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SIMMEL AND RICKERT ON AESTHETICS
AND HISTORICAL EXPLANATION

JOHN LEVI MARTIN

Can thete be a science of social action that brackets motal evaluation?
The answer of mainstream sociology has been “yes, I guess”, and it
seems that most of us in the United States, but also in Germany, have re-
lied on the work of Max Weber as the key theoretical contribution dem-
onstrating this possibility. This approach, in which social science is rec-
ognized as being “value related” but still “free from value judgments”, is
considered by its adhetrents as mote sophisticated than the positivism of
French sociology (in which ethics ~what we should do— is ultimately a
factual matter akin to the health of an otganism). The Webetian solution
was believed to recognize the special binding natute of ethical obliga-
tions —a transcendent “ought” that can otient our lives meaningfully—
without detracting from a sober, indeed, disenchanted recognition that
the concepts we use to grasp the wotld ate constructs produced for their
analytic utility, and cannot be treated as simple reflections of reality. Yet
the results produced by such knowledge must be taken into account by
an ethical actor, at least, any actor who claims that sott of matutity that
is available to those living in the modetn wotld.

The problem with this approach, in a nutshell, is that, if pushed, it
tutns out to be fundamentally incohetrent. If we produce concepts on.
the basis of our analytic intetests (what we are trying to do), and thus
adopt a wholly voluntarist theoty of concept formation, it is altogether
obscute as to how the results have some sott of binding claim over the
thinkers.

Weber’s methodological and epistemological forays were generally
lengthy, often erudite, ctitiques of others that tended to begin from the
presumption that Weber had no difficulty determining that other ap-
proaches were fundamentally unsound, but he seemed to lose interest in
giving any clear specification of his own ideas. Indeed, he was not partic-
ularly interested in matters of philosophy in a professional sense, and



114 Jobn Levi Martin

tended to refer readers to others, such as his colleagues and friends
Georg Simmel and Heinrich Rickett, for details.! In particular, I believe
that Weber considered Rickett to have established the consistency of the
neo-Kantian approach to concept formation that Weber himself saw as
the best way of {Vorking. Here I want to give detailed consideration to
this conception, and to Rickert’s attempt to stabilize a neo-Kantian theo-
ty of the sciences, and the cultural sciences in particular.

This stabilization attempt arose because his conception was undet
fietce attack. Now, thete is a way in which the armies facing one another
wete two branches of neo-Kantians: on the one hand, thete wete those
who emphasized Kant’s theory of categoties, and tried to build upon
this formal approach to the preconditions of knowledge. The greatest
opponents of this attempt were really those who, like Schopenhauer and
his disciple Nietzsche, emphasized not Kant’s transcendental analytic but
his transcendental aesthetic: a tecognition of the partial, limited, and an-
thropomorphic nature of our most fundamental experience of the
world, and the implication that something “mote” lay on the other side
of it. This “more” often connected to emerging “life” theoties, and was
used as an attack on all would-be “complete” formal systems, such as
those being constructed by neo-Kantians of the “southwest” school, of
which Rickert became the leader.2

1. Kants project

We begin with a btief teptise of the relation of these neo-Kantians to
the master himself. After his monumental Critigne of Pure Reason, ex-
ploting the way the human mind can or could know, Kant wrote a sec-
ond Critigue of Practical Reason, exploring the nature of our freedom and
our morality. Although these two Critiques corresponded to the two

! As in the beginning of Weber, M., Economy and Sociery, edited by G. Roth and C.
Wittich (two volumes), Berkeley, California, The University of California Press, 1978, p.
3.

2 There certainly were figures standing in between these extremes; most imporstant
was Dilthey, as well as the Matburg school most associated with Cohen (who influenced
Simmel).
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halves of Kant’s universe, Kant believed that his system would be in-
complete without a “third Critique”, the Critigue of Judgment. Here Kant
handled (among other things) the question of how we can judge beauty,
for beauty is a cutious sort of predication, as we believe that our state-
ments of aesthetic appreciation are universally valid, although we undet-
stand that we cannot prove this to others with concepts. Kant admitted
this immunity to logical proof, yet anchored aesthetics in intersubjective
concordance and in a faculty of reflective judgment.

Reflective judgment is our capacity to attach a universal (such as
“beautiful”) to a particular (such as “this rose”) without having a set of
rules, the way we do when we simply s#bsume an instance into a general
category (“this rose is a flowet”). This was, thought Kant, a key part to
the coherence of his system; indeed, such a capacity was necessary if .
free actors are to make use of the lawful knowledge produced by the in-
tellect on the basis of sensory expetience. Fot we must see putposive-
ness in the world if we are to believe that this lawfulness is of some rele-
vance to us. And so we must, Kant argued, intetptet aspects of the world
as #f they were made for us, even though they (pethaps) weten’t. Thus we
must assume a super-sensible realm from which this ordetliness springs.
This capacity to sense “putposiveness without putpose”, then, is key to
our ability to relate our will to out cognitive powets. Although no state-
ment made about Kant’s work will not be contested by someone, I am con-
vinced by Kant that his system was unstable without this capacity for re-
flective judgment.

In any case, Kant’s later work consistently built on this ttiadic system.
But the neo-Kantians who influenced social science by and large ignored
the “third Critique”, with a few exceptions, most importantly Cassirer.
Rather, they tended to adopt an ethics vaguely along the lines of the sec-
ond critique, and tried to form a science based on a voluntaristic version
of the first. In particular, Dilthey? had cleatly appealed to Kant’s first cri-
tique in proposing his own formulation of the cultural sciences as having
a distinctive theoretical methodology and epistemology: his work should
be seen, he wrote, as a “ctitique of historical reason”. To Dilthey, history
(the German version, that is) was a general science of the mental life of

* See Dilthey, W., Introduction to the Human Sciences, translated by R. J. Betanzos,
Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 1988 [1883], p. 146.
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willful human beings. It could not proceed along the same lines as a nat-
ural science, which used external causal explanations, but would require
some sort of interpretive understanding of one mind by another. This
formulation became increasingly attractive to the “left” (as we might call
them now) who wanted to put history with the humanities, and unat-
tractive to the “right” who wanted the cultural sciences to have an ex-
planatory capacity. A numbet of reformulations were put forward at the
end of the century, most impottantly, Simmel’s wotk on the philosophy
of history. :

2. Simmel

a) Simmel and the problems of history

Georg Simmel is known to us as a sociologist; even in his own life
Simmel found this definition of his oeuvre solidifying (to his frustration,
as he considered himself a philosopher first and foremost). But Simmels
chatisma and brilliance were matched by a quality in his philosophical
wotk that made him hatder than others to pin down. It is not that he
lacked core concerns —his wotk ever returns to issues of objective and
subjective culture, individual and group, wholeness and decomposition
of life— nor was he a loose thinker. But at a time of system-building,
Simmel’s own allegiances were difficult to determine (he might generally
be seen as a Kantian, but in his Philosophy of Money he situates himself
squately in a Marxian tradition; he appealed to Goethe as one who could
be fused with Kant, and there was something ever Hegelian about his
thought). Further, his own work resisted systemization, as he emphasized
that form could become content, that tendencies could reverse them-
selves, and that there was a second side to everything.

Characteristically, Simmel’s contribution to the question of the meth-
od of cultural sciences, his 1892 Problems of the Philosophy of History,* was
filled with brilliant insights that popped up later in the wotk of his col-

+ Geschichisphilosophie is conventionally translated as “philosophy of histoty”, but it
could almost with as much justice be translated “historical philosophy”, for the questions
wete not merely about how we could know the past, but what the philosophical implica-
tions of the past were, and whether history itself was philosophically significant.
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leagues (such as Max Weber) but was not considered a decisive solution.
In this case, Simmel agreed with this verdict, and re-wrote the piece in
1905, saying that he himself had not undetstood his own point in the
first edition. Hete I generally rely on the (translated) second edition,
though making a few references to the first, whete differences are nota-
ble.

Simmel accepted the then-current idea that history was fundamentally
a science of subjectivity, of mental processes and their effects. To
Simmel, this implied that history is to some extent “concerned with the
individual, with absolutely unique petsonalities”. This raises a key prob-
lem of intersubjective access, fot “what we call individuality is the pecu-
liar fashion in which ideas —the contents of which are given— are united
in one consciousness”. What does it mean for one petson to undetstand
the mind of another, who has some different mental make up? How
does one individual, one totality, reproduce the structure of a very dif-
ferent one? How does the historian reconstruct the interconnection of
subjective elements in another mind? When the connections ate logical
ones between elements, it may not be too difficult, but what about when
these connections are subjective as opposed to objective? We must (as
Weber was later to repeat) to some extent tely on our own experiences
and our own particularity— we must cteate some sort of empathetic re-
construction.’

This problem can be phrased in a number of ways: first, let us for-
mulate it such that we can envision it as an everyday occurrence.- When
we are dealing with some patticulat petson, and we wish to forecast het
behaviot, we will need to make some sort of attribution of a mentality to
her, and almost cettainly this implied mentality will be richer than what
we might be able to directly support with data from her observable re-
sponses ot actions. Thus we make

“ptesuppositions of the following sort: they ate trustworthy in the
sense that they are useful for the putposes of both theory and practice.
But they are not cettain in the sense that they can be deduced, with logi-

5 See Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosaphy of History, second edition, translated by
G. Oakes, New York, The Free Press, 1977 [1905], pp. 641, 72f, 75, 87fL.
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cal necessity, from what is actually and empirically given” (Simmel, G.,
The Problems of the Philosophy of History, p. 47).

Note that this is somewhat similat to the problem faced by an neo-
Kantian actor —able to detive principles that are necessary fot action but
of an uncertain noumenal status.

This sott of empathetic re-creation, then, is an “imaginative syn-
thesis” that could allow us to make useful deductions, but if we cannot
demonstrate the truth of this synthesis, we have not solved our original
puzzle: “how can a state of mind of one person also be ¢ ipso repre-
sented as the state of mind of another person?”.6

Let us now re-phrase out question in 2 way that might seem closer to
the issue for the discipline of history. A histotian sets out to make clear
the actions of, say, Themistocles, and to do this, both for his own ana-
lytic purposes and to communicate his conclusions to readers, he must
form some sort of “mental construct” that brings coherence and intelli-
gibility to his data. Is this construct an arbitrary one, one that has more
to do with the individuality of the histotian than the individuality of
Themistocles? The histotian certainly does not think so; rather, he “feels
that there is a sense in which necessity [#.4] can be ascribed to this psy-
chological construct”. Indeed, he believes that this mental construct is
objectively and trans-subjectively valid. Thus we have a puzzle. These mental
structures “seem to have a universal, law-like status; howevet, this is not
actually the case at all”, as each construct must be historically unique.”

Thus although we still see a connection to Kant’s distinction between
the sciences of things and the sciences of persons, for Simmel (and for
othets at this time in the emerging modern university) the problem to be
solved no longer seemed to turn on the grander philosophical questions
about how one understands the relation between freedom and necessity,
ot between spitit and mind, but rather, how we have can formulate un-
detstandings of the world that have the force of objective law, and how
historians can make statements that are as binding as those that would
come from objectivity. The puzzle resolves itself as one familiar to us —

6 Simmel, G., The Problers of the Philosophy of History, p. 75.

7 Simmel, G, The Problems of the Philosophy of History, pp. 69-T1, 76; Die Probleme der
Geschichtsphilosophie, Leipzig, Verlag von Duncker & Humblot, 1892, p. 23, n. 1.
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how thete can be judgments that ate valid and allow us to demand agree-
ment even though they cannot be supported by subsumption into con-
cepts? Simmel’s reformulation of the puzzle of the character of the hu-
man sciences clearly points to Kant’s critique of judgment as the closest
solution and the natural starting place for the formulation of a set of an-
SWers.

b) History, aesthetics and the intellect

Yet this is not how Simmel proceeded. Like Dilthey, Simmel assumed
that it was Kant’s firsz ctitique that was relevant for the study of histoty.
Indeed, from his first page onwards, Simmel® insisted that he was dem-
onstrating a parallelism between history and natute in terms of the “con-
stitutive power of the intellect”, but for the case in which a2 mind knew
another mind, and not nature. Like others, Simmel? saw the overall claim
of Kant as being that “in addition to elements of sense petception
which give experience its definitive chatactet, it also includes a ptioti
forms”. And thus Simmel moved to tty to think in analogous terms,
even though this was inappropriate to the problem he formulated.?® (He
was latet to use a similar approach to thinking about sociological prob-
lems, whete the first critique provided a bettet template, given the genet-
alizing concepts at issue.)

My atgument, then, is that Simmel reproduced the problem that Kant
solved in the “third Critique”, but misidentified it as one pettaining to
the use of the intellect (undetstanding). If this seems tendentious, there
ate two pieces of evidence that offer sttong suppott. The first is that
Simmel!* himself found it necessaty to introduce the equivalent of a su-
petsensible that could justify the trans-subjective validity of these con-
structions. Noting that he faced a puzzle of how to establish an “inter-

8 Se¢ Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosophy of History, pp. viif, 43, 77, 98, 150; Dze
Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, p. 21.

? See Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosophy of History, p. 132£

10 This is perhaps even cleater in the first edition, where Simmel (Die Probleme der
Geschichisphilosophie, p. 2f) suggested that it is possible that thete is only a single class of a
priotis —those of the intellect (Ierstand), which is also the basis for those of sensibility
and teason.

11 See Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosaphy of History, pp. 94£, 97.
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mediate zone” between two consciousnesses, Simmel proposed a collec-
tive inherited unconscious, one modified by successive generations. That
this was an outlandish solution did not escape Simmel. “I am most fully
awate”, he admitted, “that this sort of interpretation has been discred-
ited on the most legitimate grounds”. But he did not want to defend it as
a statement of fact so much as to treat it as “a methodological fiction.
Phenomena occur as #f this sort of latent cortespondence between our
minds and the minds of completely different persons really obtained”.
This is of course exactly how Kant introduced the complicity of our
minds and the wotld via the supersensible.

The second type of evidence suppotting the argument that Simmel’s
formulation of the problem of histoty was fundamentally in aesthetic
tetrms is that Simmel continually used analogies to aesthetics to clarify his
claims. Thus Simmel gave the example of artists making different pot-
traits of the same petson.

“These differences between the individual artist’s conception of the
aesthetic problem —even though different solutions to this problem may
be equally valuable— establishes the following point: in the. solution of
the objective aesthetic problem, it is the petsonal or subjective factor that
is decisive. The same proof also holds for history” (Simmel, G., The Prob-
lerns of the Philosophy of History, p. 86).

Thus it would make a great deal of sense to tty to approach the
puzzle of historical explanation from whete Kant left off his critique of
judgment. But because the fitst critique remained the dominant model
for Simmel, he instead attempted to understand the process whereby the
intellect created these histotical individuals. This process, Simmell?
atgued, turned in large part on the point of view or “problematic” of
the investigator. There were two problems here, though Simmel did not
necessatily put things this way. One was the creation of unified entities
(historical individuals), and the other was the choice of what to examine.
Regarding the latter, Simmel'3 noted that “What motivates us to engage

12 See Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosophy of History, pp. 80, 82.
13 Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosophy of History, pp. 153-156.
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in theoretical activity cannot be something else that also has a theoretical
status. On the contrary, it can only be an impulse of will and a sense or
feeling of significance or value”. Now “significance” can be ambiguous.
In some cases, we may attribute zoral ot aesthetic significance to an event,
though there is also a third type of significance, an irreducibly historical
one. These three standpoints can be used to categorize any set of events.
Simmel went on to disambiguate “values”, for this term can either be
used to refer to all extra-theoretical considerations that we use in history,
or in a more delimited sense of evaluation.

Simmel did not, in my understanding, dispose of the problem that he
raised with the idea of the historical “significance” of some event —this
sort of extra-theoretical value that seemed outside his main system. Nor
did he tie this issue (of what is significant) to the issue of the formation
of histotical individuals (which could have been handled from the per-
spective of an aesthetics). Thus at the same time as he proposed to dis-
tinguish between natural science and history as two different under-
takings, largely on the basis of the conclusion that the more historical
something is, the mote individual it is, Simmel** had an unclear undet-
standing of the process wheteby aprioris might enter from the intellect
to form the nature of histotical individuals. It was this problem that
Heinrich Rickert was (almost) to solve.

3. Rickert

Heinrich Rickert (a friend of Weber’s) was a student of Windelband who
had done his dissertation on the theory of definition.’s The work of his
that became crucial for sociology (O the Limits of Concept Formation in the
Natural Sciences) was in part a response to Simmel’s theory of history. He
published the first edition in 1902. In 1905 Simmel’s second edition
came out, and in 1913 Rickert’s second. In 1921 the third and fourth edi-
tions came out (Weber had died the year before). Here I concentrate on
the first edition, for this is what Weber read (perhaps he glanced at the

" Simmel, G., The Problems of the Philosaphy of History, p. 174£.
15 See Oakes, G., Weber and. Rickert: Congept Formation in the Social Sciences, p. 6.
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second which is largely identical), although I make references to certain
changes in the later editions. Whetever possible, I use Oakes’s!6 partial
translation of the fourth edition, which is mostly the same as the first:
where the two divetge or where no translation exists, I use the first edi-
tion.

a) Concept formation in natural science

As Rickert!” noted, the great problem of his time was the seemingly self-
evident opposition of the psychic and the physical. There were two as-
pects to this —the first, the genetal ptoblem of how the mind knows the
wotld, and then within that, the bifurcation of two types of worlds, basi-
cally corresponding to the wotld of physical phenomena and the world
of conscious human actors, which Rickett assimilated to the problem of
physical as opposed to historical sciences.

Rickert!® began by formulating perhaps the strongest (and soon to be
most influential) version of the neo-Kantian idea of selective abstraction
(as it was to be called later). The essential problem is that as we face the
world, we find an immeasurable multiplicity of phenomena that con-
found any epistemic theory of “knowing” as a simple intromission of
what is “out there”. Not only is thete an exsensive multiplicity (in that
there are an infinite number of things), but each thing itself has infensive
multiplicity in having an infinite number of properties or aspects that
can be of interest. _

For this reason, we must use concepts: mental structures that seize
upon Jome aspects of objects and ignore others. Generalizing concepts
(the kind most often envisioned by ideas of selective abstraction) unite
concrete instances through the common possession of certain aspects
selected. Such generalizing concepts are the fundamental units of natural
science. Because these concepts are formed by suppressing patticular-
ities, as we ascend in generality, we necessatily leave the concrete reality

16 Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, Fifth Edition, trans-
lated by G. Oakes, Cambridge, Cambtidge University Press, 1986 [1929].

17 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concepr Formation in Natural Science, p. 13.
18 See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffshildung, Tiibingen, Verlag
von J. C. B. Moht, 1902, p. 36.
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of individual phenomena behind. Even more, our concepts develop that
sort of intrinsically hypothetical nature that we associate with nominal-
ism.1° Still, the concepts so produced are not arbitrary, but rather have a
general validity (to which we shall return in greater detail when consider-
ing the objectivity of histotical concepts), allowing the human mind to
successfully make use of a limited set of limited concepts to deal with
the unlimited nature of reality20.

b) The problem of history and of individuals

The problem enters when science attempts to grasp individual con-
figurations as such, as opposed to consideting them only as members of
classes. This is, argued Rickett, key for the discipline of histoty, for we
call “historical” that which for logical reasons can nevet be subsumed
under a natural scientific concept.?! Just as natural science’s job is to find
the general in the real, histotical science has the task of bringing out the
individual in the real 22

This sort of individuality —most simply, things that only happen
once— has long been undetstood as posing a problem to the scientific
status of history (see, for example, objections discussed by Spencer),23
and thus a challenge to the project of rationalism as a whole.2* Now, in
nineteenth century thought, one common way of dealing with the prob-
lem posed by the unique nature of the material of historical science was
to claim that history was a science of an entire tealm of phenomena as-
sociated with psychological processes, and which pethaps could be stud-
ied via direct introspection or intuition.

Rickert admitted this as an empirical coincidence —“Most historical
sciences are predominantly concetned with mental processes™.?s If, for

19 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 73.

%0 See Rickert, H., Die Grenen der naturwissenshaftfichen Begriffsbildung, p. 73.

2 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Nasural Science, p- 34.

22 See Rickett, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 54, cf. 107.
% See Spencet, H., The Study of Sociolgy, New Yotk, Appleton, 1896 [1873].

* See Rickert, H., The Limits of Consept Formation in Natural Science, p. 214£.

3 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 118.
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this reason, one wishes to call history a “human science” (Geistesmissen-
schafl), then that is all well and good as far as it goes, but it was, em-
phasized Rickert, important not to imagine that this substantive distinction
had a direct methodological implication.?s Fitst, Rickert?’ denied that (as
Dilthey and Wundt imagined), we have some sott of immediate access to
mental life. Indeed, if we are to think rigorously, we tealize that we can’t
claim that there is a psychology that is simply the study of psychic pro-
cesses, because 4/ the sciences begin with and manipulate data that ate
fundamentally psychic processes, namely sense impressions.28 There is
nothing particularly unmediated in those psychic processes that we use as
avenues for the investigation of mind in conttast to those used in the in-
vestigation of physical reality.

Thus thete is no intuitive fast track to knowledge of mental life, for
the wotld of the psychological, like the wotld of objects, has 2 multiplic-
ity and hence also poses problem of intensive and extensive infinity, and
so must be “wotked up”.2? This is one reason to treject the division be-
tween natural sciences and history as being fundamentally about the sub-
stance of investigation. But second, we know that we can have a general-
izing/natural-scientific approach to mental phenomena, for that is just
what we see in the new science of psychology.30

Thus the central issue is a formal one of grasping the individual, not a
substantive one of knowing the psychological. A natural-scientific ap-
proach to history that fails to recognize the special challenge of studying
the individual would be in effect to re-detive sociology, which as we all
can see, said Rickert! has not really accomplished much. This failure
comes because 2 natural scientific approach implies the development of
laws, and the subject of social life is one that is so historical by its very
nature that we can expect that such laws will be few and far between.

26 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural S cience, p. 127.

1 See Ricket, H., Die Grensen der naturwissenschafiichen Bogrifisbildung, p. 153.

*8 See Rickett, H., Die Grensen der naturwissenschafilichen Begriffsbildung, p. 165.

% See Rickert, H., Diz Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, pp. 185, 188.

30 See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaflichen Begriffsbildung, p. 211£.

3! See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, pp. 287f, 294,
590; The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 133,
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The core difference between histoty and the natural sciences, then, is
a methodological one, one pertaining to the difference between general-
izing and individualizing concept formation. However, it is not accidental
that the individualizing sciences tend to be more associated with the
realms of human action, with life, and with thought. As we array the sci-
ences from physics to chemistry to biology to anatomy to histoty we find
mote and more historical elements, and the ultimately historical science
is not that of the “mental” but that of em/fure —culture in opposition to
nature.3? :

This fundamental relation between history and culture, thought
Rickett, explains the frequent undetstanding that there is some of the
aesthetic in the craft of the histotian. A painter, overwhelmed by the
multiplicity of the object, tries to simplify it in such a way so as to best
communicate his essential intuition as to the nature of this object. In
contrast, the natural scientist cares nothing for this aspect of the object
and is happy to be tid of it in the process of concept formation.33 His-
toty sits in between: for the histotian, the aesthetic elements are only a
means to an end, communicating “how it actually was”, and not an end
in themselves, as in the arts.34

We must see that Rickert, like Simmel, has basically approached the
central problem of aesthetic communication in Kant, namely, how to
establish intersubjectively valid presentations or statements without con-
cepts. But like Simmel, Rickert turned away from this path; indeed,
Rickett argued that Simmel was incorrect to emphasize the issue of in-
tersubjective concordance in the first place. Although Rickert was quite
complimentary regarding Simmel’s insights as to the differences between
narrative and lawful sciences, he believed that Simmel had made a funda-
mental error in attempting to begin from psychological presupposi-
tions.36

3 See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftichen Begriffibildung, p. 589.

% See Rickert, H., Die Grensen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, p. 42.

** See Rickett, H., Die Grensen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, p. 387.

% See Rickert, H., Die Grenzen der natwrwissenschaftlichen Bogriffsbildung, p. 301f.

% Simmel seetns to have agreed, as he teplaced this approach in the first chapter of

the first edition with a more Rickertian emphasis on immanent limits in the second edi-
tion.
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Thus to Rickert, the essential problem was of the individual histotian
forming concepts in a non-atbitrary way, and not the establishment of
intersubjective concord (which might or might not use concepts). Thus
when turning to the key issue raised by Simmel of not knowing intetio-
tity of others, Rickert?” emphasized that this issue of the inaccessibility
of foteign mental life [fremden Seclenlebens, translated by Oakes as “third
person mental life”] is no different from the mote general problem of
just not having enough data.

Yet as we shall see, Rickert was forced to recapitulate Simmel’s
thoughts along these lines; although able to push the problem outside
the empirical, Rickert acknowledged the need to account for agteement
as to nonteal meaning configurations in a way that made much of his
post- and contra-Simmelian wotk superfluous. But to make this point,
we will need to follow Rickert as he defined a way for historical science
to grasp individuals.

¢) Values and the formation of individuals

Because they too partake in infinite multiplicity, individuals must be
grasped conceptually, yet we cannot do so using the process of selective
abstraction, for this requires suppressing particularity. But the signify-
cance of an individual (say, an individual human being, such as Goethe)
s his particularity. “There is no general concept under which he can be
subsumed”.38

How, then, can we form individuals in 2 way that they can be mani-
pulated by the intellect? Indeed, what is 2 true individual (as opposed to
an instantiation of a class, which can be subordinated without loss in the
more genetal concept)? Consider a nondesctipt dog that you happen to
see on the street; to you, this may be simply “a” dog, a member of the
larger class, and not an individual at all, but to me, this is (let us say)
“Scout”, a unique and moderately irreplaceable animal. This difference,
argued Rickert? comes because the individual name indicates the salue of

3" See Rickert, H., Die Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffibildung, p. 534£.
38 Rickert, FL., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 89.
% See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschafilichen Begriffsbifdung, p. 380.
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the pet to the owner. And this turns out to be more generally the case —
individuality is correlative to the value that the candidate individual has
for us. Thus the value solves the same problem for an individualizing sci-
ence that the suppression of conctete particularities does for a general-
izing one.40

For it is this focus on values and individuality that gives us, thought
Rickert, the proper formulation of the division between history and nat-
ural science. It has to do not with the substantive issue of there being a
class of “cultural” phenomena that elude the grasp of the natural sci-
ences, but that these sciences, in their quest towards a pure model of
determinations connecting wholly qualityless elements (the ultimate units
of physics, pethaps quatks), necessatily attempt to shake off all intu-
itively accessible aspects of actuality. But many of the questions that are
of intetest to us ~including some about inotganic processes— cannot be
answeted in such a way, and we find a need for a complementary
apptroach that does not attempt to sactifice empitical individuality.#!

“The problem of concept formation in bistory, therefore, is whether a scientific
analysis and reduction of perceptual reality is possible that does not at the same time
—as in the concepts of natural science— forfeit individnality, and yet also does not
produce a mere ‘desctiption’ of facts that cannot yet be regarded as a sci-
entific representation” (Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Nat-
ural Science, p. 78).

We have seen with the case of the pet that individuality seems to re-
quire a value relation connecting observer and obsetved, precisely what
most analysts would assume must completely undermine the possibility
. of a science. Rickett’s argument was that, first, such a value relation was
a necessary part of the formation of the individualized concepts required.
by history and, second, that the objectivity of histoty came through this
value relation, not in spite of it.

#0 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Consept Formarion in Natural Science, pp. 83, 101.
1 See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, pp. 264, 266.
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The problem, then, is how there can be a science that develops such
individualizing concepts given that (as any historian knows) it is no more
the case that all observers from all perspectives would formulate their in-
dividual concepts in the same way than that we would really value each
other’s pets.#2 Does this mean that individualizing concepts lack objectiv-

ity?
d) Obectivity and individual concepts

As a good neo-Kantian, Rickert*® rejected any idea that the objectivity of
science comes via the agteement of the contents of its concepts with ul-
timate reality, because natural science is not about reproduction of the
actual world [wirklichkeid], but ptoduction of a conceptual wotld (with an
unbridgeable gap between us and actuality). Instead, we must demon-
strate the possibility for a non-arbitrary chatactet to out investigation (most
importantly, our principles of selection®) as we “wortk up” teality via
concepts.

Now there is, admitted Rickert,> a way in which dependence upon
the selection of values pushes history away from the objectivity pos-
sessed by natural science. Howevet, since the impottance of cettain val-
ues to members of a particular community is an empitical question, one
that can be answered via empirical methods, thete is the possibility of
having a value consensus that links not only the investigator with othets
of his breed, but with his subjects of study.# Thus whether we ate con-
sidering Alexander Rodchenko alone, or the entite Russian Productivist
School, we form our concept as an individual that has a telation to the

+2 See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Bogriffsbildung, p. 504; also The
Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 100.

3 Rickert, H., Dée Grengen der natunwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, p. 656.

+ See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 213.

+ See Rickett, H., The Liwits of Concept Formation in Natural Seience, p. 196£.

46 The historian “surmounts all captice when, for example, he related the develop-
ment of art to aesthetic cultural values and the development of 2 state to political cultur-
al values. In this way, he ptoduces a representation that —insofar as it avoids unhistorical
value judgments— is valid for everyone who acknowledges aesthetic or political values as
normatively general for the members of his community” (Rickert, H., The Limiis of Con-
cept Formation in Natural Science, p. 199).
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values that bring us to our historical investigations, most obviously (in
this case) aesthetic values. Since the Productivists themselves wete
oriented to such aesthetic values, the shatring of values between the
historian and the object of study, often understood as threatening objec-
tivity, actually ensures it.47

But what if there is 70 ovetlap in values between the historian and the
“mental beings that belong to the most comprehensive historical nexus”?
In such a case, Rickert* argued, “to understand these beings, [the histo-
tian] must at least be able to ‘get the feel’ of their values”. If we cannot
empathize with the values of actors, we will see them as “things”, in
Kantian terms, as objects fit for physical science, not anthropology. So
rather than the historian being able to atbitratily construct individuals
based upon his own values, he must attempt to telate to the values of his
subjects to the fullest extent possible, even if this is only a theoretical re-
lation.

In sum, Rickert’s approach to formalizing the process of concept for-
mation requited a bold maneuver —to recognize that precisely becanse his-
tory was, above all else, a science of concrete reality (Wirklichkeis), it
could not be separated from valuation. Although this in no way meant
that historical science should incorporate value judgments,® it meant that
the division between “is” and “ought” was not the same for history as
for natural science. When it comes to human life oughtness 7s, and it is nee-
essarily, where individuality exists as such.

¢) Generality and validity

Yet we have, in a way, only pushed off the problem of objectivity: we
have defined individuals by values, and focused on the values that are
non-arbitrarify shared (between the investigator, his intetlocutots, and his
subjects). But the thing about values is that they aten’t metely things that
“are” but things that “should be”. Values that do not, inhetently, possess
validify as values are no values at all. In other wotds, they are an “ought”
that onght to be an ought. Thus we have not solved the problem of ob-

¥ See Rickert, H., The Linits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 125£.
*® Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 126.
# See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 91.
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jectivity until we have established not only the existence of the value re-
lation, nor even its commonality, but also its swhdity. Rickert thus ac-
cepted that “the value with refetence to which objects become historical
individuals must be a general value: in other words, 2 value that is salid for
everyone” .50

Hence Rickert5! concluded that for us to derive “the objectivity of
history in the highest sense” we have to (first) “suppose that at least some
values ot other are absolutely valid” and (second) suppose that some
“substantively embodied and normative general human values objectively
approximate them more or less closely”. Then our seatch for axiological
development has a valid grounding. Although we do not have to assume
that the values used in concept formation are themselves unconditionally
valid, we need to assume that they are refated to such valid values.52

Every histotian worth his or her salt, however, certainly knows that
values change; so what can it mean to require general validity? It is not
that the values must be #melessly generally valid, but that they be valid Jor
a commumg/ If this is so, there is a unification of the “normatively gen-
eral” validity of a value (everyone should value this) and its “factually gen-
eral” validity (people 4o value this), “for under these conditions factually
general values must also appeat as requirements for all members of the
community”.5 It is important that Rickert did not mean hete a commu-
nity of Znvestigators, but an actual human community of interdependent
lives. The values of this community are then what we call cu/iural values.5+

Now by “cultural values” Rickert did not mean any values that hap-
pen to be shared among the members of some group (such shared val-
ues may be trivial or accidental). Rather, cultural values are those values
“that the membets of a community take seriously”. Further, these values
are cultural in a sense that retutns us to the root of the word— these are
values whose cultivation we may teasonably expect.5 Thus they get at
what is essential to 2 human community, and what is seen as “oughting”

50 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 89, cf. 130, 105.
5t Rickert, H., The Limits of Consept Formation in Natural Science, p- 205.

52 See Rickett, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 206.

53 Rickert, H., The Limits of Conegpt Formation in Natural Science, pp. 130f, 134.

> See Rickett, H., The Limits of Concepr Formation in Natural Science, p. 4.

5 Rickert, H., The Linits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 135.
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to be essential to them. This implied that cultural values are those that
permit, indeed demand, a sort of development. “In other words, real
culture exists only where value-related or historical-teleological develop-
ment either exists or has existed. Thus we see an even more intimate con-
nection between culture and history”.3¢

) Civilization and progress

Taken setiously, the logic suggests there can be no history of a place and
time that is oriented to inalid vales, and such persons can do no historio-
graphy. Rickert seems to have fallen into Hegel’s form of history in
which most of the worlds continents simply have no history at all
Rickert recognized and was disturbed by the ethnocentric implications,
and ttied to grapple with them. '

Rickert began by recapitulating the distinction between what Get-
mans called Naturvilkern and Kulturvilkern. Although this corresponds to
the English distinction between “ptimitive” and “civilized”, the emphasis
in English pertains to position on a developmental continuum —the
“catly” peoples who are not yet in “cities” (on the one hand) with “civil”
states, laws and forms of behavior (on the othet). In contrast, the dis-
tinction in the German terms returns to the issue highlighted by Rickett
as the distinction between nature and culture, and has more of a sense
of those who are stuck in a wotld with no linear time as opposed to
those who are part of a developmental stoty. The very implication is that
only Kulturvilkern have a history. The othets, if they are to be studied at
all, are propetly the subject of genetalizing sciences, no different from
animals, trees, rocks and watets.

RickertsS7 response was to make two careful (and related) qualifica-
tions. The first was to point out that just as the true Calvinist church is
an invisible one, so too is the chutch of culture. We may accept the dis-
tinction between ptimitive and civilized as a formal one without being
confident that we can ever tell whete any particular people belongs.*

56 Rickett, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 136.

57 See Rickett, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschafilichen Begriffsbildung, p. 586.

38 “We’ve cettainly already seen that the division between ptimitives and historical ot
civilized can be precisely determined by our considerations, because if in the course of
time a people shows no fundamental alternations with regard to normative general cul-
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The second was to emphasize that when we believe that a society lacks
cultural values, all we ate really able to determine is that they are not con-
necting to oxr values. We cannot say that any culture really is, in itself, a
natural society. The only societies that ate without history ate those of
_ants and bees.5?

We can appreciate Rickert’s efforts to shield us from the hatsher im-
plications of his work, yet we cannot be wholly comforted. Rickert’s de-
termined effort to find the grounds of objective historical concept for-
mation has necessarily led him to emphasize cultural values of progres-
sive civilizations —not in the ttiumphalist version of Hegel’s history, but
because uncultivatable values cannot be good, and we cannot demand
that others respect invalid values, and if we cannot find univetsally valid
values we cannot have an objective history. History then requires the
possibility of infinitely progressive ascension in tetms of civilizational
values.

Rickert’s key second edition was published in 1913. A year later, the
Great War began, and in shott ordet, no commentator on intellectual life
in Europe would be sanguine at the prospect of grounding a philosophy
in continuous value progress. Thete could not have been 2 less prom-
ising choice of a basis on which to construct a historical science.

&) Non-real meaning confignrations

But it gets worse. Thinking through his logic, Rickett® concluded that
both logic and ethics depends on the following: “That the world is so
arranged [esngerichted] that in it the goal of cognition actually can be
teached”. Here he could have followed Kant and simply declared this 2
transcendental condition and been done with it. Indeed, telying on the
hypothesis of a supersensible realm, as did Kant in his “third Critique”,

tural values, we bring it only undet natural-scientific general concepts and say that it has
no historical development. But this division is formal; that is, if cultural and historical de-
velopment is existent in some people, we could always make our conclusions only with a
petspective on the normatively general values that are known to us, and so long as we
thus are not secure that we are awate of all these values, we must be careful not to deny
any people the title of ‘Cultural-Folk™.

% See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der natunwissenschafilichen Begriffsbildung, p. 587.
6 Rickert, H., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, p. 737.
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would have sewn up the atgument nicely in logical terms, even if it were
unsatisfactory as a scientific statement. And it would have highlighted
the connection of the cultural sciences to aesthetics. Instead, Rickert had
tried to specify the non-arbitrariness of these individualizing concepts
withont such a hypothesis, and instead, to base his argument on the
empirical (even if not completely knowable) facts of cultural civiliza-
tions.

But Rickert himself later concluded that he had not solved the prob-
lem of agreement in the constitution of individual concepts after all.
Hence he returned to the issue from a new perspective in a section on
value consensus added in later editions: Rickerts! recognized that values
are part of a domain of configurations that aren’t “real” —like the mean-
ing of a word, they are neither corporeal not psychic. Thus when we
think about “generality”, we must acknowledge the possible generality
that arises when all the subjects have a similar experience of something
that isn’t real, like a value. Rickert maintained that meaning “can be di-
rectly grasped by us in common with othet petsons as the samé”, and this
happens when we gtasp this meaning “in its individnality, in the same way
that we petceive the same body as an individual”é (but unlike a historical
individual, this meaning is not empirical). Rickett suggested that we use
the word “understanding” to tefet to these meaning configurations
which we try to grasp as wholes.>

This grasping of the individual meaning by different persons had
strong implications for the issue of how 2 histotian can transcend a mere
conceptual representation of another’s mentality and attain a real grasp
and a re-creation of the other —and hence if, and if so, how, we can un-
derstand an alien mentality.4

6t See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natnral Science, pp. 141, 149.

62 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, pp. 167, 154.

63 See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, pp. 158f, 164
Rickert (Die Grenzen der naturwissenschafthchen Begriffsbildung, Funfte Auflage, Tiibingen,
Verlag von J. C. B. Mohr, 1929, p. 546f) suggested aesthetics as an analogue whereby we
can understand a compound having 2 unitaty meaning not reducible to a sum of mean-
ing of its patts; a second example was a facial expression —in all cases, we cannot go from
the patts to the whole, but can only interpret patts from the petspective of the whole.

6t See Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, pp. 166, 168.
Rickert’s example was not a member of a different culture, but contrarily, that we hear a
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Rickert’s answer as to the possibility of “the re-creation of the mean-
ingful mental life of amother petson” was to acknowledge that (contra
Scheler) we have no direct undetstanding, but to argue that

“because we have understood the meaning that really lies in this men-
tal life as nonreal meaning —on the basis of our knowledge of mental life
in general, which is grounded in our own mental life— we can construct
the mental life of anothet person in such a way that we acquire mediated
knowledge of it as an interpenetration of nonreal meaning and real
mental life that can be re-created” (Rickett, H., The Limits of Concept For-
mation in Natural Science, p. 170).

That is, we actually have an experience of this meaning (even though
this is not an experience of something in the rea/ world), and we use this
as the basis of outr te-creation of the other’s mental life. “Nonreal
meaning, therefore, can form the bridge between our own real mental
life and the real mental life of another person. This is because, as nonreal
meaning, it can be asctibed neithet to us not to another person”.65

Rickert® understood that this capacity to grasp a meaning that does
not actually dwell in our own mental life, but “swims freely” about, was
fundamental for his project, and indeed for science in general, for if we
lacked 2 faculty for such understanding, we could only learn what we al-
teady knew. Thus he created a third realm, to mediate between the two
that seemed again threatening to separate.6?

German express satisfaction with the treaty of Versailles! What could Ais mind be like?!

65 Rickert, H., The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science, p. 171.

% See Rickert, HL., Die Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffshildung, p. 585.

67 This is literally true. “The central historical individuals are in their totality thus
composed [zusammengesetzf] out of three factors: out of physical bodies [Kirper], out of
minds [Seelq], and out of non real meaning” (Rickert, H., Die Grenzen der naturwissen-
schafthehen Begriffsbildung, p. 596). At the same time, Rickert (Die Grenzen der naturwissen-
schaftlichen Begriffsbildung, p. 608) then found himself recapitulating the dualism that this
third realm was intended to solve, as any historical understanding using this non-real
meaning was a double-relation: on the one hand, the re-experience of the real mental life of
the past, and, on the othet, the wnderstanding of the non-real meaning configuration, two
layers laminated so tightly together that the practicing histotian would have no idea of
their conceptual distinction.
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In other words, after all this work, Rickett, upon re-reading his own
solution, has precisely recapitulated the claims of Simmel’s with which
he originally took such strong issuel¢® Simmel of course more flagrantly
proposed that the non-real mental constructs that allow of a non-atbi-
trary re-creation of others’ mentalities were an inherited collective un-
conscious, but he did not mean to defend this literally —he simply needed
to posit some substrate, and he did so in a way that was logically strong if
empirically weak.

Rickert, on the contrary, posited a different substrate that was empit-
ically less implausible but logically of dubious status —simply claiming
that there is a reality of meaning and that we experience the meaning of
these values in their own realm, completely begging the question of how
we know that oxr “expetience” of a value (say, honor) is in fact the same
as that of anothet. Rickerts? seemed to only admit the possibility of dif-
ferences in the degree to which petsons grasped the complete meaning
configuration —not differences of meaning itself.70

Even mote, the alett reader will no doubt seize upon the similarity of
this expression —that these absolute meanings “swim, so to speak, ‘freely’
between the [historical] individual, in whom they actually live, and
outselves”’!— to Kant’s use of the same idea of “swimming between”
both in the first critique when accounting for the role of the imagination
in the production of evaluative standards and in the “third Critique” to
account for out capacity to establish intersubjective validity of ideals of
beauty by appeal to some shared archetypes.”> We have cleatly returned
to a structural weakness inherent in the philosophy of the subject.

68 Further, Rickert (Dze Grengen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffshildung, p. 592), return-
ing to the issue of “missing data”, now admitted that in many cases thete was nothing to
be done but for the historian to blltlg into play his “intuitive imagination” [anschasuliche
Phantasie] so as to complete a meaningful construction of the individual in whom this in-
dividual meaning once dwelt.

6 See Rickert, H., Die Grengen der natnrwissenschaftlichen Begﬂﬁ.rbz'/du}zg, p- 547£

70 Rickert (The Limits of Consept Formation in Natural Science, p. 173) huttied to leave
this issue once he had come to this formulation: “We need not consider any further e
partienlars of how this partt of historical activity as the transconceptual, perceptual, ot ‘in-
tuitive’ grasp of the factual matetial of history takes place, and the extent to which, in
every such case, more than mere perception or mere ‘intuition’ is involved”.

"t Rickert, H., Die Grensen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung, p. 583£.

72 In his Critigue of Judgment, Kant (Critique of Judgment, translated by W. S. Pluhar,
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We must also note how Rickert’s solution parallels that which was
being formulated at around the same time in France by Saussute and
Durkheim (each drawing influence from the other). Saussure” found
that any attempt to begin by deriving language as an empirical phenom-
enon of communication between persons failed —“We ate left inside the
vicious circle” and hence argued that empirical speaking (parok) had to
be detived from a posited language (Jangwe). This idealized language was
social, unmodifiable by the individual, unitary and homogeneous. Quite
similarly, Durkheim™ argued that “The totality of beliefs and sentitments
common to the average members of a society forms a determinate
system with a life of its own”, the “collective consciousness”. Like
Saussute’s language, this was a unitary and homogeneous entity: “It is the
same in north and south, in large towns and small, and in different pro-
fessions”. This explains how different consciousnesses can “cleave” to
one another —there is a single system outside of all that has objectivity
for each.

Rickert too was fotced to solve the problem of intersubjectivity
through a deus ex machina —that we must posit a realm of meaning that is
fixed and identical for all. Of course, were this true, it would indeed
simplify matters greatly. And it may often be a teasonable approximation

Indianapolis, Hackett Publishing Company, 1987 1790}, p. 84; Krisik der Urseilskrafs,
Frankfurt am Main, Suhtkamp, 1974 [1790], p. 153) struggled to sketch out the psychol-
ogy of beauty, and suggested not only that the avetage is the most beautiful (a point
common to many late eighteenth century theorists), but that there is a single image that
“swims between” (or hovers between) the singular and vatious intuitions of the in-
dividuals [S7 ist das wischen allen eingelnen, anf mancheriei Weise verschiedmen, Anschannngen der
Indviduen schwebende Bild fiir die ganze Gattung. ..”]. As Maldkreel (Imagination and Interpretation
in' Kant, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1990, p- 115) has pointed out, this lan-
guage refers back to that in the First Critique regarding the way the archetypes of the
imagination can produce “monograms” that serve as ideals of sensibility, which serve as
an orientation “more as a sketch that swims in the midst of different expetiences, than a
determinate image...” [...welthe mebr eine im Mittel verschiedener Erfabrungen geichsam schwe-
bende Zeichnung, als ein bestimmites Bild ansmachen...] (Kant, 1., Kritik der reinen Vernunfy,
Leipzig, Vetlag von Felix Meiner, 1944 [1787], p. 551; A570/B598). In both places, Kant
opposes the lack of a determinate rule here to the obscurity of the process involved.

73 de Saussure, F., Course in General Linguistics, translated by W. Baskin, New York,
Philosophical Library, 1959 [1915], p. 9.

™ Dutkheim, E., T#he Division of Labor In Society, translated by W. D. Halls, Glencoe,
Ilinois, Free Press, 1984 [1893], p. 38£.
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to treat this as if it were true —certainly we do so in our daily lives. But
philosophy is not the place to confuse a determinate statement, a useful
approximation, and a transcendental one, and I think this is exactly what
Rickert did. Further, Rickert undetcut the ways in which others had sal-
vaged these ideas. We have seen his scornful rejection of the average as
any type of basis for the grounding of the ideal; further, despite his ob-
viously similar language, he took nothing from Kant’s “third Ctitique”.
Although Kant too posited a trans-individual tealm that could explain
intersubjective concordance in terms of qualitative petception, he noted
that this was a transcendental proof of a hypothetical statement: we
must treat the world as 4 this were true. The advantage of an approach
that says (for example) that speakers need to act as #f words have the
same meaning for all persons as opposed to insisting that they teally do
have this one meaning is that unlike the lattet, the former does not ex-
plode when faced with the undeniable evidence of polysemy and prag-
matic failure in everyday speech.

It is easy for us to wonder at how deep thinkers like Simmel and
Rickert could be led to proposing something as fantastic as an imaginary
realm of ideas or values. But the problem of how to comprehend intet-
subjective comprehension has been fundamental to almost all post-medi-
eval thought, with most “solutions” being little other than the sz to
having a solution (most famously, Heidegger’s’> pronouncement that Da-
sern is primordially Mitsein). The puzzle is still live enough that the dis-
_ covety of the mirror neuron system has been hailed as the solution
(“Thanks to this mechanism, actions done by other individuals become
messages that ate understood by an obsetver without any cognitive me-
diation”), a claim taken setiously by contemporaty sociological theotists
(e.g, Lizardo™). Rickert and Simmel, it seems, were 7jght to think that
they needed something hete, even if it appeared fanciful. The problem

7> Heidegger, M., Being and Time, translated by . Macquartie and E. Robinson, New
York, Harper Collins, 1962 [1926].
76 Rizzolatti, G. and Craighero L., “The Mitror-Neuron System”, Annual Review of
Nenroscience, 27 (2004), p. 183,
. m Lizardp, O., ““Mitror neurons’, Collective Objects and the Problem of Transmis-
sion: Reconsidering Stephen Tutnet’s Critique of Practice Theoty”, Journal for the Theory
of Social Behaviour, 37 (2007), pp. 319-350.
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with Rickert’s solution, however, was not simply that it was fanciful, but
that it had a poot anchor. '

For Rickert’s main solution was to wed the objectivity of the cultus-
al/historical sciences to the validity of civilizational values, which we
have seen was a disastrous choice. But he realized that establishing the
uniform experience of values required a further lemma, that values are
not subjective constructs at all, but rather are, in and of themselves, in-
tersubjectively stable “things” of which different persons have experi-
ences.” Although Rickert’s work has large stretches of impressively care-
tul analysis, the overall solution is a failute.

4. Weber

Max Weber did not seem to undetstand this: he had only read Rickert’s
catly edition, before the acceptance of nonreal meaning configurations.
Weber seemed convinced that the details of the problems that con-
fronted him were solved by Rickert’s approach (although he himself did
not seem to use Rickert’s system in any disciplined or coherent way).
Thus Weber had a misplaced confidence that the stability of a voluntatist
neo-Kantian approach to cultural values had been proven, even as he —
Webet— redefined “cultural values” in a way that made no sense for the
Rickertian project, basically depriving them of their unconditional val-
idity, which is key for the establishment of history as a science in
Rickert’s work. Still, Weber was sure that there could be a neo-Kantian
approach to concept formation that could produce a social science
whose only relation to ethics would be that it could provide a means to in-
dependently and exogenously chosen values. Indeed, he (and his follow-
ets) acted as if anyone who denied was a fool or a “big child”. In Get-
many Weber had been able to brow-beat his opponents into telative
quictude, and in America, those opponents and ctitics rately were impo-
ted.

7 Purther, as Oakes (Weber and Rickert: Concept Formation in the Social Sciences, p. 142)
has argued, in his work on the Syster of Philosophy (published in the same year as the third
and fourth editions of Di¢ Grengen), Rickett detived very different claims about values
which completely undetmine their status as trans-individually expetienceable.
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But the distorted version of “value relevance” that Weber seems to
have adopted led to a fundamentally solipsistic vision of the work of a
cultural scientist —just as Weber’s Puritan faced his angry God alone, so
Webet’s scientist (ot his politician) had only his transcendent value to
reckon with when forming his arsenal of concepts and his explanations.
The famous “methodological individualism” of Weber’s work came not
in his rooting things in acting individuals, but in his uprooting of the
notion of truth from the lived interactions of members of some com-
munity (which Rickert still found crucial).

5. Back to Simmel

It may well be that this approach to formalizing a neo-Kantian vocabu-
lary is simply a dead end. But pethaps if it can be salvaged, the way to re-
start would be to teturn to Simmel’s wotk. Whatever one thinks about
Weber, no one will argue that he was a playful man (and one might well
doubt that he truly understood what play was all about). Simmel, how-
ever, understood play and playfulness as one form of the more general
dynamic interchange between form and content. Webet remained locked
into his unshakable conviction that thete was little hope on the hotizon
to save us from a completely formally rational existence, despite a lack of
empirical evidence then or now to support such a hypothesis. Simmel, on
the other hand, understood that it is not simply that the form can be-
come all-powerful, in the way that bureaucratic rules lead to theit own
formal rationality at the expense of substantive rationality. Rather, form
can become a content, actually become this, as it does in play ot in sociabil-
1ty.

This understanding suggests the possibility of an intersubjective con-
nection based on substantive terms, even if this resists formal exposi-
tion. In the idle chatter, the flirting, the banter of playful subjectivity, we
use forms to communicate, but refuse to be constrained by them. Indeed,
the content, the substance, of our interaction is nothing other than the
mutual recognition that the forms have no power over us —that for this
protected time and space, we mastet them. If this sort of communi-
cation is possible between flirting youth at a ball, T do not understand
why it is not possible between two aged histotians!
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Although Simmel never solved the problem of intersubjectivity, if we
wete to pick up the pieces in his work to start anew, we would start with
his writings on love and on women, especially his 1911 essay on “Female
Culture”. This might seem implausible, but it is hete that Simmel returns
to the themes of historical epistemology, and he devotes a latrge portion
of this text to a direct re-statement of many of the epistemic issues dis-
cussed in his philosophy of history. Simmel emphasizes our need to find,
behind the empirical data we have in others’ actions, “thoughts, feelings,
and intentions that can never be directly ascertained but can only be con-
jectuted on the basis of the intuitive imagination”.7? Although we know
that in everyday life we make such psychic attributions with great con-
fidence, as scientists, we must recognize that “facts of observation are
consistent with a number of different psychological infrastructures that
are in principle unlimited...”. :

Why return to this basic issue of the indeterminacy of explanations
for historical action? This essay was an attempt to understand what
letting women into the world of the mind might mean. Simmel realized
that this might shake any subjective concord about the social world that
male scholats may have had, given that “the psychological interpretation
of men by women may be fundamentally different in many respects
from the manner in which women psychologically interpret one another
—and the converse is also the case”. “Women as such not only have a
different mix of identity with and difference from historical objects than
men do, and thus the possibility of seeing things men do not see; by
virtue of their distinctive psychic structure, they also have the possibility
of secing in a different way” —seeing in a different way “from the a priozt
of theit nature...”.80

Now Simmel is not proposing that sort of solution that Mannheim
would have reached for —that we need both men’s and women’s views.
Something more weighty is being uncovered, something not to be solved
by academic manipulations. For Simmel, the haunting idea is that just as
pethaps we men (I will follow Simmel in assuming a male speaker and

7 Simmel, G., “Female Culture”, translated by G. Oakes, in Georg Simmel- On Women,
Sexuality and Love, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1984 [1911], p. 78f.

8 Simmel, G., “Female Culture”, p. 80.
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male audience) can never really see things the same way as women, so
too we may never have that spiritual unity with woman that we want.

This theme is 2 recurring one for Simmel who, in his Sozzo/ogie$! elo-
quently speaks of the fundamental incompleteness of our relations with
others due to our limited capacity to truly know another’s individuality,
which reaches its depth in the passionate craving for union between the
sexes: “something essentially unattainable”. The epistemic problem
taised in the philosophy of history is, for Simmel, also an abiding per-
sonal, existential problem. For we always do injustice to others’ individ-
uality by seeing them via general concepts. Even whete we seek the
greatest fusion with another and believe that we have gained it, we find
that a woman’s physical sutrender “does not eliminate a final sectet te-
serve of her soul”. “This,” says Simmel,# “is the purest image —but pet-
haps also the crucially decisive otiginal form— for the loneliness of the
human being, who is ultimately an alien, not only in telation to the things
of the wotld, but also in relation to those to whom he is closest”.

The same epistemic problems in history thus tetutn to frustrate out
eternal attempt to “seek one another, complement one another” actoss
“the deepest metaphysical chasm”. These somewhat deptressing thoughts
actually come from an essay on flittation, wtitten for a populat publi-
cation.®® Why this discussion of the Aiatus irrationalis between men and
women on an essay on this lightest of topics? Because flirtation is the
way in which we come to deal with the fact that love is, as Plato said,
having and non-having (also discussed in Simmel’s# work on Schopen-
hauer and his® “Religion and the Contradictions of Life”, where he

81 See Simmel, G., “How is Society Possible?”, translated by Kurt H. Wolff from
Sogiologie, in Georg Simmel on Individuality and Social Forms, edited by D. N. Levine, Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1971 [1908], p. 10; Soxiolgie, third edition, in The Sociolagy of
Georg Simmel, translated and edited by K. H. Wolff, Glencoe, Illinois, The Free Press,
1950 [1923], p. 128.

82 Simmel, G., “Flirtation”, translated by G. Oakes, in Georg Simmel: On Women,
Sexcuality and Love, p. 149f.

8 First published in Der Tyg, May 1909, then included in Philosophical Culture, Collected
Elssays, along with “Female Culture”.

& See Simmel, G., Schopenbaner and Nistzsehe, translated by H. Loiskandl, D. Weinstein,
and M. Weinstein, Amherst, Mass., University of Massachusetts Ptess, 1986 [1907], p. 56.

8 Sitmel, G., Essays on Religion, edited and translated by H. J. Helle in collaboration
with L. Niedler, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1997 [1909], p. 38.
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argues that this tension reaches its acme in our feeling for God).
Simmel’s take on this is that flirtation is the unique relation between the
sexes that has that fusion of form and content that Schiller identified as
the heart of aesthetics. It is, says Simmel, the best example of “pur-
posiveness without purpose” (Kant’s formula from the “third Critique”)
that we have.

In other words, Simmel accentuates the problem of intersubjectivity
that is intrinsic to history and proposes at least one type of resolution —
flirtation— as relying on the same “indifference to its object” that chartac-
terizes the pure aesthetic. But it is not that flirtation provides the answer
for history, because flirtation, by definition, does not matter. My point so
far is not that Simmel has solved the problem, but that he has identified
it and made it unmistakable. Even a Rickert could not argue that the so-
lution to the lover’s anguish would be “more data”.

When thinking about historiogtaphy, one is free to imagine asympto-
tically approaching that dreary and monotonous agreement that would
make us finally 2 science; when thinking about love, such an eleatic pro-
gtession is absurd. We both know and doubt, we utterly fuse then draw
back with the realization that we have no idea who the beloved is, and
again, we know in fact that we do. But it seems that Simmel ~without
denying this uncertainty— was beginning to recognize a key type of
cerfainty here. For in a posthumously published fragment on love he
writes that

“with the exception of religious feelings, love is more intimately and
unconditionally linked with its object than is any other feeling. The cleat-
cut fashion in which love develops from the subject corresponds to the
same clearcut fashion with which it is oriented to the object. The crucial
point here is that no instance of a general sort is inserted between them”
(Simmel, G., “On Love (a fragment)”, translated by G. Oakes, in Georg
Simmel: On Women, Sexuality and Love, p. 64).86

8 Also see eatlier “How is Society Possible?”, p. 13. William James had made the
same point: “Every Jack sees in his own particular Jill charms and petfection to the en-
chantment of which we stolid on-lookers atre stone-cold. And which has the supetior
view of the absolute truth, he or we? Which has the more vital insight into the nature of
Jill's existence, as a fact? Is he in excess, being in this matter a maniac? or are we in defect,
being victims of a pathological anesthesia as regards Jill's magical importance. Surely the
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That is, here individual meets individual without the general concepts
that Simmel had argued in othet works a/ways intervene between us and
others. Simmel may be wrong, but he is serious that there is a different
epistemic quality to the mental states involved. “Thus love exists as an
intention, directly focused on this object” —hete he is using “intention”
in the scholastic sense of the connection between a mental state and 2
physical object. Wete that so —and it is not obvious that it cannot be so—
this would have setious implications for the resolution of the question
of historiography, and perhaps for other cultural sciences, including gen-
eralizing ones.

6. Conclusion

This emphasis on a fundamentally second person approach to social knowl-
edge —one that was neither the “first petson” knowledge that Scheler or
even Dilthey imagined the histotian must have, or the “thitd person”
knowledge (Oakes’s translation of fremden Seelenkhen, we recall) that the
“generalizing” sciences seemed to claim —was the basis for the theo-
logical approach of Simmel’s famous student, Martin Buber. In Buber’s8’?
words, “the relation to the Thox is direct”. Although we easily remember
Bubet as only discussing the relation of Man to God, this is incorrect; al-
though theological through and through, Buber’s approach is a pheno-
menology of the face-to-face encounter, and the difference between the
relation of (on the one hand) I to It (ot even He or She), and (on the
othet), of that of I to Thou. Although we may now emphasize the con-
nection to Heidegget’s work (cleatly inspired by Simmel, whom Hei-
degger considered one of the few living philosophers worthy of notice),
we cannot take Buber’s work out of the context of the triad of persons
—10t, as in most western philosophy, the three persons of the Christian
godhead, but instead, the triad of grammatical persons.

latter... For Jack realizes Jill concretely, and we do not...” (James, W, “What Makes a Life
Significant”, in Matthiessen, B O,, The James Family: A Group Biography, New York, Alfred
A.Knopf, 1947 [1900], p. 404.

8 Buber, M., I and Thou, translated by R. G. Smith, Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark, 1937
[1923], p. 11.
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This triad had indeed been a key sttuctuting element for Simmel —the
structural differences between the planes of the Individual, the Social,
and the Objective. (Although we cannot go into this here, we see a close
relation to the work of the central figure of the Matburg school of neo-
Kantians, Herman Cohen, who also emphasized this triad and drew
upon it in his relational theology; we furthet cannot understand Simmel’s
use of this triad without understanding his relation to Schelling, but
again, we must leave this to the side for now) In his sociology, Simmel
had tended to assume that the “social” was a collective —a second person
plural, if a second person at all- and one destined to be transcended by
objectivity. Just as arbitrary group norms and rituals are the scaffolding
from which an objective, defensible enlightenment ethics can develop, so
too mote generally, the “social” is a stepping stone on the way to objec-
tivity.

But Simmel’s theory of love as intention —if we take it mote setiously
pethaps than he did— suggests that our best social knowledge may not
statt from such second person plural knowledge, and push it towards ob-
jectivity, but from a second petson singulat, a2 compilation of value-satu-
rated embracings of particularity. As Simmel says, in “Female Culture’88
among other places, one does not need to be Caesar in order to know
Caesar. But it seems that the question is whether in order to know
Caesar, one has to love him.%

University of Chicago
Chicago, United States

8 See Simmel, G., “Female Culture”, p. 79.

¥ An eatlier version of this was presented at the conference Georg Simmel: Life, Seff,
Calture, Society, at the Franke Center for the Humanities, University of Chicago, Novem-
ber 12, 2011; I thank the patticipants, especially Donald Levine and Hans Joas, as well as

Monica Lee, for their comments.
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