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Descartes grounded modern epistemology in the thinking subject, while Hume
denied the enduring self, viewing it as a collection of fleeting perceptions.
Though Hume’s critique dismantled Cartesian assumptions, it also opened the
path for Kant’s redefinition of the self on rational grounds. This article explores
how the self, despite losing its presumed original unity, retains its essential role
in volition and experience. Kant’s critical philosophy reveals that the
spontaneity of the subject—irreducible to causal explanation—requires
investigation within practical reason and aesthetic judgment. Beginning with
purposiveness as the basis for reflective judgment, the self emerges as a
cognitive, moral, and artistic agent. It synthesizes sensory input to form
knowledge, legislates moral norms through free will, and expresses creative
force in aesthetic production. By integrating Kant’s critiques into a unified
framework, this interpretation shows that post-Kantian philosophy no longer
treats the self as a fixed entity, but as a dynamic, future-oriented agent of self-
activity. The transcendental ego, though not an object of knowledge, functions
as the condition for cognition, moral autonomy, and aesthetic creativity—
marking a shift from metaphysical substance to active principle.
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Extended Abstract

At the inception of modern philosophy, Descartes grounded epistemology in the cogito—the
thinking subject—as the indubitable foundation of knowledge. In contrast, Hume rejected the
persistent identity of the "self,"” portraying it instead as a bundle of fragmented perceptions. While
Hume's empiricist critique furnished potent instruments for dismantling Cartesian certainties, it
concurrently set the stage for Kant's redefinition of the self on rational grounds.

This study delineates a process whereby the self-relinquishes its putative primordial wholeness
yet retains its indispensable function in volitional activity and experiential realization. Elucidating
this trajectory, particularly through Kant's critical lens, unexpectedly culminates in ontological
interrogations. The subject's spontaneity, irreducible to causal determinism within theoretical
reason, demands exploration in the domains of practical reason and aesthetic judgment.

The analysis commences with purposiveness (ZweckméRigkeit) as the enabling condition for
reflective judgments. The ensuing conceptual constellation delineates the subject's emergence as
a cognitive, moral, and artistic agent. Distinct from mere representational content, the self unifies
sensory manifolds to constitute knowledge; as a free agent, it bears moral responsibility and
autonomously legislates its norms; as the locus of artistic genius, it operates as a creative, rule-
generating force within nature.

By synthesizing the ostensibly disparate strands of Kant's Critiques into a unified framework,
this interpretation elucidates why post-Kantian philosophy reconceives the self not as a preexistent
entity but as a teleologically oriented agent of self-activity.

Kant concurs with Hume in denying the "I" any status as an object of understanding, thereby
precluding substantive attribution of its properties. Nonetheless, within his critical edifice, the
self's active intervention in cognition permits inference to a free origin and, derivatively, to
personality. The "I"'s constructive role in knowledge formation eludes deterministic causation;
natural causality, content with efficient direction and active causes, affords no explanatory
purchase on cognition. Knowledge arises through spontaneity and free volition. If freedom obtains,
it must be located in teleology—a pursuit that, in modern philosophy, deviates from Enlightenment
mechanistic explications. Kant, however, adheres scrupulously to Enlightenment principles while
innovating through the subject's multilevel presence (cognitive, ethical, aesthetic) and the
organism's differentiation from inert natural relations, thereby justifying teleological inquiry and
the cognitive subject's spontaneity.

Across his critical project, Kant probes cognition's mechanisms and humanity's status as an
organism endowed with free, creative will, thereby sketching self-consciousness as subject and
agent. Initially, he bifurcates self-consciousness from ideational awareness, subdividing the former
into empirical and transcendental varieties. Empirical self-consciousness arises via inner sense and
pure intuition, exhibiting passivity and temporal boundedness within sensory experience.
Transcendental self-consciousness, by contrast, stems from the thinking ego's activity, with the
transcendental ego subtending every judgment. Kant's account of representation and cognition
unveils the "I""'s synthetic and unificatory essence.
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The "I"™s active necessity in cognition counters Hume's negation existentially. Yet the
transcendental ego's role remains confined to cognition's basal stratum. Transgressing its logical
function engenders paralogisms, as Kant demonstrates in critiquing rational psychology: erroneous
inferences from essence, simplicity, and personality yield dialectical illusions. Essence
materializes solely through sensible intuition, which the ego evades; implicit simplicity in thought
denotes immediacy but lacks objective reality; temporal continuity and memory fail to substantiate
numerical identity; personality, as transcendental, cannot ground diachronic subjectivity.

No category—unity or existence included—applies to the transcendental "I," rendering it
extracategorical and nonconscious. Nevertheless, it functions regulatively as cognition's condition
and reason's totality. Cognition's unity logically presupposes a unifier; consciousness requires the
synthesizing, totalizing thinking "I." Analogously, moral action presupposes a free-willed subject.
Though theoretical reason yields scant positive insight into the "I"'s logical-regulative status, its
ubiquitous presence in cognition—particularly aesthetic unification's desirability, prioritizing
logic over natural causation—hints at freedom'’s explicability.

The active, agential, creative subject transcends mere regulation, fueling post-Kantian critiques
and emendations. Fichte elevates the transcendental self to philosophy's primordial principle
within consciousness's dialectical unfolding, expunging the thing-in-itself from idealism:
consciousness encompasses subject and object exhaustively. The self-grounds cognition—a
Kantian concession, albeit as cognition's boundary, not object. Fichte dynamizes the self's
theoretical presence; Kant eschews rationalist hypertrophy. Both affirm the self as act, yet for Kant,
this connotes an identity beyond limitation, elucidated in practical rather than theoretical reason.
Fichte initiates self-states theoretically; Kant respects epistemological finitude, deeming reason's
totalization illusory absent adequate materials. The Kantian object-self and transcendental
phenomena persist ineliminably; theoretical reason cannot access the self's truth. Freedom, agency,
and creativity, however, exceed logical ideality, demanding practical explication.

In practical reason, the transcendental ego manifests free will's necessity and agential
autonomy, enabling moral deliberation detached from inclination. Transcendental freedom arises
via reason's spontaneity, subordinating desires to moral law. Morality's telos is humanity's dignity,
not instrumental utility. In the Critique of Judgment, the ego's activity unfolds through judgmental
analysis: reflective (posterior to determination) and determinative judgments hinge on finality,
liberating from causal chains and accentuating agency variably.

The Kantian ego exercises freedom in judgment formation, logical-aesthetic world-orientation,
and realization of personal and supreme good. Its activity manifests pragmatically in action;
theoretical reason offers no primordial access, but retrospective examination of action's products
delineates its trajectory. Unlike Berkeley's finite subject, eclipsed by infinity and devoid of agency,
Kant—via teleology—accommodates nature to cognitive faculties without metaphysical
subservience, preserving finite freedom. The subject borders consciousness; only activity, agency,
and creativity enter empirical awareness. Kant's rational subject eludes direct self-consciousness,
recoverable solely through the Critiques' interplay of theoretical and practical reason.
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