mind here the considerations that
are raised by Hegel’s claim—which looms large, for instance, in the pref-
ace to the Phenomenology—that Spirit as a whole should be understood
as a self. I understand the geistig as the realm of conceptually articulated
norms, of authority and responsibility, commitment and entitlement.
Spirit as a whole is the recognitive community of all those who have
such normative statuses, and all their normatively significant activi-
ties. It is, in other words, the topic of the pragmatist’s enquiry: the whole
system of social practices of the most inclusive possible community.
Claiming that Spirit has the structure and unity of the self is another ide-
alist thesis, and it, too, should be understood in terms of Hegel’s pragma-
tism. .

In making this second idealist claim, Hegel obviously does not mean
for us to think that Spirit as a whole is just one more of us ordinary
selves, an element of some community of which we are also members.
But neither, I think, does he just mean that Spirit is an element of the
recognitive structure of which we individual selves are elements—so
that we could talk about us and the great community that comprises us
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recognitively as identical in the speculative sense. He means that Spirit
as a whole—the whole recognitive community of which we individual
selves are members, and all of its activities and institutions—has the
structure and unity characteristic of the self-conscious self. In that tech-
nical sense, it is an individual, though not one associated with a particu-
lar organism, as we human selves are.

I think that there is all sorts of evidence that Hegel means his remarks
about Spirit as Self to have something like this import. Certainly that is
the way he is usually read. It is much less often remarked that attribut-
ing such a view to Hegel in the Phenomenology raises a substantial inter-
pretive problem. For Hegel clearly subscribes there to the following
three claims:

1. Spirit is a self-conscious self.

2. Self-conscious selfhood is an essentially social achievement, re-
quiring actual recognition of and by an other, to whom the individ-
ual self achieving self-consciousness in this way is then bound in a
recognitive community.

3. Spirit has no other; there is nothing “outside” it.

The trouble is of course that these claims are jointly incompatible. But
Hegel commits himself to them all-——not just casually or in a way that
could represent a slip, but as essential elements of his view. Now, much
of what I have said in this chapter does not represent conventional wis-
dom about Hegel’s views. But attributing these three claims is not an id-
iosyncratic feature of my reading: it is conventional wisdom. Yet discus-
sion of the conceptual problems these theses present does not loom
large in the secondary literature. (The claim one sometimes hears that
Hegel is in the end a kind of subjectivist is, I take it, at least an indirect
acknowledgment of these difficulties.) It seems to me that the extent to
which a reading acknowledges and provides a convincing response to
this issue should serve as a fundamental criterion of adequacy for assess-
ing it.

The account I have been sketching of the nature and significance of
reciprocal recognition for understanding the nature of normative sta-
tuses provides the raw materials for such a response. Further, in doing
so it fills in an important piece of the story about how applying concep-
tual norms by making judgments can be understood as a process of de-
termining their content, and so as instituting those norms. Insofar as it
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does, it offers a final respect in which Hegel’s idealism and his pragma-
tism (in the senses I have been discussing) illuminate each other.

Reciprocal recognition, I have claimed, is for Hegel the structure that
makes the normative intelligible as such. In its paradigmatic social form,
it institutes both individual self-conscious selves (the subjects of com-
mitments and responsibilities) and their communities (the selves bound
together by attributing and assessing commitments to one another,
holding one another responsible). In its inferential form, this structure
characterizes the relationship between particulars and universals in the
process of making judgments that is experience: the application of deter-
minate concepts. It is exhibited as well in the relations of reciprocal au-
thority by which applications of some determinate concepts condition
the applicability of other, inferentially related concepts, thereby consti-
tuting the “community” of all determinate concepts, structured by rela-
tions of mediation and determinate negation, that is, the Concept. In ad-
dition to these two forms of reciprocal recognition, we should recognize
a third: the historical. It arises because negotiating and adjudicating the
claims of reciprocally conditioning authorities, administering concep-
tual norms by applying them in actual cases (to particulars that immedi-
ately present themselves), is a process. In that process of experience,
conceptual norms develop, along with the body of claims or judgments
expressing the commitments that arise from applying those concepts.
This developmental process of progressively determining the content of
concepts by applying them in concert with their fellows is to be under-
stood as the way determinately contentful conceptual norms are insti-
tuted.

Experience—at once the application and the institution of conceptual
norms—is not merely a temporal process but a historical one. By this I
mean that it exhibits a distinctive recognitive structure that is the prod-
uct of the reciprocal authority exercised, on the one hand, by past appli-
cations of concepts over future ones and, on the other hand, by future
applications of concepts over past ones. All there is to institute concep-
tual norms, to determine what we have committed ourselves to by ap-
plying a concept, is other applications of the concept in question, to-
gether with applications of concepts inferentially related to it. Thus the
applications of the concept (and its relatives) that have actually been
made already have a certain sort of authority over candidate future appli-
cations of that concept (and so of its relatives). The prior applications
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are authoritative regarding the meaning or content of the concept. This
is the authority of the past (applications of concepts) over the future
(applications of concepts)—providing a sense in which future applica-
tions are responsible for their correctness to the past ones.

But authority needs to be administered. Applications of norms insti-
tuted by prior applications need to be assessed for their correctness, ac-
cording to the norms they answer to. For current applications of a con-
cept to be responsible to prior applications of that concept (and its
relatives), they must be held responsible, taken or treated as responsi-
ble. That is the lesson of Hegel’s analysis of the conditions under which
the bindingness of norms is intelligible, according to what he made of
the Kant-Rousseau insistence on autonomy as a condition of genuine
normativity—the lesson that is the basis for the model of reciprocal rec-
ognition. For we can ask in the present context: How is it possible for an
application of a concept to count as incorrect according to the commit-
ments implicit in prior applications? If there is nothing to the content of
the concept except what has been put into it by actual applications of it
(and its relatives), how can any actual application be understood as 