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In the last few years, various Kantian commentators have drawn attention on a number of features in the self-reference device of transcendental apperception having emerged from the contemporary debate on the irreducibility of self-ascription of thoughts in the first person. Known as I-thoughts, these have suggested a connection between some aspects of Kant’s philosophy
 and Wittgenstein’s philosophico-linguistic analysis of the grammatical rule of the term I. This paper would like to review some of such correspondences (§§ 1-3), avoiding any mechanical association between Kant and an elusive reading of the I think, e.g. as suggested mutatis mutandis by McDowell and Kitcher (§§ 4-7).

1. In a well-known passage Wittgenstein introduces his philosophico-linguistic analysis of the grammatical rule of the term I, where he distinguishes two types of uses, the use as object (“I have grown six inches”) and the use as subject (“I have toothache”): “One can point to the difference between these two categories by saying: The cases of the first category involve the recognition of a particular person, and there is in these cases the possibility of an error [...]. On the other hand there is no question of recognizing a person when I say I have toothache. To ask ‘are you sure it’s you who have pains?’ would be nonsensical [...]”
.
Several scholars, including Nagel, Castañeda, Kaplan, Shoemaker, Perry and Evans, have singled out features in the self-conscious subject’s self-reference and self-identification involved in the self-ascription of mental and physical properties. Part of these studies falls within the philosophico-linguistic analysis of specific linguistic expressions, namely demonstratives and indexicals, the reference of which can be determined by the context. Considering the intimate relationship that the mentalist dimension entertains with the linguistic one that expresses it – as maintained by a specific philosophical perspective – the analysis in question takes into account those types of thought which contain a reference in the first person at the basis of the subject’s self-conscious capability.
Let us begin with the assumption, widely discussed amongst the above-mentioned authors, that the role played by I in some judgements consists of: a) serving referentially as a singular term; b) identifying the subject of the thought or judgement: the reference of I is provided by the token-reflexive rule, according to which every occurrence of I refers to anyone pronouncing or thinking it. We can thus single out a few features, the first being that in some particular kinds of judgements, the first-person indexicals involved (the main one being I) may not be explained away or replaced by a definite description. The feature of essentiality is demonstrated by a few examples: Oedipus may know that Jocasta’s son is a parricide without knowing he is one himself. Regardless of the accuracy level of the properties expressed by definite descriptions, the subject may know that such properties are ascribed to an individual without realizing he is the very individual who satisfies them. As Shoemaker outlines: “there is no description at all which is free of token-reflexive expressions and which can be substituted for ‘I’; no matter how detailed a token-reflexive-free description of a person is, [...] it cannot possibly entail that I am that person”
.

The essentiality of indexicals underlies the irreducibility of I-thoughts, that is the irreducibility of self-ascription of mental (as well as physical) properties in a number of judgements bearing a first-person reference (e.g. “I have pain”), what Shoemaker refers to as self-reference without identification: “My use of the word ‘I’ as the subject of my statement is not due to my having identified as myself something of which I know, or believe, or wish to say, that the predicate of my statement applies to it”
. If the self-ascription of thoughts in which the introspective self-consciousness is involved lies on particular epistemic criteria, the subject is conscious of himself qua subject, that is as the only, identical subject of each representation, not as an object following a previous identification component. In the self-ascription of mental properties, self-reference – which underlies some self-conscious forms – doesn’t occur with inference from conceptual properties ascribable to the subject, in the sense that there is no previous identification of something as oneself owing to properties that can be ascribed to that same something. According to the radical version of this thesis argued by Shoemaker, there is no identification component; thus, a few singular judgements involving the self-ascription of mental and physical properties are immune to error through misidentification relative to the first-person pronoun (IEM). The subject formulating this kind of judgement in given epistemic contexts cannot be mistaken as to whether he is the one who is attributing himself a particular mental property.

This point has been especially developed by Evans
, who goes beyond the terms of the matter as suggested by Wittgenstein, within an approach that attempts to preserve some Fregean characterizations among other things, in spite of the main philosophico-linguistic positions on indexicals. In some self-ascriptions of mental and physical properties involved in self-conscious thoughts, self-reference is direct and unmediated. As Evans notes, here we are dealing with identification-free self-reference, a feature which serves the purpose of elucidating the reason for which such self-ascriptions are immune to error through misidentification. On the other hand, the judgements involved in the ordinary perception of the external objects are identification-dependent. Particularly, a judgement such as “I am F” is identification-free to Evans, unless it is the inferential conclusion drawn from the premises: “a is F” (predication component) and “I am a” (identification component). Such judgement is based on the unmediated self-ascription of properties through either introspective consciousness (as is the case with mental properties) or proprioception (as with physical properties). Obviously, the debate on I-thoughts has developed toward several, different directions.

2. Some Kantian commentators have pointed out a few connections between such I-thought features and the framework of the self-reference device of transcendental apperception termed by Kant, in some passages of KrV, transcendental designation. Evidently, Kant outlines a typically epistemic reflection on the necessary conditions produced by the transcendental apparatus in order to have experience, an argument which determines a set of features very close to the irreducibility of I-thoughts.

In the Transcendental Deduction, in both the first and second KrV editions, Kant introduces transcendental apperception to expound the fundamental of conjunction of the manifold in general (and to respond to the quid juris question on the validity of the functions in charge of conjunction: categories). This qualitative unit does not arise from conjunction but rather presupposes it, therefore it should be kept distinct from the category of unity. This is what Kant, in his 1787 edition, defines I think. In general, according to Rosenberg and Powell
, the relationship between mental states (M) and the subjective dimension is illustrated in several passages through the transcendental apperception device. These passages account for an overt response to Hume’s elusive and skeptical arguments, according to which the self-conscious subject is identical to the sequence of impressions (M1 and M2): 1) Kant introduces a necessary bond between subject and mental states through the representation I think produced by transcendental apperception. Every representation is ascribable to the I think, hence it belongs to that very same subject: I think M1 and I think M2; 2) Kant claims that the possibility of experience requires the unity of consciousness so that different mental states belong to one experience possible. The unity of apperception is the condition of possibility of synthesis of experience, and is referred to by Kant as “the synthetic unity of apperception”: I think (M1 and M2); 3) Kant also points out “the analytic unity of apperception”, according to which mental states must be synthesized and accompanied with the consciousness of identity of the I of the I think through time: the I that thinks M1 = the I that thinks M2. As a result, the analytic unity of apperception is based on the synthetic unity of the apperception assumption.
An entirely different thing is empirical apperception, that is the consciousness of ourselves based on the empirical determination within the inner perception that delineates the subject’s capability to perceive himself as a thinking something and to apprehend representations in the psychological flow. The consciousness of oneself as (any other) object of representation must be kept distinct from the way of being self-conscious in the transcendental mode: the I that thinks is different from the I that intuits itself 
. And if, in empirical apperception, there is no fixed and abiding self – a conclusion which Kant borrows from Hume – from a transcendental point of view the I think has no empirical intuition, therefore it cannot be found in the flux of inner appearances since transcendental apperception is the synthetic unity, the presupposition that makes every experience possible.

3. This last point is explicitly expressed by Kant in the Transcendental Deduction and it grasps the peculiarities of the self-referential apparatus involved in transcendental apperception: “durch das Ich, als einfache Vorstellung, ist nichts Mannigfaltiges gegeben”
. In the A version of the Second Paralogism Kant states that “das Subjekt der Inhärenz durch das dem Gedanken angehängte Ich nur transzendental bezeichnet werde, ohne die mindeste Eigenschaft desselben zu bemerken, oder überhaupt etwas von ihm zu kennen, oder zu wissen”
. It follows that the act of reference performed by the subject to refer to his own self in given self-consciousness forms entails no mediation of knowing. In other terms, it involves no identification using properties which are ascribable to himself. It is plain here that through the notion of transcendental designation Kant is anticipating some of the self-reference without identification features: I designates only transcendentally, no conceptual mediation is involved because it is a simple representation bearing no content. It is neither a concept nor an intuition, nor has it an empirical manifold through which it can occur: it is the simple form of consciousness which accompanies representations in order to make them knowledge. An empty form, I denotes but does not represent
.
For Brook, if identification-free self-reference seems to imply the essentiality of first-person indexicals involved in the judgements, the pure self-consciousness resulting from it captures the subject’s capability to be self-conscious as subject. It is thus essential to assume, in the Kantian terms pointed out by Brook, “an act of ascription-free transcendental designation”
. This is also apparent in other passages in the Paralogism section, where Kant is demolishing the demonstrations of the alleged rational psychology, the Cartesian one in the first place. For his transcendental idealism, it is not possible to elicit any objective knowledge of the thinking being from the conscious experience in order to place the transcendental subject in the natural order. Kant reasserts that this is due to the fact that I is not in the least a conceptual representation applicable to an intuition – whence we might elicit a knowledge of the subject the I of the I think refers to –  but a simple representation, a empty form of content which encapsulates the consciousness that accompanies every other representation and allows its synthetic unity so that knowledge may occur: “Die Einfachheit aber der Vorstellung von einem Subjekt ist darum nicht eine Erkenntnis von der Einfachheit des Subjekts selbst, denn von dessen Eigenschaften wird gänzlich abstrahiert, wenn es lediglich durch den an Inhalt gänzlich leeren Ausdruck Ich (welchen ich auf jedes denkende Subjekt anwenden kann) bezeichnet wird”
. 
4. Identification-free self-reference implies immunity to error through misidentification. If, in the ordinary perception of the objects, the identification of an object accompanies the possibility of error, there is no possibility of mistake as far as I-thoughts are concerned. According to Wittgensteinian readings
, this is due to the fact that there is no subject the use of the I as subject refers to, the recognizing a person issue does not even arise. On Shoemaker’s view, the identification component is completely missing, therefore one refers to identificationless reference. For Evans, it is the peculiar epistemic access to information from which judgements are formed that makes such judgements IEM. Kant claims that the possibility of knowledge lies on the above-mentioned three passages on apperception, marked by the I think, its simple form making judgements relative to I of I think IEM.

At the same time, the empty form of the referential apparatus in the transcendental apperception has been appraised in intrinsically different ways, from Henrich and Guyer’s Substantial Ownership Reading  to the Formal Ownership Reading upheld by Allison and Ameriks, and more recently by Bermúdez. Further, more than once an elusive reading suggesting that the I of the I think has no reference has been argued, i.e. the so-termed No-Ownership Reading: the close affinity of Wittgenstein to Kant alleged by some commentators lies within this framework. For instance, Sturma and Becker
 dwell upon the apperception structure involving a criterionless identification of I of I think. Powell brings up Anscombe’s Wittgensteinian lesson to define the I think absence of reference. To this purpose, McDowell
 offers a Kantian reading which is utterly flattened against the I as subject side, and in doing so contributes to what Cassam
 terms, in the self-knowledge context of discussion, Elusiveness Thesis, which pertains to both Kant and Hume. By contrast, Kitcher’s
 proposal is quite the reverse of the one just discussed. In putting forward her Kantian account of the Transcendental Psychology
, Kitcher rebuts Strawson’s judgement of “imaginary discipline” and upholds her redescription in psychologistic terms, refuting every Wittgensteinian reading of the I think and making a violent attack upon McDowell’s Kantian interpretation. Although antithetical, I am going to consider both readings as they account for two key examples of Kantian No-Ownership Reading.
5. From Strawson’s classical interpretation and the assumptions of the introspective model just mentioned, McDowell rejects the elusive consequences of the I think and the merely formal nature of the continuity of consciousness of the subject through time. A continuity which seems to imply no criterion of identity. The idea of a persisting referent of the I of the I think has been acknowledged by Kant as Descartes’ move to generate a substantial subject. However, it is necessary to introduce a conception of merely formal persistence of the representation I think in the flow of consciousness to avoid whichever Cartesian substantialism. As a consequence, the use of I is identification-free, since no track-keeping of an object (of I) in the flow of consciousness is required. There is nothing, as McDowell claims in drawing on one of Locke’s ideas, except the flow of consciousness itself. If, however, there is no track of persisting object in the flow of consciousness, it does not follow that the subject of the flow of consciousness must be substantially simple, nor that a merely formal, elusive conception of identity of the I involved in the acts of self-reference must be reached. It is right here that McDowell recognizes a contiguity between Wittgenstein and Kant, between the use of the I as subject, which has no reference, and a merely formal conception of transcendental apperception. This latter is conceived as a geometrical presence in the world at the most, unlikely to integrate any exhaustive, complete conception of a subject having a body and a substantial continuity in the objective world, a perspective that McDowell borrows from Strawson and Evans. What is missing in Kant is the idea of second nature and the corresponding notion of Bildung. Hence, Kant’s mistake would be that of having challenged Descartes’ mistake and substantialism by replacing it with an empty formalism of I, which is not capable of integrating the idea of an ordinary subject situated in the world as a substantially persistent object.
6. Kitcher’s proposal, on the other hand, is quite the reverse. She criticizes the different commentators resorting to Wittgenstein to read Kant’s I think. Within the cognitive science framework reassessed in the transcendental psychology terms, the doctrine of apperception is purged of any self-reflective component and relation with a subjective reference for experience attribution, and  turns into the assumption (in fully cognitivist terms) of a necessary connection of the mind-system. The referential apparatus of the I think will still have a function only because I refers to neither a substantial subject, nor a formal apparatus, but only to an interconnected system of mental states.
Both Kitcher’s criticism of McDowell and her different Kantian No-Ownership Reading are therefore made clear. The scholar poses the issue of criterionless self-ascription as a key factor in the philosophical issue of the other minds problem, that is the alleged asymmetry between first and third person ascriptions of mental states. While the inference that can be elicited from the existence of the other minds and the corresponding mental states is always dubious, from a first-person perspective there is no doubt as to who is subject of the self-ascribed thoughts. Kitcher draws on different Kantian passages on the inadequate role being played by psychology and introspection in the analysis of one’s own as well as the others’ psychological dimensions to prove that Kant has not posed any asymmetry issue. I manifests itself as Erscheinung in the same way as the others: there is not “any special knowledge of our own selves and our states”. The self-ascription of thoughts by the I of the I think is obviously an analytic, necessary truth, but it depends on the synthetic unity and shares no relationship whatsoever to the character of the irreducibility of self-conscious thoughts. Indeed, the scholar remarks that Kant’s alleged acknowledgment of the IEM has not brought him to prove “any special knowledge of a special subject of thoughts”. Precisely, according to Kitcher’s Kant, “our knowledge of our own selves, as appearances, is on a par with our knowledge of all else, including the minds of other”.

7. However diametrical, Kitcher and McDowell’s readings are based on the perceptual model of self-knowledge and stress the elusive, non-referential character of the I think as both a premise and a conclusion. McDowell takes it as a premise that there is no track of a self in the flow of consciousness, which eventually leads us to assume with Kant a non-exhaustive conclusion of subjectivity. On the other hand, it is a conclusion in the view taken by Kitcher, who, in reading apperception only as a presupposition of the synthetic mind, holds the Dennettian virtuality of the I think. This manifests itself in the mind as Erscheinung like the others, it has no referential function if not in the transcendentally interconnected mind-system. Therefore, as there is no thinking subject whatsoever, the scholar dismisses any feature of self-ascription of self-conscious thoughts.
Apparently, both readings assume mutatis mutandis a perceptual model of self-consciousness in simplistic terms. However, no use of an introspective model of self-conscious forms is being refuted here: Kant had been awakened from his dogmatic slumbers by reading Hume. What I am rather affirming here is that this model is structured – or rather forced, as it were – by the transcendental framework in a way that neglects an elusive conception of thinking subject. In introspection, as well as in the empirical apperception, no fixed and abiding self can be found, but this simply entails that we cannot draw a knowledge of the thinking subject, not that there is no thinking subject in the least. While, at a transcendental level, the hypothesis is that the I of the I think does not manifest itself as Erscheinung like the others (in opposition to Kitcher’s reading), and it has a referential function (unlike in McDowell’s reading), adding together the I-thoughts features in the peculiar terms of transcendentalism.
Let us begin with the passage in which Kant states that the inner sense offers consciousness the self only as it appears (phenomenically)
. Kitcher quotes this passage to equate the alleged epistemic status of one’s own mind with that of the others; in reality, it is necessary to set this argument against the general background of the transcendental framework and, first and foremost, of the distinction between inner sense and transcendental apperception (resumed by Kant also to expound the ostensible paradox – pointed out in the passage in question – of a passive I). Another, more articulate passage reasserts the necessity of keeping plans separate: the I think “drückt eine unbestimmte empirische Anschauung, d. i. Wahrnehmung”. This is due to the assumption, once again anti-Cartesian, that the representation I think produced by a subject is revealed right from the start as an empirical proposition which contains analytically the existential proposition I exist. Existence, however, should not be understood here as if endowed with the character of a category to apply to an object of perception. As stressed above, the I think has no object. More precisely, Kant states that: “Eine unbestimmte Wahrnehmung bedeutet hier nur etwas Reales, das gegeben worden, und zwar nur zum Denken überhaupt, also nicht als Erscheinung, auch nicht als Sache an sich selbst (Noumenon), sondern als etwas, was in der Tat existiert, und in dem Satze, ich denke, als ein solches bezeichnet wird”.
 Hence, Kant’s claim that the I think is an empirical proposition is specified as follows: while I is an intellectual representation of thought in general, the I think act occurs only by means of an empirical representation providing material for thought.

Again, pure apperception is original consciousness and can be expressed by sum. As emphasized by Capozzi, an ontological question arises here: sum is nothing but activity, which has nothing receptive, in the sense that it does not mingle with any element of the sensible dimension. Hence, it is a thinking activity in such a way that sum and cogito are on a par. The ontological question is specified in the assertion that “the subject bound to the first act of knowledge, to primitive apperception, is the first subject as well as the first Wesen being thought: with the first act of knowledge, the subject is the being itself ”
. This being, however, is something in general, unidentifiable from an epistemic point of view; it is an intellectual consciousness of self-existence, summarized by either the I am or the I think representations which accompany every other representation. Only with empirical apperception – the consciousness of the self lying on the empirical determination in the inner perception, the subject’s capability to perceive himself and, especially in the paradigmatic instance of the psychological mechanism of attention, as something that thinks while apprehending representations in the psychological flow towards the outside – the I as object reveals itself as an intuition (and phenomenalises itself): “the empirical apperception obtains indirectly a persistence and identity, as well as the kind of existence which a phenomenon has”
.
Thus, the I as subject is not a phenomenon on a par with others: the I of I think is a purely intellectual representation (that makes judgements whose use of the I concerns transcendental designation only – such as those relative to the mental sphere – IEM)
. At any rate, in the flow of consciousness the taking on of an I is not missing, for the I think has a designative function referring to something which really exists as an act of thinking (and phenomenises itself as empirical apperception).
In conclusion: Kant’s theses on the IEM feature of particular judgments are not too distant from Wittgenstein’s, as they are relative to the sole mental-property self-ascription in the self-conscious sphere. The presupposition, however, is radically different and marks the distinctive feature of Kant’s approach: the simplicity of the intellectual representation of I as subject.
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