MCDOWELL AND HEIDEGGER ON KANT’S
SPONTANEOUS RECEPTIVITY

In recent years, a growing trend has been
the attempt to break down the wall, and open
up the lines of communication, between the
analytic and continental traditions. And a ma-
jor obstacle faced by these divide-bridging en-
deavors is the problem of defining the tradi-
tions in the first place. One way to bootstrap
our way into a solution to this problem is to ex-
amine how various analytic and continental
philosophers address identical issues, thereby
allowing the construction of dialogues be-
tween representatives of the different tradi-
tions, through which their basic distinguishing
characteristics could be identified. This proce-
dure, however, gives rise to problems of its
own since the disparate philosophical idioms
adopted by the traditions can make it difficult
to determine when and if identical issues are
really addressed. Still, promising cases for
such dialogue construction can be found, and,
in this essay, I will examine what I believe to be
such a case.

It has often been claimed that the analytic
and continental traditions parted ways by vir-
tue of their interpretations of Kant.' It would
seem, then, that the field of Kant-interpretation
would offer a relatively fertile ground for culti-
vating dialogues between the traditions,
through comparisons of analytic and continen-
tal treatments of specific points of Kant-inter-
pretation. And in the Kant-interpretations of
Heidegger and McDowell, we find a particu-
larly promising case for making such a com-
parison. For both interpretations explicitly fo-
cus on the same issue in Kant’s thought, which
they both view as lying at its heart—i.e.,
Kant’s notion of subjectivity as spontaneous
receptivity. Furthermore, they both articulate
their own thought in terms of their assessments
of Kant’s alleged failure to draw the ultimate
conclusion of subjectivity’s spontaneous-re-
ceptive structure. Thus, comparing Heidegger
and McDowell with regard to Kantian sponta-
neous receptivity allows us an extended and
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detailed look at how a continental philosopher
and an analytic philosopher address the same
problem, both as it pertains to interpreting
Kant and as it pertains to their own positions.

L

As McDowell sees it, Kant is important be-
cause he shows the way to resolve a pivotal dif-
ficulty plaguing contemporary philosophy.
The difficulty that McDowell has in mind is
that of an apparently “interminable oscilla-
tion™* between a belief in the Myth of the
Given and a radical coherentism. And he sees
Kantian thought as offering a way out of this
dilemma insofar as Kant holds that knowledge
of the objective world is made possible
through a combination of receptivity and
spontaneity, i.e., through a notion of subjectiv-
ity for which “spontaneity is inextricably im-
plicated in deliverances of receptivity.”* In or-
der to see how Kantian spontaneous
receptivity resolves the dilemma between the
Myth of the Given and radical coherentism, we
must first get a clearer picture of how this di-
lemma arises.

The dilemma originates in the attempt to
maintain what McDowell calls a “minimal em-
piricism,”* which is the rather uncontroversial
view that we can experience the world and that
such experiences can tell us something about
what the world is like. Only by meeting these
two conditions—being of, or from, the world;
and revealing something about the world
can experience count as being directed toward
the world. For an experience that fails either to
be an experience of the world or to be informa-
tive about the world is not world-directed in
any genuine sense.” And McDowell argues
that there is at least an apparent conflict be-
tween these two fundamental conditions of the
possibility of world-directedness.

Beginning with the first condition, in order
for experience to be of the world, the experi-
encing subject’s representations must be deter-
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mined by the world that it experiences; it must
passively accept what the world shows to it.
That is, the experiencing subject must be re-
ceptive of the world.® For representations that
are impervious to the world would be deter-
mined completely internally, generated not by
the world but by the representing subject itself.
And as so generated, such representations are
not representations of the world but of the rep-
resentation-producing subject. Therefore,
world-directed experiences must be under-
gone by a passive, receptive subject since oth-
erwise they would not be experiences of the
world at all, and so would fail to satisfy the first
condition of world-directedness.

However, although subjectivity’s world-
directedness requires that it be receptive in or-
der to meet the first condition thereof, this very
receptivity seems to preclude the subject’s pas-
sively received representations from telling it
anything about the world. That is, satisfying
the first condition for world-directedness ap-
pears to render meeting the second condition
impossible. To see why this is the case, we
must examine how McDowell understands the
structure of representations that inform us
about the world, or to use McDowell’s phrase,
representations “that things are thus and so.”’

For a representation to represent that the
world is in a certain way is for that representa-
tion to be conceptualized, or to have concep-
tual content.® That is, such a representation
represents the world as being of a certain char-
acter. And the possession of such conceptual
content is tantamount to a representation hav-
ing the character of a belief since a belief is a
representation maintaining that some state of
affairs is the case. Thus, representations that
tell us something about the world are beliefs.’
By examining the nature of beliefs, then,
McDowell finds what is characteristic of con-
ceptualized representations, of representations
that inform us about the world. And
McDowell’s pivotal claim, in this regard, is
that beliefs require an active representing sub-
ject because they are the sorts of representa-
tions that must be integrated into a relational
system of beliefs, a world-view."

Since belief-representations are determined
to be the beliefs that they are by their location
within a system of beliefs, a belief’s identity is
not necessarily determined by the experience
in which it originates. For a given experience

may yield a representation that can be legiti-
mately located in a variety of places within
such a system. That is, disparate beliefs can be
implied by a particular perceptual episode, and
so the representing subject must actively deter-
mine how the representation in question is to
fitinto their belief-system.'" In this way, the re-
ceptive subject is equally active, or spontane-
ous, in that it determines the very identity of its
belief-representations.

McDowell vividly expresses the impossi-
bility of passive reception grounding beliefs
by maintaining that such experiences could
serve as exculpations but could not serve as
justifications for beliefs.'? This distinction can
be understood in the following way. An essen-
tial characteristic of belief-representations is
found in the way that sensory episodes are re-
lated to them. Specifically, this relation is one
of justification; sensory episodes justify (or
fail to justify) beliefs. For, as we have seen, be-
lief-representations tell us that the world is
thus and so, and the same sensory episodes can
justify different beliefs. This relation, in which
the relation between the grounding-phenome-
non and that which it grounds, is not such that
the former necessarily determines a unique
identity for the latter, although it does limit the
range of legitimate cases of the latter. Such is
the structure of the justificatory relation, the
relation that holds between sensory episodes
and belief-representations. And McDowell’s
position is that in order for this relation to ob-
tain, the subject that entertains a belief must
have an active dimension. Thus, experience
can only ground beliefs for an active subject;
or, in other words, only a spontaneous subject
can take experiences as justifications.

A purely passive subject, on the other hand,
could never possess beliefs because experi-
ence could never stand in a justificatory rela-
tion to its representations, but only in an excul-
patory relation. That is, the relation between
experience and a purely receptive subject
would be one in which the particular represen-
tations that it entertains were necessarily de-
termined by the particular sensory episodes
that grounds them. In such cases, the ground-
ing experience would not justify the subject’s
possessing the representation that it grounds,
as in the case of experiences that ground be-
liefs; but, instead, the experience would excul-
pate the subject from bearing any responsibil-
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ity for possessing the experience-grounded
representation, insofar as the latter would be
necessarily determined by its grounding expe-
rience. Thus, a purely passive subject, being
unable to stand toward experience in a relation
of justification but only one of exculpation,
cannot have beliefs, and so cannot possess
world-directed representations. Hence, one of
McDowell’s formulations of his critique of the
Myth of the Given runs as follows:

But it is one thing to be exempt from
blame, on the ground that the position we
find ourselves in can be traced ultimately
to brute force; it is quite another thing to
have ajustification. In effect, the idea of the
Given offers exculpations where we
wanted justifications."

World-directed representations, then, inso-
far as they are about the world, cannot be pas-
sively received by the representing subject, but
must be actively constituted by subjectivity.
Yet, their coming from the world requires that
the representing subject passively receive,
rather than actively constitute, them. And it is
the tension between these requirements that
has given rise to contemporary philosophy’s
oscillation between theories that cling to the
Myth of the Given and those that adopt a radi-
cally coherentist stance. Specifically, recogni-
tion of the fact that world-directedness de-
mands a passive subject has led to theories that
locate the source of world-directed representa-
tions outside of the scope of the representing
subject’s active cognitive powers, that source
being a pure Given. This position McDowell
refers to as the Myth of the Given, borrowing a
phrase from Sellars—i.e., theories that argue
for a distinguishable moment of pure receptiv-
ity, characterized by representations that pos-
sess non-conceptual content. But recognition
of the demand that subjectivity actively consti-
tute its world-directed representations has in-
spired the rejection of a pure Given, resulting
in theories that locate the source of world-di-
rected representations within subjectivity it-
self. This position McDowell refers to as radi-
cal coherentism —i.e., theories arguing that
since all representational content must be con-
ceptualized, subjectivity must be purely ac-
tive, its world-directed representations being

PHILOSOPHY TODAY
168

internally generated, impervious to the objec-
tive, external world. As McDowell
characterizes it, a “frictionless spinning in a
void.”'* Both types of theory are inadequate
because each satisfies one of the criteria of
world-directedness while failing to satisfy the
other. Hence, the oscillation between opposed,
equally inadequate theories.

&k ock ook

According to McDowell, twentieth century
philosophy has moved between the Myth of
the Given and radical coherentism because it
has consistently thought of the receptivity and
spontaneity of subjectivity as incompatible,
and so has had to maintain that, at the most fun-
damental level of world-directed representa-
tion, only one of these dimensions is exercised.
McDowell sees that the only way to end this
quarrel is to find a way to combine receptivity
and spontaneity at every level of empirical ex-
perience.” And he notes that this is precisely
what Kant attempted with his notion of subjec-
tivity as spontaneous receptivity. Kant suc-
cinctly sets out the horns of the dilemma, and
notes their inadequacies, with his famous for-
mula: “Thoughts without content are empty,
intuitions without concepts are blind.”'° Still,
McDowell claims, Kant ultimately failed to do
justice to this, his most important insight.
McDowell’s diagnosis of Kant’s failure, which
leads to McDowell’s own positive position,
runs as follows.

On the one hand, Kant correctly maintains
that spontaneity and receptivity are intrinsi-
cally combined from “the standpoint of experi-
ence.”'” That is, insofar as Kant conceives of
the world of empirical experience, the phe-
nomenal world, as subject-independent, and
thus of subjectivity as passive in its reception
of phenomenal objects, he avoids radical
coherentism; and insofar as Kant conceives of
the phenomenal world as subject-dependent,
and thus of subjectivity as an active world-con-
stituting agent, he avoids the Myth of the
Given. However, Kant fails to maintain the in-
extricable connection between receptivity and
spontaneity from the “transcendental perspec-
tive.”" That is, subjectivity’s relation to the
noumenal world is one in which things are
purely subject-independent." And, according
to McDowell, empirical experience of phe-
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nomena is, for Kant, ultimately rooted in sub-
jectivity’s being affected by noumena—a type
of affection that is purely receptive, with no
spontaneous, active role played by the repre-
senting subject.” In short, Kant’s admission of
the noumenal thing in itself, his adoption of a
“transcendental framework,” results in his fall-
ing prey to the Myth of the Given. McDowell
summarizes this critique of Kant as follows:

It is as though Kant were saying that al-
though an exculpation cannot do duty for a
justification, and although, empirically
speaking, we can have justifications for
empirical judgments, still the best we can
have for empirical judgments, transcen-
dentally speaking, is exculpations.”

But why would Kant adopt the transcendental
framework, thereby reverting to an erroneous
position that he could have successfully
avoided with his notion of spontaneous recep-
tivity? McDowell finds the reason for this in
Kant’s acceptance of the modern scientific
conception of nature, i.e., nature as a realm of
purely mechanistic, efficient causes and ef-
fects.”” This conception of nature leads to the
Myth of the Given since subjectivity’s cogni-
tive relation to natural objects, thus conceived,
could only be purely receptive. For all of its
representations would be the result of neces-
sary causal processes rather than being
spontaneously integrated into a system of
beliefs.

Accepting the scientific conception of na-
ture, Kant’s ontology must include a purely
subject-independent realm, and since the phe-
nomenal world is not such a realm, Kant was
compelled to posit the thing in itself to play
this role. Thus, Kant’s position begins with his
groundbreaking insight into the need for a
combination of spontaneity and receptivity, of
activity and passivity, in order for experience
to be possible. This insight determines his no-
tion of the phenomenal world as both subject-
dependent and subject-independent. But he
combines this with an acceptance of the scien-
tific conception of nature, causing his rever-
sion to the Myth of the Given and its view of
the world as subject-independent.

So, Kant, ultimately, cannot solve the prob-
lem of the oscillation between coherentism

and the Myth of the Given, between a purely
active and a purely passive notion of subjectiv-
ity. And with his assessment of the source of
Kant’s relapse into the Myth of the Given, we
find McDowell’s own solution to the prob-
lem—a re-conceptualization of nature. Specif-
ically, he re-conceives nature so as to include
two dimensions, one of which holds the key to
the possibility of world-directed representa-
tions.

For McDowell, the two dimensions of the
natural are nature as the “realm of law,” or na-
ture as a system of mechanistic causes and ef-
fects;* and a second aspect of nature, which
McDowell names “second nature.” This aspect
of nature inhabits what McDowell, borrowing
another phrase from Sellars, calls the “space of
reasons.”* By the space of reasons, McDowell
refers to the previously mentioned relational
system of beliefs into which representations
must be actively integrated in order to count as
belief-representations. As we have seen, such
representations can only be possessed by an
active representing subject, while a subject
whose representations are all the result of
mechanistic causal processes is purely pas-
sive. Thus, insofar as world-directed represen-
tations must be beliefs, they cannot be the re-
sult of nothing but causal interactions between
the world and the representing subject. What
gives such representations their belief-charac-
ter is not the fact that occurrences in the world
impinge on the subject’s sensory faculties,
thereby causing, or necessitating, the occur-
rence of certain representations, but rather the
fact that certain worldly occurrences can jus-
tify, or count as reasons for, holding certain be-
liefs about the world. The human subject’s
ability to draw inferences from its sensory ex-
periences, to take experiences as reasons for
holding beliefs, for situating representations
within a world-view, is the human being’s pos-
session of a second nature. And McDowell
sees the positing of such a second nature as
solving the problem of world-directed repre-
sentations due to its spontaneous receptive
character. That is, exercises of second nature
are spontaneous insofar as they generate be-
liefs, and they are receptive insofar as they are
natural.”
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In his interpretation of Kant, Heidegger fo-
cuses on Kant’s conception of finitude, which
Heidegger sees as the heart of the Critique of
Pure Reason. More specifically, he claims that
Kant’s search for the conditions of the possi-
bility of experience is an explication of the
fundamental structure of human finite subjec-
tivity.”® And this fundamental structure,
Heidegger argues, is spontaneous receptiv-
ity*’—a structure whose discovery is Kant’s
greatest achievement.

The connection that Heidegger finds, in
Kant, between finitude and spontaneous re-
ceptivity can be seen by examining Kant’s dis-
tinction between finite and infinite intuition.
For Kant, the characteristic mark of the finite
subject is its possession of a receptive dimen-
sion. That is, while infinite cognition produces
its object through the very act of cognition, fi-
nite cognition must be given an object; the
cognized object must already be on hand prior
to the act of cognition. So, whereas infinite
subjectivity is purely active, purely spontane-
ous, finite subjectivity is passive, receptive. In
other words, finite cognition, for Kant, is non-
productive cognition. However, Kant’s finite
subjectivity cannot be purely receptive, but
must possess an equally essential spontaneous
dimension. The precise reason for this, and
thus the connection between finitude and
spontaneous receptivity, can be clearly illumi-
nated by considering Kant’s famous letter of
1772 to Marcus Herz.”

Heidegger invokes the letter to Herz in his
1927-28 lecture course entitled “Phenomeno-
logical Interpretation of Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason” because he maintains that, in the
letter, “the problem of [the first] Critique is
formulated for the first time.”*" For Heidegger
sees the letter as articulating Kant’s first for-
mulation of the problem of the a priori syn-
thetic judgment,®’ which Kant himself desig-
nates as the fundamental problem of the
Critique of Pure Reason. And the letter con-
ceives the problem of the synthetic a priori in
terms of the relation between such judgments
and the objects thus judged. That is, it asks
how a representation-object relation could ob-
tain in cases where the representations “are
neither brought about by the object nor do they
create the object itself.”** The connection be-
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tween this question and finite, or non-
productive, cognition can be seen through the
following considerations.

As we have seen, an infinite subjectivity, for
Kant, produces, rather than receives, its ob-
jects, and so the representation-object relation
proper to it is one in which the representation
produces the object. Therefore, insofar as fi-
nite subjectivity is receptive, its representa-
tion-object relation is one in which the former
does not produce the latter. At the same time,
however, Kant holds that the objects of finite
cognition do not create its representations. Ac-
cording to Heidegger, Kant makes this claim
because he adopts the Platonic insight that to
know things, we must “first determine beings
in their ontological constitution.”* In other
words, we must have an advance understand-
ing of the basic structure of things in order to
gain knowledge of the things so structured.
And knowledge of things requires this pre-un-
derstanding because it makes experience of
things possible.”* Heidegger’s reference to
Plato makes clear what he has in mind here.
Unless we already comprehend that which
makes a thing the thing that it is, we could not
recognize, and thus experience, the thing as
such. Kant, then, grounds knowledge of beings
in the pre-understanding of the ontological
constitution thereof. And since this knowledge
makes experience possible, it cannot result
from, but must precede experience. This is
why the representation-object relation obtain-
ing in finite cognition is not one in which the
object produces the representation.

We can now see how the question asked in
the letter to Herz is equivalent to the question
concerning finite cognition on which
Heidegger’s Kant-interpretation focuses. The
representation-object relation that obtains in
finite, non-productive cognition cannot be one
in which the former produces the latter since
that is the representation-object relation that
characterizes infinite, productive cognition.
Nor can it be one in which the object produces
the representation since, in that case, it would
not be cognition at all. Thus, in the representa-
tion-object relation characterizing finite cog-
nition, neither term produces the other. And it
is into the possibility of such a representation-
object relation that the letter to Herz inquires.
According to Heidegger, then, Kant’s funda-
mental problem, the possibility of a priori syn-
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thetic judgments, is the problem of finite cog-
nition, which is a type of cognition in which
the cognizing subject does not produce its ob-
jects, nor do its objects produce its cognitions.

In view of the above, we can see that Kant’s
groundbreaking insight, for Heidegger, is that
the finite subject’s fundamental structure is
that of spontaneous receptivity. Insofar as fi-
nite subjectivity’s representations do not pro-
duce its objects, insofar as finite subjectivity is
finite, it is passive, receptive of the world. But
the finite subject cannot be purely passive; if
all of its representations were produced by
their objects, then it could not entertain repre-
sentations of objects at all. Therefore, insofar
as finite subjectivity’s objects do not produce
its representations, insofar as finite subjectiv-
ity is finite subjectivity, it is active, spontane-
ous in its cognition of the world.

B ok ook ook

At this point, we can see some clear similar-
ities between Heidegger’s and McDowell’s as-
sessments of Kant. Both view him as having
made a highly significant discovery—the
spontaneous-receptive structure of human
subjectivity. They also agree that this discov-
ery is significant because it allows Kant to
chart a course between two opposed, and
equally untenable, views of subjectivity’s rela-
tion to the world. McDowell makes this point
by noting that Kantian spontaneous receptivity
allows us to maintain a position between
coherentism and the Myth of the Given,
thereby avoiding their inadequacies.
Heidegger makes the point by noting that the
notion of spontaneous receptivity allows Kant
to avoid confusing the human subject with ei-
ther an infinite subject or an entity that lacks
subjectivity altogether. An equally important
similarity between Heidegger and McDowell
is that both argue that Kant failed to follow his
view of subjectivity to its ultimate conclusion.
And this final similarity leads us to the basic
difference between Heidegger’s and
McDowell’s assessments of Kant—i.e., in
their different views of what the implications
of Kantian subjectivity are, their different
views of what conclusion Kant ought to have
drawn from the spontaneous-receptive struc-
ture of subjectivity, but failed to.

As we have seen, McDowell faults Kant for
clinging to the modern scientific conception of
nature in the face of subjectivity’s spontane-
ous-receptive character. For McDowell, the
proper conclusion to draw from the Kantian
notion of subjectivity is that nature must have a
second, non-causal but justificatory, dimen-
sion. To see Heidegger’s version of the proper
conclusion to be drawn, we look to his critique
of Kant, which can be best understood by first
noting the important role that Kant’s spontane-
ous receptivity plays in Heidegger’s own
thought.

We have seen that the characteristic activity
of Kant’s finite subject is the performance of a
priori synthetic judgments, judgments in
which neither the representation nor its object
produces its counterpart. In his Kant-interpre-
tation, Heidegger equates these judgments
with the understanding of being,” the explica-
tion of whose structure is the fundamental
problem of Being and Time. In this way,
Heidegger saw his own project in Being and
Time as akin to Kant’s attempt to articulate the
structure of finite cognition. The analytic of
Dasein, seen in this light, is guided by the exi-
gencies of conceiving a spontaneous-receptive
subject. And Heidegger faults Kant for cling-
ing to the priority of the faculty of reason in the
face of subjectivity’s spontaneous-receptive
character.” Specifically, Heidegger maintains
that while the defining act of the spontaneous-
receptive subject, i.e., its performance of a pri-
ori synthetic judgments, or in Heidegger’s
terms its understanding of being, is not an act
of reason, Kant assumes that the representing
subject is fundamentally rational, and so its de-
fining act must be an act expressing that ratio-
nality. And, according to Heidegger, the un-
derstanding of being is non-rational insofar as
its very structure is to resist full univocal deter-
mination. Kant, Heidegger claims, saw this but
refused to draw the conclusion that subjectiv-
ity is fundamentally non-rational; he “had to
shrink back™ from this implication of the na-
ture of spontaneous-receptivity, and so he re-
asserted the priority of the faculty of reason in
the second edition of the Critique.*® The reason
for Kant’s refusal is, ultimately, rooted in his
allegiance to the ontology of the present-at-
hand,” which holds that whatever is, is fully
and univocally determinate—that is, is ratio-
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nal—and so can be fully and univocally articu-
lated by rational subjectivity.

B ok ook ook

We can now note the key differences be-
tween McDowell and Heidegger in terms of
their differing diagnoses of, and their conse-
quently differing remedies for, Kant’s failure
to acknowledge the ultimate implication of
subjectivity’s spontaneous-receptive struc-
ture. McDowell argues that spontaneous re-
ceptivity can be accommodated by expanding
the scope of nature beyond the realm of effi-
cient causes and effects, so as to include a
realm of justifications, the space of reasons.
And by locating the space of reasons within
nature, he intends to preserve the rationality of
subjectivity, of spontaneous receptivity.
McDowell suggests that this is what is at issue
in his positing of second nature, when he says
that if we locate the space of reasons outside of
nature—a position that he calls “rampant pla-
tonism”*— then our ability to recognize justi-
fications, to perform the acts that distinguish
us as human, spontaneous-receptive subjects
isrendered “mysterious,”! “occult,”** beset by
a “sense of spookiness,” whereas this same
ability, naturalized as McDowell’s second na-
ture, becomes “permeated with rationality.”*

McDowell’s argument for the mysterious,
non-rational character of a space of reasons be-
yond nature turns on his claim that to be human
is to be a member of “a certain species of ani-
mals.”* That is, being human is equivalent to
having certain natural characteristics, and so is
exhausted by having a certain place in nature.
But if the space of reasons is outside of nature,
then the human subject’s connection thereto is
non-natural. As McDowell puts it, it requires
that we conceive “human beings as partly in
nature and partly outside it.”** But in view of
his conception of being human as having a cer-
tain place in nature, the rampant Platonist’s
conception of humans as both natural and non-
natural is tantamount to viewing human beings
as both human and non-human; the human be-
ing’s connection with the space of reasons be-
comes a non-human ability."” Hence, its air of
mystery, which is avoided through
McDowell’s naturalism of second nature. And
it is the avoidance of this mysteriousness, of
the non-rational, that motivates McDowell to
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accommodate spontaneous receptivity within
a form of naturalism—his remedy for Kant’s
failure.

For Heidegger, a de-naturalization of sub-
jectivity may, but need not, lead to the de-ratio-
nalization against which McDowell guards.
This is because Heidegger views naturalism as
one of many possible versions of the ontology
of the present-at-hand, the latter being the con-
ception of the world as rational—the view that
whatever is, is univocally determinate. Since
the ontology of the present-at-hand can take
many non-naturalistic forms, then, a de-natu-
ralized subject is not necessarily a non-rational
subject. McDowell only interprets de-natural-
ization as tantamount to de-rationalization be-
cause he interprets being human as being a
type of natural being. Thus, from Heidegger’s
point of view, while a subjectivity outside of
nature is not necessarily non-rational, a sub-
jectivity beyond the scope of the ontology of
the present-at-hand is.

With the above in mind, we can see that
Heidegger’s critique of Kant, his remedy for
Kant’s failure to draw the ultimate implica-
tions of subjectivity’s spontaneous-receptive
structure, is the precise opposite of
McDowell’s. That is, since spontaneous recep-
tivity cannot be accounted for by the ontology
of the present-at-hand, the non-rational char-
acter of subjectivity must be admitted and con-
fronted. Rather than expanding an ontological
realm that would otherwise fail to accommo-
date spontaneous receptivity, as does
McDowell, Heidegger allows spontaneous re-
ceptivity its rightful place beyond the scope of
reason. As a result, philosophy is saddled with
the task of addressing this non-rational struc-
ture, of addressing the mystery that is the un-
derstanding of being. Thus, while McDowell
expands the scope of nature in order to pre-
serve subjectivity’s rationality, Heidegger re-
stricts the scope of the ontology of the present-
at-hand, and thereby rejects subjectivity’s al-
leged rationality.

A ok ok ok

If we were to take Heidegger and
McDowell as representative of continental and
analytic philosophy, then the above confronta-
tion between them would lead us to construe
the difference between the traditions in terms
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of their willingness to allow ambiguity, or in-
determinacy, into their ontologies. While
Heidegger’s locating spontaneous receptivity
outside of the sphere of the rationally determi-
nable, yields an ontologically indeterminate
conception of subjectivity—Dasein—
McDowell’s locating spontaneous receptivity
within the sphere of second nature preserves
the rationality, and thus the univocal determi-
nacy, thereof. And while this distinction, be-
tween those who admit the indeterminate and
those who do not, may not be equivalent to the
distinction between analytic and continental

philosophers, it may be as good a heuristic
principle as there is for ascertaining where the
traditions part company. Construing the divid-
ing line in this way at least has the virtue of ac-
cording with the relatively crude, but perhaps
not completely unwarranted, caricatures that
members of the traditions typically paint of
their opponents—i.e., continental philoso-
phers as illogical and muddle-headed, and ana-
lytic philosophers as excessively reductive and
scientistic.
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