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It may seem strange to associate the name of Jan Patočka with artificial intelligence.  Neither a mathematician nor a logician, the phenomenology he espoused, with its emphasis on lived experience, seems worlds apart from the formalism associated with the discipline.  Yet, as I hope to show, the radicality and depth of Patočka’s thought is such that it casts a wide net.  The reform of metaphysics that Patočka proposed in his asubjective phenomenology also affects artificial intelligence.  It shows that what philosophers take as its most difficult, yet primary problem may well be the result of a category mistake.

Reductionism and the Hard Problem of Consciousness
David Chalmers expresses a general consensus of cognitive scientists when he writes that “the really hard problem of consciousness is the problem of ‘experience.’”  It is the problem of the “subjective aspect” of our perceptions.  Beyond the visual processing, there are also appearances—e.g., “the felt quality of redness, the experience of dark and light, the quality of depth in a visual field.”  How do we relate such experiences to the brain’s processing.  As Chalmers puts this: “It is widely agreed that experience arises from a physical basis, but we have no good explanation of why and how it so arises.”
  We can see how physical processes can give rise to further physical processes.  In John Locke’s words, we can grasp how a change in “the size, figure, and motion of one body should cause a change in the size, figure and motion of another body.”
  A physical change, however, is not itself a perceptual appearance with its “qualia” or qualitative contents.  The difficulty, then, is that “the structure and dynamics of physical processes yield only more structure and dynamics.”  But the perceptual appearances we seek are distinct from structure and dynamics.
  

The formulation of this problem is quite old—dating from at least the time of Locke and Leibniz.
  It is marked by the attempt to treat appearance as a derivative category—that is, as something whose reality could be reduced to a physical basis.  Much as the temperature of the air can be reduced to the motion and,  hence, the kinetic energy of the molecules composing it, so should the felt warmth of the air be reducible to the physical structure and processing of the brain as it receives information from the surrounding world.  In Chalmer’s words, the goal here is “an explanatory bridge” that would link perceptual experiences to this structure and processing.
  Those, like Daniel Dennett, who deny such a bridge, either deny the very existence of  appearances with their qualia, asserting that “we are all zombies.  Nobody is conscious,”
 or else they make them epiphenomenal.  Here, we affirm with Frank Jackson that appearances exist, but “[t]hey do nothing, they explain nothing.”  They are “a useless by-product” of our evolutionary development.
  Again the reductionist paradigm is evident.  Appearances, if they cannot be explained by physical processes, must be denied or, if this seems too counter-intuitive, taken to be as illusory as the rainbow—neither doing nor explaining anything.  Both positions assume that the only reality that does produce effects is physical reality.  Everything else, if it is to be taken seriously, must be reduced to this.  

There is another possible reaction to the failure to find an “explanatory bridge” between appearances and physical processes.  This is to explain appearances, not through recourse to matter, but rather by turning to “consciousness.”  This transcendental tradition begins with Descartes' assertion that while bodies are extended, mind is not.
  Given this, how can mind come in contact with the material world?  Lacking any extension, it cannot be touched, pushed or pulled.  In fact, since it has no size, there is no physical point of contact between it and matter.  George Berkeley, reflecting on this fact, questioned the very existence of matter.  If, as Locke argued, “we can by no means conceive how any size, figure, or motion of any particles, can possibly produce in us the idea of any color, taste, or sound whatsoever,” then we have to admit with Locke that “there is no conceivable connection between the one and other.”
  But, as Berkeley observes, we posit the material world as the cause of our conscious experiences.  It is supposed to explain them.  Can we persist in this belief when even its proponents “own themselves unable to comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit”?
 Berkeley’s fundamental question is, then: why should we posit matter?  What explanatory work does the concept do?  Hume, who called Berkeley, “a great philosopher”
 simply abandons the notion. He starts off with the contents of consciousness, the most basic being “impressions,” and argues that we construct our world from the associations that arise through the resemblance, contiguity and constant conjunction of our mental contents.  Thus, having constantly seen a chair from various perspectives, whenever I view it from one of these, I take it as a three-dimensional object.  This is because all its views are so associated that when I see one of them, the others come to mind.
Hume, as is well known, takes causality as a form of association. The constant conjunction of two contents, where one always precedes the other, results in our taking the first as the cause of the second.   As a relation between the contents of consciousness, causality, however, can in no way explain the existence of such contents.  What can?  Berkeley had taken such contents as dependent on mind or consciousness.  Kant agrees, adding that what things are “in themselves,” apart from the contents of our consciousness, is entirely unknown to us.  By the time this line of thought reaches Husserl, consciousness has come to be seen as an independent region of being.  According to Husserl, “reality, both the reality of the individual thing and that of the entire world, essentially (in the strong sense) lacks independence,” since it is  dependent on consciousness.
  As for consciousness, it “must count as a self-contained connection of being, as a connection of absolute being into which nothing can enter and from which nothing can slip away, a connection which has no spatial-temporal outside ....”
  
Once again, we confront a form of reductionism—this time to the absolute being of consciousness.  The experiences of consciousness presuppose it.  Our “ideas”—Berkeley’s term for such experiences—“ cannot exist otherwise than in a  mind perceiving them.”
  Taken as appearances they are unthinkable apart from it.   According to Patočka, the basic assumption of this line of thinking is that “in order that something manifest itself, it has to manifest itself to someone.”  This means that “manifesting is always mediated by some kind of subjectivity.”  It cannot exist without it and, hence, can be reduced to it.  This implies that appearing can be explained by “the act of turning inward” and reflecting on the subjective acts and contents that constitute an appearance.
 
Appearing as Such


Two opposing lines of thought, thus, follow from our failure to provide an explanatory bridge between appearances and physical processes.  The first line denies appearances either entirely (Dennet) or in terms of their having any efficacy (Jackson).  It asserts that the primary reality of the world is physical reality.  Such reality is objective.  Our experience of it is characterized as “third person” insofar as the physical world is one that, not just “I,” but also “they” (the grammatical third person) can experience.  Its objects are available to all of us.  The second, opposing line of thought denies that these physical processes are the primary reality.  It asserts that what is real in the primary sense are “first person,” subjective experiences.  It is out of these that we constitute what we take to be the physical world.  The two positions are opposites, the first reducing consciousness to the physical world, the second reducing this world to consciousness.  
The question is whether we have to choose between them.  Is it the case that one must be false and the other true?  Kant observed that “If two opposed judgments presuppose an inadmissible condition, then in spite of their contradiction (which is not actually a genuine one), both fall to the ground, inasmuch as the condition, under which alone each of these propositions is supposed to hold, itself falls.”
  Kant used this point to show that the classic questions of philosophy, such as whether the world had a beginning in time, were falsely posed.  Neither a “yes” nor a “no” answer to them was correct, since the condition or assumption for posing them was not valid.
  Patočka’s insight is that the same point holds in the present case.  Here, the inadmissible assumption is that we ought to provide an explanatory bridge between appearances and material nature.  This is to assume that appearing has to be explained in terms of what appears—be this the processes of material nature or those of the subjectivity that is apprehended through reflection.  Ontologically speaking, the assumption is that appearing as such is not an independent category, but must be explained in terms of what appears.     
Against such a view, Patočka asserts that  “manifesting is, in itself, something completely original.”  This means that “manifesting in itself, in that which makes it manifesting, is not reducible, cannot be converted into anything that manifests itself in manifesting.”
  It is not some objective material structure.  It is also not the structure of mind or consciousness.  Both exist and both can manifest themselves.  But “showing itself is not any of these things that show themselves, whether it is a psychic or physical object.”
   Not only is it not these, it cannot be deduced from them.
  It cannot because such a deduction would already assume, in the content of its terms, the very showing that it was trying to deduce.  As Patočka puts this, “I cannot go back to what appears to explain the appearing of appearing, since the understanding of appearing is presupposed in every thesis I might make about the appearing entity.”

According to Patocka, this point is continually ignored in the history of philosophy.
  Again and again, we find “that peculiar slide from the problem of manifesting to the problem of existence.”  Two examples provided by Patočka make his point clear.  The first concerns Plato’s account of the divided line.  Each section of the line marks a distinct mode of appearing.  Reflected images and shadows appear differently than the objects that generate them.  A third form of appearing characterizes the way mathematical objects show themselves; a fourth, the ideas.  Plato makes this evident. But, as Patocka remarks, “instead of a completely autonomous problematic of manifesting, the problematic of a determined ladder of existents is introduced.”  Thus, “Plato,” in Patočka’s reading, “saw this fundamental difference [in manifesting], except he constantly interprets it as if it were a difference between various degrees of existents and not a difference between stages and aspects of manifesting as such.”
  The same transformation appears in Husserl.  Here, the tendency to ontologize the process of appearing occurs when he interprets his description of this process as a description of transcendental subjectivity.  By equating the phenomena with the experiences of a subject, they are subjectivized.  As a result the phenomena are also ontologized: they are understood as beings—as particular existing experiences.  The result, according to Patočka, is that the description of the phenomena becomes a description of “a subject whose accomplishment are phenomena.”  Modes of givenness become ontologized as modes of transcendental subjectivity, the latter being understood as a being.

For Patočka, by contrast, the fact that manifestation is something “completely original” means that it forms its own category, one that is distinct from being.  In his words, to assert that “[t]here is a structure of appearance’ does not signify ‘there is a being, a this-here, which one can call appearance.  Appearing as such is not a being and cannot be referred to as a being.”
 In other words, what we have to do with here is not “given as a being, rather it is the givenness and modes of givenness of a being, which modes themselves cannot be designated as beings.”
  These “modes of givenness” form a separate non-ontological category.  If we accept this, then we have to reformulate the history of metaphysics.  Such a reformulation goes far beyond Heidegger’s attempt in Being and Time to determine the “kind of being” that Dasein possesses by breaking the tie between being and presence. 
  This Heideggerian “destruction” of the “traditional content of ancient ontology” is insufficiently radical.  A truly radical reform would break the tie between being and appearing.  It would entail our abandoning the attempt to speak of appearing in terms of being, i.e., to link it to some ontological commitment.  It does not matter whether this be a commitment to the being of Husserl’s absolute subjectivity or to the being-in-the-world that is Heidegger’s Dasein or to the various physical structures and processes that make up a natural scientific account of subjectivity.  All such attempts simply bear witness to the category mistake of conflating the question of appearing with that of being.  They all go astray in their not taking appearing as its own category.
The Empty and the Full Subject


What happens when we do not commit this category mistake? How do we deal with the fact that appearing is appearing to someone, without reducing appearing to a function of subjectivity, interpreted either materially or transcendentally?  Patočka’s answer involves our distinguishing the “empty” from the “full” subject.  If we take appearing as such as a “world-structure,” it embraces both subjects and things.  As such, it has three moments: “what shows itself (the world), that to which it shows itself (subjectivity) and how, the manner and way, it shows itself.”
   Now, subjectivity regarded as that to which things show themselves (Husserl’s transcendental subjectivity) does not show itself.  The active turning inward to reflect on it comes up empty handed.  All its content, by definition, comes from its objects—that is, from things appearing to it.  Devoid of any internal content, this subject, according to Patočka, is simply a feature of manifestation itself.  It is required by the fact that appearing is always appearing to someone.  This means, Patočka writes, “mediating by the subject shows itself … directly in [the] things showing themselves to us…. for example, that we have a cup in its original which is always in radii of givenness, and [which] finally crosses into deficient modes of givenness and then the surroundings and so on ….”  These are what show themselves.  In other words, any supposed turn to the subjectivity to whom the world appears (the transcendental subject) is actually a turn to such elements.  In itself, this subject is actually only a position that these elements determine.  This means, Patočka adds, “only these indications, references, and this whole system of indicators is subjectivity, is us.”
  Empty of any inherent content, the transcendental subject consists simply of the “references and indicators” of this content.  It is, for example, the spatially located point of view set by a pattern of perspectival appearing.  It is, further, the 0-point in time between the remembered and anticipated perspectives of this pattern.   To ontologize this 0-point in space and time is simply to return to the dilemmas posed by Descartes' non-extended subject.  It is to revisit the question of how such a subject could ever come into contact with the material world.  
To give this empty subject its own content is to make it “one of the appearing things.”  It becomes one of the worldly realities that appear to the empty “transcendental subject.”  As Patočka puts this: “The subject to whom everything shows itself is empty, while the subject that has content (das erfüllte Subjekt) exhibits neither advantage nor precedence over other worldly realties ….”
  In fact, “it appears as a living body (Leib) that belongs to the subject to whom everything shows itself.”  This is a body that has kinesthesia (senses of its movement). 
  Like other worldly realities, this “full” or “concrete” subject stands in casual relations to the rest of the world.  As Patočka puts this: “Concrete subjects are things among things, which certainly stand in causal connections with other worldly things, and this connection is a specific one: it concentrates the effects [of the other things] in specific, highly differentiated, acting organs [those of the senses and the brain], and thereby actualizes the possibility of letting a perspectival world appear, a world that appears to someone.”
  
This full subject is, as obvious, the biological agent: the person composed of flesh and blood.  Does this mean that there are actually two subjects—i.e., two distinct entities that somehow have to be brought into relation to each other?  To assert this is to forget that the empty subject is actually not a being at all.  It is a structure of appearing.  It is something embedded in the “how” of appearing as it unfolds itself perspectivally through time.  Embedded in this “how” is a spatial-temporal 0-point.  The relation of the concrete subject to this structure is that of providing the conditions for its applicability.  In their making possible the appearing of the world, the actions of our brains and senses simply make the structures of appearing applicable to us.  As Patočka expresses this: “Causality in no way signifies the creation of the appearing as such, but rather the adaptation of the organic unity to the structure of appearing, which co-determines the world and in a certain partial sense grounds it.”
  The point Patočka is making can be put in terms of the familiar distinction between the validity and applicability of a formal law.  Different machines made of different materials can be constructed to do sums.  The laws these machines obey are causal laws—be they the laws of electronics for an electronic calculator or those of the gear and lever for a mechanical adding machine.  The arithmetical laws that such machines instantiate are, however, not causal, but formal.  Patočka’s insight is that appearing itself has this formal character.  It is “a specific world structure … without itself being actual” (i.e., without its being a being).” 
  On the one hand, it represents “a lawfulness that … cannot be grounded or drawn from the object.”  This follows because the lawfulness that is drawn from objects is causal, and the laws of this structure are formal.  On the other hand, its lawfulness “determines experiential, natural and scientific knowing.”
  This is not because it gives the subjective conditions for knowing, but rather because, as the lawfulness of appearing, it determines the knowing that is based upon appearing.  
One way of putting the above is to note that if appearing is a world-structure, then the evolution of organic beings would take account of it.  Their evolution would involve their adapting to this structure if such adaptation offered a survival advantage.  The evolution of sensory organs and central nervous systems would, thus, provide them with the causally determined apparatus that would make the structure of appearing applicable to their organic functioning.   Now, to derive the structure of appearing from this apparatus is, in Patočka’s view, rather like deriving the formal laws of mathematics from the causal mechanisms of a particular type of calculator.  It is, in fact, to reverse the actual relation.  The calculator was constructed to follow the laws of mathematics in giving correct calculations.  Similarly, our brains and sensory organs were adapted to take advantage of the structures of appearing.  This does not mean that their laws are the formal ones of this structure.  There is no “explanatory” bridge that links the two.  Thus, the laws of perspectival appearing that set up particular points of view—points in relation to which objects show first one side and then another—are not causal laws.  The laws governing our putting together perspectives to grasp spatial-temporal objects are, however, causal.  Given this, we can say that the “hard problem” of providing such an explanatory bridge is “hard” precisely because it is insoluble.  It has no solution since it presupposes incompatible concepts.
  
The cognitive science that follows Patočka’s insight will avoid this problem.  It will concentrate on the study of appearing qua appearing and then look to see how its structures might be made applicable to material objects through causal laws.  The study of appearing makes a whole wealth of phenomenological insights available, insights that can be used as “clues” to investigate the kinds of problems that natural or artificial sentient beings face in constructing their worlds.   The point, however, is not to confuse the laws that structure appearing with the causal laws through which such beings (or their human makers) solve these problems.  Artificial intelligence research can succeed on its own without any metaphysical commitments regarding the nature of appearing as such.  Availing itself of Patočka’s insight, it need not fall prey to the antinomy that has bedeviled philosophy since Descartes’ time.  
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