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Abstract

This article examines P. F. Strawson’s interpretation of Kant’s theory of the soul in the Paralogisms
of Pure Reason, with particular emphasis on Strawson’s use of what he calls the “principle of
significance” and its relation to a verificationist interpretation of Kant. The central issue is Kant’s
critique of rational psychology and, more specifically, the illegitimate inference from the unity of
consciousness to the existence of a simple, substantial, and persisting soul. Strawson interprets
Kant’s critique primarily in terms of the conditions under which concepts can meaningfully be
applied to objects. According to this interpretation, cognition of an object requires empirical
criteria by which the concept in question can be applied, and sensibility must provide an object
satisfying those criteria. The rational psychologist, however, attempts to apply concepts such as
substance, simplicity, and identity to the thinking subject beyond the conditions of possible
experience. The article argues that Strawson’s interpretation provides an important account of
Kant’s critique of rational psychology, but that it risks reducing the transcendental dimension of
Kant’s theory of the soul to an empiricist and verificationist framework. In particular, Strawson’s
distinction between the determining and determined soul is examined, together with his account
of personal identity and the role he assigns to the body in establishing numerical identity over time.
The article further considers whether this interpretation can adequately accommodate the practical
and transcendental significance of Kant’s conception of the subject.

Research Question

The central question of the article is: How does P. F. Strawson interpret Kant’s critique of rational
psychology in the Paralogisms, and to what extent does his verificationist interpretation adequately
account for the transcendental and practical dimensions of Kant’s theory of the soul? The article
also addresses three related questions: How does Strawson explain the Cartesian error involved in
the Paralogisms? What is the significance of the distinction between the determining soul and the
determined soul? And does Strawson’s account of personal identity, which emphasizes the
persistence of the body, adequately capture Kant’s conception of the subject?

Methodology

The article employs a critical and interpretive method based primarily on a close reading of Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason and P. F. Strawson’s The Bounds of Sense. Strawson’s interpretation is
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examined in relation to Kant’s discussion of the Paralogisms and the conditions of possible
experience. The analysis is further developed through comparison with interpretation offered by
Henry Allison, Paul Guyer .Strawson’s interpretation begins from the principle of significance,
according to which the meaningful application of a concept requires conditions under which an
object can be identified as falling under that concept. From this perspective, the rational
psychologist’s attempt to establish the nature of the soul by examining inner experience is
illegitimate. Inner experience provides representations and a unity of consciousness, but it does
not provide an empirically identifiable object corresponding to the concept of a simple and
substantial thinking substance.

A central feature of Strawson’s interpretation is his distinction between the determining soul and
the determined soul. The determining soul refers to the unity of consciousness and to the formal
or synthetic function through which representations are combined into a unified experience. It is
not itself an object presented in experience. By contrast, the determined soul is the self as
represented within experience and therefore as capable of being considered an empirical object.
The Cartesian psychologist, according to Strawson, illegitimately moves from the former to the
latter: the unity produced by the synthesizing activity of cognition is mistaken for an experience
of a unified substance. This confusion is connected to what Kant describes as transcendental
illusion. The subject takes the necessary unity of consciousness, which is a condition of experience,
as evidence for the existence of a particular object possessing the corresponding properties. Thus,
the rational psychologist transforms a necessary condition of cognition into a metaphysical object
of cognition. Strawson’s interpretation therefore explains the Paralogisms by showing how the
attempt to transcend the conditions of possible experience generates apparently compelling but
illegitimate metaphysical conclusions.

Strawson also rejects the inference from the unity of consciousness to the simplicity of the soul.
The fact that consciousness is unified does not entail that the thinking subject is a simple,
indivisible substance. His discussion allows for the possibility that a succession of distinct soul-
substances could, in principle, be associated with successive states of consciousness.
Consequently, the unity of consciousness cannot by itself establish the metaphysical simplicity of
the soul.

A similar problem arises with personal identity. Strawson argues that the mere succession of inner
experiences cannot provide a criterion for establishing numerical identity through time. When a
person says, for example, “I was the one who saw the bird yesterday,” the “I” refers to a persisting
person rather than merely to a succession of experiences. Strawson therefore gives a central role
to the body as a persisting and objectively identifiable entity in the spatiotemporal world. The
persistence of the human body provides a criterion by which experiences can be attributed to the
same person at different times. On this interpretation, the body is not simply one empirical feature
among others but plays an essential role in the intelligibility of personal identity. A human being
is a persisting object of perception, and experiences can be attributed to that person without
positing an independently existing, persisting soul-substance behind those experiences. Strawson
consequently argues that Kant moves too quickly when he treats personal identity without
sufficiently emphasizing its necessary connection with the human body.

Discussion



Although Strawson’s interpretation clarifies an important aspect of Kant’s critique of rational
psychology, it also raises significant difficulties. His verificationist reading gives priority to the
theoretical conditions under which concepts can be meaningfully applied, but this emphasis risks
obscuring the transcendental status of the subject and its practical significance.

Henry Allison’s interpretation of Kant’s transcendental idealism is particularly important in this
respect. The distinction between appearances and things in themselves allows Kant to reject both
the deterministic thesis and the traditional causal conception of freedom without reducing the
human subject to a merely empirical object. From the practical point of view, the human being
must be considered in relation to freedom and moral responsibility in a way that cannot be
exhausted by the empirical description of the person.

From this perspective, Strawson’s emphasis on the body as the basis of personal identity may leave
insufficient room for the distinction between the human being as an appearance and the human
being considered as an intelligible being. If the subject is understood exclusively as a phenomenal
unity of experience and personal identity is grounded exclusively in the persistence of the body,
the connection between Kant’s theory of the soul and his account of freedom and moral
responsibility becomes difficult to explain. Paul Guyer similarly argues that Strawson’s
interpretation risks moving Kant toward a form of natural determinism incompatible with Kant’s
conception of autonomy. Kant’s distinction between phenomenal causality and freedom cannot be
adequately captured if the human subject is understood solely within the framework of empirical
continuity. Béatrice Longuenesse and Patricia Kitcher provide further reasons for questioning a
purely empiricist reading. Longuenesse emphasizes the active role of judgment in Kant’s account
of cognition, while Kitcher stresses the constructive and systematic activity of the mind in
organizing cognition through a priori principles and categories. These interpretations suggest that
Kant’s conception of consciousness cannot be reduced to the passive registration or empirical
unification of experiences.

The problem, therefore, is not that Strawson’s analysis of the Paralogisms is simply incorrect.
Rather, the difficulty is that his verificationist framework tends to privilege one dimension of
Kant’s argument at the expense of others. Strawson successfully explains why the rational
psychologist cannot derive a substantial soul from inner experience, but his account does not fully
explain why the transcendental unity of consciousness has a significance extending beyond
empirical psychology.

Conclusion

Kant’s critique of rational psychology in the Paralogisms can be understood, in part, through the
principle of verificationism emphasized by Strawson. Concepts such as substance, simplicity, and
personal identity cannot legitimately be applied to the thinking subject independently of the
conditions of possible experience. The Cartesian error consists in confusing the unity that belongs
to the synthesis of experience with the existence of a unified object or substance. The rational
psychologist consequently treats a necessary condition of cognition as though it were itself an
object of cognition.



Strawson’s distinction between the determining soul and the determined soul provides a useful
framework for explaining this error. The determining soul is associated with the formal unity of
consciousness and the synthetic activity underlying experience, whereas the determined soul is the
empirically represented subject. Likewise, Strawson’s account of personal identity emphasizes the
persistence of the human body as the empirical criterion through which experiences can be
attributed to one and the same person over time. Nevertheless, the article argues that this
verificationist and empiricist interpretation does not exhaust Kant’s theory of the soul. Kant’s
distinction between appearance and intelligible being, together with his account of freedom and
practical reason, indicates that the subject cannot be understood solely as an empirical object or as
a phenomenal unity. The transcendental unity of consciousness has a role in explaining the
possibility of objective cognition, while the intelligible dimension of the human being is
indispensable to Kant’s conception of freedom and moral responsibility. Strawson’s interpretation
therefore illuminates the theoretical and epistemological force of Kant’s critique of the
Paralogisms, but it risks underestimating the broader transcendental and practical significance of
Kant’s theory of the soul.

Keywords: Kant; Strawson; Paralogisms; verificationism; rational psychology; soul;
transcendental idealism; personal identity; self-consciousness; freedom.
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