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Abstract 

Both Kant and Davidson view the existence of mental states, and so the 

possibility of mental content as dependent on the obtaining of a certain unity 

among such states. And the unity at issue seems also to be tied, in the case of 

both thinkers, to a form of self-reflexivity. No appeal to self-reflexivity, 

however, can be adequate to explain the unity of consciousness that is 

necessary for the possibility of content — it merely shifts the focus of the 

question from the unity of consciousness in general to the unity of self-

reflexivity in particular. Through a comparison of the views of Kant and 

Davidson on these matters, the nature of the unity of consciousness is 

explored, both in relation to the idea of the unity of the self and the unity that 

would seem to be required for the possibility of content. These forms of unity 

are seen to be indeed connected, and to be grounded, in Davidson and 

perhaps also in Kant, in organised, oriented, embodied activity.  
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I. 

The idea of synthesis, although often regarded with suspicion,1 is clearly a central notion in Kant’s 

account of the possibility of knowledge in the Critique of Pure Reason. Inasmuch as knowledge is 

comprised of judgments, and judgments that properly give rise to knowledge are always synthetic, so 

knowledge is, for Kant, essentially dependent on the connecting up or synthesis of what Kant called 

Vorstellungen. or ‘representations’.2 As he writes:  “If each representation were completely foreign to 

every other, standing apart in isolation, no such thing as knowledge would ever arise. For knowledge is 

[essentially] a whole in which representations stand compared and connected”.3 Patricia Kitcher argues 

that the synthetic unity of representations or, as she calls them, cognitive states, must be understood in 

terms of the ‘contentual connection’ between those states.4 Indeed it would seem that in the absence of 

such connection states cannot be said to have content at all, at least not in the sense associated with 

judgment, since in the absence of the appropriate connection between states “something would be 

represented in me which could not be thought at all; and that is equivalent to saying that the 
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representation would be impossible, or at least would be nothing to me.”5  

 Kitcher suggests that Kant’s insistence on the need for a synthesis of states if they are to have 

content arises out of a Kantian rejection of the idea of ‘intrinsic representation,’ and she points to the 

fact that relational views of content were already present in the philosophical and psychological 

literature of Kant's time.  In a more speculative vein, Kitcher considers similarities between the Kantian 

view of content as relational and modern functionalist accounts that treat content as constituted  by  the 

causal relations among cognitive states, and between those states, perceptual stimuli and behavioural 

output.6 Kitcher is not alone in suggesting such similarities,7 yet relational views of content are also to 

be found outside of functionalism. Indeed, Donald Davidson, whose work seems closely akin to Kant’s 

in explicitly undertaking a similarly ‘transcendental’ inquiry into the conditions for the possibility of 

knowledge and belief,8 is a notable example of someone who adopts a relational account of content, or 

more specifically of propositional content, although without adopting a functionalist theory of mind. 

Davidson views mental states as individuated in terms of their connections with other mental states. 

Since, in at least one sense, the identity of mental states is a matter of the content of those states,9 so 

Davidson treats mental content as constituted holistically, through the interconnection between states, 

or, as Davidson might put it, through the interconnection between beliefs, desires and meanings.10 

 If, as Kant and Davidson both seem to hold, the existence of representations or mental states, 

and so the possibility of representational or mental content, depends on the obtaining of a certain unity 

among such states, the question arises as to the precise nature of the unity in question. To say that it is a 

matter of ‘contentual connection’ sheds very little light on the nature of the connection as such.11 Not 

only is it difficult to see how the relevant connection could be anything other than a connection of 

content, but, since the very possibility of a certain form of content is itself at stake here, to explain the 

unity of states by reference to the contentual connection among states seems merely to beg the question 

at issue. In so far as content is established through connection, so content surely cannot be that on the 

basis of which connection is established. 

 It seems that in Kant synthetic unity is closely tied to that self-reflexive unity Kant terms the 

‘transcendental unity of apperception’. And it might seem that something similar is true in Davidson in 

whose work there is also an emphasis on a connection between the unity of mental states and a form of 

self-reflexivity — a connection that is, in part, expressed through the idea of a close tie between 

knowledge and self-knowledge.12 That the unity of consciousness is to be explained by appeal to the 
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unity of self-consciousness has been a common way of reading Kant’s arguments in the ‘Transcendental 

Deduction’. But, rather than resolving the question of the unity of consciousness, any appeal to self-

reflexivity merely shifts the question from the unity of consciousness in general to the unity of self-

reflexivity in particular. Indeed, if representational or mental content requires the appropriate 

connecting up of states, and if content itself is consequently a matter of such connection between states, 

then, while self-reflexivity may well have a central role in the constitution of content, it cannot provide 

any independent grounding for such connection — the question of the unity of states that makes for the 

possibility of content will, in fact, be identical with the question of the unity of self that may be seen to 

be invoked by the appeal to self-reflexivity.  

How then should the unity of consciousness be understood? Or, to put matters in another form, 

what exactly is the nature of ‘contentual connection’? These are questions that have come increasingly 

to the fore (though not always in quite this form) in many recent discussions that draw on psychological 

sources as well as on the work, not only of Kant, but of P. F. Strawson and Gareth Evans.13 I am 

sympathetic to much that can be found in these discussions, but  in this paper I intend to take up an 

approach to the questions at issue that has been relatively little explored: through a reading of Kant that 

operates in conjunction with the explicitly holistic conception of content and the mind to be found in 

Davidson’s work. In what follows, I will first provide an outline of the main features of the Kantian and 

Davidsonian positions regarding the nature of contentual connection; I will then look more closely at 

the notion of self-reflexivity that is involved in those positions; finally I will sketch out the main 

features of an account that is consistent with the relevant notion of self-reflexivity and yet also allows an 

understanding of the real nature and basis of the connection at issue. Indeed, the argument of this final 

section will be that the ‘unity of consciousness’ that is necessary for content, and so the possibility of 

content itself, must be understood, in Davidson and perhaps also in Kant, to be a matter of organised, 

oriented, embodied activity.  

 

II. 

Any animate creature that exhibits behaviour that goes beyond a simple reflex response must be capable 

of connecting sensory experience in some way.  Such creatures are able to react to their environment in 

ways that require a capacity on their part to discriminate between relevant environmental features. One 

might attribute content-bearing states to such creatures on this basis, but the content that is at issue in 
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such cases is not the sort of content that is at issue in judgment — certainly such states do not seem to 

involve any form of propositional content.  Indeed, Davidson has argued that a state has content only to 

the extent that some definite propositional content can be assigned to it and he suggests that whether 

definite content can be assigned to a state is indicated by whether the truth-value of such a content-

assignment can be altered by the substitution of some co-referring expression for the expression used to 

refer to the object to which that state is supposedly directed. So, in ascribing to Oedipus certain beliefs 

concerning his wife Jocasta, the truth of those attributions may change according to how Jocasta is 

described — at some point it may be true that Oedipus believes that he is married to Jocasta and yet 

false that he believes he is married to the woman who bore him.14 That the ascription of beliefs, and of 

contentful states in general, is tied to the capacity to give fairly precise specification to the objects of  

belief is itself indicative of the way in which ascriptions of belief are dependent on the identification of 

the objects of beliefs (about which I shall have more to say below). For the most part, then, the less 

precise the specification of the objects of belief, the less precise or meaningful is the ascription of 

content or of contentful states.15 

Although Kant does not approach matters from the perspective of the ascription of beliefs, still 

the possibility of content is also, in Kant, dependent on the possibility of relating states or 

representations to objects. In Kant, however, this is a matter of grasping representations as possessing a 

certain necessary ordering that derives from an ordering in the concept of the object to which those 

states refer. The unifying of representations that is necessary for content is thus dependent, not on some 

combination of states merely as given in intuition,16 but on the combining of states in the concept of the 

object; in combining representations in this way, representations are grasped as representations of a 

single object and so as distinct from it. So to grasp the unity of a particular set of representations — a 

particular sphericity, and redness, a certain weight and density — is to grasp the concept of a particular 

object — the ball I hold in my hand. For representations to be unified in a way that makes for content in 

the sense at issue here, just is for representations to be unified in relation to objects — unity of content, 

and hence content itself, is to be understood as a matter of objectivity. Such objective unification brings 

with it, of course, requirements of consistency and universality, and so Kant can say that the unification 

of representations under object-concepts is also a unification of representations according to rules.17 

The notion of objectivity plays a central role in Kant’s account in the Transcendental 

Deduction as well as in the remainder of the Analytic. But the crucial move in the Deduction is the 
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connecting of objective unity with a certain form of subjective unity.  Thus Kant argues that for 

representations to be grasped as unified in some objective fashion it is also necessary that they be 

unified with respect to a single subject — it must be possible, as he says, “for the ‘I think’ to 

accompany all my representations”.18 One might say that the grasping of representations as together 

constituting a single objective unity is itself a matter of the unification of those representations within a 

single unity of understanding — grasping the unity of representational states in terms of a specific 

content is a matter of grasping those states as states cognised by a single subject. To understand is to 

unify both in terms of an objective content and in relation to a single, unitary understanding. In this 

respect grasping the content of some set of states is a matter of grasping both an objective and 

subjective unity — it is a matter of grasping oneself as the ‘cogniser’ of states and as distinct from the 

states that in being unified are also cognised. Objectivity and subjectivity are, we could say, correlative 

notions, and as such are incapable of being understood independently of one another. Both are 

necessary elements in the structure by which experience is constituted. 

 Significantly, when we turn to Davidson, we find a similar inter-relating of concepts of both 

subjectivity and objectivity. This is particularly clear in Davidson’s consideration of the connection 

between thought and language — something already briefly touched upon above in the discussion 

above . In ‘Thought and Talk’ Davidson connects the very having of beliefs directly with a grasp of 

objectivity. He writes: 

 

Can a creature have a belief if it does not have the concept of belief? It seems to me it cannot, and for this 

reason. Someone cannot have a belief unless he understands the possibility of being mistaken, and this requires grasping 

the contrast between truth and error — true belief and false belief. But this contrast ... can emerge only in the context of 

interpretation, which alone forces us to the idea of an objective public truth.19 

 

The arguments that lead Davidson to this conclusion are unlike those of Kant in that they begin, not 

with the question how representations can be unified so as to constitute knowledge, but how language 

and thought might be related — a question that leads on to an inquiry into the presuppositions of 

interpretation and the ascription of content. Rather like Kant, however, Davidson deploys a view of 

mental content as possible only within an interconnected, unitary system. In Davidsonian terms, this 

means that beliefs and other attitudes are constituted through their interconnections with other beliefs 

and attitudes. Consequently Davidson takes the identification of beliefs, the understanding of action and 
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the interpretation of utterances as always part of a broader, holistically constrained activity that requires 

the relating together of attitudes, actions and meanings. 

 Yet what makes possible any such identification, understanding or interpretation is the ability 

of the interpreter to attribute true beliefs to the speaker. In doing this the interpreter  locates the speaker 

in relation to her environment and so is able, in the most basic cases, to identify beliefs and attitudes 

through identifying the objects of those beliefs and attitudes. A fundamental premise of the Davidsonian 

account is that the objects of mental states are not the proximal causes of those states (say, events in a 

speaker’s perceptual or nervous system), but the events and objects in the world to which both speaker 

and interpreter stand related.20  Only if this is so, argues Davidson can we account for the possibility of 

communicative and interpretive interaction. We thus grasp the contents of a speaker’s mind through 

grasping the contents of the world in which both we and the speaker are situated.21 

 Of course the interpretation of a speaker’s utterances and other behaviour, and the attribution 

of particular mental states, is not a matter of simply identifying beliefs, attitudes and meanings all in one 

fell swoop. Interpretation is a process that proceeds in piecemeal fashion even though it aims at an 

understanding of a speaker’s beliefs and attitudes as a whole. Thus we continually adjust our 

attributions of attitudes in the light of the speaker’s ongoing behaviour and in the light of what we know 

to be true. Crucial to this process is the concept of belief itself. For while the embeddedness of a 

speaker in relation to her environment implies that most of what the speaker believes, at least in the 

most basic cases, must be true, only if we allow the possibility that the speaker may also believe what is 

false is it possible to adjust our attributions of beliefs and attitudes to optimise the necessary ‘fit’ 

between behaviour and environment.22 It is thus the notion of belief, and the idea of a distinction 

between something being held true and something being true, that gives us enough slack to allow 

interpretation to proceed.  

Consideration of the case of belief in particular shows that we can only have the notion of 

belief if we have the notion of an objective world about which our beliefs can be true or false. The same 

is true, moreover, of other states: they are identified and individuated only against an interpretive 

background, which is to say that they are identified and individuated only against the background of a 

system of other such states and against the background of an objectively conceived world. Furthermore, 

inasmuch as the notion of belief arises within such an interpretive context (this does not mean that belief 

is a mere interpretive ‘construct’, but indicates instead that belief is to be understood only within a 
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holistic system of attitude and behaviour), so it also presupposes a grasp of the notion of subjectivity. 

And the latter notion does not involve merely a notion of ourselves as subjects who can distinguish their 

beliefs and attitudes from the objective world to which those attitudes are related, it also involves a 

grasp of the idea of the subjectivity of others. Inasmuch as our grasp of notions of belief and meaning 

do indeed arise within a thoroughly interpretive context, so they arise only in relation to our attempts to 

understand others and to adjust our attributions of belief and our own understanding of what is true in 

relation to the behaviour of those around us. Indeed we might say that, in Davidson, we come to see 

how the notions of subjectivity and objectivity are joined by a notion of intersubjectivity. Of course, in 

so far as the notion of belief depends on the notions of both objectivity and subjectivity, so these latter 

notions depend, in turn, on a grasp of the distinction between true and false belief, and so themselves 

require an understanding of the notion of belief. This indicates that no single one of these notions has 

any special priority here; instead all are part of a unitary set of interconnected concepts. 

 The role of a certain formal unity of subjectivity in the constitution of mental content, 

something already met with in the brief discussion of Kant above, is already suggested in Davidson by 

his emphasis on the idea of content as constituted holistically.  Since mental content is a matter of the 

interconnection between states so a certain overall unity must obtain between states if they are to count 

as having content. The need for such a unity of subjectivity is explicitly recognised by Davidson in the 

idea of first person authority. Davidson claims that, in at least one important sense, we cannot generally 

be mistaken about our own mental states — this claim is the essence of first person authority itself — 

arguing that “unless there is a presumption that a speaker knows what she means, i.e. is getting her own 

language right, there would be nothing for an interpreter to interpret.”23  To suppose that a speaker 

might not know what she or he means or believes would be to suppose that it were possible for the 

speaker’s utterances to have no connection with the speaker’s beliefs or other attitudes or with the 

speaker’s behaviour in general. Yet the meaning of an utterance, or the content of some attitude, is 

constituted just by the connections between attitudes and between attitudes and behaviour. And while 

attitudes and behaviour may be more or less integrated with one another, and so the connections 

between them may be better or worse, still the requirement that speakers know what they mean in 

speaking and what it is they believe when they hold something true is not something that can fail to 

obtain since such failure would compromise the very status of the belief or utterance in question as 

attributable to the speaker and as therefore connected with the speaker’s other utterances and attitudes.24 
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 It is not enough to argue against the presumption of first person authority that beliefs may be 

consistent independently of whether we know it.  For knowledge of our beliefs, or of any of our 

attitudes, is primarily a matter of having the capacity to inter-relate beliefs and other attitudes and being 

able to connect those beliefs with behaviour — since beliefs are constituted through those connections. 

But the inter-relation of beliefs is just what constitutes beliefs or attitudes as such. Here a clear parallel 

with the Kantian emphasis on the necessary unity of apperception can be drawn: beliefs and other 

mental states are constituted through their being understood as elements in the cognitive life of 

particular speakers, that is, through their being unified within particular systems of attitude and 

behaviour — in each case within a single ‘unity of consciousness’. Failure of first-person authority 

would represent a failure of such unity and would consequently imply a breakdown in the very 

possibility of belief, of attitude, and, indeed, of action. 

 The importance of first person authority derives from the fundamentally holistic character of 

belief and of mental states in general — it is a direct consequence of the holism of the mental. Only if 

speakers are assumed to know what they mean and believe can we grasp the utterances and beliefs 

attributed to speakers as constituting the sort of unity that is required for us even to identify speakers as 

such. This requirement of unity is evident, not just in the emphasis on first person authority, but also, in 

Davidson, in the idea that the having of beliefs is dependent on having the concept of belief. Recall that 

it is the notion of belief as a state which ‘takes up the slack’ between truth and error that is essential to 

the possibility of interpretation. Only if we can make sense of the possibility that some of what speakers 

hold true may nevertheless be false can we adjust belief in order to optimise the fit between speakers’ 

behaviour and surroundings — only then can we interpret. And since beliefs and other mental states are 

themselves constituted through their connection with other such states, and so with the world, the very 

possibility of belief depends on having the concept of belief as the holding of something true, which 

holding true may nevertheless be mistaken.25 The connection between belief and the concept of belief 

suggests to Davidson a connection between belief and the phenomenon of surprise. Surprise is 

dependent on the concept of belief in so far as one requires the concept of belief in order that one be 

able to exhibit surprise. For surprise arises when one discovers that what one holds true is actually false 

— it involves, therefore, a belief about a belief. 

 Davidson takes the holistic character of belief to imply that surprise, along with a whole range 

of mental states and attitudes, require a certain capacity for reflection. But as he emphasises “This is not 
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to claim that all thinking is self-conscious, or that whenever we think that p we must be aware that p, or 

believe that we believe that p, or think that we think that p. My claim is rather this: In order to have any 

propositional attitude at all, it is necessary to have the concept of belief, to have a belief about some 

belief.”26 The capacity for self-reflection that is required for mental content to be possible is just a 

capacity for self reflection that derives from, and is indeed an expression of, the holistic character of 

mental content or, in Kantian terms, of representations. This is true not only in relation to the 

connection between belief and the concept of belief, but also in relation to the requirement of first 

person authority. Such authority does not imply that in every act of speaking, we know what we are 

saying simply because we are self-reflexively aware of the system of attitudes and behaviour within 

which our speaking is situated — first person authority holds, in fact, even when we speak ‘without 

thinking’. Like the requirement that one possess the concept of belief if one is to possess beliefs, first 

person authority follows from the need for unity and integration amongst states if those states are to 

have content — indeed it can be seen as both required for such unity and integration as well as deriving 

from it. 

 It is not that we take mental states to be unified because they are attributed to a single speaker, 

but rather that the unification of states that arises in the interpretation and identification of such states 

(and which is tied to our ability to arrive at an integrated account of a speaker’s behaviour) is identical 

with coming to understand those states as belonging to a single speaker. Indeed where behaviour fails to 

exhibit an appropriate level of integration, and so where unity of content also seems to be lacking, we 

may have no choice but to deny that there is a single speaker — a single subject — to be understood. 

Davidson’s account is thus one in which the idea of subjectivity is, in part, a ‘construction’ (though we 

should be careful how we use such this term) out of the behavioural evidence that particular entities 

within the world present to us, even while the idea of the formal unity of subjectivity is a necessary 

prerequisite for understanding mental states as states or subjects as subjects. Indeed, even in our own 

case, we can understand ourselves as subjects only inasmuch as we grasp our behaviour and our 

thoughts as part of an integral unity of activity, and only inasmuch as we grasp ourselves in relation to 

the objects and events around us.  

 

III. 

The unity of content that is necessary for the possibility of conceptualised experience or thought is seen, 
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by both Kant and Davidson, to presuppose a certain unity of consciousness, as well as a capacity to 

distinguish between the internal life of subjectivity and the external world of objectivity. But the 

considerations adduced by Davidson suggest, in addition, that the unity of consciousness that is 

involved here is not so much a matter of the attribution of particular mental states to some pre-existing 

subject of consciousness, as that the unifying of mental states just is the constitution of a single 

consciousness. And on Davidson’s account this also requires the location of that ‘unity of 

consciousness’ in relation to an objective world — a world of objects and events within which action is 

possible. One important conclusion that can be drawn from this is that the unifying of states that makes 

for knowledge, and for mental content in general, cannot be separated from the unifying of states that 

gives rise to the idea of the unitary subject. In fact this latter conclusion seems already to be present in 

Kant: 

 

Only in so far, therefore,  as  I can unite a manifold of given representations in one consciousness, is it possible 

for me to represent to myself the identity of the consciousness in (ie throughout) these representations. In other words, the 

analytic unity of apperception is possible only under the presupposition of a certain synthetic unity ... only in  so far as I 

can grasp the manifold of the representations in one consciousness, do I call them one and all mine. For otherwise I should 

have as many-coloured and diverse a self as I should have representations of which I am conscious to myself.27 

 

The unity of apperception is thus the necessary  product of the act of synthesis, but its possibility is also 

presupposed by the possibility of synthesis itself. Similarly Davidsonian self-knowledge is a 

presupposition of the possibility of interpretation (and so a presupposition of the having of beliefs and 

so forth), even while it can itself be seen a product of interpretation (in the sense that it arises out of the 

necessary unity and interconnection of beliefs, attitudes and the rest). And just as Davidson does not 

take the requirement of self-reflexivity that is expressed in the connection between belief and the 

concept of belief or in the idea of first person authority to imply that all thinking is self-conscious, so 

Kant is quite explicit that while the unity of apperception is necessary for the possibility of content, it 

does not require that we be self-consciously aware of all the contentful states that fall within that unity. 

Thus while he emphasises that “the manifold representations, which are given in an intuition, would not 

be one and all my representations, if they did not all belong to one self-consciousness” he also notes 

parenthetically that those ‘representations’ can be mine “even if I am not conscious of them as such.”28 

From these considerations it follows that, while the forms of self-reflexivity identified by 

Davidson and Kant are necessary for the possibility of mental content, neither Davidsonian self-
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knowledge nor Kantian apperception provide us with any knowledge of, or acquaintance with, a 

substantive self — for instance, a Cartesian ‘ego’ — that exists apart from the integrated unity of 

contentful states. The unity of self implied by self-knowledge or apperception is a purely ‘formal’ unity 

constituted through the interconnectedness of states — formal, that is, inasmuch as it is a basic 

requirement of the possibility of content that does not require for its satisfaction the inclusion within 

that unity of any particular state or any particular array of states nor any ‘self’ or ego’ that exists as a 

distinct, ‘unifying’ element within that unity. Since, as I noted above, the unifying of states is identical 

with the constitution of a single consciousness, the unifying of those states cannot be dependent on the 

unifying operation of such a consciousness nor can states be unified by being referred to such a 

consciousness whose existence is independent of those states.   

 That the unity involved in the unity of consciousness that is correlated with the unity required 

for content is indeed not a unity derived from the prior unity of a single substantive ego or self is 

perhaps clearer in Davidson than in Kant — that no substantive self is involved is sometimes obscured 

in Kant’s presentation by talk that suggests a concept of the self as that which underlies synthetic unity 

and brings it about.29 Such talk can, however, be taken as reflecting an ambiguity in the original claim 

that the unity of apperception — and hence self-consciousness — is the ground for the synthetic unity 

of representations. It need not contradict the claim that the self of apperception is properly a formal 

unity constituted in the process of synthesis itself. Moreover the latter claim does indeed seem to fit best 

with other Kantian claims concerning the nature of the self. Thus Kant insists on clearly differentiating 

the self that is given in transcendental apperception from any concept of the self that may be given 

empirically. And in his discussion of the unity of apperception in the Paralogisms he is also careful to 

distance the idea of the transcendental unity of apperception from any claim about the simplicity or 

unity of the soul: 

 

Through this I or he or it (the thing) which thinks, nothing further is represented than a transcendental subject of 

the thoughts = X. It is known only through the thoughts which are its predicates, and of it, apart from them, we cannot have 

any concept whatsoever, but can only revolve in a perpetual circle, since any judgement upon it has always already made 

use of its representation. And the reason why this inconvenience is inseparably bound up with it, is that consciousness in 

itself is not a representation distinguishing a particular object, but a form of representation in general, that is, of 

representation in so far as it is entitled knowledge ...30 

 

The self of transcendental apperception must thus be quite distinct from the empirical self given in 
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appearance and from any noumenal self that might be thought to underlie such appearances. The unitary 

self that is given in apperception — or that may be taken to be suggested by Davidsonian notions of 

self-reflexivity — is neither that which produces the unity that is necessary for experience (although it is 

presupposed by it) nor can it be the subject of such experience in the sense of that which underlies 

experience. As a consequence Patricia Kitcher can write that on the Kantian account: 

 

Selves are not substances, nor are they anything that cognitive states are connected to ... cognitive states belong 

to the unity of apperception, not by virtue of belonging to something else, but because they stand, or can stand, in relations 

of synthetic connection with each other.31 

 

The idea that the unity of subjectivity to be found in Kant and Davidson is a purely ‘formal’ unity (in 

the sense I indicated above), rather than the unity of an independent, ‘substantial’ subject, is not an idea 

that is additional to the idea of content as synthetically or holistically constituted. That the unity of 

subjectivity is a purely formal unity is indeed a direct consequence of the Kantian and Davidsonian 

conception of content as dependent on combination. If contentful states are constituted through their 

being connected with other such states, then there can be no significant role to be played in the 

connecting up of states by any independent subject to whom those states may be attributed. The 

connection between states must be intrinsic to those states rather than somehow imposed on them from 

without — this is clear enough from the fact that the connection between states is a matter of the 

contentual connection of those states. But then the unity of states cannot be the product of the activities 

of a self separate from and independent of those states, since any unity imposed by such a subject could 

only be extrinsic to those states. The content of states is itself established through the connecting up of 

states; if states are connected in virtue of their content, then those connections obtain just because the 

states have the content they do (because they are the states that they are). If states already have content, 

then they are already connected, and there is then no need for any additional operation in order to bring 

about the connections between states; if states lack content, then there are neither contentful states to be 

connected nor is there any ‘self’ that could provide the necessary connection between states.  

 If one cannot elucidate the unity of consciousness or of content by reference to the operations 

of a self, neither can one achieve such an elucidation by reference to any structure that exists below the 

level of the self, that is, by the operation of some mental ‘module’ or mechanism (some ‘sub-personal’ 

process to use Dennett’s phrase32), however realised, that may be viewed as operating below the level of 
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the person, self or mind. There is no combiner of states, whether it be a ‘self’ or any ‘sub-personal’ 

component of the self, that operates on states to establish contentual connections between them, simply 

because the connections between states are given with the states themselves — for there to be mental 

states just is for there to be a system of states between which contentual connections hold. There is, 

therefore, no self that is the combiner of states nor is one needed.  This is a point that is obscured even 

in the account offered by Kitcher.  While she is clear in rejecting the idea that the contentual connection 

between states is a matter of the combinatorial operation of a self that is independent of the states it 

combines, Kitcher holds that contentual connection is nevertheless a product of the operation of some 

sub-personal ‘faculty’ or process. Thus she writes that “Thinking selves are not merely systems of 

cognitive states, because some faculty must always be present to synthesize states... Cognitive states 

belong to the unity of apperception only because some faculty in whatever material or immaterial form 

in which those cognitive states are currently realized or preserved creates synthetic connections among 

them.”33 

 Obviously there is a causal story to tell (though the causal story may not be the only one) about 

how a particular system of states arises, and there is a story to tell also about the underlying physical 

structure in which that system of states may be embodied. But no appeal to the physical causes of states 

or to the mechanisms underlying those states can enable us to understand the contentual connection 

between states. And if the unity of states that makes for content is just a matter of the contentual 

connection between states, then the unity of states can only be understood through understanding the 

contentual connection between states. The  contentual connections between states cannot be established 

through operations carried out upon states (whether by the self or any other mechanism), for in the 

absence of such connections there are no states to connect; and for the same reason neither can such 

connections be established through states being referred to a single unitary self (or any other structure) 

independent of those states. Understanding the contentual connections between states — understanding 

the unity of consciousness — is thus a matter of understanding how the states are themselves related in 

terms of their content, not how those states are causally produced or physically realised. Here, of 

course, we come close to some of the considerations that motivate both Davidson’s anomalous monism 

as well as his rejection of certain elements of empiricist epistemology: while mental events are identical 

with physical events, mental events cannot be reduced to physical events; in addition, the physical 

causes of mental states, as given under a physical description, cannot provide any rational ground for 
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those states nor shed light on the rational or contentual connection between them.34 

 Yet if the unity of states that makes for the possibility of content is not to be found in the 

activity of some independent self, nor indeed in the operation of any sub-personal neuro-physiological 

system, what is the nature of that unity? The unity at issue is a unity of content, so appealing to just the 

contentual connections between states merely reiterates the unified character of those states rather than 

explaining the nature of that unity; and since the content of particular cognitive or mental states is a 

matter of the contentual connections between states, so both content and connection must be explained 

together. The question of unity is thus not merely a question about how the relations between certain 

states, but about those relations as inclusive of the states that are related within them. And inasmuch as 

the unity of states is closely tied to the unity of the subject, so the question at issue here concerns not 

merely the content-identity of states, but in a certain sense also the identity of the subject to whom those 

states belong.35 We may thus ask: in virtue of what are states appropriately related so that they are states 

that ‘belong to’, or are partially constitutive of, a single mind? Depending on whether we focus on the 

question of unity or ‘identity’, the problem here can take on at least two forms: first, as a question that 

raises the issue of the real nature of mental unity directly, namely, ‘On what is such unity based?’; 

second, in a form that concerns the ownership or attribution of mental states: ‘On what basis are certain 

states identified as belonging to a particular individual thinker?’, or, to put matters in a less 

epistemological form, ‘what determines that certain states belong to one thinker rather than another?’36 

 Although she also has an answer to the first of these questions — an answer in terms of sub-

personal processes or ‘faculties’ discussed above — Patricia Kitcher also seems to respond explicitly to 

the second, the question of ownership, by arguing that, in Kant, a synthetic unity of states obtains only 

with respect to those states presented within inner sense. Consequently, mental states that give rise to 

other mental states through being connected to those states through outer sense — where for instance 

you convince me of the truth of certain beliefs that you hold, but which I previously did not, and where 

your beliefs therefore give rise to a new set of beliefs in me — cannot be said to be synthetically 

connected (or connectable) with those states.37 Such a response would appear to be supported by some 

of Kant’s own comments. Thus he writes that: 

 

... just as the time in which the observer sets me is not the time of my own but of his sensibility, so the identity 

which is necessarily bound up with my consciousness is not therefore bound up with his, that is, with the consciousness 

which contains the outer intuition of my subject.38 
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One could similarly imagine a Davidsonian response to this same problem that would consist in 

pointing out a similar asymmetry in my knowledge of my own mental states as against my knowledge of 

the states of others: so far as my own thoughts and utterances are concerned I must know what I mean, 

but there is no such presumption so far as the thoughts and utterances of others are concerned and 

consequently my thoughts are distinct from yours in so far as my thoughts are just those thoughts about 

whose content I cannot, in the appropriate sense, be mistaken. 

 It seems, however, that both these responses may beg the question at issue. Indeed, this is 

Sydney Shoemaker’s suggestion in a discussion of an earlier presentation of Kitcher’s views. One might 

argue, as does Kitcher, that a state is mine if it is presented to me through the form of inner sense, but, 

replies Shoemaker, “this had better not mean that I get this self-attribution by a deduction having as a 

premise that I am aware of the state by inner sense — for that would assume that I have the very sort of 

self-knowledge we are trying to explain.”39  Shoemaker’s comments make clear that, for him, the 

problem is to provide some non-circular criterion of ownership for  mental states. The question, as he 

puts it, is  “how do I get to the judgement that I have the state in question — that it belongs to my own 

‘I that thinks’?”,40  but to say that I get to this judgment by recognising that the state in question is 

connected with other states through inner rather than outer sense is merely to assume the distinction 

between myself and others in so far as it assumes the distinction between the inner sense of my own 

mental life and the inner sense of others.  A response along similar lines could also be made to the 

suggestion that I can identify my own thoughts through identifying those thoughts about whose content I 

must be presumed to have knowledge. This is once again to presuppose knowledge of the ‘I’ that is 

involved here and so to beg the question at issue. 

 It is interesting to note that much the same criticism as that which Shoemaker brings to bear on 

Kitcher reappears in other discussions of Kant. Perhaps most notably, it is developed by Paul Guyer as 

an argument against the very strategy of the ‘Transcendental Deduction’ itself. Guyer claims that the 

Deduction must fail because in supposing the necessity of the unity of apperception, particularly as 

expressed in the claim that  “it must be possible for the ‘I think’ to accompany all my representations”,41 

Kant has presupposed that the representations in question are already united in one consciousness and 

so has already presupposed a large part of what is in contention.42 Guyer elaborates this point explicitly 

in relation to temporality, arguing that even if we have a set of states that are given a single ordering 
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within the form of ‘inner sense’, that is, within time, that does not imply that there is a single subject to 

whom those states belong. This point is not altogether clear in Guyer, but it can be simply illustrated. 

Although state S1 may occur before S2, and S2 occur before S3, and so on, it may nevertheless be the 

case that state S1  is my perception of something moving rapidly across my visual field at 9.00.00, while 

S2  is your feeling of a sudden pain in your right shoulder at 9.00.01 this morning, and S3  is our 

colleague’s hearing of a particularly loud noise at 9.00.02. A single temporal ordering does not of itself, 

then, establish ownership by a single subject.43 

 In part Guyer’s criticism here depends on a misconstrual of the nature of the Kantian position. 

As was already suggested in the brief survey of the Kantian position in Section II, the Kantian emphasis 

on the unity of apperception is tied to the requirement that, for representations to be properly connected, 

is for them to be connected such that they constitute a single subject — thus it must be possible for the 

‘I think’ “to accompany all my representations”. Of course, given a sequence of representational states, 

the fact that any one of those states has content does not depend on that state being connected with just 

those other states that are also included in the sequence.  But for any one of those states to have content 

it must be appropriately connected up with some set of states and the fact of that connection can be 

expressed in terms of the idea that those states are together attributable to a single subject.  States do not 

have content independently of their being part of a system of states and so do not have content 

independently of being attributable to a single subject — grasping the content of a state is indeed 

identical with grasping the connection between states and identical with the unification of states in 

relation to a single ‘subjective’ system. 

 Guyer’s objection does not touch this latter point, but what it does do is to show how the idea 

of the unity of the subject cannot provide any independent ground on which to explain the unity of 

states that is necessary for content. For states to have content just is for them to be unified as states of a 

single subject, but in recognising this point we must also recognise that the unity of subjectivity is as 

much in need of elucidation as is the unity of states that make it up. So although it is important to have 

established the close connection that must obtain between the unity of states and the unity of 

subjectivity, still, in establishing this, we have not established the real nature of the unity that is at stake 

here. Indeed, that something like the circularity noted by Shoemaker reappears in Guyer’s criticism of 

the Kantian position is indicative of the way in which the question of the ownership of states  (that on 

the basis of which my states are distinguished from yours) is indeed tied to the question about the nature 
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of the unity of states (that which is the basis for such unity). But it also indicates how little we are 

advanced in answering the question about the nature of the unity of mental states by looking to an 

answer to the question of ownership. Of course, the fact that unity of states that makes for content is 

identical with the unity of the subject to whom those states belong, is often obscured by a tendency to 

assume that the contents of mental states (and so the states themselves)  are fixed independently of the 

attribution of those states to individuals, or, to put the point in a way that does not suggest a confusion 

of ontological and epistemological matters, independently of the individuals to whom those states 

belong. Indeed, this tendency, in conjunction with the intimate connection between the unity of states 

and the unity of the subject, undoubtedly accounts for the difficulty of much of the discussion here. 

 The very content, and so, in one sense, the identity, of a particular mental state depends on that 

state being connected — synthesised — with other states. One way of putting this is to say that the 

contentual identity of a state depends, in part, on that state being attributed to (or being ‘owned by’) a 

particular self. The attribution that is involved here is not, however, a matter of attributing states to a 

self that is independent of those states: both states and self are constituted through the same relations of 

synthesis, so that to attribute a state just is to treat that state as appropriately connected with certain 

other states.44 Consequently there can be no non-circular criterion of ownership for mental states 

because the very asking of the question concerning the ownership of mental states already presupposes 

the identity and individuation of those states, and this is already to presuppose the attribution of those 

very states. 

 One might say, as Kitcher does in following Kant, that only those states presented through the 

form of inner sense are ‘mine’, but this is only because any states so presented must already be unified 

with respect both to an objective and a subjective order, which orders are themselves established 

through the unifying of such states. In this respect it seems that the ‘mine-ness’ of mental states is 

indeed given with the states themselves. The ‘mine-ness’ of such states is actually prior to the idea of 

there being a ‘self’ to which those states can be attributed in so far as the ‘mine-ness’ of mental states is 

just a feature of their being appropriately connected (‘synthesised’) with other states. But this is merely 

to reiterate the impossibility of finding an independent, non-circular criterion for the ownership of 

mental states. To be presented with mental states is already to be presented with a subject of those 

states. With the recognition of this point, however, the question of the unity of mental states, understood 

as a problem concerning the ownership of those states, evaporates. There is, in fact, no such problem to 
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address, at least not as the problem is usually conceived, for there are neither states to own nor potential 

owners of states independent of the unifying of those states.45 

 Yet if the question of the ownership of mental states only arises because of an inadequate 

understanding of the nature of mental states and the unity they possess, this does not imply that the 

problem of unity as such simply disappears along with the problem of the ownership of states. There 

remains a question concerning the unity of consciousness that is still to be addressed — a question that 

is often tied up with questions of ownership and identity, but which is only poorly grasped in those 

terms. The question that does indeed remain at issue, and is not properly dealt with either by the 

deployment of the notion of inner sense alone or any deployment of the Davidsonian concept of first-

person authority, concerns the real nature of and basis for  ‘contentual connection’ or ‘synthesis’ itself 

— the real nature and basis for the unity of the mind. This question can easily take on the appearance of 

a question about the ownership of mental states, since one way, perhaps the easiest and most natural 

way, to make sense of synthesis or mental unity is to treat is as something brought about by the 

operations of an independent self.  But the question of the ownership of mental states is, as we have 

seen, not the real issue here. Moreover, the question of the nature of synthesis cannot, in any case, be 

answered by looking for unity in some act of self-attribution by an independent subject.  That the latter 

solution is indeed an impossible one can be seen as soon as one reflects on the fact that it is precisely 

the nature of mental unity, of synthesis, that is in question.  Unity cannot be explained by looking to a 

separate self as the source of unity, since the provision of unity by such a self presupposes the self to be 

already unified, yet it is just such unity, whether of unified (and unifying) self or of unified states, that is 

at issue.  

 

IV. 

The connecting up of representations or of mental states requires, as we have already seen, a grasp of 

both objective and subjective unity; it thus requires a distinction between subject and object, between 

self and thing. Only given such a distinction can we understand objects as existing independently of us 

or of ourselves as existing independently of objects. The grasp of this distinction, in Kant’s thought, 

turns out to depend necessarily on a grasp of spatiality. Thus in the ‘Inaugural Dissertation’ of 1770 

Kant writes that: “I cannot conceive anything as located outside me unless I represent it as in a space 

different from the space in which I myself am, nor can I conceive things as outside one another unless I 
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arrange them in different parts of space”46 and again in the Critique of Pure Reason he comments that 

“space is the condition… under which alone outer intuition is possible for us”.47 Although there is some 

ambiguity in these passages, 48  it seems that what is implicit in them is a claim to the effect that only if 

one has a grasp of space is it possible to understand things as existing co-temporaneously with ourselves 

and one another and yet also distinct from ourselves and from one another — only if one has a grasp of 

space, that is, can one have a grasp of objectivity — and this claim seems to lie at the heart, for 

instance, of the B Edition’s ‘Refutation of Idealism’.    

Certainly a grasp of spatiality would seem to be essential to the possibility of combining 

different representations into an experience of objects. Objectivity requires the appropriate integration 

of perceptions. Such integration involves the connecting of states over time — so A1 presented at time t1 

is connected with A2 at t2  — and also of states at a time. The unifying of distinct but simultaneous states 

is crucial for the idea of objectivity.49  One reason for this is that a single object will be capable of 

presenting more than one aspect at any one time. Even a simple object such as a solid metal cylinder — 

say of the sort that may be used as a pendulum weight for instance — can give rise, at one and the same 

time, to a multiplicity of perceptual representations: we can feel the cylinder’s weight, its smoothness of 

surface and hardness of edge, at the same time as we can see its shape and colour, and hear the slight 

sound made by the rubbing of metal against skin. The idea of an object is precisely the idea of such an 

unified representation of co-existing particulars. 

 Yet the notion of a simultaneous unity of contentful states is fundamental, not merely to the 

unifying of states at a time, but also to the possibility of unifying states over time — synchronic unity is 

necessary for diachronic unity. If the grey cylindrical representation given to us now is to be identified 

with the cylindrical representation of five minutes ago we need to be able to understand both 

representations as underlain by the idea of a continually existing object that remains in existence even in 

the intervening period when a different set of representations are commanding our attention. That 

means we need to be able to grasp the idea of existence unperceived (something that preoccupies 

Strawson in Chapter Two of Individuals); it also means we need to be able to grasp the idea of 

existence ‘alongside’. Where we identify two different representations over time as belonging together 

in the concept of a single object — we identify, say, the grey circle we saw earlier with the grey 

rectangle we see now as both being aspects of the same grey cylinder — we need to be able to 

understand both representations as indeed aspects that co-exist in relation to the same object and this is 
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just as much presupposed by the unifying of simultaneous representations as of those presented serially. 

Since no set of serially presented particulars is alone sufficient to enable us to grasp the idea of either 

existence unperceived or existence alongside, so the mere presentation of contentful states in time is 

insufficient for the unifying of those states in objects and so, in this sense at least, objectivity does 

indeed require spatiality.50 

 To have a grasp of objectivity, then, we need to be able to organise representations in relation 

to concepts of objects and to organise objects such that they can be understood as existing alongside 

one another as well as alongside ourselves. The latter requires the capacity to locate objects within what 

might be termed an ‘objective’ space — only within such a space can objects be grasped as co-

temporaneous with us and yet as separate from us. Such a space can be itself represented in the form of 

a ‘map’ on which the positions of different objects can be plotted. However, the construction of such a 

map, and the grasp of such an objective space, is only one element in the combining of states that 

constitutes experience. Indeed, mere possession of a map, no matter how detailed, is of little use unless 

that map is correlated with aspects of our current environment. This is a point that Kant himself 

emphasises: “... our geographical knowledge, and even our commonest knowledge of the position of 

places, would be of no aid to us if we could not, by reference to the sides of our bodies, assign to 

regions the things so ordered and the whole system of mutually relative positions.”51 A map that has no 

connection with our present location, on which we cannot locate either ourselves or the objects and 

landmarks around us, is meaningless. Only when used in conjunction with our own oriented experience 

of the world does a map operate to provide a guide to the objective ordering of objects and places 

around us. 

 The combining of states requires the locating of the objects cognised within a spatial 

framework, but it also requires locating ourselves within that framework. This is, moreover, not just a 

matter of grasping our position within objective space as it might be expressed in some abstract fashion 

(although our ability to do this is certainly a necessary element in our being able to grasp the idea of  

objectivity as such); we need also to be able to orient ourselves within such a space. In the most basic 

sense such orientation involves the ability to order space into different regions — north, south, east and 

west, or, more basically, up, down, left and right, front and back. Such regions are derived from our 

own bodily organisation in relation to the possibilities for action and the manner of such action — in 

relation, one might say, to the possibilities for movement.52 Indeed, it is the oriented location of 
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ourselves in space that enables us to act in relation to objects and to keep track of our own position in 

respect of  those objects; it enables us to integrate the idea of objective space and our own location in 

such space with our perceptual/behavioural experience, and so to integrate objective with what may be 

called ‘subjective’ (or ‘egocentric’) space.53 

 Our movement through space, including both movement of our whole body from one location 

to another, and the more localised movement of our limbs, sense organs and other bodily parts, enables 

us to obtain a array of different representations of objects and environment. Experience arises precisely 

out of the unifying or synthesis of such a diverse sensory array. And inasmuch as are able to keep track 

of such movement through being able to keep track of the relation between our selves and the 

surrounding environment, so we are also able to grasp those different representations, including even 

representations of our own body and its parts, as possessing an objective unity. Since the grasp of 

objectivity, and so the possibility of synthesis, depends on the grasp of a unitary space, and since grasp 

of such a space is in turn dependent on a capacity to orient oneself within that space and so to organise 

that space in terms of one’s own capacities for activity, so the very possibility of synthesis — that is the 

combining of representations in relation to concepts of subjectivity and objectivity — can be seen to 

reside in the capacity for spatialised, embodied agency.54 

 Arthur Melnick claims that in Kant space is conceived as “not something thought, but rather an 

activity or performance. The fundamental nature of space is that it is an activity ... In this regard space 

is fundamentally our behavior or something we do, rather than a way that things are themselves related 

or situated”.55 Only through being able to relate space to ourselves, that is to our own differentiated 

bodies, can space be grasped in such a way as to allow for the unifying of representations in relation to 

objects — that is, for the possibility of synthesis — but in grasping space in this way one thereby also 

grasps certain possibilities for action. The ordering of objects in space, then, is also an ordering of 

objects in relation to action. This suggests a conception of synthesis — the combining of states — as 

indeed nothing but activity, but activity understood as the activity of embodied, oriented, located 

agency. The unity of the self, and the unity that makes for the possibility of content, is thus given in the 

unity of spatialised, embodied agency. But this is not to say that the question of the unity of content or 

self is thereby replaced by a question concerning the unity of space, of body or of agency.56 The 

emphasis on activity here should indicate the manner in which the unity that is at issue here is a unity 

generated in and through the inter-relation of the different elements within it.57 That which does the 
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unifying that makes for the possibility of selves or of contentful states is, as a consequence, nothing 

over and above activity itself.  So the problem concerning the need for a subject that produces 

synthesis, and to which contentual states can be attributed, largely disappears — no such unifying 

subject is required.  Activity does not depend on some prior unity, whether of the subject or anything 

else, but is itself the establishing of unity and so the establishing of content, self and also, one might 

say, of an ‘empirical’ world — in this sense, the very spontaneity of Kantian apperception, and so of 

synthesis, might be understood as residing in its character as pure activity. Of course, from a Kantian 

perspective, such ‘activity’ cannot be identified with the activity of any noumenal self; but neither is it 

simply to be seen as identical with the activity of some empirical subject — and this is so even though 

the activity of synthesis operates with only respect to things as they appear and with respect to a body 

and a space that are themselves appearances. 

 Spatial embodiment is an indispensable element in the possibility of experience. This means 

not only that the body has to be given a central role in the understanding of mental states, and that the 

idea of a disembodied subject is thereby rendered incoherent, but that synthesis must itself be 

understood as a matter of activity understood as spatialised and embodied. This emphasis on spatial 

embodiment, however, and on embodied activity in the possibility of experience, may be thought to be 

at odds with many of the details as well as the more general character of Kant’s thought, particularly by 

those who take Kant to be representation of an excessive rationalist or intellectualist tendency in 

modern philosophy. Indeed it is quite common (at least in some circles) to treat Kant as standing 

outside of and as opposed to those ways of thinking that emphasise embodiment and agency as 

exemplified in twentieth century thought in the work of philosophers such as Heidegger and Merleau-

Ponty.  Yet although there are undoubtedly aspects of Kant’s thought that are problematic from the 

point of view of an approach that emphasises embodiment in this way,58 and while the particular line of 

argument advanced here goes beyond anything stated by Kant himself, still the idea of synthesis as a 

matter of embodied, orientated activity is a carrying through of ideas that are indeed to be found in 

Kant’s own thinking.59  

 The idea of ‘synthesis’ as precisely a matter of spatialised, embodied activity can be seen to be 

already suggested in some of Davidson’s own comments, in particular his emphasis on subjects as 

themselves constituted in their involvement and interaction with other subjects, and with objects and 

events, within an objective world, and in the focus on overt behaviour in the process of interpretation. 
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This idea is most clearly expressed in a metaphor Davidson first employed in ‘Rational Animals’ and 

which he has employed frequently since  — a metaphor that can be used to illustrate many of the ideas I 

have discussed above: 

 

If I were bolted to the earth I would have no way of determining the distance from me of many objects. I would 

only know they were on some line drawn from me toward them. I might interact successfully with objects, but I could have 

no way of giving content to the question where they were. Not being bolted down, I am free to triangulate. Our sense of 

objectivity is the consequence of another sort of triangulation, one that requires two creatures. Each interacts with an 

object, but what gives each the concept of the way things are objectively is the base line formed between the creatures by 

language. The fact that they share a concept of truth alone makes sense of the claim that they have beliefs, that they are able 

to assign objects a place in the public world.60 

 

One of the important conclusions Davidson draws from these considerations is that, as he says, 

‘rationality is a social trait. Only communicators have it.’ But Davidson’s argument does not concern 

merely the importance of sociality here; more broadly it indicates the interconnection between notions 

of sociality or intersubjectivity, objectivity and subjectivity — as well as of synthesis  — as a matter of 

embodied, oriented activity. 

 The role of sociality, and of language, is something that is, of course, largely missing from the 

Kantian discussion (at least in the first Critique,61 though perhaps one could argue that the role of 

intersubjectivity is a feature of Kant’s discussions elsewhere62), and it is also, it might be noted, largely 

absent from many of the more recent discussions of the connection between spatiality and objectivity in 

the work of such as Strawson, Evans and others.  In this paper I have focused on the connection 

between subjectivity and objectivity, that is, on the role of self-consciousness in our grasp of objects. 

What Davidson’s work indicates is that, in addition to this connection, there is an important link 

between subjectivity and intersubjectivity.  Indeed, just as knowledge of self, of others and of objects 

form an interconnected system, so too are the notions of subjectivity, intersubjectivity and objectivity 

similarly intertwined. And while this is not the place to attempt any detailed exploration of the 

connection between spatiality and linguistic intersubjectivity, it can at least be noted that the notion of 

synthesis that we have arrived at here will necessarily be a synthesis that takes place, not merely within 

the space of physical location, but also within the conceptual space of language.63   

 

V. 
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In both Kant and Davidson we find a conception of mental states as necessarily interconnected and in 

which the possibility of such connection presupposes notions of both objectivity — of an ordering of 

cognitive content in relation to objects that are external to and separable from us — and of subjectivity 

— of a unity and integration to all our contentual states as such.  The necessary unity of subjectivity is 

not the unity of a private inner realm (we have no experience of a noumenal self) but concerns the ‘a 

priori’ unity of the self that is the ground for the possibility of cognition. In both Davidson and Kant 

cognition requires a certain purely formal unity, but that unity itself seems to depend upon location and 

embodiment within a spatial, objective world. 

 Of course the comparison I have made between Kant and Davidson may be thought to be 

undercut by the Kantian dichotomy between  understanding and sensibility and between concepts and 

intuitions. For Davidson himself explicitly rejects such contrasts.64 But it should be noted that the 

Kantian account involves something rather more complex than the dualism Davidson rejects. This is, 

indeed, already suggested by the idea that representations cannot even be said to represent 

independently of the unity of apperception or of the synthesis in which the Categories are themselves 

involved. Moreover Kant’s argument in the Fourth Paralogism against the idea that the distinction 

between inner and outer sense should be construed as ontologically basic (and so against the view that 

mind and body can necessarily be understood as distinct), and the argument of the Refutation of 

Idealism against the idea that subjectivity can be grasped independently of the concept of an objective 

world, can both be taken to imply a Kantian rejection of any simple subjective-objective dichotomy that 

is very close to Davidson's own rejection of such an idea.65 Yet both Kant and Davidson, even while 

they reject the distinction between subject and object as reflecting a real distinction between different 

modes of being, also accept that the distinction nevertheless reflects a structural feature of experience.66 

Without the distinction of self from world, or subject from object, there can be no notion of belief, of 

objectivity, or of knowledge. And equally, only through spatialised, embodied activity can there be the 

unity that is necessary for the possibility of content, of consciousness, or of the mind.  
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