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Kant’s Argument for the Apperception
Principle

Melissa McBay Merritt

Abstract: My aim is to reconstruct Kant’s argument for the principle
of the synthetic unity of apperception. I reconstruct Kant’s
argument in stages, first showing why thinking should be
conceived as an activity of synthesis (as opposed to attention),
and then showing why the unity or coherence of a subject’s
representations should depend upon an a priori synthesis. The
guiding thread of my account is Kant’s conception of enlight-
enment: as I suggest, the philosophy of mind advanced in the
Deduction belongs to an enlightenment epistemology. Kant’s
conception of enlightenment turns on the requirement that a
subject be able to recognize herself as the source of her cognitions.
The argument for the apperception principle is reconstructed under
the guidance of this conception of the ideal of enlightenment.

If by the word ‘understanding’ is meant the faculty of cognition by
means of rules [. . .] then these rules are not to be understood as those
according to which nature guides the human being in his conduct, as
occurs with animals which are driven by natural instinct, but only those
that he himself makes. (Kant, Anth §42 (7:197))

1. Introduction

The fundamental principle of Kant’s epistemology is called the ‘principle of the
original synthetic unity of apperception’ (§17, B137). I shall simply refer to it as the
‘apperception principle’.1 Kant maintains that it is the ‘highest’ and ‘first
principle’ of human cognition (§16, B135; §17, B139). Although Kant does not
offer a concise statement of this principle, let me begin with what I take to be an
to be an uncontroversial report of its content: the apperception principle says that
a cognitive subject’s representations belong to it in virtue of an a priori synthesis.2

What is crucial here, as some commentators have noted, is that the
apperception principle makes a claim about ‘a priori synthesis’. One reason
why this is puzzling is that we generally speak of propositions or modes of
knowledge as being a priori—independent of experience—so it is unclear what it
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could mean for synthesis to be a priori. At the end of the paper I will address
Kant’s claims about a priori synthesis in particular. The bulk of the paper,
however, will be devoted to considering the significance of Kant’s appeal to
synthesis as such—an issue that is not often directly addressed by commentators,
and which we need to come to terms with before considering the significance of
calling the synthesis in question ‘a priori’. One of the major moves Kant makes in
the Transcendental Deduction is to suggest that thinking must be conceived as an
activity of synthesis—a point which is encapsulated in the apperception principle.
As I will argue, this conception of the activity of thinking is advanced in
opposition to a conception of thinking as attention. The attention model of
thinking, I will suggest, is rejected on the grounds that it is not compatible with
the enlightenment aspirations of a properly ‘critical’ philosophy. Much of what I
shall say about Kant’s apperception principle will stem from this point.

Let me say outright that I do not find an explicitly delineated argument for the
apperception principle in the pages of the Critique—though my aim here is to
reconstruct one from materials that Kant provides.3 Commentaries often present
the apperception principle as an unargued, or self-evident, presupposition of
Kant’s Transcendental Deduction.4 We should be wary of this suggestion: it
should hardly be appropriate for Kant to present the fundamental principle of his
epistemology (and, by extension, theoretical metaphysics) as an unargued
presupposition—the principle simply does too much work in Kant’s system to be
granted such easy passage. That being said, it is the case that the Deduction kicks
off with a putatively self-evident claim about self-consciousness; and since Kant
takes apperception to be a mode of self-consciousness, it is true that the argument
of the Deduction proceeds from a claim about apperception.5 Yet that initial claim
is not identical with the apperception principle, as we shall see: the starting point
of the Deduction contains no claim about a priori synthesis. Taking the
apperception principle to be an unargued presupposition confuses claims that
Kant keeps distinct. Part of what I shall be doing in this paper is to pry apart and
explore the argumentative distance between that starting point and the
apperception principle itself.

My reconstruction of Kant’s argument for the apperception principle rests on
two related presuppositions about the ‘critical philosophy’ to which it belongs.
First, the Critique of Pure Reason is billed as human reason’s assessment of its own
cognitive capacity. The genitive construction in the title (Kritik der reinen Vernunft)
is ambiguous, suggesting that reason may be both the subject and object of the
inquiry. This point will inform my interpretation of Kant’s use of the first-person
in the argument for the apperception principle.6 The second point can also be
drawn out of the title, now focusing on the term ‘critique’: at issue is Kant’s
conception of a properly critical philosophy. By a critical philosophy in this
generic sense, I mean a philosophical project that properly acknowledges the
demands of enlightenment. For Kant, as for many others, the motto of
enlightenment is to ‘think for oneself’—and not accept claims passively on the
basis of external authority. This ideal is invoked in various ways throughout the
Critique: in its initial portrayal of the scientist as a judge putting nature to the
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question, rather than as a pupil passively registering information from without
(Bxiii); in its suggestion that an individual cannot be said to possess rules or
principles for knowledge unless she is able to recognize, independently, their
applicability in various contexts (A134/B172-5); and in its spoof of the student of
dogmatic metaphysics, who is able to make sanctioned moves within a given
system but is dumbstruck should someone ‘dispute a definition with him’
(A836/B864). Yet the ideal of enlightenment is writ most large in Kant’s
conception of critical philosophy as an exercise of corrective self-knowledge—an
exercise carried out under the motto that only human reason can adjudicate the
claims of human reason (A752/B780; A849/B877; P 4:263). Now, if Kant takes the
apperception principle to be the fundamental principle of human knowledge,
then presumably the account of our cognitive capacity that arises from this
principle should be appropriate to the enlightenment ideal. In other words: the
apperception principle belongs to an enlightenment epistemology.

As I will suggest, Kant’s conception of enlightenment provides the general
framework within which he argues for a particular view of the nature of
thinking—the view, indeed, that is expressed in the apperception principle. I begin
by sketching that framework, focusing on a set of three maxims that specify
fundamental normative requirements of our cognitive practices (§2). An enlight-
enment epistemology, as Kant understands it, gives special emphasis to the notion
of cognitive agency—a point that shall prove important in the argument for the
apperception principle. I then turn to the text of the Deduction: at first my aim is
simply to draw attention to the argumentative distance between the starting point
of the Deduction and the apperception principle itself (§3). Then I prepare to
reconstruct the argument for the apperception principle, first by considering the
two models of thinking that I take to be at issue for Kant: thinking as a certain
mode of attention, and thinking as an activity of synthesis. After providing an
initial account of why the attention model of thinking should be rejected (§4), and
clarifying crucial terminology (§5), I reconstruct Kant’s argument for the
apperception principle. This reconstruction is broken down into two main parts:
first I explain why Kant supposes that thinking must be conceived as an activity of
synthesis (§6), and then I address the crucial claim about a priori synthesis (§§7–8).

2. The Prospect of an Enlightenment Epistemology

Kant’s conception of enlightenment is best known through his popular essay,
‘What is Enlightenment?’. There Kant presents the idea of enlightenment in terms
of a command: ‘Have courage to make use of your own understanding!’ (8:35).
The motto expresses the familiar view that an enlightened mind is one that
asserts its own power of thought, rather than succumbing to unreflective
prejudice of various kinds. This idea is reformulated in terms of an opposition
between mechanism and spontaneity: when we take things to be a certain way
based on prejudice—the sources of which are named as imitation, custom, and
inclination (JL 9:76)—our view of things is determined by an automatic, stimulus-
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driven response of some kind. We suppose that something is worthy of imitation
because it is prestigious, we take a certain course of events to be necessary
because that is how it has always come to pass, and we suppose that something is
good because of our habitual desire for it.7 When we take things to be a certain
way on the basis of prejudice, we fail to be reflective: for Kant, this means that we
fail to recognize that we are taking things to be a certain way ‘based on subjective
causes’ rather than ‘objective grounds’ (9:76). The recognition of how our
thinking was overtaken by the mechanical operation of prejudice provides the
opportunity to reassert mastery over our own minds. Thus the call to think for
oneself can be interpreted as the requirement that we exercise the spontaneity or
freedom that is proper to a rational mind.8

However, enlightenment is not tantamount to unbridled freethinking. An
enlightened individual is not one who simply thinks for herself, willfully
disregarding even her own experience and heedless of the claims and testimony
of others. For this reason, while Kant trumpets the importance of thinking for
oneself at the outset of the essay on enlightenment, the bulk of the essay concerns
the importance of communicating one’s thoughts in public discourse. Our
readiness to think for ourselves must be matched by our readiness to consider
other cognitive claims. Still, Kant’s account of enlightenment in the famous essay
is only partially complete. For in a variety of other texts, Kant expresses the ideal
of enlightenment in terms of a battery of three maxims of ‘common human
understanding’ that specify the fundamental normative requirements of our
cognitive practices.9 The famous essay on enlightenment implicitly addresses
only the first two: to think for oneself and to think in the position of everyone else.10

The third maxim is to think always consistently with oneself. Kant takes it to be a
synthesis of the first two (5:295): it draws out the implications of what it is to
think for oneself in the sphere of public discourse. It is constitutive of the
enlightenment conception of thinking that we strive for, and to some extent
actually achieve, unity and coherence in light of both our own experience and the
claims of other judging subjects. Inconsistent representations can be maintained
by a subject only to the extent that she is either in the dark about their
inconsistency or about their being her own representations. Thus Kant presents
the three maxims as a package, and together they articulate the enlightenment
ideal that the subject recognize herself as the source of her cognitions. In turn, the
possibility of being held responsible for one’s cognitive claims—a basic
requirement of reasoned public discourse—rests on this reflective self-awareness.

Together the maxims point to a normative ideal, the flourishing of human
understanding. They also effectively concern the nature of the human under-
standing, inasmuch as a subject with sound understanding will at least implicitly
recognize the maxims as binding on her cognitive practices. Since the maxims
concern how things ought to be with our cognitive practices, then any account of
the activity of thinking that is put forward in the Transcendental Deduction should
be adequate to the enlightenment ideal that is embodied in the three maxims.

Later on, I aim to show how Kant’s account of the activity of thinking—the
account that is bound up in the apperception principle—is guided in important
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ways by his conception of the ideal of enlightenment. One point in particular will
prove crucial. Together, the three maxims come down to a point about self-
consciousness: namely, the normative requirement that a subject be able to
recognize herself as the source of her own thought. This point has much to do
with the notion of cognitive agency, which will figure in my reconstruction of
Kant’s argument for the apperception principle in the final sections of the paper.
Let us turn now to the text of the Deduction so that we may gain an initial view of
what Kant is arguing for.

3. The Cogito Statement and the Apperception Principle Distinguished

The Deduction begins with a claim about self-consciousness, uttered in the first
person: ‘The I think must be able to accompany all of my representations’ (B131).11

This remark is often mistaken for the apperception principle. To prevent our
confusing what Kant distinguishes, I introduce the following terminology:

(a) cogito statement shall refer to the famous line, ‘The I think must be
able to accompany all of my representations’;12 while

(b) apperception principle shall refer to the principle of the synthetic
unity of apperception. The apperception principle claims that all of
a single subject’s representations belong to it in virtue of an a priori
synthesis.

Let us begin with the cogito statement. It is a claim, in the first person singular,
regarding something common to all of the subject’s representations. The
commonality is the ‘I think’, which must be able to accompany each one. The
cogito statement is established through a partially suppressed reductio. We are led
to consider the alternative scenario in which the ‘I think’ need not be able to
accompany all of ‘my’ representations. That Kant is drawing out the implications
of the denial of the cogito statement becomes clear in the remark that follows: ‘For
otherwise something would be represented in me which could not be thought at
all, which is as much as to say that the representation would either be impossible,
or at least nothing for me’ (B131-2). Our acceptance of the cogito statement rests
upon the presupposition that the ‘I’ that speaks is an intellect: a representation that
it could ‘have’ without possibly recognizing itself as ‘thinking’ could not be
recognized by it as a representation at all.13 The use of the first person, I take it,
reminds the reader that the general project of the Critique is one of self-knowledge:
the ‘I’ that speaks is an intellect assessing its own cognitive capacity. In this context,
the cogito statement figures as a self-evident proposition.14

It is important to note that the cogito statement is not equivalent to the
apperception principle, because it makes no claim about synthesis. In order to
appreciate how the apperception principle comes on the scene (though not yet
how it is argued for), we must acknowledge the specific investigative framework
of the Critique: it is pure reason’s assessment of its capacity for theoretical
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cognition. Since such cognition concerns objects that ‘must be given from
elsewhere’ (Bx), such objects must be represented as given if they are to be known
at all. That is, they must be represented in a manner that respects their
independence (as far as their existence is concerned) from this cognition. Hence
the theoretical capacity of pure reason involves two elements: reason must not
only include the intellectual element that is naturally associated with it, but it
must also include a faculty of sensibility. Given that the Critique is a project of
self-knowledge—pure theoretical reason assessing its own cognitive capacity—
the cogito statement can be considered as uttered by pure theoretical reason.
Since the cogito statement pertains to all of this subject’s representations, it would
therefore pertain to some subset of them as well. In this way, the cogito statement
can then be brought to bear on sensible representation in particular: this move
brings the apperception principle into view.

Noting that sensible intuition is ‘[t]hat representation which can be given
before all thinking’ the move is made: ‘Thus, everything manifold in intuition has
a necessary relation to the I think in the same subject in which this manifold is
encountered’ (B132). Therefore, whatever may figure as sensible representation is
always already subject to the conditions of its being thought. So, Kant continues:
‘as my representations (even if I am not conscious of them as such) they must
necessarily be adequate to the condition under which they can stand together in a
universal self-consciousness, for otherwise they would not throughout belong to
me’ (B132). From here, Kant claims that representations belong to a single subject
in virtue of a synthesis that he calls ‘original combination’ (B133).

In overview: the cogito statement registers as a claim uttered by pure theoretical
reason, the subject of the critical self-examination. This intellect then considers how
it is possible for it to enjoy sensible representations. The answer to its question is the
apperception principle: sensible representations belong to it in virtue of a necessary,
a priori synthesis. Thus the apperception principle comes on the scene when the
cogito statement is brought to bear on sensible representations in particular.

Let me stress that the above is not an argument for the apperception principle; it
is merely a presentation of its place in the order of exposition. It allows us to
appreciate the difference between the cogito statement and the apperception
principle in the following terms. The cogito statement does not specify the
conception of thinking in play. The cogito statement would hold whether thinking
is conceived as an act of attention, or as an act of synthesis—which I take to be the
two competing conceptions of thinking at issue for Kant.15 The apperception
principle, by contrast, invokes a specific conception of thinking: thinking as an
activity of synthesis—indeed, as an activity involving a priori synthesis.

4. The Attention Model of Thinking

In the previous section, I drew attention to the difference between the starting
point of the Deduction—the cogito statement—and the apperception principle
itself. Only with the apperception principle does a claim about synthesis arise. In
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this and the next section, I will consider the two models of thinking that, as I will
show later on, are at issue in Kant’s argument for the apperception principle: thinking
as a certain kind of attention, and thinking as an activity of synthesis. By a ‘model of
thinking’ I mean to refer to a general conception of the activity of the mind.16

Let us begin with the concept of attention. It contains the idea of its direction,
or focus: there cannot be attention without an object in this sense. So, if we
suppose that thinking is an activity of attention, we in turn suppose that there are
objects of this attention. Such objects, in the early modern parlance stemming
from Descartes, are ‘ideas’. When a mind thinks, it has some ‘idea’—or mental
content—present to consciousness.17 This is so whether one supposes that a mind
is always thinking (Descartes), or whether one supposes that a waking mind is
always thinking (Locke): either way, thinking is conceived as a certain sort of
‘perception’ or attention to mental contents.18 I refer to this conception of the
activity of thinking as the attention model.

The attention model of thinking has the activity of thinking—attention—
dependent upon the existence of objects of this attention (‘ideas’ or mental
contents). Thus it is a view according to which thinking registers given content. Let
us consider Locke as an example of this point. For Locke, simple ideas of sense
are fundamental mental contents. Such ideas are mental entities that are
presumed to be ‘annexed’ to physical impressions made by objects affecting
the senses.19 Now, if it is to be supposed that such ‘ideas’ could contribute to
knowledge of the world, then it must be also be supposed that these ideas are
‘annexed’ in some systematic way to correlative impressions. Is this ‘annexing’
something arranged by God? Locke does not raise the question.20 But whether we
suppose that God does the annexing, or else wise Nature herself, the
contentfulness of ‘ideas’ is left unexamined and unexplained.

Let us consider the attention model with regard to the enlightenment ideal that,
as I suggested at the outset, informs Kant’s critical project: namely, that only
human reason can adjudicate the claims of human reason (A752/B780; A849/
B877; P 4:263). The claim of reason at issue in the Transcendental Deduction is that
our representations refer to objects. Explicitly, the Deduction addresses the
objective validity of a certain mode of representation, namely the pure concepts of
the understanding (the ‘categories’). But in the ‘metaphysical deduction’ that
precedes the Transcendental Deduction, Kant argues that these concepts are
necessary for thought as such, on the grounds that they are derived from the
functions of judgment established by pure general logic. Hence the question of the
Deduction is framed in the following terms: ‘how subjective conditions of thinking’—
i.e. what makes for consistent and coherent thought—‘should have objective
validity, i.e. yield conditions of the possibility of all cognition of objects’ (A89-90/
B122).21 Thus the general issue at stake is how thinking could be valid of objects.22

Now, the theory of content that is entailed by the attention model of thinking
has us take it on faith that our representations could refer to objects. After all, it
resorts to something external to the rational subject—to God or to the wise order
of nature—in order to handle the issue. For this reason, the attention model of
thinking is inherently at odds with the enlightenment ideal, since it would leave
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the rational subject—the agent of the critical investigation—without the resources
to account for the objective content of its representations.23

This brings us, then, to the Kantian alternative: thinking is an activity of synthesis,
or combining representations. The question we face now is whether the synthesis
model of thinking holds out any special promise for meeting that ‘critical’ standard
Kant sets for himself when he says that only human reason can adjudicate the claims
of human reason. Does the synthesis model of thinking provide the resources to
account for, rather than assume, the contentfulness of our representations? For the
synthesis model to hold out such promise, it must not follow the attention model in
having the content of representations be given independently of the activity of
thinking itself. That would mean that the content of representations would in some
sense be constituted by the very activity of thinking.

In §6, I will provide a positive argument for the synthesis model of thinking. So
far, I have only provided an initial explanation of why the attention model of
thinking ought to be rejected. I have done so without entering into the details of the
Deduction—drawing, rather, only on an abstract consideration of this conception of
thinking, and showing its general unsuitability for an enlightenment epistemology.
In order to appreciate the positive argument for the synthesis model of thinking—
the first step in my reconstruction of the argument for the apperception principle—
it will be necessary to consider the details of the opening stretch of the Deduction.
At that point, I will take up the guiding thread of my interpretation once again:
namely that the philosophy of mind advanced in the Deduction belongs to an
enlightenment epistemology, and thus must acknowledge the ideal of enlight-
enment. As I suggested in §2, that ideal most fundamentally concerns the subject’s
capacity to recognize herself as the source of her representations. In the Deduction,
this issue comes into play in the context of Kant’s grappling with the problem of
personal identity. There Kant seems to advocate for the apperception principle on
the grounds of certain considerations about personal identity. By showing how the
issue of personal identity bears on the enlightenment ideal in question, I will show
that Kant has a positive argument for the synthesis model of thinking—and, in the
end, for the apperception principle itself.

Before turning to that task, it will be necessary to examine Kant’s usage of
crucial terminology—most notably thinking, cognition, and consciousness.

5. Clarification of Terminology

Let us begin with the notion of thinking, since it appears prominently at the
outset of the Deduction, in the cogito statement. In the Jäsche Logic, Kant presents
thinking in tandem with the understanding, suggesting that we come to terms
with the two terms concurrently.

Like all our powers, the understanding in particular is bound in its actions
to rules, which we can investigate. Indeed, the understanding is to be
regarded in general as the source and the faculty for thinking rules in
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general. For as sensibility is the faculty of intuitions, so the under-
standing is the faculty for thinking, i.e. for bringing the representations of
the senses under rules. (9:11)

In this passage, Kant specifies the activity of thinking as ‘bringing the
representations of the senses under rules’. This may seem to be an overly narrow
gloss on thinking, since presumably we can think of notional things, without
having sensible representations in play. In the Critique’s Preface, Kant remarks:
‘I can think whatever I like, as long as I do not contradict myself’—whereas in
cognition my thought must be valid of objects (Bxxvi).24 With this in mind, I will
suggest that we make Kant’s gloss from the Logic a bit more general: thinking is
simply the activity of representing according to rules, whereas cognition is
thought that is valid of objects.

In claiming that the understanding ‘is bound in its actions to rules’ Kant’s point
is not that the understanding is distinguished by the fact that it operates according
to rules. For the Logic begins with the stark claim that everything in nature—and
indeed everything that we can come to cognitive terms with—operates according
to rules. So his point is not that the understanding operates according to rules,
whereas our capacity for sensible representation somehow does not. Rather, his
point is that anything that we can come to cognitive terms with we represent
according to rules, and the understanding is the source of such rules.25

Kant seems also to suppose that the capacity to represent things according to
rules entails a capacity to represent the rules themselves: for he says that the
understanding is ‘the faculty for thinking rules in general’, suggesting that the
rules can themselves be brought to consciousness. Kant sheds some light on this
point later in the Logic, in a passage that presents seven ‘degrees’ by which a
representation can relate to objects. The first three stages concern modes of
representation that Kant supposes can also be attributed to animals:

In regard to the objective content of our cognition in general, we may
think the following degrees, in accordance with which cognition can, in
this respect, be graded:

The first degree of cognition is: to represent something;
The second: to represent something with consciousness or to perceive
(percipere);
The third: to be acquainted with something [etwas kennen] (noscere), or to
represent something in comparison with other things, both as to
sameness and as to difference[.] (JL 9:64–5)

Since the notion of consciousness is introduced only in the second level, we must
first consider what it would be to represent something without consciousness.26

An example of this might be what we represent in dreams that we never recall;
another example might be Leibnizian petites perceptions—e.g. that we represent
the sound of each wave as we stand on the shore, even though we are only
conscious of their aggregated pounding sound.27
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But how, exactly, does Kant understand the notion of consciousness? Kant’s
gloss in the Logic is not altogether helpful: ‘Consciousness is really a
representation that another representation is in me’ (9:33). One problem with
this gloss is that it presupposes the capacity for first-personal representation,
which Kant attributes only to rational beings.28 Since Kant evidently attributes
conscious representation to non-rational beings, there must be some way to
render the notion of consciousness that does not presuppose self-consciousness
and first-personal representation. A clue is made available in the Anthropology,
where Kant notes that a child, in the normal course of his development, first
refers to himself in the third person, and only later in the first person: ‘Before he
merely felt himself, now he thinks himself’ (7:127). The determination of self that
is merely felt and not thought would not be represented in terms of agency;
presumably, it would be represented merely as a locus of affection. If so, animal
representation with consciousness (i.e. the second level in Kant’s list) is
something’s figuring in some such locus of affection. The last level of
representation that could still belong to an animal mind is the third: this is ‘to
be acquainted with something’ (etwas kennen), and it involves representing
something in its sameness to and difference from other things.29

Now, let us consider how the progression continues, to see how Kant
distinguishes the consciousness proper to a rational mind from the consciousness
that can belong to an animal mind:

The fourth: to be acquainted with something with consciousness, i.e., to
cognize it (cognoscere). Animals are acquainted with objects too, but they
do not cognize them.

The fifth: to understand something (intelligere), i.e., to cognize something
through the understanding by means of concepts, or to conceive. One can
conceive much, although one cannot comprehend it, e.g., a perpetuum
mobile, whose impossibility is shown in mechanics.

The sixth: to cognize something through reason, or to have insight into it
(perspicere). With few things do we get this far, and our cognitions become
fewer and fewer in number the more that we seek to perfect them as to
content.

The seventh, finally: to comprehend something (comprehendere), i.e., to
cognize something through reason or a priori to the degree that is
sufficient for our purpose. (9:65)

Now, if merely being acquainted with something is to distinguish it from others
according to sameness and difference, then presumably being acquainted with
something with consciousness would be to represent the distinguishing itself. Kant
calls this cognition: the representation of an object as distinct from other objects,
where the subject is conscious of the distinguishing itself, though not yet (or not
necessarily) of the rule operative in the distinction. In other words, the subject
recognizes that she distinguishes an object, but the distinguishing is not itself
understood. Accordingly, the next level is understanding, where the subject does
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not merely represent that she distinguishes one thing from another, but also has
at least a tacit grasp of the rule determining the representation. But mere
understanding itself falls short of rational cognition, which is at issue in the final
two stages. As Kant takes reason to be a faculty of inference, presumably we have
‘insight’ into something when we not merely determine it under a rule, but
consider it and the rule under which it is determined in relation to a broader
inferential whole. In this inferential context, the rule by which the object is
determined can itself be understood. Finally, we comprehend something when
our determination of the object figures in a system of knowledge that is based
upon a priori principles.30

One important lesson of the Logic passage is that the term ‘consciousness’ in
Kant’s usage must be specified with regard to whether the representation in
question is an actualization of either animal or broadly rational capacities. By the
latter I mean to refer to the representational capacities distinctive of a rational
being: i.e. the capacities included in Kant’s conception of the ‘higher cognitive
faculty’ or the intellect.31 Rational representation involves the possibility of
bringing rules of representation themselves to consciousness. Moreover, the
rational mind’s consciousness of a rule is not an isolated affair: rules that are
brought to consciousness are considered in light of an idea of a whole of
cognition. This, at any rate, is comprehension, the final ‘grade’ in Kant’s list.

Now, Kant says that everything in nature, and indeed everything that we can
come to cognitive terms with, operates according to rules. Thus, animal
representation operates according to rules. But it does not operate according to
rules that the animal subject makes: hence animal representation does not
incorporate the possibility of representing the rules themselves. This means, I take
it, that animal consciousness could be understood according to the ‘attention’ model
considered above.32 Mental content can only figure as given for such a creature:
content is something thrust before it, to which it may respond; but content is not
something that it constitutes itself, and so is able to assess. By contrast, rational
consciousness involves the possibility of assessing the rules of cognition
themselves—and thereby the content of thought—in light of some idea of a
coherent and unified whole of cognition. Now, if the synthesis model of thinking is
one according to which content arises from the synthetic activity of thought—i.e.
that representations are united to a certain content—then the possibility of rational
consciousness, as it is explained in this passage from the Logic, would seem to
require the synthesis model of thinking. With this in mind, let us return to the
Deduction, and begin to reconstruct Kant’s argument for the apperception principle.

6. Personal Identity and the Synthesis Model of Thinking

My general aim, as noted at the outset, is to reconstruct Kant’s argument for the
apperception principle. To make that task more manageable, I propose to take the
apperception principle in stages. The apperception principle contains the
following three claims:
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(1) thinking is to be conceived as an activity of synthesis;
(2) the general coherence or unity of a subject’s representations is

‘synthetic’, or arises from the synthetic activity of thought;
(3) this unity is made possible by a priori synthesis.

We have already seen why the attention model of thinking is rejected: it does not
cohere with the enlightenment aspirations of the critical project. The rejection of
the attention model allows us to appreciate more clearly the move from the cogito
statement to the apperception principle sketched in §3 above. Nothing in the
cogito statement entails anything about synthesis: by the lights of the cogito
statement alone, representations could belong to the subject simply in virtue of an
act of attention possibly accompanying each one. The recognition that the
attention model does not accord with the enlightenment aspirations of the critical
project supports the specification that is made in moving from the cogito
statement to the apperception principle.

But we still need a conclusive argument that thinking must be conceived as an
activity of synthesis: the mere rejection of the attention model of thinking, on the
grounds that it does not cohere with the enlightenment ideal that informs Kant’s
critical project, does not force the synthesis model of thinking upon us. As it turns
out, the requirement that we conceive of thinking as an activity of synthesis cannot
be neatly separated from the second point contained in the apperception principle,
regarding the ‘synthetic unity’ of the subject’s representations. In this section, I
shall address both issues together. This will lead us into further complications of
Kant’s account of the apperception principle—most notably the issue of personal
identity. As I will argue here, this is neither an accident nor a gratuitous change of
topic. Indeed, if we read Kant’s remarks about personal identity in the context of
his preoccupation with the ideal of enlightenment, we find in them the resources
for a positive argument for the synthesis model of thinking.

Earlier, in §4, I presented an argument against the attention model of thinking
without drawing upon the details of the Transcendental Deduction: I argued that
the attention model of thinking cannot contribute to an enlightenment
epistemology, at least on Kant’s understanding of such a project. Here I aim to
show how that initial argument is bears upon the stretch of the Deduction in
which Kant aims to establish the apperception principle. As we saw, Kant
expresses the ideal of enlightenment through the three maxims of common
human understanding. Together, the three maxims come down to a point about
self-consciousness: namely, the normative requirement that a subject be able to
recognize herself as the source of her own thought. On the face of it, this
requirement might not seem to have much to do with the issue of personal
identity, the topic that occupies Kant throughout the stretch of the Deduction in
which he tries to establish the apperception principle. However, as I will suggest,
Kant’s discussion of personal identity in the Deduction concerns precisely the
conditions under which a subject can recognize herself as the source of her own
representations.
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The gist of Kant’s argument is this: if the subject’s enjoyment of representa-
tions is understood according to the attention model of thinking, then it does not
follow from a subject’s enjoying a totality of representations that she can
recognize herself as the source of these representations—because it does not even
follow that she can recognize herself as the unitary subject of these representations
throughout. Hence the following passage, from §16 of the Deduction:

For the empirical consciousness which accompanies various representa-
tions is in itself dispersed and without relation to the identity of the
subject. Such relation does not yet come about by my accompanying each
representation with consciousness, but rather by my adding [hinzusetze]
and being conscious of the synthesis of them. (B133)

If representations belong to the subject merely in virtue of an act of attention
possibly accompanying each one, then instead of a unitary subject, we might as
well have an aggregate of representations. If we adopt the attention model of
thinking, then we leave open the possibility of a merely ‘aggregated’—rather
than unified—subject. And if our epistemology draws upon such a philosophy of
mind, then this epistemology could not, in turn, account for the requirement that
is embodied in the enlightenment ideal: namely, that a subject be able to
recognize herself as the source of her representations. If this is correct, then an
enlightenment epistemology requires a different conception of thinking.

With this in mind, let us consider Kant’s initial claim about cognition from the
first-edition Deduction:

If every individual representation were completely foreign to every other,
as it were, isolated and separated from every other, then there would
never arise anything like cognition, which is a whole of compared and
connected representations. (A97)

The passage introduces a minimal conception of cognition—one that even a
thoroughgoing empiricist could endorse—and points out what it entails. Kant
claims that cognition is a whole: a unity comprised of representations that
minimally bear comparison to one another. Such a ‘unity’ of representations could
be distinguished from an accidental aggregate: a collection of representations that
do not necessarily bear comparison to one another. Now, the attention model of
thinking allows for the possibility of such accidental aggregates: it allows for the
possibility of representations that are ‘completely foreign’ to, and ‘isolated and
separated’ from, each other. The representations in question might not bear
comparison to each other at all, but may only belong together in virtue of a
subject’s mere act of attention possibly accompanying each one.

Some such possibility seems to be envisaged by Hume, in the skeptical phase
of his account of personal identity in the Treatise.33 Famously, Hume refers to the
mind as ‘nothing but a heap [. . .] of different perceptions’ (1.4.2.39) and later to
the self as ‘nothing but a bundle [. . .] of different perceptions, which succeed each
other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in perpetual flux and movement’
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(1.4.6.4).34 Invoking heaps and bundles suggests that the mind is to be conceived
as an aggregate of contents. The attention model of thinking accords with such a
conception of the self because it does not require that the subject’s representations
even minimally bear comparison to one another.

For our enjoyment of representations to have robust implications about the
identity of the subject, the synthesis model would be required. On the synthesis
model of thinking, the content of any particular representation depends upon a
synthetic unity of representations. Thus, the enjoyment of any contentful
representation entails an activity of synthesis on the part of the subject, in virtue
of which that representation has its content as part of a system. As Kant remarks,
the synthetic activity of thought allows for ‘the identity of consciousness’ to be
represented ‘in these representations themselves [. . .]’ (B133). In the enjoyment of
any representation, I am necessarily able to represent myself as the synthesizer of
the totality of which it is part. I take this to be the point of the next stretch of §16:

The thought that these representations given in intuition belong one and
all to me means accordingly the same as that I unite them in one self-
consciousness, or at least can unite them in it, and although it is itself not
yet the consciousness of the synthesis of representations, still it
presupposes the possibility of the latter, i.e., only because I can grasp
the manifold of them in one consciousness do I call them one and all my
representations; for otherwise I would have as multi-colored, various a
self as I have representations of which I am conscious. (B134)

Again we can see how the attention model of thinking clashes with the
enlightenment ideal. For the attention model of thinking allows for the possibility
of accidental aggregates of representations. The elements of the ‘multi-colored’
collection need not have anything in common except for the possibility of the ‘I
think’ accompanying each one. The attention model of thinking is indifferent to
disunity in the subject: the subject may well be the ‘multi-colored, various’ self
that Kant refers to here.

Thus we can recast the argument against the attention model of thinking. The
attention model allows for the skeptical non-account of personal identity that
Hume offers with his ‘heap’ and ‘bundle’ metaphors. Since, by the enlightenment
ideal, a subject must be able to recognize herself as the source of her
representations—and hence as a unitary subject—a model of thinking that is
indifferent to disunity in the subject cannot be endorsed. We are now in a position
to advance a positive argument for the synthesis model of thinking. To take
thinking to be an activity of synthesis is to suppose that the coherence of
representations is wrought by the subject in the very activity of thinking. And so,
if the issue of the coherence of the cognitive subject’s representations is
fundamental to the account of cognition, and if the synthesis model of thinking
allows us to account for this necessary coherence while the attention model fails,
then that should be a decisive score for synthesis.
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Of course, the apperception principle says considerably more than simply that
thinking must be conceived as an activity of synthesis: through it, Kant claims
that the unity of a cognitive subject’s representations depends upon an a priori
synthesis. It is time to take up that issue. However, I shall do so in a somewhat
unorthodox way, since I shall dwell a bit longer with Hume. As I will suggest,
Hume comes rather close to the apperception principle—even though he would
never be able to accept any claim about a priori synthesis. By examining Hume’s
account a bit further, I hope to reveal the extent to which Kant’s apperception
principle rests on a relatively uncontroversial conception of the ideal of
enlightenment. Appreciating this point will put us in position to clearly ascertain
both the meaning, and the basis, of Kant’s appeal to a priori synthesis by the end.

7. The Enlightenment Ideal and Cognitive Agency: Ambiguities in Hume’s
Account

As I have just suggested, the attention model of thinking is indifferent to disunity
in the subject. Thus, if we adopt the attention model of thinking, we have no ready
resources to resist the Hume’s ‘heap’ and ‘bundle’ metaphors. With this in mind, it
is worth noting some complications in Hume’s remarks on personal identity—for
the ‘heap’ and ‘bundle’ metaphors are not his final word on the issue.

While Hume’s remarks on personal identity begin with the skeptical ‘heap’ and
‘bundle’ metaphors, his discussion in the main text of the Treatise concludes with
an apparent solution, and a different metaphor. After considering classical puzzles
about the identity of physical objects over time (1.4.6.8ff.), Hume announces that
he intends to employ ‘the same method of reasoning [. . .] which has so
successfully explain’d the identity of plants, and animals, and ships, and houses’
(1.4.6.15).35 That method of reasoning is teleological: the identity of a ship or a
plant is understood with reference to its end—a function that is sustained despite
persistent change in the parts. Hume does not do us the favor of naming the end
that is to inform the account of personal identity; given the broader context of the
discussion, however, that end must be cognition.36 The mind is to be considered as
a cognitive capacity. The fluctuating parts are ‘perceptions’ or basic mental
contents. Hume claims that they are ‘link’d together by the relation of cause and
effect, and mutually produce, destroy, influence, and modify each other’ (1.4.6.19).

Putting the issue thus, Hume employs the quasi-mechanistic talk that is of a
piece, surely, with his aspiration to be a ‘Newton of the mind’ (2000: 11):
perceptions are like so many little balls bumping into one another—sometimes
destroying one another, sometimes weakening or strengthening another’s force
or ‘vivacity’, sometimes combining to produce conglomerates of various kinds.
This mechanistic talk is soon thrown into a new register, though, as Hume likens
the mind to a social system:

I cannot compare the soul more properly to anything than to a republic
or commonwealth, in which the several members are united by the
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reciprocal ties of government and subordination, and give rise to other
persons, who propagate the same republic in the incessant changes of its
parts. And as the same individual may not only change its members, but
also its laws and constitutions; in like manner the same person may vary
his character and disposition, as well as his impressions and ideas,
without losing his identity. (1.4.6.19)

The coherence of representations, and hence the identity of the mind, is produced
through something like governance. Hence there is a cognitive constitution that
may be modified over time, and which may be continually assessed in light of its
ability to preserve the coherence and harmony of the whole. Hume’s proposal is
to treat personal identity and this cognitive constitution as flip sides of a single
coin.37 And Kant, it seems, endorses this general strategy—though he goes
further, in claiming that the potential coherence of the cognitive subject’s
representations rests upon a synthesis that is in some sense a priori.38 This is the
decisive issue, which I will address in the final section.

By dwelling upon some of the ambiguities of Hume’s account, I mean to
suggest that Hume arguably accepts the first two claims contained in Kant’s
apperception principle: that thinking is to be conceived as an activity of synthesis,
and the coherence or unity of a subject’s representations arises through the
synthetic activity of thought. Moreover, I want to suggest that Hume accepts these
claims on enlightenment grounds. Recall the ideal of enlightenment, as it is
expressed through the three maxims considered above: namely, that a subject be
able to recognize herself as the source of her own representations. Now, on the face
of it, Hume might seem to ignore the enlightenment ideal almost entirely. After all,
Hume takes custom to be ‘the foundation of all of our judgments’ (1.3.13.9).
Customs are formed quite automatically: the regularities of nature, or of our social
milieu, etch grooves or tracks along which the mind moves. At the stimulus of a
given sense impression the mind moves with some degree of ease—depending on
how well-worn the track is—to the corresponding idea (e.g. the anticipated future
effect or the inferred past cause). So, although mental content is due to an activity
of synthesis on the part of the subject, that synthesis follows tracks that are merely
imposed upon the subject. The coherence of the cognitive subject is wrought by the
automatic forces of custom. In this sense, Kant could accuse Hume for not really
living up to the enlightenment ideal, at the heart of which lies the point that we
must be able to regard ourselves as the source of our own thought.

But Hume does acknowledge this issue in a later development, when he points
to the possibility of a subject’s reflectively assessing the customs that shape her
mental activity. When the mind is pushed forward by its own forces to anticipate
some future effect (say) that in fact never materializes, a custom derails. The
occasion of such a derailment introduces a kind of ‘violence’ into the mind, to use
Hume’s own term (1.3.11.4; 1.3.11.11): such violence threatens the coherence of
the web of belief. The occasion of a derailment, in a suitably reflective cognitive
subject, brings the relevant custom into view—whereas otherwise one’s customs
generally hum along quite unnoticed. Much goes along for the ride in an
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association based upon custom: the color and smell of the liquid, say, that brings
about a state of pleasant inebriation. If someone is confronted for the first time
with a liquid that is now pale yellow instead of deep red, it is as if sand were
thrown into the groove of the existing association, the track along which the mind
tends to run. The movement of the mind will be obstructed to some degree or
another, so that the subject now conceives less readily and vividly the anticipated
inebriation. The custom has been brought into view; and should the subject find
that the yellow liquid lifts her spirits just as well as the red, she is in a position to
recognize that the color of the liquid is a ‘superfluous’ rather than an ‘essential’
circumstance and refine the custom accordingly (1.3.13.9).

Thus, while the coherence of a cognitive subject’s representations is wrought by
the automatic forces of custom, it is potentially refined and corrected through
reflective self-examination when appropriate. Returning now to Hume’s com-
monwealth metaphor, we can find in it now a fundamental ambiguity: for who, or
what, is the governor? This is the same as to ask: on what does the synthetic unity
of representation depend? By taking custom to be the foundation of all of our
judgments, Hume seems prepared to suppose that this governor is nothing other
than nature herself. But Hume’s remarks regarding the reflective assessment of
custom suggest a different reading. Although the regularities of nature impress
themselves upon the subject, creating grooves or tracks along which the mind
runs, still the subject can represent these customs as rules, and ought to refine and
correct them as appropriate. The unity and coherence of the subject’s representa-
tions would then be attributed to something that the subject does. Viewed in this
context, the governor of the commonwealth would seem to be none other than the
subject, as a robust cognitive agent.

This conception of cognitive agency needs to be in play if we are to take
seriously the enlightenment requirement that a subject be able to recognize
herself as the source of her cognitions. Hume acknowledges this requirement
when he includes reflective self-assessment in his account of human cognition—
so that we do not merely suffer the accretions of custom, but can (and should)
reflectively examine our customs when they derail. However, this is an
afterthought in his account, and it is overwhelmed by currents that pull in an
opposing direction. Hume concludes his account of causal reasoning by
suggesting that it is ‘nothing but a wonderful and unintelligible instinct in our
souls’ (1.3.16.9). If the cognitive subject acts from a kind of instinct to reestablish
unity and coherence of her representations when a custom derails, then we have
lost the robust conception of agency that Hume seemed to invoke: when instinct
governs the behavior of a creature it does so without that creature’s needing to
have any conception of this governance, or representation of its rules.

8. A Priori Synthesis

For Kant, if we are to take seriously the enlightenment requirement that a subject
be able to recognize herself as the source of her cognitions, then we must also
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invoke the idea of the spontaneity of the mind. Hence Kant first glosses this
spontaneity as the mind’s capacity to ‘produce representations itself’ (A51/B75).
The synthesis that is responsible for the coherence of a subject’s system of
representations—and thus for her enjoying contentful representations at all—is
due to the subject herself. This is the point of calling the synthesis appealed to in
the apperception principle ‘a priori’.39

To understand what Kant means by ‘a priori synthesis’, it might help to
recognize how close Hume comes to the idea—at least inasmuch as he suggests
that personal identity rests upon cognitive agency. If Hume is committed to this
much, then he should also grant the following. When a subject acts to restore
unity and coherence among her representations, she does so with a certain end in
view: for this much is entailed by the idea of intentional agency. By the lights of
the commonwealth metaphor, we suppose that end to be cognition. So, if the
cognitive subject is acting purposefully—refining her customs with this
determinate end in view—she presumably has some general conception of the
systematic order of representation that would constitute knowledge of nature,
since that is what she is working towards.

That our cognitive activity should depend upon an idea of the whole of
cognition is effectively what Kant maintains through the apperception principle.
Kant is not asking us to imagine a priori synthesis as some kind of mysterious
process; for he is not, he insists, trying to provide a genetic account of human
cognition in the Transcendental Deduction (A86-7/B118-9). He is instead arguing
that we must have a fundamental grasp of the systematic order of representation
in order to be knowers at all. This fundamental grasp of the systematic order of
representation is, in effect, the a priori synthesis of the apperception principle.
Since synthesis is a combination of representations, an a priori synthesis would
be a combination of representations that does not depend upon experience.
Moreover, if we appeal to the synthesis model of thinking in order to account for
mental content, then an a priori synthesis would presumably be a combination of
representations that is the source of mental content as such. Finally, if we have in
view some idea of a combination of representations that is the source of mental
content as such, then this synthesis is a framework of the whole of cognition—not
this or that concrete piece of it, but a systematic order in virtue of which this or
that representation has the content that it has and can contribute to knowledge of
material nature.

In the aftermath of the Deduction, this systematic order is articulated as a
battery of ‘principles of pure understanding’ which concern the totality of nature
as a law-governed whole.40 Our extrapolation from Hume’s commonwealth
metaphor suggests that some such grasp of the systematic whole of representa-
tion is required in order for there to be robust cognitive agency, which is itself
integral to the enlightenment ideal Kant wants to defend. For Kant, this robust
cognitive agency—the capacity of the subject to recognize herself as the source of
her cognitions—is broadly attributed to the spontaneity of the mind.41

I have suggested that the apperception principle is dependent upon Kant’s
appeal to the spontaneity of the mind—so is everything about Kant’s project
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in the Critique, including the initial conception of reason, and the aspiration to
vindicate a priori knowledge. To explain the precise nature of Kant’s appeal
to spontaneity is a further project, and one that I cannot take up here. Suffice it
to say that Kant’s appeal to spontaneity belongs to the broadly rationalist
tradition, inasmuch as it invokes the idea of the mind’s freedom from being
determined by the causal order of material nature. So it is quite clear that Hume
would not have set down the ‘thorny path’ of critical philosophy (P 4:367)—
at least as Kant conceived it. It is all the more striking, then, that Kant engages
at length with Hume as he seeks to establish the apperception principle in
the Deduction. Yet if my account is correct, it makes sense. For Kant finds
in Hume a philosopher who had some recognition—perhaps only dim—that
the attention model of thinking cannot sustain the broad aspirations of the
enlightenment project. So Kant engages with Hume to acknowledge this
profound point of agreement, and then to show where they must part com-
pany, and why.42

Melissa McBay Merritt
School of History and Philosophy
University of New South Wales
m.merritt@unsw.edu.au

Alison, H.

NOTES

1 I have quoted here its complete name; see also the formulation in the title of §17
(‘principle of the synthetic unity of apperception’, B136), as well as the preliminary
formulation that appears in §16 (‘principle of the necessary unity of apperception’, B135).
The latter is incomplete because it omits the crucial point that the unity is synthetic, the
significance of which I aim to address in the course of this paper.

2 See §16 (B131–33); a more precise understanding of the principle will emerge in the
course of this paper.

3 The two commentators who have most directly considered whether Kant provides,
or has the resources to provide, an argument for the apperception principle are Paul Guyer
and Henry Allison. Their differing accounts take the form of a debate about whether
the apperception principle is ‘analytic’ or ‘synthetic’. Allison argues that the appercep-
tion principle is analytic on the concept of a discursive intellect (see 1986; 1993; and 2004:
165–167). Guyer argues that the apperception principle would need to be synthetic a
priori in order for it serve the purpose that Kant sets for it—unfortunately, however, Kant
fails to provide an adequate argument for the principle (see Guyer 1980; and 1987: 131–
154). It is not my intention to adjudicate their debate, although I will touch on aspects of
it below.

4 Note, for example, James Van Cleve, who points to the ‘principle of the unity of
apperception’ as the ‘starting point of the Transcendental Deduction’ (1999: 78); however,
in the analysis that follows, he conflates this principle with the opening line of §16 (and
omits the crucial qualifier ‘synthetic’ that figures in Kant’s complete formulation of the
apperception principle). For a more nuanced version of the same oversight, consider
Henry Allison, who complains about Patricia Kitcher’s view that ‘the doctrine of
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apperception’ is the conclusion of Kant’s argument in the Deduction, when it is instead
‘the initial premise of the Deduction’ (1993: 237–8). But what is the ‘doctrine of
apperception’? Is it the apperception principle itself (which makes a claim about a priori
synthesis), or some more general claim about apperception or self-consciousness?
Although Allison evidently appreciates the difference (1993: 244), he does not consistently
acknowledge it: in other work (2004: 163–4), he blurs the two.

5 This remark holds of the second-edition Deduction, which I shall focus on in this
paper. Kant claims that the two versions of the Deduction differ only in the manner
of exposition, and not in content (Bxxxviii). I believe this is correct, but it would distract
from the line of thought that I wish to pursue here to take account of the significant
differences in strategy and structure between the two versions. (Accounting for these
differences would also be required to address the dispute between Guyer and Allison
noted above.)

6 On the Critique as a project of self-knowledge, see Axi-xii, Bxxxv, A849/B877. The
operative conception of reason is drawn from reason’s claim to ‘determine its object
wholly a priori’ (Bx). The Critique of Pure Reason sets out to vindicate this claim with
respect to the theoretical employment of reason: that is, in the knowledge of material
nature. The Critique of Practical Reason readdresses the claim of reason with regard to the
practical employment of reason: that is, in the determination of the good to be brought
about by action.

7 The three ‘principal sources of prejudice’ are not mutually exclusive (JL 9:76). For
example, inclination will often encourage imitation, as Kant suggests when he points to
the ‘prejudices of prestige’, where imitation is reinforced by our ‘desire to imitate what is
described to us as great’ (9:78).

8 In ‘What is Enlightenment?’, Kant contrasts the disposition to think for oneself with a
disposition to think in a way that would seem to express only the passive and fixed
dispositions of a machine. Enlightenment, Kant concludes, makes one ‘now more than a
machine’ (8:42; see also JL 9:76 for the same rhetorical emphasis). I examine this distinction
between mechanism and spontaneity elsewhere (2009).

9 By ‘common’, Kant does not refer to what is ordinary: indeed, it may well be
that these maxims are only rarely acknowledged in our actual cognitive practices. The
three maxims specify the conditions of something like cognitive health, as Kant explains
(5:293).

10 Kant presents the three maxims in JL (9:57), KU (5:294), and Anth (7:228 and 200).
Although the presentation of the three maxims is largely consistent across these texts, Kant
sometimes formulates the second maxim as ‘to think in the position of another’, rather
than ‘everyone else’ (see 9:57 and 7:200). In ‘What is Orientation in Thinking?’, Kant
glosses enlightenment as ‘the maxim of always thinking for oneself’ (8:146n). Kant does
not explicitly refer to the maxims in ‘What is Enlightenment?’; there the normativity of the
notion of enlightenment is indicated by the juridical language employed throughout the
essay. For other recent accounts of the three maxims, see O’Neill (1989: 46–47) and
Deligiorgi (2002: 148–151).

11 This is the opening line of §16. The first section of the Deduction—§15—serves an
introductory function: it recalls a central thesis of the Critique, namely that sensibility and
understanding are distinct, or heterogeneous, sources of cognition. This thesis is there
recast in terms of a distinction between receptivity and spontaneity: ‘The manifold of
representations can be given in an intuition which is merely sensible, i.e. is nothing but
receptivity, and the form of this intuition can lie a priori in our faculty of representation
without being anything other than the mode in which the subject is affected’ (B129; emphasis
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added). What cannot be given through the senses is the ‘combination of a manifold’, for
this is an ‘act of spontaneity’ and an ‘action of the understanding’ (B130). With this, Kant
indicates that the overarching task of the Deduction is to account—in the face of this
heterogeneity—for the necessary cooperation of sensibility and understanding in the
production of knowledge. I argue for this interpretation of the task of the Deduction
elsewhere (2006); in the present paper, my focus is the apperception principle, not the
broader trajectory of the Deduction.

12 I use this label for convenience, not to link the proposition to Descartes. (If anything,
Kant means to underscore his distance from Cartesian philosophy of mind by putting
emphasis on the possibility operator: it is not that the ‘I think’ must accompany all of my
representations, but rather that it must be able to do so.)

13 I am using ‘intellect’ as a generic term, to refer to a capacity for thought. I will
address Kant’s terminology in greater detail in §5.

14 Guyer denies that the cogito statement is a self-evident proposition, pointing to
hypnotic trances and talking during sleep as examples of representations that are
evidently ‘had’, without being able to be ‘had’ in a self-conscious way (1987: 141). I take it
that he means to point to certain kinds of mental states that, by nature, cannot be self-
ascribed: mental goings-on in a hypnotic trance cannot be drawn into the fold of one’s self-
conscious representing. However, if I am right to suppose that the use of the first-person is
meant to remind us that the Critique is a project of self-knowledge, then it follows that the
epistemological concerns of the Critique would introduce a limitation on the scope of the
cogito statement, so that it would pertain to representations inasmuch as they are
potentially cognitively significant. It is not meant to apply to unconscious representations
in trances or dreams.

15 Allison makes what may be a similar point when he notes that (what I refer to as)
the cogito statement would hold even of an ‘intuiting’ or divine intellect; it is only on the
presupposition of a discursive intellect that we get a claim about synthesis (1993: 244; see
also 2004: 166). While this may be correct, it falls well short of providing an argument for
the crucial claim about synthesis; Allison does not even provide an explanation of the
entailment in question. We are left wondering why Kant should appeal to thinking as an
activity of synthesis at all—a question I aim to address in this paper.

16 There is no prima facie reason to suppose that a certain mode of mental activity is
fundamental to the mind: for there will of course be a variety of things that a mind does
when it is active, and it may well be the case that not all of its activities are modes of a
generic activity of thinking. However, the tendency to suppose that there must be a
fundamental conception of the activity of the mind was widespread in the early modern
era, perhaps due to the lingering influence of the Cartesian view that a mind is a
substance, and thinking its essence or principal attribute.

17 As Descartes explains in the Third Replies, ‘whatever is immediately perceived by
the mind’ counts as an ‘idea’ (1985: 127).

18 For the claim that a waking mind always thinking, see Locke, Essay Concerning
Human Understanding II.xix.3 (1975: 227–228) and II.1.9 (108); on thinking as an activity of
perception, see II.xxi.5 (236).

19 See Essay II.i.25 (1975: 118) and II.xix.1 (226). In these passages, Locke carefully
maintains that the object of the mind’s attention can only be to something mental, i.e. an
‘idea’. However, in other passages, Locke speaks as if the first object of the mind’s activity
of attention were a physical impression—an impulse on the sensory organ, or a ruffling of
the animal spirits in the brain, perhaps—seeming to suggest that this attention would itself
yields mental contents: for such a passage, consider Essay II.ix.4 (144). I take it that part of
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what Locke is struggling with here is the metaphysics of mind-body interaction, though I
cannot take up the issue here.

20 (I thank Joe Camp for putting this question to me, years ago.) Descartes also
supposes that there must be some such correlation between sensory ideas and their
physical causes—a point that rests upon the clear and distinct perception that God exists
and is ‘not a deceiver’ (1985: 55). However, Descartes also recognizes another source of
mental content, namely innate ideas. These, too, are ‘in’ a particular mind prior to that
mind’s attention to them—they are ‘in’ the mind as the divine stamp upon created
substance. As Descartes remarks in a letter of August 1641 to Hyperaspistes, the claim that
thinking is the essence of mind does not entail that ‘the mind of an infant meditates on
metaphysics in it its mother’s womb’: any particular subject, it seems, could remain
forever like that infant, attending only to the ideas arising from the body (1991: 189–190).
Ultimately, for Descartes, objective content rests upon the clear and distinct perception of
innate ideas.

21 As Kant explains, this can be demonstrated by showing the categories to be
conditions of the possibility of experience, thus avoiding the skeptical scenario in which
appearances might ‘be so constituted that the understanding would not find them in
accord with the conditions of its unity’ (A90/B123).

22 There is some controversy about what, exactly, ‘objective validity’ means for Kant.
While most commentators take it to refer to objective purport, Kant sometimes seems to
equate objective validity with truth (see, e.g. A788/B816). For present purposes, however, I
shall set aside this difficulty: for at the very least objective validity means objective
purport, which is all that is at issue for me here.

23 Leibniz may see the problem with the attention model of thinking, at least in the
Cartesian version. In the New Essays, Leibniz complains that the Cartesian view has the
divine creator figuring as the source of necessary truths rather than the mind itself: ‘If all
[the mind] had was the mere capacity to receive these items of knowledge—a passive
power to do so, as indeterminate as the power of wax to receive shapes or of an empty
page to receive words—it would not be the source of necessary truths, as I have just shown
that it is’ (1981: 79). Leibniz’s account of necessary truths broadly concerns fundamental
logical principles that are as ‘necessary for thought as muscles and tendons are for
walking’: even though we may have no explicit recognition of them, nevertheless we
tacitly endorse them inasmuch as we exercise our reason at all (83–4). I take this to have
been influential in Kant’s decision to take pure general logic as a starting point for the
‘transcendental logic’ that he begins to work out in the Transcendental Deduction—but
this is a broader issue that I cannot enter into here.

24 Kant reminds us of the distinction in the Deduction (§22, B146). On the meaning of
objective validity, see note 22 above.

25 Thus Kant glosses the ‘understanding in general’ as ‘the faculty of rules’ (A132/
B171).

26 How are we to understand the bare notion of representation in Kant’s usage? It is
tempting to suppose that representation is the object of thought, or what figures in
consciousness. But the notion of representation is something more rudimentary than these
glosses would allow: for only a creature with a faculty of understanding thinks, on Kant’s
view; and not every representation is had with consciousness. Note that in Kant’s
‘progression’ or ‘Stufenleiter’ of terms concerned with representation in the Critique, the term
representation is accepted as a genus and only its species are distinguished (A320/B376-7).

27 See, e.g., Leibniz (1981: 53–4). That Kant might have Leibnizian petites perceptions in
mind is suggested in Anth §5 (7:135).
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28 See Anth (7:117). (Kant’s gloss on the notion of consciousness also invites a regress
problem, though I will not take up that issue here.)

29 If we were to give verbal expression to the second and third grades in Kant’s list, we
might resort to: here something; and this is not that.

30 Comprehension is scientific cognition. In the passage under consideration, Kant
points to mathematics—widely accepted as scientific cognition par excellence, and which
Kant takes to be a science of nature (see Critique §22, B147).

31 Kant sometimes refers to the ‘higher cognitive faculty’ as the ‘understanding in
general’; he takes it to be comprised of understanding, the power of judgment (i.e. to
subsume representations under rules), and reason, the faculty of inference (A130-1/B169).
This division corresponds to the then-standard division in logic textbooks—addressing
concepts, judgment, and inference in that order.

32 I cannot say ‘of thinking’ because thought, for Kant, can only belong to a creature
capable of cognition.

33 Hume’s account of personal identity is not straightforward: his initial skepticism
about personal identity is followed by an apparent solution the problem of personal
identity—which solution is then later dismissed in the Appendix. I will discuss these
developments in §7: for I take the non-skeptical phase of Hume’s account of personal
identity to indicate that he comes closer to the apperception principle than is generally
appreciated. That said, however, it is not my aim in this paper to provide a complete
account of Hume’s views on personal identity.

34 The passages about personal identity are found in Treatise 1.4.6 (2007: 164–171).
Although this is not a text that Kant would have read directly, as Robert Paul Wolff points
out, he would have known of Hume’s provocative suggestion that the self is nothing more
than a ‘heap’ or a ‘bundle’ of perceptions through the 1772 German translation of James
Beattie’s Essay on the Nature and Immutability of the Truth, which quotes in full the passages
in which the famous ‘heap’ and ‘bundle’ metaphors occur (see Wolff 1960: 117 and 120–1).
Kant would also have been aware of the allusion to Hume’s ‘heap’ metaphor in Johann
Nicholas Tetens’ Philosophische Versuche—which Tetens rejects: ‘Mein Ich ist ein Eins, nicht
ein Haufen von mehrern Dingen’ (1777: 178).

35 This promise of an explanation is not meant to mitigate Hume’s view that ‘The
identity, which we ascribe to the mind of man, is only a fictitious one’ (2007: 169). The
account of personal identity follows upon Hume’s account of the similar ‘fiction’
regarding the ‘continued existence’ of material bodies in Treatise 1.4.2.

36 I am using ‘cognition’ in a somewhat loose sense here. Hume often speaks as if only
reasoning concerning ‘relations of ideas’—i.e. what we would refer to as analytic judging,
yielding claims that hold of necessity—should be admitted as knowledge; reasoning
concerning ‘matters of fact’ does not admit of certainty, rests only on probabilities, and
yields only varying degrees of belief (for an example of this way of talking, see, e.g.
1.3.13.19). When I say here that the relevant end must be ‘cognition’, I am using the term in
a broader sense that would include probabilistic reasoning concerning matters of fact.

37 In the Treatise’s Appendix, Hume disparages the idea that the commonwealth
metaphor might provide some kind of solution to the problem of personal identity. The
commonwealth metaphor of course relies upon the idea that a subject has a multiplicity of
representations. In the Appendix, Hume has us consider the mind as ‘reduc’d even below
the life of an oyster’, having ‘only one perception, as of thirst or hunger’ (2007: 399)—not
even fluctuations between the two. Hume suggests that since it would be (intuitively)
absurd to attribute selfhood to such a mind, ‘the addition of other perceptions’ to this
subject ‘could never give you that notion’, either. Obviously, if the mind has only one
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continual perception, there is nothing to compare, connect, or associate: there is no
synthetic activity, and the attention model of thinking is forced upon us.

38 Edwin McCann (1985: 75) notes that Kant draws upon a ‘Humean’ view of personal
identity—one, at least, that ‘renders the identity of the self in terms of relations between
its representations’. However, even if we should restrict our attention to Hume’s
commonwealth metaphor, it would not follow that he has quite the same conception of
personal identity as Kant. The fact that according to Hume the activity of synthesis follows
the automatic path of custom entails that the analogy with governance is somewhat
strained, given that the latter suggests autonomy or self-legislation. This, indeed, is
another way of getting at the fundamental break between Hume and Kant.

39 Guyer glosses the a priori synthesis invoked in the apperception principle as the
activity of mind responsible for ‘an actual imposition of order on nature’ (1980: 207 and
passim). On my reading, the apperception principle concerns the conditions of having
contentful representations at all; it does not say anything about the imposition of order on
nature. The apperception principle is systematically prior to any claims about nature,
which arise from an application of the apperception principle to particular facts about
human sensibility. This move is made in the second half of the Deduction, yielding a
further principle: namely that whatever may be represented spatio-temporally is
necessarily subject to categorial thought. This result provides the basis for Kant’s
subsequent enumeration of a battery of ‘principles of pure understanding’ in the aftermath
of the Deduction, which themselves articulate a general conception of nature as a law-
governed whole. As the apperception principle is systematically prior to these
developments, it is itself silent on the topic of nature.

40 Kant first alludes to this battery of principles, and hence a priori synthesis, when he
points to the enlightened practices of experimental natural science in the B Preface:
‘Reason, holding in one hand its principles, according to which alone agreement among
appearances can be admitted as laws, and in the other hand the experiment which it has
thought out in accordance with these principles, must approach nature in order to be
taught by it. But it must not do so in the character of a pupil, who lets whatever the teacher
wants to say be recited to him, but rather like an appointed judge who compels the
witnesses to answer the questions which he puts to them’ (Bxiv).

41 Susan Hurley charges that Kant falls prey to ‘the myth of the giving’: Kant ‘fails to
come to grip with the fact that intentional acts themselves, however spontaneous they may
be, have content and thus presuppose the unity of the concepts or the object that provide
their content just as much as perceptual experience does’ (1994: 154). On her view, Kant
appeals to an active synthesis to explain the unity of the subject, ‘as if unity could not be a
feature of the data of sensibility on their own, and, more importantly still, as if agency did
not already depend upon unity’ (163). Hurley’s charge depends upon our supposing that a
priori synthesis is intentional action; however, it is not obvious that we should conceive of
a priori synthesis in this way—and if not, then no question arises as to its content.
Elsewhere (2009), I argue that Kant’s appeal to spontaneity must be understood in terms of
the normative framework of our cognitive lives—an approach that Hurley dismisses
rather quickly (see 1994: 152). According to my account here, Kant’s account of mental
content emerges when we appreciate the apperception principle in light of that broader
normative context. It is not meant to be established through the appeal to a priori synthesis
directly.

42 I am grateful to many individuals—both known and anonymous—who have
commented on this paper, or one of its ancestors. Special thanks are due to Markos Valaris,
who helped me see it through its several incarnations.
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