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MAN, SELF, AND TRUTH 

The destiny of philosophy is indissociably linked with the des 

tiny of man. Whatever its ultimate aspirations, philosophy remains 
rooted in man and his self-questioning. It is not merely a reflection 
on man, but one of his vital activities: an intellectual enterprise 
which is created and sustained by living philosophers and which is 

addressed, implicitly or explicitly, to other men. Even if its outer 
horizons encompass more than the strictly human, its insights re 
main valid only for humans. Human beings alone can grasp and 
extend philosophical truth. It is in view of this fundamental fact 
that Heidegger asks: "What is the meaning of the expression 'to 

philosophize' if the philosophical problematic is such that it finds 
its abode and its center in the essence of man?"1 Within the 
confines of this paper, we shall not attempt to determine what 

philosophizing is; instead, we shall concentrate on the question of 
the role of man and self in truth, of which philosophical truth is a 

paradigm case. We should observe at the outset, however, that it is 
one thing to hold that philosophical truth is grasped as valid by 
individual human beings alone and quite another thing to assert 
that such truth is exclusively the truth of or about such individuals. 
It may be one of the conditions of philosophical truth that it be 
true for someone?for the philosopher himself, or for his actual or 

potential interlocutors?but this does not mean that the scope of 

philosophy is restricted to explicating man's essence or the sense of a 

singular human life. Philosophical method itself transcends the 

particular content of philosophy, as we see clearly in the effort of 

metaphysics to systematize insight. Yet it remains the case that 

philosophy finds its primary origin and support in man. 

As a consequence, the mark of man cannot be effaced from the 

philosophical enterprise. This mark is present in all types of philos 
ophy, from the most severely formal to the most descriptively con 

crete. A distinctly human concern is no less present in a demand for 

metaphysical or logical perfection than in the apotheosis of the 

l Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, trans. J. S. Churchill 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1962), p. 219. Hereinafter cited as 

KPM. 
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MAN, SELF, AND TRUTH 219 

ordinary and everyday. The fact that much recent philosophy comes 
under the latter rubric does not make it as such any more or less 
human than earlier projects of metaphysical systems or formal lan 

guages. It is always a matter of selective emphasis, and no single 
direction or style of philosophical inquiry is definitive of philosophy 
as a whole. This is one reason why the future of philosophy cannot 

be predetermined or programmed, and why, too, ancient philoso 
phy retains a perennial interest and vitality. The essentially human 
concerns which orient the philosophical mind in any age makes a 

certain philosophia perennis possible. 
In fact, the linking of man's fate with that of philosophy is by no 

means an exclusively modern preoccupation. Pre-Socratic cos 

mologies were already concerned with the place of man in the 
universe. As Cassirer remarks of these cosmologies, "the question of 

the origin of the world is inextricably interwoven with the question 
of the origin of man."2 Thus Heraclitus declared that in philoso 
phizing "I have sought for myself."3 In this celebrated fragment, to 

which we shall have occasion to return, the meaning of "myself" 
remains tantalizingly unclarified: what self or aspect of self did 

Heraclitus seek? It is clear in any case that philosophy is here 

conceived as a quest and that at least part of the philosopher's goal 
is to know his own self, as well as the surrounding cosmos, better. 

Socrates was only reiterating this counsel when he stressed the 

Delphic "know thyself." In our century, Heidegger has followed 
suit in characterizing his ontology as a project of "questioning" 

pursued by a being whose "mineness" (Jemeinigkeit) is pri 
mordial.4 

But what is the nature of such "mineness"? How is it related to 

my existence and my character? Who is the self of "myself"? Does 

the self in question have merely pronominal, thus vacuous, iden 

tity? Is the self merely an instantiation of man regarded as a species, 

2 Ernst Cassirer, An Essay On Man (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), 

p. 3. 

8 
Fragment 101 in Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, ed. W. Kranz (5th 

ed.; Berlin: Weidman, 1934-37), I, p. 173. This fragment may also be translated, 

"I have searched myself." 
4 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. J. Macquarrie & E. Robinson (New 

York: Harper & Brothers, 1962), Intro., par. 2, p. 24 f. and Division I, par. 9, p. 67. 

Hereinafter cited as BT. 
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220 EDWARD S. CASEY 

or is it always unique? These are the sorts of questions which we 

must consider in exploring the relation of man and truth. Some of 
the most pertinent answers to such questions have come from two 

schools of thought: philosophical anthropology and existential or 

ontological autobiography. The former concentrates on maw?his 
essence or nature?and the latter on the self as unique and unre 

peatable. The respective claims of these two directions of thought 
will be examined below in Sections I and II. The question that will 

guide our speculation throughout will be: is truth human or tran 

scendental? Underlying the entire discussion will be a conviction, 
articulated most fully in Section III, that both man and self are 

relevant and even essential to truth, though not as they are depicted 
in philosophical anthropology and ontological autobiography. In 

stead of acting as cynosures, man and self will be seen as providing 
only one pole of the truth-relation. Indispensable as they are, each 

needs to be supplemented by an essential otherness. Such alterity is 

necessary for truth-claims to refer beyond themselves and to gener 
ate the dialectical movement which makes possible the emergence of 

truth. 

Nevertheless, it will also be shown that man, properly inter 

preted, remains crucial to the philosophical enterprise. Even if he is 
not always its explicit center and abode, he is essential to this 

enterprise, which is in turn bound up with the problem of truth. In 

this sense, philosophical anthropology and ontological autobiogra 

phy are perfectly correct in warning that man and self must not be 

neglected in a satisfactory theory of truth. Truth is, if nothing else, 
at least human. But to see philosophy and truth as strictly subordi 

nate to man or self is to overlook other dimensions, especially the 

transcendental one. Once the transcendental is distinguished from 

the transcendent, truth will be seen as an affair of immanence in 

which all significant factors, including those that are transcenden 

tal, are ingredient and indwelling. Rather than as a circle whose 

center point is man or self, we should conceive of truth as an ellipse 
whose two foci are in polar tension. Man must be displaced from his 

supposed central position in the truth-relation while not being 
made wholly eccentric to this relation. In short, truth must be 

shown to be both human and transcendental; such is the larger 
claim of the present paper: a claim which will be fully arguable 

only after a careful look at rival claims. 
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MAN, SELF, AND TRUTH 221 

I 
Before we can even begin to answer the question: Is philosophy 

human or transcendental? we must inquire into what we mean by 
the "human." Since it is by no means self-evident what the distinc 

tively human consists in, philosophical anthropology has taken for 
its task the definition of man. Its fundamental question is: What is 

Man? It is this question, asked of humanity as a whole, that is held 
to be the key to all other significant philosophical questions. As 

Max Scheler has written: 

In a certain sense, all the central problems of philosophy can be 
traced back to the question, What is Man? and what metaphysical 
stance and situation does he occupy within the whole of Being, 
world, and God?5 

Answers to the larger questions of philosophy would thus depend 
on how man is viewed, and metaphysics itself rests on philosophical 
anthropology. Kant, the founder of modern philosophical anthro 

pology, was the first to make this relationship explicit. In his lectures 
on Logic, he subsumed under the question, What is Man? the other 

great questions of philosophy: What can I know? What should I do? 
What may I hope? 

? These latter three questions represent the 

primary interests of pure reason, which possesses a "natural disposi 
tion" to metaphysics. To speak of a natural disposition is to root 

metaphysics in man's nature. For Kant, this nature is found in pure 
reason, which inexorably and fatefully poses metaphysical ques 
tions: ". . . questions which, as prescribed by the very nature of 
reason itself, it is not able to ignore, but which, as transcending all 
its powers, it is also not able to answer." 7 In Sender's term, meta 

physics become "meta-anthropology."8 Consequently, the most fun 
damental questions are anthropological, not metaphysical, ques 
tions. As Heidegger writes of Kant, "the establishment of meta 

Max Scheler, "Zur Idee des Menschen," in Vom Umsturz der Werte (Leip 

zig: Der Neue Geist, 1923), I, p. 273. 

? Cited by Heidegger, KPM, pp. 214-15. 
Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. . K. Smith (New York: 

Humanities Press, 1950), A vii, p. 7. Hereinafter cited as CPR. 
8 Max Scheler, Philosophical Perspectives, trans. O. A. Haac (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1958), p. 11. 
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222 EDWARD S. CASEY 

physics is [ultimately] an interrogation of man, i.e., it is anthro 

pology."9 
If philosophy must perform a necessary R?ckgang to man in 

order to answer its larger questions, it becomes a matter of primary 
importance to determine what discipline will explore human na 
ture. Can this be left to the natural or social sciences? Manifestly 
not, if these sciences remain distortingly parochial in their exclusive 
concerns with anthropogenesis, physical determinants of man, or 
cultural typologies. Even an empiricist like Hume conceived his 
"science of man" as a properly philosophical enterprise. His Trea 
tise of Human Nature was designed to show how principles of 
human nature lie at the foundation of the empirical sciences, and 
not vice-versa. Thus Hume states: 

There is no question of importance whose decision is not com 

prised in the science of man ... In pretending to explain the prin 
ciples of human nature we in effect propose a complete system of 
the sciences.10 

In Hume's view, the philosophical science of man will encompass 
the particular sciences of man because of its concern with "the 
constant and universal principles of human nature."11 

The only danger inherent in Hume's project as thus conceived is 
that man's nature will be seen as rigidly fixed, since constancy for 

Hume implies strict regularity. Hence Hume is much more im 

pressed by the sameness of human nature and action than by its 

potentialities for novelty: "... mankind are so much the same in all 

times and places that history informs us of nothing new or strange 
in this particular."12 Kant called this sense of philosophical anthro 

pology "physiological" because of its focus on what man actually is 

and has been. In contrast with such a purely factual (though 

universalist) view of man is "pragmatic" anthropology, which seeks 

to discover "what man as a free being makes, or can and should 

OKPM, p. 213. 

10 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1967) , Introduction, p. xx. Hereinafter cited as . 

11 David Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Charles W. 

Hendel (New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1955), p. 93. 

12 Ibid. 
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MAN, SELF, AND TRUTH 223 

make, of himself/'13 Hume's emphasis on universality and con 

stancy needs to be supplemented by a recognition of man's poten 
tialities; these latter allow for the emergence of creativity and 

novelty. (It does not matter here whether such potentialities are 
viewed phylogenetically or ontogenetically; in either case, some 

thing emerges which could not have been predicted on the basis of 

regularity alone.) 
Philosophical anthropology in the twentieth century has for the 

most part followed Kant's lead. It has approached man not just in 
his static structure but also in his apparent capacity to change this 
structure. Thus its task is no less than, in Scheler's formulation, "to 
show in detail how all the specific achievements and works of man 
. . . arise from the basic structure of human nature."14 Man is here 
seen as a creature of possibilities, among which is included his 
own self-transcendence. Thus one of his most characteristic traits is, 

precisely through his own achievements, to modify or even to sur 

pass his "basic structure." Creativity in this light is not a mere 
variation on such a structure, but the forging of genuinely new 
structures. As a result of this self-transforming character of man, his 
nature has been radically questioned as perhaps never before: Is 
this nature single or plural? Does it in fact exist in the first place? 

Man has come to be seen by some philosophers as beyond even his 

potentialities: as, at the limit, nothingness. We must examine more 

closely several such claims of contemporary philosophical anthro 

pology, a discipline for which man is the being whose very being is 
in question. 

Traditionally, man's being has been conceived as structured by 
a formal essence. This essence was thought to define man's nature in 
his specific difference from other worldly creatures. Seen as single, 
man's essence was said to be definitive of his being: to be its inner 
structure. This interpretation is both elegant and economical, and 

philosophers and scientists alike have adopted it as a working 

hypothesis in their respective anthropologies. We should notice, 

however, that it is one thing to claim that man has a single essence 

and something significantly different to furnish its actual definition. 

13 Immanuel Kant, Anthropologie in Werke, ed. E. Cassirer (Berlin: Cassirer, 

1912-22), Vol. VIII, Vorrede, p. 1. 

14 Max Scheler, Man's Place in Nature, trans. H. MeyerhofE (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1961), p. 88. 
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224 EDWARD S. CASEY 

On the one hand, we have those who believe such definition to be 

possible and who proceed to provide it. Aristotle defined man as 
zoon logos echon, and Freud held that "the deepest essence of man 

is instinctual impulse, whose elemental nature is the same in all 
men." 15 

Although these two definitions conflict directly in content, 

they perform the same function: both supply a definition of man in 
terms of a single specific property. Thus a formal and definitive 
essence is ascribed to man. 

But it may be maintained, on the other hand, that man, though 

possessing a single essence, cannot define this essence. The essence in 

question is formal?i.e., it structures his being?but it cannot itself 
be defined. Man is here envisaged as homo absconditus: highly 
structured, yet inscrutable to himself. Scheler is one who takes this 

position, stating flatly that "undefinability belongs to the essence of 
man ... A definable man has no meaning"; man is a "living X."1^ 
Man is not seen as lacking all qualities or defining properties, but 
his essence cannot be encompassed totum simul. The "X" or total 
essence of human nature can be approached only perspectivally; 
thus we never know more than part of its full content: "Man is so 

broad, variegated, and manifold that all [partial] definitions fall 
somewhat short. He has too many sides!"17 Perhaps only God can 

see man in his total, singular essence, but man himself cannot 

assume such an ?berblick. Nevertheless, one positive consequence 
of man's undefinability in human terms is held to be his unique 
ness. If man is in fact undefinable, he is also incomparable; even if 
man is "the measure of all things," there is nothing which can 

measure him in turn. As unique, man's nature cannot be subsumed 

under any genus, nor can we speak meaningfully of man's specific 
difference from other partially or putatively similar beings (e.g., 
from animals). 

There are two evident difficulties with the view of man as 

undefinable and its presumed consequence. First, it is never shown 

by Scheler or by others who hold this view why, if man's essence is 

undefinable, we are entitled to assume its existence. On what basis? 

15 
Sigmund Freud, Gesammelte Schriften (Leipzig: Internationaler Psycho 

analytischer Verlag, 1924), Vol. X, p. 322 f. 

? Max Scheler, "Zur Idee des Menschen," p. 292 and p. 293. 

Ibid., p. 275. 
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MAN, SELF, AND TRUTH 225 

To say or imply that there is a superior perspective from which this 
essence may be viewed panoramically is to beg the question: how 
can we know for certain that there is such an essence? Our doubts as 
to its existence will only increase when we observe that Husserl, 

who devoted himself to perfecting methods of insight into essences, 
reserved his opinion when it came to the question of the essence of 
man as such. Secondly, no evidence is offered for the necessity of the 

presumed link between man's single essence and his uniqueness: 
might not other beings, different in other ways from man, still 

possess the same formal essence as man? In this vein, Kant hinted 
that there might be other beings who, though essentially finite, 

might enjoy another kind of intuition than that of human 

beings.18 In addition, the belief in man's utter uniqueness suffers 
from the unfortunate consequence that if man is indeed sui generis 
he would be immune not only to all definition but also to all 

significant description. The only items of descriptive importance 
would be minute and accidental differences between individual 
men; but differences between men and other beings could not be 

meaningfully denoted, since essential human predicates would be 

strictly incommensurable with nonhuman traits. It may be the case 
that man is strikingly different from other living beings, but he is 
not totally different. There may be no continuum between the 
human and nonhuman with regard to (say) language or art, yet 
neither man's anatomical frame nor his inherent aggressivity is 

radically discontinuous with other animal species: homo homini 

lupus. (Such continuity is not destroyed by the possibility that man 

may express his body or his aggressivity in certain species-specific 
ways.) 

19 

To criticize those who maintain that man's essence is intrinsical 

ly undefinable or unique is not of necessity to be forced back to the 

prior position that man has a singular and yet describable essence: 

i.e., a formal essence with a specific content. The difficulty with this 

position begins with the fact that there seems to be no satisfactory 
way to adjudicate between competing claims, such as those cited 
from Aristotle and Freud, as to what this essence is. As long as the 
essence is held to be definable, anyone is free to describe it as he 

18 CPR, A 19, p. 65. 

19 Cf. Konrad Lorenz, On Aggression (New York: Bantam, 1969), passim. 
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226 EDWARD S. CASEY 

pleases. Only the merest limits of plausibility are demanded, and 
one can range from eidetic intuition to inductive generalization in 

arriving at a definition. Yet neither of these two methods, or any 
others for that matter, can guarantee ultimate insight. Discovering 
further facts about man will not necessarily result in what Hume 
called an "accurate anatomy of human nature,"20 nor will refined 
eidetic techniques necessarily ensure unanimous insight into this 
nature. Even if there is a central human essence, there appears to be 
no essential convergence of the inquiring community toward it. 
The presumed existence of certain innate factors or "universale" in 

language acquisition or in child development does not help to 
resolve the continuing controversy, since the relationship of lan 

guage and the child to the adult human essence would still remain 
in question.21 Further, we must ask why man's essence should be 
restricted to one central trait in the first place: why should man's 
essence be assumed to be singular? This hypothesis seems severely 
limiting. Scheler himself attests to man's plasticity. Instead of inter 

preting man's variations as aspects of a single essence, why not 

postulate a multiple essence? 
Such a move may not be more economical, but it does appear to 

represent more adequately man's sheer diversity in activity, interest, 
and sense of value. Pointing to this dramatic and irreducible plural 
ity of the human, the anthropologist Clifford Geertz writes: 

If we want to discover what man amounts to, we can only find 

it in what men are: and what men are, above all other things, is 

various.22 

A vital pluralism of essence would appear to be a viable interpreta 
tion of human nature; it is more faithful to what can be empirically 
or reflectively observed of man, and it avoids the reductionistic 

20 , p. 263. 

21 On language acquisition, cf. inter alia: Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the 

Theory of Syntax (Cambridge: MJ.T. Press, 1965), Sect. 8, pp. 47 ff.; Rulon Wells, 

"Distinctively Human Semiotic," in Social Science Information, VI, 2 (1967), p. 
120 f. On child development, cf. Jean Piaget, Play, Dreams, and Imitation in 

Childhood, trans. C. Gattegno and F. M. Hodgson (New York: Norton, 1962), 

Chap. 10, pp. 273 ff; J. H. Flavell, The Developmental Psychology of Jean Piaget 
(Princeton: Van Nostrand, 1963), Chaps. 1,2, and 7. 
22 in j. R. Platt (ed.), New Views of the Nature of Man (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1965), p. 115. 
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dangers of the single essence theory. Ludwig Binswangens version of 

philosophical anthropology provides an instructive example of such 
an open-ended view of man's essence. In this existential psycho 
analysis, Binswanger concerns himself with "the totality of man's 

experience of himself in all his modes of existence."2 3 
Emphasizing 

the totality of the human does not entail relativism as a conse 

quence, for the modes of existence in question are not each simul 

taneously actual. At a given time, only a finite set of human traits 
can be realized in a person or a group of persons; the remaining 
essential features are in varying states of actualization. In fact, the 

majority of them remain potential with respect to a given present 
situation. But man's Existenz is not merely relative to this totality 
of the human; on the contrary, it represents an absolute in face of 
the plurality of possible modes of being. This means that man is 

able to choose, situational factors permitting, whichever set of traits 

he wishes. Thus no single trait receives a priority such that others 

must be seen as derivative from it, as in the Freudian model of 

instinctual sublimation. Instead, each person creates his own 

essence as an absolute (though finite) expression of the multiple 
modes of his possible existence. In this view, there can be no single 
essence of man in general; rather, each human being possesses a 

multiple determination, representing a self-limited set chosen from 

among all possible human essences. Such finite sets, varying between 

individuals, account for apparent differences between human be 

ings in their apprehension of the world and each other: 

... all modes of human existence and experience believe they are 

apprehending something of the reality of being, in the sense of 

truth, and do so, indeed, in accordance with their own proper 
'forms of reason', which are not replaceable by or translatable into 

other forms.24 

Nevertheless, these forms of reason, which we have called finite sets 

of human traits, together compose the universally human. Man in 

specie then is seen as a complex of essences, and is irreducible to any 

23 L. Binswanger, "Freud's Conception of Man in the Light of Anthropology," 
in Being-in-the-World, trans. J. Needleman (New York: Basic Books, 1963), p. 
173. Italics mine. 

24 ibid. 
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228 EDWARD S. CASEY 

one or group of them. "Humanity" must include all that is essen 

tially human: humant nihil a me alienum puto. 
This position represents a sophisticated advance on the single 

essence theory. It more fully reflects the reality of man's freedom 
and the possibility of human change. It does justice to one's sense 
that the distinctively human is not formulable in terms of one 
essence (even a complexly qualified one). The major difficulty with 
the position is found in what is otherwise its main virtue: its open 
view of man. Is the openness of human nature in toto literally 
infinite? Are there no limits to the human? And, if there are such 

limits, are there not certain hierarchical distinctions between cru 
cial and peripheral human essences? By admitting any human pos 
sibility into the essential realm, we incur the danger of merely 
recapitulating the empirical aspects of man. There is no point in 

positing as part of man's essence every particular feature we observe 
in him. If we are still to talk meaningfully of "the human," it must 
retain some minimal unity, delimitation, and inner structure. This 
is not to suggest a fixed hierarchical order such as the unity of genus 
and species, a unity which limits the specific definition of man to a 

single supreme feature such as rationality, instinct, or language. All 
that is needed is the provisional unity of a collection of possible 
traits which do not, however, claim to represent all properties of the 
human. Even to speak of homo sapiens or of homo natura is to 
delimit the human too soon and too rigidly; these terms still present 
reduced images of man. The problem thus becomes one of relaxing 
the notion of essence beyond a merely monolithic determination, 
while at the same time retaining a sense of unity and limit suffi 

ciently strong to allow us to speak of man as a distinctive being. 
This would require us to view man as what Merleau-Ponty calls "a 

presumptive unity on the horizon of experience."25 And this unity 
would be itself essential, not fortuitous, since human experience 

requires a certain, if not a complete, a priori structuring: "a priori 

principles are indispensable for the possibility of [human] experi 
ence." 2 6 

Yet even the moderate position which we have just outlined 

25 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. C. Smith (New 
York: Humanities Press, 1962) , p. 219. 

26 CPR, 5, p. 45. 
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would come under attack from those who view man as a creature of 
continual self-transcendence. Seen as 

self-surpassing, 
man cannot be 

given any stable essence, not even a presumptive one. Pascal first 

suggested this radical view when he said that "man infinitely sur 

passes man."27 No given phase or aspect of mari may rightfully 
claim to represent his essence, for he can always negate or surpass it. 
Thus man becomes a transitional being; not only does each person 
transcend himself, but the species as a whole may be seen as evolv 

ing toward a qualitatively different existence such as blessedness or 
damnation. As transitional, man is typically pictured as existing 
between polar states of deprivation and plenitude, and as finite he 
exists between two starkly contrasted infinities. Descartes gave clas 
sical expression to this precarious human perch: "I am something 
intermediate between God and nothingness."28 Since such an inter 

mediary stance is inherently unstable, man is seen as ineluctably 
driven forwards or backwards; there is no ideal Aristotelian mean 
into which he can settle. Hence man's existence becomes, in Sartre's 

term, "me tas table": unable to achieve even temporary repose or 

provisional unity. In psychoanalytic terms, this would be akin to 
the manic state, one of uncontrolled ideation and activity. The 
claim is, however, that the condition is not merely pathological but 
true of humanity as a whole. 

When the notion of self-transcendence is pushed to its extreme, 
the consequence is that man is denied any essence at all. If tran 
scendence is the primordial process of human existence and if it 
involves the continual suppression of what one was or is, the result 
can only be that man possesses no essential predicates whatsoever. 

This is the position of Sartre, who depicts man as projective, ec 

static, and spontaneous. Man's "essence" is found in his ongoing 
existence; he is nothing but his projected possibilities of existing. 
These possibilities form no infinite or finite set; instead, they are 

posited only to be instantaneously "nihilated." Thus any attempt 
to define man in terms of a single or a multiple essence will 

inevitably fail. It is not the sheer richness of empirical detail in 

man's activity that defeats definition but the way in which man 

constantly destroys continuity in his existence: thus man becomes 

27 ?. Pascal, Pens?es, Chap. X, Sect. 1. 

28 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditation IV. 
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the nothingness that was merely a pole of Descartes' analysis. 

Through acts of nihilation, man reveals his nonsubstantiality as 

well as his nonessentiality. To attribute an essence to man would be 

to make him necessary in some way?whereas man is in fact always 
de trop or superfluous. No essence can encompass or even indicate 

him. Affixing an essence to oneself or to others is acting in bad 

faith: trying to make an in-itself out of that which must remain 

always a for-itself. To be in bad faith is to pretend to embody an 

essence which one does not in fact possess. The essentialistic views of 

man which we examined above would accordingly be charged with 

bad faith themselves, hence condemned as self-contradictory. Thus 

Sartre's philosophical anthropology attempts to undermine the 

other versions we have considered, for it denies to man any essence, 

single or multiple, in principle.^ 
The nonessentialist position as set forth by Sartre gives rise to 

the following three remarks. (1) It is extremely difficult to main 

tain consistently the view that man has no nature or essence. The 

description which is meant to replace the essentialistic one will 

unwittingly end up reessentializing the supposedly essenceless sub 

ject. Thus Sartre comes perilously close to redefining human nature 

in terms of the very spontaneity or nihilation which is held to 

abrogate this nature. Other cases could be cited?for example, that 

of Mikel Dufrenne, who, having announced that "man is not a 

concept," proceeds to define man conceptually as "an exceptional 
and irreducible being, capable of meaning, open to the world, and 

willing himself." 30 The exigencies both of ordinary communication 

and of philosophical discourse seem to require the assumption of at 

least a provisional human nature, even if this "nature" cannot be 

reduced to a finite set of concepts. As usually at the edge of lived 

experience, rarely in its focal center, the human as such does not 

admit of clear conceptual definition. But the human is no less 

effectively unifying for being presumptive. We may never reach the 

human essence per se, but we do sense its potent presence in all 

meaningful human interaction. Its admittedly horizonal and reced 

ing character does not permit us to deny it altogether. 

29 Cf. J.-P. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. H. E. Barnes (New York: 

Philosophical Library, 1956), Part One, Chap. 2; Part Two, Chap. 1. 

30 Mikel Dufrenne, Pour l'homme (Paris: Seuil, 1968), pp. 145,223. 
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(2) The experience of self-transcendence does not appear to be 

uniquely characteristic of man. Other animals may be even more 

self-transcending than man in the sense that they attach themselves 
to their environment in a much more dependent and self-dispersed 

manner than man. They are, as it were, in a state of permanent self 

transcendence with no way of voluntarily disengaging themselves 
from their immediate surroundings. To cite Rilke: 

With all its eyes the creature-world beholds/the open. But our eyes, 
as though reversed,/encircle it on every side, like traps/set round 

its unobstructed path to freedom./What is outside, we know from 
the brute's face/alone . . . But its own being for it/is infinite, 

inapprehensible,/unintrospective, pure, like its outward gaze.31 

Man, by contrast, can easily become independent of his environ 
ment by withdrawing attention and interest from it. Such a reversal 

represents a return to the self, not its transcendence or negation. 
Thus only man can overcome transcendence by turning within?to 
a complex inward self lacking in other beings. To deny this inward 

ness, as Sartre does, is to overlook a primary source of what is 

essentially human. To recognize it, is to admit that there is some 

thing essentially human. 

(3) The fact that man possesses an inward self into which he 

may retreat is itself crucial for our discussion. The very notions of 

^//-transcendence or se//-nihilation indicate that there is a self to be 

transcended or nihilated. Even if this self is inherently metastable 
and possesses no simple set of universal traits, it exhibits in the case 
of each person a certain identity and reproducibility. These traits of 
the self may not constitute a fixed human essence, but they do argue 
for a presumptive unity of the human as it specifies itself into 
individual selves. What is further indicated is that this unity is not 

known a priori, but is encountered only through discrete selves. In 

this light, we should be willing to conclude that there is no straight 
forward answer to the basic question of philosophical anthropology, 

What is Man? The answer may be approachable only circuitously 
via our intimate knowledge of our personal selves. Bernard 

Groethuysen suggests a similar line of thought: 

81 Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegy Vili, trans. J. 
. Leishman and Stephen 

Spender, in Duino Elegies (New York: Norton, 1963) , p. 67 f. 
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. . . the self (mot) is a primary given with respect to the idea of 
man .. . the notion of what is typically human dissolves in the con 

sciousness of myself 
... I am myself first, and man only after 

ward.32 

Perhaps man is most distinctive precisely in possessing a self which 
is the matrix for his humanness. Not existence, but self, may precede 

man's essence and form its basis. If this be granted, then we may 
have discovered a way of circumventing the dilemmas posed by the 

question of whether man's essence is single or multiple, imaginary 
or real. Although the latter alternative in each instance is doubtless 
more descriptively adequate, no final decision needs to be reached 
on these issues, for we have come to something perhaps even more 

fundamental than man's problematic essence: his self. The question 
then becomes whether this self as radically singular?as always 

myself?should be taken as the privileged point of departure in 

philosophy. If it is so taken, we pass from an anthropological to an 

autobiographical approach to truth. 

II 

If the proper study of mankind is not Man as such but man as 

presumptively unified in his possible modes of existence, then per 

haps the proper object of philosophy is not Being as such but the 

individual self or mind of the philosopher. The thesis may be 

advanced that it is this self that is best known, or at least most 

tellingly expressed, in philosophy. For, after all, what can a thinker 

know better than his own mind?where "mind" is taken to include 

both thought and feeling? In short, is not the philosopher's own self 

the covert origin of his enterprise, subtly determining its character? 

And if so, is philosophy itself to be understood as an act of confes 

sion at an extremely sophisticated conceptual level? Nietzsche 

claimed precisely this: 

It has gradually become clear to me what every great philosophy 
until now has consisted of?namely, the confession of its originator, 

and a species of involuntary and unconscious autobiography.33 

32 Bernard Groethuysen, Anthropologie philosophique (Paris: Gallimard, 

1952), p. 279. 
33 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. H. Zimmern (New York: 

Macmillan, 1923), p. 10. 
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This thesis may be pressed still further, as we shall see, to the point 
that a certain kind of autobiography becomes the conscious and 

explicit project of the philosopher. But before we tackle the thesis 
of ontological autobiography directly, some preliminary considera 
tions are called for. 

First of all, we should realize that the move proposed is a truly 
radical one. In effect, we are asked to reverse the order of priorities 
tacitly adopted by nearly the entire Western philosophical tradi 
tion: an order which moves from the general or universal to the 
concrete or singular. Kant was only summing up the traditional 
view when he wrote that "general knowledge must always precede 
local knowledge . . . without [the former] all acquired knowledge 
can only be a fragmentary groping." 

3 4 The search for universale? 

whether as first principles or as low-order essences?is thus held to be 

logically prior to any knowledge of particular entities. Yet it is 

noteworthy that Kant himself accords metaphysical priority to the 
self among all possible entities; this priority obtains especially in 

the ethical realm but also with respect to empirical knowledge of 

the self. The latter point is made by Kant at the very beginning of 
his Anthropologie: "to grasp the self in its representation [of itself] 
is a power that elevates man infinitely above all other beings on 

earth."3 5 In this assertion we see the paradoxical effort to make a 

general statement about man-as-such on the basis of what can only 
be strictly singular self-perceptions. It would seem that the indi 
vidual can grasp himself, as man or as individual, only through his 
own representations, since he cannot inhabit others' self-percep 
tions. Thus a strict limitation of referential object to oneself charac 

terizes a certain crucial class of representations. 

Consequently, when the philosopher comes to examine himself 

through his own representations, the situation, as Kant put it, 
"becomes critical."36 For any direct knowledge by acquaintance 
seems to fail precisely where it might seem to be most reliable, 

namely, in self-knowledge. When we look within ourselves with the 

34 Kant, Vorrede to Anthropologie. 
35 Ibid. 

36 Ibid. 
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help of certain representations, what we encounter is by no means 

self-evident or sufficient. Insofar as we are merely introspecting, we 
come across certain phenomenal entities which we label our "char 

acter," our "past," or our "ego." But these are mere psychical 
constructs which may meet the expectations of the act of introspec 
tion, but which do not as such constitute the actual ("living") 
content of our personal self. They are indeed indices of our present 
or past self, but they do not adequately express it; indeed, their 
natural tendency is to distort the originary source of selfhood. (The 
mechanisms of this distortion are numerous; ego-psychologists have 

identified some of them under such names as "projection" and 

"denial," but no exhaustive list has yet been achieved.) 
37 

If introspection (taken as an act of ordinary self-scrutiny) re 

veals a series of personae but never the self itself, the philosopher's 
next move is to seek a more adequate mode of self-awareness. One 

such move was taken by Descartes: the cogito, as an act of purely 
reflexive self-awareness, is held to guarantee the existence of a sheer 

thinking self. The very performance or achievement of the cogito is 
seen as self-validating. Without questioning this method of valida 

tion, we may yet ask if the self thus captured is the same self which 
is sought in philosophical reflection. The answer is that the self of 

the cogito is even more desiccated than the introspected psychic self. 

Its being is wholly formal, and its only activity is thinking. There is 

no content to this self beyond its cognitive activity, which is wholly 

spontaneous and impersonal. In particular, we miss the character of 

"mineness" which inheres in our experience of personal selfhood. 

This mineness is an original property of the self which we do not 

infer or construct. 

The selfs mineness, which is essential to the project of ontolog 
ical autobiography, is also not accounted for in the next move made 

by some philosophers: positing a supra-phenomenal self. Two forms 

of such a self are the transcendental ego and the noumenal self. The 

former is held by Kant and Husserl to be required for the unity, 

necessity, and universality of knowledge. Yet even if it does perform 
such functions, the transcendental ego is not a self which I could 

call "mine." It is rather an a priori condition of objective knowl 

edge, and its being is the being of a condition: sheer formality. As 

37 Cf. Anna Freud, The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence, Rev. ed. (London: 

Hogarth Press, 1968), passim. 
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such, it is universal in status, and no basis for individuation seems 

possible. Yet individuation is a minimal requirement for the per 
sonal self. The noumenal self, by contrast, is thoroughly individ 

uated, since it is seen as the metaphysical foundation of the ethical 

person. As an "end in itself," its interests must be exclusively its 

own, even though one of these interests is precisely to form a "realm 
of ends" with other noumenal persons. Yet in Kant's view such a 
self is unknowable in principle; its epistemic status is essentially 
negative. Like the transcendental ego in this respect, the noumenal 
self is not known but demanded by a certain human activity?in 
this case, morality. But the self about which or out of which we 

philosophize must be both experienceable and autonomous in the 
sense that it can show its own existence concretely (i.e., is not 

merely a necessary postulate of some particular interest of pure 
reason). One is reminded here of Whitehead's dictum that "the aim 
of philosophy is sheer disclosure."38 This general point applies no 
less to the self than to the external world or to logical truths. 

Moreover, in the case of the self the disclosure is of the self as mine. 
The noumenal self, though individuated, does not reveal itself as 

exclusively mine. It is the basis of the person, without being itself 

strictly personal. 
None of this is meant to deny that the disclosable self?the 

experienceable or phenomenological self?is in fact knowable only 

imperfectly. There are genuine, perhaps even insurmountable, dif 

ficulties in self-knowledge. These difficulties largely concern what we 

might call "the paradox of self-objectification." All knowledge, in 

cluding self-knowledge, seems to require a certain objectification of 

its contents. Yet the self as objectified may no longer be or represent 

accurately the actual self of self-experience. What is gained in objec 

tivity is lost in direct certainty, for we seem never to be able to certify 

apodictically that the objectified self is the felt or experienced self. 

Evidence for this paradoxical situation comes from ordinary experi 
ences of self-observation. The more painstakingly we observe our 

selves in action, the less spontaneous this action tends to become. 

Indeed, our very act of observation can quash the action. Kant saw 

this point clearly: 

38 A. . Whitehead, Modes of Thought (New York: Macmillan, 1938), p. 67. 
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... if one's motives are in effect, [the empirical self] does not 
observe them; if he does observe them, they are not in effect.8^ 

What this familiar experience seems to indicate is that one's self as 

ongoing resists becoming an object of one's own acts of knowing; it 

presents itself as intractable to self-objectification. Precisely when 
we attempt to pronounce something objective concerning it, it 

disappears altogether or changes form (from immediately given 
phenomenon to psychic epiphenomenon). No such effects are pres 
ent in coming to know the self of the other; his self allows and even 
demands objectification by my observations. Yet this is only because 
the other's self is in principle never known by me as the other 
himself experiences it; thus I do not expect to grasp his ongoing 
self. In my own case, however, I seek an actual coincidence between 

self-experience and self-knowledge because of my conviction that 
the same self is being experienced and known. Where I am willing 
to assume that this self-sameness obtains in the case of the other, I 
demand further evidence with regard to myself. Unfortunately I 
seem unable to establish definitively the coincidence between my 
experienced and known self. In its place, I may even sense a 
difference in kind. 

Language has marked the extent of this difference by its distinc 
tion between first- and third-person modes of discourse. These can 
not substitute for each other, as rules of inflection indicate. They 
also appear to embody a different relational logic: where 'he* or 
'she* may be exemplified indifferently by any human being of the 

proper sex?thus forming a potentially infinite class? is always 
radically egocentric. Each new use of the first-person singular pro 
noun forms a new class with a single permissible member?i.e., 

myself?instead of simply adding a new instance to a pre-existing 
and extensionally infinite class. The result is a series of discrete 

classes with no more (and no less) than a single instance in each 

case.40 Therefore, each time one says , he refers to a unique, 
strictly unrepeatable entity which cannot as such be referred to in 

any other way. To refer to it by using 'he* is no longer to refer to 

the same entity. This qualitative differential in reference, preserved 
and supported by syntactical usage, is an expression of the inalien 

39 Kant, Vorrede to Anthropologie. 

401 am indebted for this analysis of the function of to Rulon Wells. 
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ability of one's mineness. Even if "nothing human can be alien to 

me," my own mineness is alien to others, as is theirs to me. It is a 
fact that my mineness can become extremely attenuated, as in 

experiences of possessing a "split self." But even a schizoid personal 
ity is capable of relating "false self" to "secret self," as R. D. Laing 
has shown: it is the same self that is pathologically divided.4* In 
this sense, there is no such thing as complete self-alienation. 

But perfect self-knowledge is no more realizable than total self 
alienation. The paradox of self-objectification does not allow a 

complete self-description which would depict fully the self with 
which I am immediately acquainted. To admit this paradox is not a 

fortiori to hold that the self is wholly unknowable. It is rather to 

accept the intrinsic limitations of self-knowledge which the process 
of objectification entails, while allowing an inadequate but in 

dubitable sense of self to emerge intact. It is not necessary for this 

purpose to postulate some other form of knowledge, such as Rus 

sell's suggested "knowledge by acquaintance."42 Instead, we need 

only point to the seli-experience as such. It is in this experience 
alone that we have an apodictic grasp of ourselves: apodictic (ab 

solutely certain), yet not necessarily adequate.43 We may not know, 
or even experience, ourselves adequately, that is, in total detail; but 

each of us does possess a sure sense of self as (a) existent and (b) 

inalienably mine. Furthermore, these two features of all self-experi 
ence, though distinguishable, are not separable. We do not first 

experience the self as existent and afterwards as mine. On the 

contrary, we apprehend the self as existing insofar as mine, and as 

mine insofar as existing. Thus to establish the foundation of self 

existence in the cogito is not sufficient; what has to be further 

shown is myself-as-existing. And this latter structure is precisely 
what is disclosed in an authentic self-experience. 

I say "authentic" because of the factor of self-dissimulation, 

which we cannot afford to overlook. There are several sources of 

such dissimulation, but the primary one is emotion. Here Kant was 

41R. D. Laing, The Divided Self (London: Penguin, 1965), Chaps. 4-6. 

42 Cf. . Russell, "Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Description," 
in Mysticism and Logic (New York: Anchor, n.d.), pp. 202 ff. 

43 For the distinction between adequacy and apodicticity, see Edmund Husserl, 

Cartesian Meditations, trans. D. Cairns (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1960), Sects. 5, 6, 7, 

and 24. 
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simply mistaken in holding that one's emotions "do not ordinarily 
allow for dissimulation."44 The converse is rather the case; emotion 
seems to be a primary and frequent means by which the self ob 
fuscates its own motives: not so much by making them unobservable 
as by disguising, disowning, or perverting the emotions it possesses 
or feels. This constantly corroding action constitutes what Colling 
wood termed the "corruption of consciousness."45 It is above all in 
the realm of emotion that self-dissimulation occurs. Here, as Freud 

said, "what seems true is not always the truth."4 ? The pervasiveness 
of this obscuring of one's self by oneself makes any model of direct 
and total self-acquaintance patently unsatisfactory. 

At the same time, we need not conclude from the fact of self 
dissimulation that our entire self-experience is fraudulent. Frequent 
contamination of our self-disclosure by emotions does not preclude 
all disclosure of the self to itself, just as a lack of adequate self 

knowledge does not exclude every form or degree of self-knowledge. 
There can be indirect disclosure as well as tacit knowledge.47 
Neither of these modes of access to the self is to be disdained; our 

grasp of self need be no less certain and immediate for being 
indirect or partial. ("Direct" must be distinguished from "immedi 

ate"; we may know certain things immediately, yet indirectly?as in 
immediate inference.) What can be grasped with apodictic cer 

tainty?i.e., as resisting any variation in experience or thought?is 
the sense of self as existent-and-mine. This center of self-experience 
reveals a durable nucleus of selfhood. It is this nuclear content that 
is the ultimate referent of the and the origin of all consciousness 
and praxis. It is the unvarying core that enters into manifold 
relations with other parts of the same self and with other selves. 

These relations change incessantly and rapidly, and if we consider 
them alone we gain the impression that the self has no genuine 

continuity or identity. When Hume found only a bundle of percep 
tions in place of a constant self, he was in fact mistaking the part for 

44 Kant, Vorrede to Anthropologie. 
45 Cf. R. G. Collingwood, Principles of Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1938), pp. 

282-85. 

46 S. Freud, Letter to Fritz Wittels in Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-66), Vol. XIX, p. 287 n. 

47 For the notion of tacit knowing, see Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 

(Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1958), passim. 
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the whole: the outlying relations of the nuclear self for the total 
self.4 8 This is a perfectly natural error, since the outlying self is 

more phenomenally apparent than the nuclear self. But we should 
not conclude that the latter is permanently hidden from self-reflec 
tion. It may be the case that it is difficult to apprehend initially, but 
once grasped (and as grasped) it is known apodictically. 

If the notion of the nuclear self be admitted, a basis for a 

possible rapprochement between philosophy and autobiography is 

provided. Philosophers seek apodicticity wherever they can discover 
it. If their own selves are a source of the apodictic, it is not 

surprising that they would turn to it for illumination. Heraclitus 
announced that in philosophy he had sought for himself, and 

Augustine is even more explicit: "Do not seek to go without; go back 
into yourself. Truth dwells in the inner man."49 Neither Heraclitus 
nor Augustine would have contended, however, that all significant 
philosophy is based on self-insight. This stronger claim first appears 
in Pascal's project of a concrete logique du c ur, which was to 

supply the foundation for all philosophical inquiry of human im 

portance. Nietzsche, as we have seen, pressed the claim to the point 
that philosophy is identified with autobiography. A slightly more 

moderate expression of the same view is found in Collingwood's 
declaration that philosophy is "essentially a confession, a search by 
the mind for its own failings and an attempt to remedy them by 
recognizing them."50 Here we reach the position that nothing felt or 

thought by the self is unmarked by its mineness, which pervades 
even the most abstract philosophical truths. 

The most challenging form of the autobiographical interpreta 
tion of philosophy is that of ontological autobiography. In an 

illuminating article on the subject, William Earle defines it as "an 

analysis of a fundamental sense of life pushed to ontology."51 This 
sense of life is qualitatively unique because it stems from the 

48 , p. 252. 

49 
Augustine, De vera religione, 39, n. 72; quoted by Husserl, Cartesian 

Meditations, p. 157. 

R. G. Collingwood, An Essay on Philosophical Method (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1933), p. 210. 

William A. Earle, "Ontological Autobiography," in Phenomenology in Amer 

ica, ed. James M. Edie (Chicago: Quandrangle Press, 1967), p. 78. 

This content downloaded from 129.49.23.145 on Thu, 29 May 2014 11:04:23 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


240 EDWARD S. CASEY 

philosopher's self as radically singular. The philosopher's (or any 

one's) life is a domain of sheer existence which is irreducible to its 

conceptual or eidetic structure. It contains a "phenomenological 
residue" which is "contingent, free and unnecessary."52 In Earle's 

view, eidetic phenomenology wisely brackets the domain of the self's 

existence, since it cannot clarify it as such. Yet each person is 

intimately acquainted with this domain, and if he is a philosopher 
he will seek to express it in philosophical language. Philosophy thus 

conceived becomes an "excavation in depth of singular lives"53? 
an excavation which will uncover no essence of man in general. 

Contrary to the assumption of philosophical anthropology, there is 
no essence of humanity which is crucially relevant to the problems 
of philosophy. Instead, the primary factor of relevance is the philos 
opher's own life as he lives it. This life, which is lived uniquely by 
the philosopher's self, provides both content and form for philos 

ophizing. It provides content insofar as all meaning is meaning for 
the philosopher, i.e., is meaning in his experience. It suggests the 

specific form of autobiography as alone appropriate to grasp and 

record this life. Only autobiography is able to capture the unique 

style of a life; and narration, not explanation or proof, is its proper 
mode. Ontological autobiography in particular will be the practice 
of ontology in the form of self-narration. The categories employed 
will be genuinely ontological, but they will be used exclusively in 

the service of self-elucidation. A philosopher will come to terms 

with himself only through ontological self-exploration, and not 

through a vain attempt to achieve objectivity concerning oneself. 

As distinguished from certain tendencies in Nietzsche, the proj 
ect of ontological autobiography is not, however, misological in 

intent. As Earle makes clear, rational insight into essential truths is 

by no means undercut by reference to the personal history of the 

thinker. Essential truths remain precisely essential, that is, unaf 

fected by the specific existential quality of the thinker's self. But 

when we direct our attention to this self, it would be nonsensical to 

exclude the dimension of existence: 

52 Ibid., pp. 73-74; thus Earle agrees with Aristotle that there is "no science of 

the accidental." (Ibid.). 
M Ibid., p. 77. 
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It would be absurd for any existing man to bracket his own exis 
tence with its singularity and contingency, as of 'merely* autobio 

graphical significance to him. As an existent, it is all he has.04 

Neither science nor any form of eidetic philosophy can fathom the 
self. All theory is concerned with the universal, thus with what is 
true of everyone. But it is not pertinent to me as existing. Even if 

we analyze the concept of "existence" in order to discern its essence, 
we should not mistake such an essence (if there is one) for the act 
of existing itself. The latter is autonomous and stands in no need of 

conceptual clarification; the only meaningful clarification of exis 
tence is to be found in autobiographical reflection of an ontological 
character. 

There are three serious problems with the notion of ontological 
autobiography as thus formulated. First of all, in spite of Earle's 
claim that ontological autobiography is not reductionistic?"we are 
not 'reduced* to pure autobiography but elevated to it"55?we must 
observe that in a sense it is just that. It is true that all of philosophy 
is not reduced to ontological autobiography; this would certainly be 

unjustified. Rather, the question is whether the province of onto 

logical autobiography is still significantly philosophical. Have cer 
tain characteristics been removed from it which are essential to 

philosophizing? This is more than a matter of definition; it con 
cerns the nature of philosophy itself. It is clear that Earle wants to 

salvage philosophy in the form of ontology, and then to wed ontol 

ogy to a mode of thought and writing basically foreign to philoso 
phy: autobiographical self-reflection. The problem then is how to 

bring ontological categories into the narrative mode without turn 

ing narration into mere allegory. When Earle proclaims that "all 

that anyfone] can do is to tell what happened" and that "it is 

always a question of something happening*'56 we wonder whether 
we are not closer to history than to philosophy. If we concentrate on 

a phenomenon merely as happening or as having happened, where 

will the relevance of ontological categories lie? How will these 

illuminate what appears to be the sheer factuality of happenstance? 
The fact that a person is reflecting on his own life as an occurrence 

54 ibid., p. 73. 

55 Ibid., p. 79. 

56/&,tt? pp. 76, 77. 
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will not alleviate the problem. Ontological terms are not needed to 
make sense of what merely happens, and the advantage of ontolog 
ical autobiography as over against other forms of autobiography is 
not clear. Earle seems to admit as much when he says that "human 
existence is under no obligation to ask ontological questions . . . 

ontology supplies the sense only of the lives of ontologists."57 But 
then it is uncertain why ontologists should resort to autobiography 
in the first place: "if ontology wishes to complete itself it must 

direct itself to the autobiographical."5 
8 
Why must it? Surely not to 

garner further facts: ontology is not dependent on any particular 
factual content, autobiographical or otherwise. And Earle excludes 
the one valid motive which we have discerned in philosophy's turn 
to the self: the search for the apodictic; in his view, the self is 

contingent and spontaneous, without even the constant character 
istic of mineness. Hence we may conclude that neither of two 

premises in Earle's argument has been shown: that autobiography 
benefits from ontology, or that ontology needs autobiography. 

Secondly, it is not clear which sense of self is being appealed to 

in ontological autobiography. Who is the self that is philosophizing 
about itself? Certainly not the everyday self; on the everyday level, 
the self is typically determined by others, as Heidegger has shown: 
here "everyone is the other, and no one is himself."59 Few philoso 
phers are willing to claim that the everyday self is the true self; yet 
even the former remains a mystery: "the who of Dasein is not only 
an ontological problem; even ontically it remains concealed." 6 o For 

Heidegger, the genuine (ontological) self is reached through a 

stance of resolute freedom toward death. But the crucial point for 
our purposes is that the self, ontic or ontological, is not self-evident 

ly given and thus cannot be presupposed in ontological autobiogra 

phy. The being of the self, as we have seen, is a being in question. 
The self does not present itself with the originary evidence of an 

essence. All that can be asserted apodictically concerning it 

bears on its kernel of mineness-and-existence. The remainder of the 

self, especially the aspect influenced by emotion, calls for continual 

57/fe?U, p. 79. 

S* Ibid. 

59 BT, p. 165. 

^ Ibid., . 152. 
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interpretation and re-interpretation. Therefore, we can never estab 
lish beforehand the precise qualities, beyond those of the kernel, 
which the self will have. This inherent ambiguity of self is not 
overcome by any form of autobiographical reflection; the philoso 
pher and the ordinary man confront the same problem of self 

understanding, and neither can bring it to a definitive resolution. 

Ontological autobiography offers no privileged exit from this im 

passe. The ambiguity in question is too deep-seated to be removed 

by any single method of self-elucidation. It does not even permit us 
to affirm with certainty which sense of self is being elucidated at a 

given time. In this light, the project of ontological autobiography 
promises more than it can in fact deliver. 

Finally, a distinction is needed between the conditions for and 
the content of philosophy. It may well be the case that certain 

personal factors are, for a given philosopher, pre-requisite to doing 
philosophy. Perhaps, as Aristotle claimed, a certain amount of lei 
sure is necessary for all philosophical contemplation. And certainly 
philosophy must be done by living humans; no other species or 
machine is capable of the feat. But if human existence, with all of 
its singularity and contingency, is indeed a condition for philoso 
phy, it is not the exclusive or even the privileged content of philo 
sophical truth. Of course, the philosopher may turn his attention 

explicitly to his own existence; nothing can or should prevent this 
act of reflective introversion. In fact, we may even grant with 

Augustine that turning within is somehow the philosophical act par 
excellence without committing ourselves thereby to the view that 
what is encountered within is necessarily subjective or autobio 

graphical. If philosophizing is in Husserl's word "self-reflection" 

(Selbstbesinnung), it is not necessarily limited in its objects to the 

self that does the reflecting, 
ei Even when philosophy ponders the 

self, it realizes that there is more to it than the nucleus which we 

have discerned. The self is seen in philosophical reflection as pos 

sessing various contents of experience, and these contents are not 

themselves limited to the selfs first-hand experiences. They refer to 

objects that transcend the immediate purview of the self. For this 

reason, philosophy?even a philosophy of the self?cannot be con 

fined to the peculiarly personal. The same point holds when the 

61 E. Husserl, Cartesian Meditations, p. 157. 
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personal is extended to the interpersonal?i.e., to the human in 

general, as in philosophical anthropology. Neither the self nor man 
as such provide the absolute boundaries of philosophical specula 
tion, which is thus not pursued sub specie humanitatis. One of the 

distinguishing marks of philosophy is that its concern can range be 

yond any single domain, even that of human existence in its entirety. 
This is not to deny that the self may continue to act as an anchor of 

apodictic insight; it may even be a necessary condition for further 

philosophizing. But the philosopher may move beyond the human 
in terms of the content or object of his insight, as he does in 

cosmology. In short, I would argue that ontological autobiography 
cannot provide a sufficient basis for philosophy. Just as the primary 
task of philosophy cannot be restricted to defining man's essence (as 
in philosophical anthropology), so it cannot be reduced to describ 

ing the lives of individual human selves in the project of ontolog 
ical autobiography. These selves may remain crucial as conditions 
for philosophizing, but they do not delimit the total horizon of its 
content. 

In spite of the above strictures, we should recognize two distinc 
tive contributions of ontological autobiography to an understand 

ing of the nature of philosophy. First, it reminds us that we cannot 

wholly neglect the role of the thinker as an individual. Philosoph 
ical insight is first valid for the individual who attains it by his own 

efforts; the subsequent history of the insight, as it becomes shared 

by others, is another matter. As Brentano wrote in criticism of 
Husserl's notion of "truths in themselves": 

There is no need at all to postulate any such things as truth in 
itself or a judgment in itself. There are only particular individuals 
who judge.62 

It is the individual alone who judges with insight?however far the 

insight ranges?and to whom a truth is evident. No group mind or 
artificial intelligence is capable of this simple yet unique act of the 

thinking self. The individual remains indispensable to the appre 
hension of truth. Secondly, the enterprise of ontological autobiog 
raphy reinstates the importance of self-questioning in philosophy. 
Even if the residual ambiguity of the self does not allow for total 

?2 Franz Brentano, The True and the Evident, ed. R. M. Chisholm (New York: 

Humanities Press, 1966), p. 137. My italics. 
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self-lucidity, philosophizing demands the critical questioning of the 
self by the self. This self-questioning lies at the heart of the Heracli 
tean and Socratic search for self-knowledge; cross-examination of 
the other is not sufficient for philosophical insight. There must also 
be ^//-examination in the form of an inner dialogue with oneself. 
If thinking is indeed a dialogue of the soul with itself, this holds 
true above all for philosophical thinking. But dialogue, including 
inner dialogue, is called forth by difference?whether the difference 

lies within the experiences of a single self or between one self and 

other selves. Dialogue leads not to the resolution of all differences 
in mere agreement but to a dialectical relation in which the terms 

related are changed through interaction with each other. 

The mention of dialectical dialogue brings us to the threshold of 

the problem of truth. For truth arises only in situations of dialec 

tical interaction: between knower and known, man and world, the 

thinker and himself. This requirement obtains both in philosoph 
ical anthropology and in ontological autobiography. Whether the 
term in question is man or the self, each needs an other to which it 

is dialectically related. Thus what Richard McKeon says of man's 

knowledge of his fellow man also holds for man's knowledge of 

himself: 

Man's knowledge of man is not a simple two-termed relation or 

one-way process in which an inquirer or learner, man, comes into 

contact with an independent, formed subject matter, also man: it 

is a reflexive process in which the nature of man is formed by the 

study of man.63 

Similarly, reflection on the self changes the self; beyond its nucleus 

of existence and mineness, there is no wholly formed, pre-existent 
self which is known as such. Rather, coming to know oneself is at 

the same time coming to be oneself; and truth concerning oneself 

emerges only from a gradual process of self-knowing. 
Truth arises only from polar tensions: from claim and counter 

claim, intention and evidence. This interactional character of truth 

is most conspicuous on the interpersonal level, as Cassirer indicates: 

63 in . Rothblatt, (ed.), Changing Perspectives on Man (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1968), pp. 276-77. 
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Truth is by nature the offspring of dialectical thought. It cannot be 

gained, therefore, except through a constant co-operation of . . . 

subjects in mutual interrogation and reply. It is not therefore like 
an empirical object; it must be understood as the outgrowth of a 
social act.64 

But truth is not limited to the interpersonal realm; it can also 

appear within the self, as Augustine has served to remind us. But it 
can appear therein only if our notion of self is sufficiently flexible to 

encompass dialectical transformation within itself. No mere meta 

physical point will do; the monadic self must be broadened beyond 
the kernel of existence-cwm-mineness which we pointed to earlier in 
this section. Outlying areas of varying degrees of obscurity must also 
be admitted if the self is to gain the breadth it needs to be a factor 
in the truth-relation. This demand for an expanded notion of the 
self is parallel to the extension in Section I of the single-essence 
theory of philosophical anthropology to the idea of man as a provi 
sional unity of possible modes of being. In both cases, the character 
istic error of several of the views we examined lay in their refusal to 
see man and self as complex entities, irreducible respectively to a 

single essence or to a simple thinking substance. Yet to participate 
fully in the dialectical relation of truth, man and self must be 

complex as well as unitary. In neither case can the unity be so strict 
that no growth or interplay is allowed. Thus we have proposed the 
notions of presumptive and nuclear unity; these unstatic and even 

imperfect kinds of unity permit the complexity of structure which is 

necessary for the dialectical movement essential to truth. In brief, to 
become effective ingredients in the truth-relation, man and self 
must be conceived as massive as well as monadic, multifarious as 

well as unified. 

Ill 

It is only by examining more closely the nature of what we have 
called the "truth-relation" that the relationship between man, self, 
and truth may be discerned more clearly. To speak of the truth 
relation is to focus on the lived experience, rather than on the 

objective content, of truth. The experience of truth is, at the least, 

dyadic in character, for there must be a minimum of two terms 

?4 E. Cassirer, An Essay on Man, p. 5. 
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related dialectically for such experience to be possible. As con 
trasted with the Hegelian sense of dialectical truth, however, we 
need not posit the continual emergence of a higher truth from 
dialectical synthesis. Truth is not always or necessarily a higher or 
more advanced stage of what "has been," that is, the systematic 
resolution of diremptive conflict. 65 Nor is it the mere "idea" of the 

agreement between the terms related, as Husserl holds, echoing the 
traditional view of truth as correspondence or conformity.66 In 

stead, truth exists immanently in a relational act; it emerges with 
the actual coalescence of terms, not their mere correspondence. But 
in this coalescence, the terms related do not dissolve into or become 
identical with each other. While giving up their self-enclosed isola 

tion, they retain their singularity. The relation between the terms 

is, so to speak, transpropriative: a making one's own through rela 
tion to the other. In place of the merely possessive appropriation of 
one term by another, each term must transcend its original proprie 
tary bounds to become as it were a co-proprietor of the truth 
relation. If truth is to emerge, the initial bonds of self-imposed 
exclusivity must loosen to allow the growth of genuine affinities; to 
achieve such partial likeness, man and self, and their respective 
others, must achieve a suitable proximity without losing their own 

identities. 
In the truth-relation, therefore, there is an intimate interaction 

or, better, transaction between terms related as 
poles. Transpropria 

tion occurs as an act which transcends mere confrontation, while 

falling short of dialectical identification. The truth-relation remains 

tensional; thus it requires the continuing presence of polar terms in 

open reciprocity. This implies that the terms are truly participants 
in truth; as participants, they command a common area of interplay 

which we might, following Heidegger, call "the Open." It is only 
within the space afforded by the Open that the participating terms 
can achieve what Heidegger calls "attunement" (Gestimmtheit), a 

state of mutual accord in which each term complements the 

other.67 Truth, in the extended sense in which we are now consid 

65 G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J. 
. Baillie (New York: 

Macmillan, 1955), pp. 95 ff. 
66 E. Husserl, Logische Untersuchungen (Halle: Niemeyer, 1913), I, Sect. 51. 

67 Cf. M. Heidegger, "On the Essence of Truth," trans. R. F. C. Hull and Alan 
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ering it, would then consist in an accord of man or self with their 
others within the world to which all of the related terms belong. 
Hence truth cannot be the exclusive property of any single pole?of 
man or self alone, or of their others (e.g., nature, language, Being). 
This is only another way of saying that truth is not something we 

appropriate in a possessive manner, as in the classical view that it is 

grasped or "located" in judgment. The locus veritatis cannot be 
reduced to man alone or to his judgments?any more than it can be 
found exclusively in the extra-human. Rather, truth is something 
shared between participants in the truth-relation. 

If this view is substantially correct, then we must reject, with 

Brentano, the notion of "truths in themselves." No experience of 
truth can wholly eclipse the human, however objective the content 
of a given truth may be. Even the most formal truths need human 

discovery and acknowledgment to gain full being. Moreover, it is 

questionable whether any truth remains entirely the same following 
its apprehension. The objective content of a formal truth?i.e., the 

proposition it expresses?may well remain constant and unaffected, 
but the truth as a whole acquires the dimension of "truth-as 

acknowledged." In any case, it is in the realm of material truths? 
whether synthetic a priori or merely empirical?that there is an even 

deeper transformation. For in the case of material truths, the inter 
action of terms is such that each term undergoes a certain meta 

morphosis: e.g., I am no longer exactly the same person after I 
discover certain truths about my moral character, and my moral 
character is itself subject to change upon this self-insight. Of course, 
I retain my self-identity throughout, but this new knowledge makes 
a considerable difference in how I live and interpret my life from 
now on. Thus truth transforms: its realization is not a matter of 
cool discernment in which the terms are left unchanged. Even when 
certain truths are held to be self-evident?e.g., formal truths, which 
are not basically altered by our discernment?their recognition may 

change us in a manner which goes beyond a mere increase in clarity. 
In the case of material truths, the change is not only one of subjec 
tive acquisition, as in the appropriation of factual knowledge; there 

is also growth outwards ("out-growth"), towards the other as 

Crick in Existence and Being (ed.), W. Brock (Chicago: Gateway, 1949), Sects. 4 

and 5. 
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known. It is in this sense that we often seek and sometimes find 
ourselves in the other. Or more exactly, we are "in the truth" 

through the other?not through assuming the other's perspective 
(which would alienate our mineness), but through interaction with 
this perspective. Such a situation is to be contrasted with the an 

thropocentric or subjectivist view of truth: "that philosophical in 

terpretation of man which explains and evaluates beings in general 
from the viewpoint of an inner relation to man."6 s This view, 

stemming from the Renaissance, is no longer tenable. "Since 

Copernicus,,, said Nietzsche, "man has been running from the cen 

ter into X."69 This X is man's other: e.g., nature, other human 

beings, the unconscious; such alterity must be recognized and faced 

qua other, not merely assimilated to the standpoint of man or 

self. 

As a consequence of such considerations, we may conclude that 

neither philosophical anthropology nor ontological autobiography? 
insofar as they recommend monadic, assimilatory models of man or 

self?can furnish us with an adequate foundation for truth. Both 

fail to see truth's deeply relational character, and with this the way 
in which transformation or growth lies at the heart of knowledge. 

By the same token, neither position appreciates sufficiently the 

polar character of the terms of the truth-relation: man or self, even 

when given expanded scope, can form only one of the necessary 

poles, the other of which must be distinctly alien. But the poles as 

initially opposed not only confront, or conform to, one another; 

they interact and change each other in a process of mutual out 

growth. This is not to claim that pre-existing differences are entirely 
annulled in such a rivalry of dialectically related poles; but what 

begins as competition?e.g., in rival truth-claims?may end in con 

cordance. An accord may be reached by means of the mutual 

transpropriation of the paired terms into a resulting whole?a whole 

which is, however, neither systematic nor permanently binding. 
The whole exists only with and in the experience of truth: thus 

within this experience. Truth can be said to be synthetic only in the 

sense that its component factors posit and support each other. The 

68 M. Heidegger, "Die Zeit des Weltbildes," in Holzwege (Frankfurt: Kloster 

mann, 1950), p. 86. 

69 
Quoted by Binswanger, "Freud's Conception of Man in the Light of Anthro 

pology," P-178. 

This content downloaded from 129.49.23.145 on Thu, 29 May 2014 11:04:23 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


250 EDWARD S. CASEY 

completion of one term implies the achievement of the other. 

Therefore, truth must be more than merely subjective and more 
even than a possession of the community of inquirers; truth is not 
in man, but man is in truth. The experience of truth?whether this 
occurs in art, science, or philosophy itself?is an experience in which 
initial solitude is lost and the alien is rejoined in a venture beyond 
the immediate horizon of the self and, more rarely, beyond the 
human as such. 

It may seem that Heidegger espouses a similar interpretation of 
truth when he says that "phenomenological truth (the disclosedness 
of Being) is veritas transcendentalism ^ But since Being is con 

ceived as transcendent to man and since truth attaches exclusively 
to Being (Heidegger later speaks of the "truth of Being") ,71 the 
immanent character of truth is threatened by an ontological objec 
tivism not wholly unlike the logical objectivism of Husserl's "truths 
in themselves." The difficulty stems from conceiving Being as "the 
transcendens pure and simple," and then limiting transcendental 

knowledge to the disclosure of such transcendence.72 But tran 

scendence and the transcendental must be rigorously distinguished: 
in Kant's terms, transcendence implies the surpassing of human 

experience, while the transcendental is concerned with the possibil 
ity of this experience: 

All our knowledge falls within the bounds of possible experience 
and just in this universal relation to possible experience consists 
that transcendental truth which precedes all empirical truth and 

makes it possible.73 

Truth need not be transcendent to be transcendental, as Heidegger 

implies. And if truth as experienced is in fact transcendental with 
out being transcendent, its transcendentality consists above all in its 
relational character: the way in which it makes the relation of man 
or self to their others possible. To claim this is only to keep within 
the boundary of Kant's original definition of the transcendental as 

"all knowledge which is occupied not so much with objects as with 

70 BT, p. 62. 

71 Cf. M. Heidegger, Ueber den Humanismus (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1947), 
passim. 

72 BT, p. 62. 

73 CPR, A 146, p. 186. Italics mine. 
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the mode of our knowledge of objects insofar as this mode of 

knowledge is to be possible a priori."7* Truth as transcendental is 
found primarily in the mode of interaction between man, self, and 
other: it is at once condition and manner of their relationship. 
Because of this encompassing character, it cannot be understood as 
the exclusive possession of any single pole of the truth-relation. 

Nothing in what has just been said is meant to deny the impor 
tance of man or self in the emergence of truth. If man or self cannot 

literally create truth, they do figure into its realization. Man and 
self are capable of transmuting themselves and things into new 
relations. This power obtains even if we conceive ourselves merely 
as 

spectators: 

And we, spectators always, everywhere, 

looking at, never out of everything! 
It fills us. We arrange it. It decays. 

We re-arrange it, and decay ourselves.75 

But man and self are also more active than this; indeed, they are 
the primary catalytic agents in the truth-relation. This is due to a 

three-fold role: (a) Only man or self recognizes truth explicitly, 
whether by acquiring it originally or by apprehending it as already 
set forth and established. Because of an ability to acknowledge 
truth of which they may be at first only pre-conceptually aware, 

man and self possess a peculiar attunement and sensitivity to truth 
wherever it appears, (b) Man and self are responsible for preserv 
ing certain truths, especially those gained in the experiences of 

perception, history, art, science, and philosophy itself. We are capa 
ble of depositing truths in what Kant called "the archives of human 

reason."76 Only through man or self can truths become sedimented 
into quasi-permanent acquisitions. Husserl has shown how this pro 
cess took place in the case of Euclidean geometry, and something 
analogous to it can be discerned in other areas of human activity.77 
Truth is put into a stable form?e.g., a geometrical theorem?that 

74 Ibid., A 12, p. 59. 

75 Rilke, Duino Elegy Vili. 

7? CPR, 732-A 704, p. 570. 
77 Cf. E. Husserl, "Die Frage nach dem Ursprung der Geometrie als intentional 

historisches Problem," in Die Krisis der Europ?ischen Wissenschaften und die 

Transzendentale Ph?nomenologie (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1962), pp. 365 ft. 
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can be indefinitely and spontaneously revived by others. The in 

sight is encapsulated and made accessible to others through con 

tinuously available evidence.78 (c) Man is the only being who is 

himself true; only man or self can be truthful, authentic, genuine. 
Other entities may be verified or validated, but it is not imperative 
that man submit to such tests because he is always already in the 
truth (which does not preclude, as Heidegger remarks, his being 
simultaneously in the untruth).79 As a result, man does not have to 
be exhorted to be "true to himself"; he already is, though perhaps 
quite deficiently in given cases. Pathological variations do not, 
however, disprove or dispel man's indwelling truthfulness. As hu 
man, man or self always has some grasp on truth. Such truth inheres 
in man as man, and in the self as self, for it is the truth of a self 
conscious and self-knowing being. As such, man is the only being 
who knows, however imperfectly, what makes him possible and 
what his own possibilities are. Thus he is capable of knowing not 

only the objects of his experience and their relationships but also 
the conditions of the possibility of this experience. And these condi 

tions, of which man can become profoundly conscious, constitute 
the transcendental foundation or a priori basis of all truth as 

humanly knowable. 
In sum, the real question is not whether truth is human or 

transcendental, but how it can be both at once. The contrast 
between human and transcendental is misleading if the terms are 

interpreted as mutually exclusive. The fact is that truth not only 
can be both human and transcendental, it must be if it is to be fully 
realized. The transcendental provides the ground of truth, while 

man and self, which together constitute the human pole of the truth 

relation, are indispensable primary terms. This is not to claim that 

the content of truth is always human. In spite of man's unique role 
in the generation and preservation of truth, the content of certain 
truths may outrun the specifically human. Truths in the natural 

sciences, for example, are typically unconcerned with those proper 
ties of their objects which are not directly relevant to a given 

78 
Heidegger claims that man performs a similar act of preservation with regard 

to the truth of Being; as the "shepherd" of Being, he safeguards its truth in poetic 
and philosophical language. Cf. lieber den Humanismus, pp. 21-22, 45-47. 

79 BT, p. 265: "the proposition that 'Dasein is in the truth' states equipri 

mordially that 'Dasein is in untruth'." 
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hypothesis or law. Thus not all truth is of or about human beings: 
the outer reaches of truth exceed the confines of man. Yet man 
alone can articulate supra- or extra-human truths in natural or 
formal languages. Moreover, though man's contingency and imper 
fect knowledge place him in a subordinate position with respect to 
the totality of the universe, this does not mean that he is merely an 

illustration of cosmic laws, as he was once said to have been an 

image of God. Man as a species retains his singularity, just as the 
individual self never loses its unique mineness. Human finitude 

means simply that man cannot be the sole focus of truth; at most, 
he is the terminus a quo of the truth-relation. But another focus is 

always required in order to complete this relation, and the terminus 
ad quern of truth is provided by man's other in the form of other 

persons, nature, or the universe at large. It is precisely by underlin 

ing the role of the other that we are able to fill out the accounts of 
truth which we find in philosophical anthropology and ontological 

autobiography. Both see truth as essentially one-termed, and thus 
fail to recognize the dialectical character of the truth-relation. Only 

by positing a pole of otherness can we escape their unbalanced 

emphasis on the subject pole. 
A final warning: we should not allow ourselves to fall into the 

false dilemma of having to decide whether the subject pole in the 

truth-relation is constituted by man or self taken as mutually exclu 

sive alternatives. Philosophical anthropology sees man as definable 

only in specie, while ontological autobiography views man only in 

individuum. Juxtaposing the two theories of human nature may 

appear to present us with the necessity of choosing man or self as 

candidates for the human pole of truth. Yet to be human is to be 

both man and self: similar to other human beings and yet uniquely 
oneself. To claim that the human is definable only in universal 

terms, e.g., in terms of man's single essence or his specific difference, 

is to neglect the distinctive idiosyncrasies of individual men; but 

the converse claim cannot be accepted either: namely, that the 

human consists wholly in free-floating, autonomous selves. Nor does 

the solution lie in Bergson's sophistical suggestion that each indi 

vidual is a species unto himself.80 Instead, we must aver that to be a 

human being is to partake in the presumptive unity of mankind 

80 Cited by M. Dufrenne, Pour l'homme, p. 155. 
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while remaining a singular self. The truth-relation itself calls for 
both aspects or modes of being human. Both man and self, together 
constituting the human pole, contribute significantly to the emer 

gence of truth. But the truth that is activated by their interaction 
with the pole of otherness is in turn capable of transforming man 

and self. If truth is made possible through human activity, human 

beings realize their own potentialities most fully through their role 
in truth. Man, self, and truth support and enrich one another; 
entwined in each other, they are finally conterminous. 

Edward S. Casey 
Yale University 
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