It’s not so much that Kant disagrees with the notion that the human soul is an indivisible unity. Indeed, Kant would have felt uncomfortable with the concept of an ununified consciousness - he argues that such a oneness within perception is an essential prerequisite for knowledge of the world. His problem is more with philosophers who wield this concept as proof of the distinction between mind and matter, by treating such knowledge of the soul as objectively real, through which it is possible to extend our knowledge of truth.





In a move which is absolutely typical of his transcendental method, Kant will volunteer that such matters concerning the truth of the soul are in essence unknowable. Throughout The Critique of Pure Reason, Kant demonstrates that because knowledge itself only exists under certain preconditions, these preconditions must veil the objectively true nature of the world. This stance allows him to critique the powers of reason itself, and to some extent demarcate its limits.





When Kant turns his attention to arguments concerning the nature of the soul, his intent is to uncover ‘fallacies grounded in the nature of human reason’ (A341). He aims to reveal the limitations of what we are able to say of the soul independently of experience (which Hume had shown to be unreliable). In his Critique of the Second Paralogism of Transcendental Psychology (A351-61) he addresses the notion of the soul’s perceived simple character and concludes that ‘there is no way of attaining to it, as an objectively valid concept’ (A361).





This essay shall trace Kant’s argument as it stands in the first edition of the Critique, keeping in mind his conception of the transcendental unity of apperception and the historical  context of contemporary arguments concerning the soul’s simplicity. It shall also assess how Kant’s position fares against challenges to the scenario of a unified consciousness, in particular focusing on considerations of the implications of psychological studies of brain-bisection patients.





Kant salutes the force of the argument for the simplicity of the soul (Mijuskovic calls it the ‘simplicity argument’) at the outset of his Critique of the Second Paralogism, admitting its power to seem ‘to withstand even the keenest scrutiny’ (A351). He suggests that the concept is a natural inference from the unimaginability of the proposition that a thought could be the result of the action of a multitude of discrete parts. The core of the argument, as he reports, is that ‘representations... distributed among different beings, never make up a whole thought... and it is therefore impossible that a thought should inhere in what is essentially composite’ (A352).





To further this line of reasoning from within the Kantian framework, we must grant that the apprehension of an object requires the synthesis of a manifold of intuitions into a united conception. To view an inner city street and perceive it as such we must integrate the sounds and smells, the colours of the cars and passers-by, textures of concrete and glass. In order to perform this bringing-into-one, I must first myself be an integrated perceiver. If we concede that this is the case, it is clear that we enter difficulty when we apply this rule to oneself, because we may not conceive of such a unity of self as being itself a colony of units. How may we synthesise a manifold self into a unity if the unifying self is manifold? The contradiction involved is a strong argument for the transcendental unity of the active observer.





In Kant’s words, ‘no fixed and abiding self can present itself in this flux of inner appearances’ (A107). He therefore concludes that there must be some absolute precondition for experience, without which there can be none. He names this ‘pure original unchangeable consciousness’ the transcendental unity of apperception (A107). This unity of apperception he hypothesises to be implicated in the form of understanding itself, as a fundamental part of the structure of the system through which we confront the real world.





What must this concept of the transcendental apperception, which Kant identifies as the formal synthesiser of manifold intuition, imply about the nature of the objects thus synthesised? It seems that if the unity of an object depends upon the action of consciousness, and if it would therefore be impossible to conceive of an object the representation of which had not undergone such a bringing-together (for to conceive of it would be to synthesise it) then knowledge of the object as it is-in-itself would be unattainable. This is why Kant sees the world of objective reality as being entirely unknowable, for to have any knowledge of it would prerequire some constructive analysis of intuitions and thus a compromise of its raw openness.





It is this sobering news that Kant brings to arguments concerning the simplicity of the soul, for its true nature, Kant feels, is out of our reach. Although one might have expected Kant to entirely agree that the soul is simple, reading ‘soul’ as the manifestation of his transcendental unity of apperception, Kant will instead subject the simplicity argument to considerable scrutiny which he believes will expose its fundamental fallacies.





Kant asks how one might prove the simplicity argument through reason. It is clear that  the concept of a thought does not absolutely necessitate the qualification that it must inhere in a unified substance. It is not altogether incompatible with the notion ‘thought’ that it might be a collective noun - indeed, when we consider any thought, we can conceive of breaking it down into units. Thus the judgement that ‘thought can only inhere in a unified substance’ is not an analytic a priori one, but a judgement made which has the character of a synthetic a posteriori examination (A353). Yet Kant cannot allow that such an examination can lend any weight to the argument - as a posteriori judgements involve an appeal to the realm of experience, which ‘yields us no knowledge of necessity’ (A353).





So how may we derive this proposition? There is evidently some fundamental dilemma with the approach to the argument from the angle as described above. In order to sort out what is going wrong, Kant carefully examines the simplicity argument to discern what we really mean when we assert that a thinking consciousness is unified.





Interestingly, Kant notes that the consideration of a thinking subject is unique, as it is the only situation which requires an objectification of a formal subject. When we make the subjective self into an object, we are constructing a self-representation which has the form I Think (Descartes’ cogito), which is derived from our experience of the transcendental unity of apperception (as part of the form of consciousness). Thus, we must demand the simplicity of the representation, as the I of I Think functions to unify manifold intuitions which constitute the meaning of the thought - by this depiction we are compelled to see the I as the transcendental unifier within the subjective cogito. ‘It is this I that we presuppose in all thinking’ (A354).





Here is the mistake. The objectification fails in that it attempts to make an object of a form which is actually a precondition for objectification. Hartnack clarifies this kind of misapprehension as the attempt to render something as constitutive that is merely regulatory. (IK, p33).





Thus this ‘proof’ of the simplicity argument is based on the mere unity of a representation which is misunderstood in its function. When we say ‘the soul is simple’, what we really mean is ‘the representation of the soul is simple’ - and that representation, being a regulation of objectification only, is thus indeterminate from an objective viewpoint and an empty proposition. We abstract away from the actual nature of the subject when we designate it as the actually empty I which ‘tells us nothing whatsoever in regard to myself as an object of experience’ (A356).





To further demonstrate the emptiness of the proposition, Kant calls for a test of its presumed value. This assay of the utility of the simplicity argument is in reply to philosophers such as Descartes and Leibniz who had used it within their systems of proofs about the nature of the soul. Such systems had a deep root in the history of Western philosophy. It shall be expedient, therefore, to consider here this historical context of the simplicity argument in order to more fully appreciate the motivations behind these moves in Kant’s critique.





Ben Lazare Mijuskovic, in his book The Achilles of Rationalist Arguments, excavates the simplicity argument from Plato’s Phaedo, in which Socrates speaks of the soul as being ‘incomposite, invisible and indissoluble’. Mijuskovic goes on to demonstrate how the argument developed into part of the framework supporting the thesis of the immortality of the soul. Simplicity was thought to imply indestructibility and immateriality, and was thus involved in proofs for immortality throughout the middle ages and into the enlightenment.





We find in Descartes a clear exposition of this argument. In the Cartesian cogito we understand the soul to be a distinct entity whose elementary condition is thought, and that its separation from the material body is evidenced by the possibility of thought without reference to material objects. In establishing its distinction, Descartes invokes the argument for simplicity of the soul as an indivisible non-material entity. He writes: ‘the mind cannot be conceived except as indivisible... [because] we are not able to conceive of the half of any mind’.





In the Sixth Meditation, Descartes writes:





There is a great difference between mind and body, in that body, by its nature, is always divisible, and that mind is entirely indivisible. For in truth, when I consider my mind, that is to say myself insofar as I am only a thinking being, I can distinguish no parts, but conceive myself as one single and complete thing’ (p164)





It must be noted here that Descartes is not merely deriving the conclusion that his soul is simple in nature through self-examination only - his argument’s strength rests on the assertion that ‘half a mind’ is an unimaginable concept. Of course, Kant agrees with Descartes on this point, but stops short of making statements about the nature of the soul as immaterial and immortal; conceptions which were, by the time Kant came to consider the simplicity argument, taken to be naturally implicated with it. Kant picked up on this leap and moved to oppose it.





It is with arguments such as Descartes’ in mind that Kant surmises that the only practical value in the assertion of the simplicity argument is to emphasise a perceived distinction between mind and body, between the mental and the material. Kant’s next advance shall be to undermine this misapplication of the simplicity argument by demonstrating that, even if it were possible to prove the soul’s indivisible unity through pure reason (which he has just disproved), then the argument still could not be used to set apart mind and matter.





He begins by reflecting on the fact that our bodies are outwardly intuitable, and admits that thinking entities as such may only be intuited from within, and can never appear in space. Whilst this may on the surface suggest the separate natures of mind and body, Kant reminds us that the properties of bodies as perceived (i.e. extension, shape, cohesion etc) belong not to the body as it is-in-itself, but are themselves predicates for the sensibility and intuition of the body. Just as it would be a mistake to ascribe the property of unity to the objectively real ‘soul’ because unity is a transcendental function which regulates perception, so too is it fallacious to speak of the body itself as having extension and substance, as these actually consist in the form of consciousness and do not belong to the body-in-itself. The objectively true nature of the body is unknowable to us because in order to have knowledge of it we must impose form.





This principle is the subject of much of the earlier discussion of the Critique of Pure Reason. It is re-asserted here to illuminate the fact that, considering we have no knowledge of the objective nature of the body, we are in no position to distinguish its objective properties from those of a hypothesised simple soul. If its constituent matter was a thing-in-itself (i.e. if its composite nature was part of its actual essence) then it would clearly be different in kind to that of consciousness - but divisibility is part of its outward nature, so its true nature may conceivably be simple too - it may merely appear to us as composite. Matter, for all we know, might itself experience its own inner sense whose thoughts we may not intuit. ‘Accordingly’, writes Kant, ‘the thesis that only souls (as particular kinds of substances) think, would have to be given up’ (A359).





Kant, of course, does not wish to expound this view. He is merely pointing out the illegitimacy of the attempt to make claims concerning the objective nature of things and to use these claims to support arguments which distinguish between such things. This is to rely on precepts about which we can have no knowledge. Thus, by eliminating the validity of such arguments as set forth by Descartes, Kant removes the only use that the simplicity argument could have for us, and has lucidly demonstrated the emptiness inherent in the proposition  that the soul is simple, even if it were attainable through reason. 





It is interesting to note that Kant’s position here, in that he argues for the unknowability of the thing-in-itself, protects his arguments for transcendental unity from the same kinds of attacks that might be used to undermine the simplicity adherents (such as Descartes) from a different angle than that used by Kant. Kant’s report of the transcendental unity of apperception, as stressed above, claims nothing of the actual constituency of consciousness and can thus accommodate the possibility that it is untrue to say that ‘thoughts may only inhere in an indivisible subject’. If Kant’s transcendental unity is a condition for knowledge only, then it can survive criticism that consciousness is in itself far from unified - it need only assert that representations, even if they do consist in a manifold state, must be conceived through a principle of unity of apperception.





Recent studies of patients who have undergone brain-bisection (an operation, administered usually to reduce the effects of severe epilepsy, in which the patient’s brain is divided along its corpus callosum thus preventing neural communication between the two hemispheres) have given weight to suspicions that the self is much less unified than has been presumed in previous centuries. Whilst such patients behave normally under most circumstances, subtle experiments reveal that each hemisphere can behave as a separate consciousness, each circumventing the severed links to the other via external means (such as speech, which can be heard by both hemispheres) in order to function co-operatively. Stimuli presented to one hemisphere may only register in the other by means of clues delivered by the perceiving half, and if that communication is denied, then the patient is literally in two minds as to his response (e.g. Sperry 1964).





Commentators on split-brain patients have found in the behaviour of these individuals evidence that suggests that the apparent unity of the self is an illusion. In the consideration of split-brain patients, Nagel writes: ‘we are subtly ignoring the possibility that our own unity may be nothing absolute, but merely another case of integration, more or less effective, in the control system of a complex organism... the illusion consists in projecting inward to the centre of the mind the very subject whose unity we are trying to explain’ (p89).





This last comment is itself Kantian in nature, who would agree that the conclusion to the simplicity argument is due to the inner projection of a representation of the self which is then taken to be an objective entity. Whilst Descartes’ argument might suffer for this criticism, Kant’s assertion of the transcendental unity can remain unshaken. If we take up the conception of the cogito as being merely an integration within a control system, Kant can still appeal to a transcendental principle involved in the performance of that integration as a prerequisite for the knowledge derived from the co-operative functions of the normally operating parts of consciousness. To understand this point is to truly come to grips with the force of Kant’s theory. Kant’s attention is not towards an objective I, but an I which is a condition of subjectivity.





However, we might consider that Kant could be mistaken to insist on the necessity for formal unity. We must keep in mind that Kant’s derivation of his principle of transcendental unity emerges from his conception of knowledge as being primarily involved in the synthesis of manifold intuition into perceived objects, the representations of which inhere as concepts within a unified perspective. This is an assumption upon which Kant grounds his theory which we may wish to challenge. For example, we may choose to consider the ideas of some later philosophers who have suggested that synthesis is not the primary form of apprehension, but that instead what is fundamental is the perception of difference (e.g. de Saussure, Derrida). This is a judgement entirely different in character to that of synthesis, and such a view might cause us to feel that Kant’s theories are on a less certain base than might first appear.





To demonstrate an alternative depiction of knowledge which would cause us to review Kant’s Critique, consider that Kant’s conception of synthesis can be represented through the equation:





intuitions p + q + r = concept x








This equation represents the action of consciousness as assimilating manifold intuition into a unified conception which can then qualify as knowledge. Under the alternative view, however, intuitive perception is of an incoherent whole mass which we divide into objects:





                                                intuition     
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                                     object differentiation








If our understanding operates by this analysis, as opposed to the one presented by Kant, then the form we impose on reality is divisive, and not synthetic. We may contemplate this description of the action of our awareness by regarding any object and noticing how we keep it distinct from the other intuitions we experience which we are holding back from the object conceived. We might consider that the entirety of the images on the canvas of our mind do not equate to a unified perception of the whole, but to a country of images which we are struggling to keep separate from each other through the co-operation of the parts of our understanding. 





Within our field of vision, there are a multitude of objects which we are simultaneously representing. Whilst Kant would ascribe this to the action of a unifying consciousness, we might point out that there are objects within our visual field that are being held together in our representation even though we are not consciously attending to them. We could not describe ourselves as having real knowledge of these objects, yet we are inclined to think that these intuitions continue to be represented as separate objects within our visual field even when we do not notice them. We might be tempted to ask what, if not the transcendental unity principle working through our consciousness, is performing this synthesis. One possibility is that Kant’s thesis of transcendental apperception as the formal unifier is in some way incomplete.





If we may indeed, via the above suggested means or otherwise, reconceive of our notion of knowledge, then perhaps we may be lead to suggest a new transcendental deduction of the categories & forms of understanding. Such a deduction could feasibly reveal a transcendental disunity of consciousness, required not so much to hold concepts together within the imagination, but to keep them as distinct.








