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I

What am I? More exactly, what kind of thing am I? This is not intended as a classificatory question. It is not like asking ‘what kind of butterfly is this?’, where answering the question is just a matter of identifying the butterfly in question as belonging to one type or another: for example, as a cabbage white. If the question was intended as a classificatory question, then the obvious answer would be ‘a human being’. Here, though, it is intended as an ontological question. I know that there are several basic kinds of things in the world: inanimate things, plants, animals. It seems to me when I think about myself that I am a basically different kind of thing from any of these, or, to put it more formally, that I belong to a different basic kind from them. More generally, it seems to me that this is true of all of us human beings. We are a basically different kind of thing from plants or animals
, while at the same time, we are basically the same kind of thing as each other. Furthermore it seems possible in principle that there could be, or could have been, non-human creatures, in unexplored forests or on other planets, that are basically the same kind of thing as we are. After all, there are many species of animals and of plants, so why could there not be several species of the basic kind of thing that we are? Now the question as intended is, what is the ‘nature’ of this kind
 of thing that I am, or (to reformulate it in the plural) that we are? That is, what is the fundamental characteristic, or combination of characteristics, that we all have that makes each of us this kind of thing, and accordingly sets us apart from other kinds of thing? I call this the first person plural ontological question.

If we could identify this fundamental characteristic then we would be able to put a name to the kind of thing that we all are. In fact, putting a name to this kind of thing is a shorthand way of identifying the fundamental characteristic in question. For example, traditional Christian theology says that we are immortal souls, so it is our having an immortal soul that makes us each the kind of thing that we all are and sets us apart from any other kind of thing. Descartes said that we are thinking things, so what makes us the kind of thing that we are is our capacity to think. Kant said that we are rational beings, with rationality understood as a matter of subordinating intuitions and inclinations under universal rules, so possessing this capacity for rational cognition and action is what makes us the kind of thing that we are. Heidegger said that we are Dasein, which as I understand it is a way of saying that it is the capacity to construe (or misconstrue) things, including ourselves, as being one kind of thing or another that makes us the kind of thing that we are. This capacity is what enables us to ask the first person plural ontological question itself, so here our ability to ask the question provides the clue to its answer.

II

The question of what kind of thing we are is not a question that can be isolated. Answering it in one way or another generally goes hand in hand with not only a metaphysics but also an epistemology, and even an ethical and political outlook. In other words, an answer to the question forms a crucial component of any basic philosophical ‘world view’. In fact philosophical world views can almost be individuated by their answers to the question. Even those that typically involve an explicit rejection of the question usually assume an implicit answer to it.

For example, someone who inhabits the ‘scientific naturalist’ philosophical world view, one based on the natural sciences, would probably say that the question presupposes for its sense the idea that human beings have a special ontological status that separates them off from the rest of the physical universe, that this idea is nothing but a remnant of the idea of the soul, and that it has no place in a scientific account of the world. The only large-scale distinctions to be made between things in the world are those made in terms of their degree of internal complexity or integration. However, although this looks like a rejection of the question, it is actually the rejection of a different question, a question in which those posing the question stand outside the human race as a whole and ask ‘what is the fundamental characteristic that makes them what they are and sets them apart from other kinds of thing?’ This is a third person ontological question. In fact for us human beings it is an impossible question since we cannot stand outside the human race as a whole. We (that is, some of us) can stand outside any one human being, but not outside all human beings at once. Meanwhile the inhabitant of the naturalist world view does assume an answer to the first person plural ontological question, an answer that is implicit in the usage of ‘we’ in scientific journals. What characterises this ‘we’ and sets it apart from other kinds of thing is simply ‘our’ capacity to know how everything in the universe works.

The difficulty for the scientific naturalist world view is that this ‘we’ has to refer to the very human beings who are also being thought of from the third person perspective as simply animal organisms of a particularly complex and integrated sort. Yet it looks impossible to conceive ourselves in both of these ways at once. In particular, it looks impossible to conceive our own knowledge in both ways at once. From one point of view this knowledge is a representation of reality, rationally derived from our encounter with it, which we can take seriously. From the other point of view it is just a part of reality, simply a set of neuro-chemical patterns in human brains, causally produced by the operation of the laws of nature, which we cannot take seriously. The result is a contradictory conception of ourselves.

Scientific naturalists usually avoid this difficulty by tacitly assuming that the knowing ‘we’ is always a different set of individuals from those who are currently being discussed from the third person point of view. This suggests an invidious distinction within the human race between the ‘knowers’ and the ‘knowables’, and anyway it cannot resolve the difficulty, since it can hardly be denied that the ‘knowers’ are also complex animal organisms, so that the contradiction in the scientific naturalist’s answer to the first person plural ontological question recurs with respect to us ‘knowers’.

To take another example, the inhabitant of the currently popular postmodern philosophical world view would probably also reject the ontological question, this time on the grounds that to pose the question assumes that there is an objective truth, waiting to be discovered, about the kind of thing that we are. Instead, the postmodernist would argue, all such ‘truths’ are only ever our own inventions or constructions, usually furthermore inventions in the unacknowledged service of some personal or political end. Here again, though, an implicit answer to the question is being assumed even while overtly the question is rejected. For surely in the postmodern outlook it is exactly the capacity to further our ends by inventing and sustaining a conception of the world, while thinking that what we are doing is discovering the truth about the world, that characterises and distinguishes us. At least, I have never heard this capacity attributed to animals. In short, we humans are ‘motivated truth-inventors’.

The result is a difficulty analogous to that of scientific naturalism. For postmodernists are human beings too. So on their own account their own ideas of how the world is must also be motivated inventions. Yet it is hard to see how one can ever apply this view to one’s own ideas of how the world is while continuing to take them seriously.

The issue comes to a head if we focus on the postmodernists’ idea that human beings are motivated truth-inventors. For this idea cannot, on their own account, express an objective truth about human beings that obtained before they pointed it out. It can itself only be another motivated invention, and it seems impossible to acknowledge it as such without ceasing to take it seriously.

Postmodernists sometimes try to avoid this difficulty by trying to present their accounts of how other human beings invent truths without making any positive truth-claims themselves. But the fact remains that the accounts make no sense unless they are understood as descriptions of how things are, and how things already were before the postmodernists pointed them out. Alternatively, sometimes postmodernists are willing to proclaim frankly that the account being given is a motivated invention as much as any other account humans give of their world is, while justifying it pragmatically, as a liberating invention. The argument is that once we have seen that every conception of the world is a motivated invention rather than a reflection of the way that the world objectively is, this will give us the courage to reinterpret the world freely, no longer inhibited by a sense of obligation to make our conceptions match a pre-given reality.
 Furthermore, the idea that all our conceptions are just motivated inventions can give us that courage even if we see that idea itself as nothing but a motivated invention. Yet, again, this last claim looks false. If we feel inhibited from inventing conceptions freely because we feel that there is an objective reality and that a conception of reality is an attempt to describe that reality, then we will only lose that inhibition if we come to feel that this is not the case, and that it is not the case independently of whether we decide to think that it is not the case. A claim to the effect that it is not the case which is itself a self-acknowledged invention is one that we cannot take seriously enough for it to disinhibit us.

I have tried to show through these examples that the first person plural ontological question is not as escapable as it may seem to be. I have also tried to show that in both examples the answer to the question runs into difficulties, and in somewhat parallel ways. In each case, the answer to the question is a highly ‘cognitivist’ one: that is, the characteristic that is said to make us the kind of thing that we are is in each case based on our capacity to form an idea about how the world is. And in each case, difficulties arise in making this cognitivist way of conceiving ourselves work both when looking at ourselves from the ‘inside’, i.e. adopting the point of view of the cognising subject, and from the ‘outside’, i.e. adopting a point of view external to that of the cognising subject.

Thus the scientific naturalist answer to the question, that we are knowers, makes sense when we think of ourselves from the point of view of the cognising subject, but not when we think of ourselves from a point of view external to it, since from the external point of view we just look to the naturalist like complex physical structures. Conversely, the postmodern answer to the question, that we are motivated truth-inventors, makes sense if we think of ourselves from the external standpoint, but not from that of the cognising subject itself, since from that standpoint our cognition only makes sense as an attempt to describe the way the world is, independently of that attempt.

Maybe, then, there is a general problem with cognitivist answers to the question. Maybe cognitivist self-characterisations will always lead to a contradiction when we try to apply them both from the ‘outside’ and from the ‘inside’, because from the inside we have to take our cognitions seriously as portrayals of reality, whereas from the outside they collapse into mere products, whether of neuro-chemical mechanisms or of our own ulterior motivations.

III

This kind of criticism of cognitivist answers to the question is an immanent one, in that it tries to show that cognitivist answers lead to an internal contradiction in our self-characterisation. In addition, though, cognitivist self-characterisations have been criticised by appealing to an external standard, specifically the standard of our own ordinary experience of ourselves: our ordinary sense of what we are. The criticism goes that understanding ourselves simply as cognitive beings fails to accord with this self-experience, for in it we don’t just experience ourselves as cognisers, but also as, for example, as living organisms, as agents, as language-users, and as emotional beings. That is, we have a sense that these features of ourselves make us what we are as much as our cognitive capacities do, that without them we would not be the kind of thing that we are.

This criticism, appealing as it does to our own sense of what we are, in order to criticise cognitivist answers to the ontological question, implies that such an appeal to self-experience should also be the way in which to find a better answer to the question. Such an approach to answering the question raises two difficult issues, and two associated objections.

The first is that it seems to address the question by looking for those characteristics without which we wouldn’t be the kind of thing that we are, rather than those characteristics that distinguish us from other kinds of thing. From this point of view being alive and having emotions can count as characteristics that partly make us the kind of thing we are regardless of whether animals or plants have them. In objection to this it could be said that if we want to find out what makes us the kind of thing that we are, and not an animal or a plant, we should be looking for our differentia specifica, for the characteristics that distinguish us as a kind from every other kind. Such an objection seems to push us back towards a cognitivist answer to the question, for if we address the question by looking for the distinguishing marks that differentiate us from animals and plants, then our cognitive capacity does seem to provide one of the most obvious.

There seems to be a danger here that we may be dealing with two separate questions rather than one: one question about the characteristics that makes us the kind of thing that we are and another about the characteristics that distinguish us from other kinds of thing. Is the ontological question really two such questions rolled into one?

I do not think that it is. As I formulated the question, it was: ‘What is the fundamental characteristic, or combination of characteristics, that we all have that makes each of us the kind of thing that we all are, and accordingly sets us apart from other kinds of thing?’ If there is a combination of characteristics that makes us a kind of thing that we are, then for a thing to have that combination of characteristics must be enough to make it that kind of thing. Since if it is that kind of thing it cannot be any other kind of thing, it follows that for it to have that combination of characteristics is also enough to distinguish it from any other kind of thing. Any one of those characteristics may be shared with some other kinds of thing
, but only that kind of thing will have that particular combination of them. The question simply asks for that combination of characteristics. This is a unitary question.

However it is true that the question is closely connected a specific question about our distinctiveness. Let us follow tradition and call the characteristics that in combination make a thing a certain kind of thing (so that without any one of those characteristics the thing would not be that kind of thing) the essential characteristics of that kind. Then the first person plural ontological question asks us for the essential characteristics of our own kind, just as our sense of what we are is our sense of those essential characteristics. Now if we were able to establish the essential characteristics of both our own kind and of all other kinds, then we could answer the question, ‘which, if any, of the essential characteristics of our kind is unique to that kind?’ Furthermore if we were able to answer this question, which I’ll call the first person plural uniqueness question, we would certainly have established some of the essential characteristics of our kind, and so gone part of the way to answering the ontological question. It is even true that if our interest in answering the ontological question arose from an interest in discovering what distinguishes us from other kinds – and it was this interest that I used to introduce the question – then answering the uniqueness question might give us as much of the answer to the ontological question as we want
.  In addition, if it turned out that each kind had just one essential characteristic, then the answers to the ontological question and the uniqueness question would be the same. So the uniqueness question is closely connected to the ontological question, to the point that they may sometimes be confused. Nevertheless, it is a distinct question, and the fact that it exists and is closely connected with the ontological question does not undermine the unity of the ontological question itself.

I conclude that if the appeal to our sense of what we are in order to answer the ontological question leads to an answer that counts characteristics which we share with animals or plants as essential to  our kind, then this fact does not as such constitute an objection to the answer, as long as the full combination of characteristics listed in the answer is not shared by any other kind. To object to the inclusion of a particular characteristic in a proposed answer to the ontological question on the grounds that it is a characteristic we share with some other kind is to confuse the ontological question with the uniqueness question.

The second issue raised by the appeal to self-experience in answering the ontological question is that of whether such an appeal is in fact a legitimate way of answering the question. For it could be argued that our own pre-philosophical sense of what we are may well be misleading, both as a guide in trying to answer the question, and as a standard by which to assess answers that have already been proposed to it. Quite possibly our essential characteristics, the essential characteristics of our kind, are such that we cannot derive them, or verify them, from our self-experience at all.

A short response to this is to say that we must have some pre-philosophical sense of our basic kind in order to be able to pose the first person plural ontological question in the first place. It is true that we lack an everyday term for this basic kind, so that we may only be able to express this sense by talking about ‘what makes us human’, but we are quite aware when we do so that we are using ‘human’ in a weightier sense than when, for example, we talk about human beings as a particular biological species, Homo Sapiens, set apart from others by merely physiological distinguishing marks. In speech we even emphasise the word ‘human’ slightly when we use it in this weightier sense. We must therefore have some pre-philosophical sense of which of our characteristics are essential, and any philosophical answer to the ontological question will have to be broadly compatible with that sense. At the same time, consulting our own intuitions on the matter of what makes us what we are is unlikely to take us very far, if only because those intuitions are often uncertain. If they were not, we would not be asking ourselves the ontological question: its answer would be obvious to us.

IV

I conclude that the self-experiential approach to the ontological question is not defeated by either of the two objections I have discussed. I shall now go on to look at an argument that combines a version of the self-experiential criticism of cognitivist self-characterisations with the immanent criticism.

In this version the self-experiential criticism does not appeal directly to our sense of which characteristics are essential to us. Instead it appeals to our sense of which ways of relating to other things are essential to us. Specifically, it argues that cognitivist self-characterisations result from the idea that the essential way in which we relate to other things is by ‘representing’ them, whether this representing takes the form of simply looking at them or of creating a theoretical ‘picture’ of their internal structure, conceiving this as if it were something that could be looked at. The criticism is that we do not in fact experience representing as the essential way, or perhaps even as one of the essential ways, in which we relate to other things.

The argument then goes on to claim that such a ‘representationalist’ conception of our way of relating to things leads on the one hand to a conception of those things as ‘representables’, beings that can be represented, and therefore as fundamentally inert, and on the other to a conception of ourselves as ‘representers’, beings capable of representing such inertness – the cognitivist self-characterisation. Representer and represented become two basically different kinds of things. When the ‘other thing’ to which we relate in this representationalist way is another human being, we have to think of this thing as simultaneously a representable and a representer – a knowable and a knower. Yet, as argued above, we cannot conceive ourselves in both of these ways at once without contradiction.

Here, then, the immanent criticism supplements a version of the experiential criticism. The argument is that we misconceive our essential way of relating to things in a way that does not fit our actual experience of ourselves, and that this then leads to a contradictory account of ourselves. Accordingly, there must be a further, implicit, suggestion here: that if we were to conceive our essential way of relating to things in a way that did fit our experience we would not fall into such a contradictory account of ourselves.

V

How else, then, should we conceive our essential way of relating to things? There are several options here: we could substitute the representationalist way of relating by a completely different one, thinking of that one instead as essential; we could supplement it by adding in other ways of relating as equally essential; or we could subordinate it as a subsidiary element within another way of relating to things which we think of as essential. I will leave aside the substitution option because it does not seem plausible to argue that we could cease altogether to relate to things representationally while remaining the kind of thing that we are. I will also leave aside the supplementing option, on the grounds that it would be more satisfactory if we could discover a unitary conception of our essential way of relating to things rather than seeing ourselves as having several unconnected but equally essential ways of relating.

This leaves the subordination option. I shall look at one candidate for a unitary essential way of relating to things in which representation could be a subsidiary element. This is the one that Marx suggests in the first of the Theses on Feuerbach, ‘praxis’
. I shall assume that what Marx has in mind by praxis is not physical activity in general but something like ‘producing things for each other’, where ‘producing’ is a matter of making something into something else which other members of our kind can use.

If we conceive production for each other as our essential way of relating to things and to each other, this seems to lead to a conception of the things concerned as ‘usables’, as useful things. For this is how they figure from the point of view of production: the things we produce are useful to members of our kind, the things we use as raw materials are useful for turning into products, and the things we use as tools are useful for acting on those raw materials in order to turn them into products.

At the same time, this view gives us a conception of ourselves as producers and users of each other’s products. What makes us members of our kind is that we produce for others of our kind and use what others of our kind have produced for us. It follows that this is a rather peculiar kind. Each individual member of it is constituted as a member of the kind by virtue of the relations of producing-for and using-the-product-of (production relations
) that obtain between that individual and other members of the kind, who in turn are constituted as members of the kind in the same way. We all maintain each other as members of this kind by virtue of the production relations that we engage in with each other. I think that this is what Marx means when he says that the human essence is ‘no Abstraktum inherent in each particular individual’ but is in its actuality the ‘ensemble of social relations’.
 Production relations are ‘interconstitutive’.
 Their different forms then constitute not just different forms of society, but different ways of being the kind of thing that we are: in Marx’s terminology, different ways of being human.

What we have, then, is a ‘productionist’ view of our essential way of relating to things, a productionist self-characterisation and correlatively a functionalist characterisation of other things. On this account representing must remain a way of relating to things that is essential to our kind, for it is difficult to see how we could engage in producing from, or with, things, or in using the finished products, without at least on occasion representing these things to ourselves. Such representation, though, would be essential only in so far as it is a subordinate element in the relationship of producing things for each other and using those things. That is, what now counts as an essential way of relating to things is not representing things as such but ‘representing things as part of the process of using them’.

VI

Does this account of what makes us the kind of thing that we are match up with our self-experience? If we ask ourselves this question individually, then the answer seems to be no. It is true that producing and using each other’s products are activities that saturate our lives – we go to work, cook, write, wear clothes, live in buildings, get to places by road, and so on. Yet it does not seem to me that I would cease to be the basic kind of thing that I am simply by ceasing to produce and use human products. To put it intuitively, if I was shipwrecked on a deserted island with nothing at all I would have a very uncomfortable time there, but I would still be a human being (emphasised). So on an individual level I do not seem to experience producing and using human products as essential to being the kind of thing that I am.

On the other hand, if we ask the question on a collective level then the match with experience looks much better. Suppose that for some reason we all stopped producing for each other, perhaps because for some reason we just lost any interest in using human products.
 It seems plausible not only that, for those of us who survived, our existence would return to a pre-stone-age level, but that we would cease to have anything to say to each other. We might well then lose our capacity for language and with it our capacity for linguistically formulated thoughts, hence our cognitive capacities and even our capacity for differentiated emotions, in so far as that differentiation depends on conceptual content. We would become distinguishable from animals (or rather now from other animals) only physiologically. In short, it could plausibly be argued that all those individual characteristics which we experience as essential and unique to our kind are characteristics that depend on our belonging to a society of mutual production.



Admittedly, all that has been argued here is that belonging to a society of mutual production is necessary for having those characteristics. To demonstrate a full match with experience we would need to show that belonging to a society of mutual production is also sufficient for having those characteristics, but here too a plausible argument might be constructed.

In the light of this, perhaps the productionist self-characterisation should be formulated as follows. What makes any group of things members of our basic kind is that they produce things for each other, and so individually possess the characteristics that follow from such mutual production.
 What makes any individual thing a member of that kind is that it has acquired those characteristics by virtue of  participation in such a group.

VII

Still, the productionist account, with its particular answer to the first person plural ontological question, is open to some obvious criticisms. I will mention four, and then conclude by raising the question of whether the account avoids giving rise to a contradictory self-characterisation.

Firstly, there is an asymmetry in the way that I have characterised things of our own kind and other things. Our own kind is characterised by the fact that its members actually engage in production for each other. The other kind is characterised by the fact its members could in principle be used by members of our kind. By means of this characterisation, it is possible to include all the physical things we can ever encounter in the second kind, since it is always possible that any of them could serve in some way in production or use. We have used the stars for navigation, for example. Nevertheless, the asymmetry is worrying.

Secondly, as in the case of the ‘representer/represented’ conception, we end up with just two types of things in the world: human beings (and whatever undiscovered creatures there may be of the same kind as us) and everything else. Animal and plants have just the same status in this division as inanimate objects. This seems inadequate. Surely the differences between animals and inanimate things, for example, are in their way as fundamental as the differences between animals and human beings?

Thirdly, this division of the universe into two kinds of things, things of our own kind and things that are potentially useful for our kind, looks profoundly anthropocentric, or at least ‘our-kind-centric’. To put the point metaphorically, by what right can we throw everything in the universe apart from ourselves (and any others of our particular kind) into a single kind and label it ‘things that may possibly be useful to us’? Do things not have their own species and genera, independently of whether or not they could be of any use to us? A response to this criticism might be that it betrays an underlying account of things as ‘representables’, which is just what is being contested, but I shall not try to pursue this here.

Fourthly, if producing for each other is what makes a group of things members of our kind, then it would seem that ants, for example, must count as members. To avoid this, we would have to make it explicit that producing-for (and perhaps also using-the-product-of) is an intentional relation, that is, one that involves actions in which the other parties, and the objects, figure as intentional objects. Unless an account of such actions can be given which does not involve representation, this reintroduces representation at the ground level of the account of our essential relations.

It may well be possible to overcome these criticisms, but from the point of view of this paper I think there is a more urgent question about the productionist account: does it give us a self-characterisation that is not contradictory in the way that I have suggested that cognitivist ones are? If it cannot then it cannot rely on the immanent criticism of cognitivist accounts as part of the argument in its favour, since it will be susceptible to the same kind of criticism itself.

The contradiction arose because we had to conceive ourselves at once as ‘representables’ and as ‘representers’. Yet in so far as we conceived ourselves as representables it was difficult to take our own representations of the world seriously. Now the productionist account of our essential relations has a basic difference from the representationalist one that I have associated with cognitivist self-characterisations. In it our essential way of relating is not a two-way but a three-way one, between individual human beings as producers, things, and individual human beings as users of products. Thus this way of relating has built into its structure a distinction between two different kinds of thing to which one relates: the thing that one uses in production (or as a product) and the fellow member of one’s own kind for whom one produces (or whose product one uses). The representationalist way of relating only occurs within this relation as a subsidiary way of relating to the things that one uses, whether as raw materials, tools, or products. It is these things that are conceived as ‘representables’. Therefore it could be said that the contradiction that results from characterising human beings as both representers and representables cannot arise, since human beings do not figure at all as representables in our essential way of relating to things and each other.

Nevertheless, even if in this way of thinking things only figure as representables in the context of figuring as ‘usables’, surely we are quite capable of treating our fellow human beings as usables, and thus also as representables, so the original problem seems to arise again.

Perhaps the best response to this from the productionist point of view is to agree that this does happen, in fact it happens all the time. Class society is precisely a society in which one section of society treats another as usables. Yet on the productionist account such treatment is at odds with the essential character of our kind. It is the practical equivalent of a category mistake.
 If we adopt the productionist way of thinking about ourselves, though, we do not have to repeat this mistake on the theoretical plane, and as long as we avoid doing so we will not run into contradiction.

To summarise: I have suggested that cognitivist answers to the first person plural ontological question lead to a contradiction in our self-characterisation, and also that they can be attacked for failing to match up to our ordinary sense of what we are. I have tried to connect these criticisms through an argument according to which it is a representationalist conception of our essential way of relating to things, one at odds with our ordinary self-experience, that is responsible for both cognitivist self-characterisations and their internal contradiction. Finally I have looked briefly at an alternative productionist conception of our essential way of relating to things, derived from Marx, to see how well it matches our sense of what we are and avoids the same internal contradiction. My conclusion is that the productionist conception has problems, but that it deserves, as we say, further research.
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�  	I am using ‘animals’ in the sense that excludes human beings.


�	From here on I use ‘kind’ as a shorthand for ‘basic kind’.


�   	This criticism can be supplemented with a political one. Marxists can argue that a cognitivist conception of what makes us the kind of thing that we are expresses the self-conception of those who do not produce, and reinforces their rule over the producing classes. Similarly, feminists can argue that it expresses a specifically male self-conception and is complicit in the maintenance of men’s power over women, and ecologists can argue that it expresses a conception of humans as set above the rest of nature and helps to legitimate the treatment of nature as a mere resource to be exploited for human ends. However in all these cases there must be an uneasy relation between the political criticism and the criticism that simply appeals to ordinary self-experience, in so far as the political outlook in question sees our ordinary self-experience as already estranged or distorted by the kind of society that it criticises.


� 	In fact every one of them may be.


� 	Of course if our kind had no unique essential characteristics and was distinguished from all other kinds only by its particular combination of essential characteristics, then the answer to the uniqueness question, namely ‘None’, would not help in discovering what distinguishes us.


�  	I leave aside the question of why, in principle a failure to match self-experience should lead to a contradiction in the resulting self-characterisation.


�  	K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1975-, vol. 5, p. 6. 


�	I understand production in this sense to include transporting a product to its user. Here and below I use the term ‘use’ to mean ‘employ either in order to achieve some end, or else as part of an activity pursued for its own sake’. In this sense one uses a bicycle when one gets to somewhere on it, but also when one just goes for a ride on it.


�  	In defining a term of Marx’s in this way, I am in effect claiming that this is what he too meant by the term.


�  	Marx and Engels, op. cit., p. 7. Marx always conceives ‘society’ as a plurality of human beings bound together by producing things for each other.


�  	The idea of interconstitutive relations can be traced back via Feuerbach and Hegel to Fichte, for whom we are only rational and free in virtue of relations of mutual recognition between each other. See  J.G. Fichte, The Science of Rights, tr. A.E. Kroeger, London: Truebner, 1889, §§1-4, pp. 31-83. It is at least foreshadowed in Rousseau’s account of the social genesis of humanity in the Discourse on Inequality.


�  	Marx does not make much of the distinction between humanity and the basic kind, defined by production relations, to which humans belong. He does have a distinct term for that kind, though: ‘species-being’. The kind species-being is the kind whose members belong to it by virtue of producing for, and being produced for by, other members of that kind: by virtue of engaging in ‘species-activity’. See Marx and Engels, Collected Works, vol. 3, pp. 216, 219, 275-6. The term ‘species-being’ comes from Feuerbach, but I think it is Fichte who first uses term ‘species’ (Gattung) to designate a kind the relations between whose members are interconstitutive. See Fichte, op. cit., p. 61.


�  	In trying above to develop the connections between a productionist view of ourselves and a correlative view of other things from Marx’s sketchy remarks in the Theses on Feuerbach, I have drawn on Heidegger’s conceptions of Vorhandenheit (presence-at-hand) and Zuhandenheit (readiness-to-hand) in Being and Time (tr. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson, Oxford: Blackwell, 1962).


�  	Admittedly it is difficult to imagine circumstances in which, being the kind of thing that we are, we could lose this interest. This difficulty makes it hard to carry out the thought experiment I am proposing here, but at bottom I think it strengthens the productivist case.


�  Even so, to show that production for each other is necessary and sufficient for our having the individual characteristics that we feel to be essential to us is not the same thing as showing that we feel such production itself to be essential to us, although as I have presented it the productionist account began with an appeal to the latter rather than the former aspect of our self-experience. In moving to the collective level, I have in effect used the former as an indicator of the latter. More seriously, it could be argued that to show in the way I have suggested that production for each other is necessary and sufficient for our having the characteristics we experience as essential is only to show that it ‘makes us what we experience ourselves to be’ in the consequential sense of ‘makes’ (as when we ask what it is that makes a dog bark) rather than in the constitutive sense (as when we ask what it is that makes a plant a vegetable - in virtue of what it counts as one), and that it is in the constitutive sense that we need a match with experience. I think that the productionist response to this would have to be that in the context of the ontological question no clear distinction between the two senses of ‘make’ can be maintained, but I cannot take this further here.


�  	They would not need to produce things for all members of their kind, or even of their biological species (although Marx does seem to think that the latter is necessary for humans to fully realise their nature as species-beings). So groups of beings completely isolated from each other, even by having quite different physiologies and needs, could still belong to this same kind.


�  	A wolf-child, then, would not count as belonging to this kind, though of course it would still belong to the biological species Homo Sapiens.


�  	It could be removed by characterising our own kind as things that are capable of  producing for each other, but this would eliminate the idea of interconstitutive relations and instead reduce what makes us the kind of thing we are back to an ‘Abstraktum inherent in each particular individual’.





�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"�Page: 3��� If the 'pre-given' reality is in fact one imposed by those in power then this freedom could have a political content.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"�Page: 10��� The thought experiment is certainly a difficult one to carry out, because it seems so difficult to imagine circumstances in which we would lose all interest in each other's products, without some change in our mentality that might already but our status as beings of the kind that we are in question. I think, though, that this difficulty only supports the claim that production for each other is essential to us.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"�Page: 13���It might even be possible to go further and say that the conception of ourselves as representers and of things as representables is a philosophical expression of this treatment. Cf. Marx's remark that the standpoint of the old materialism is civil society.
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