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Our subject is a non-subject. I agree with Cassirer in believing that the terms    
“subject" and "subjectivity" only makes sense when we see them a part of a whole  
bundle of other philosophical concepts, and when we realize that the possibility of  
making philosophical sense of those bundles of concepts depends on a lot of  
questions and achievements in other fields of inquiry, say within the arts, the  
sciences or within a political sphere.  
 
 "Subjekt und Objekt (sind) nicht für sich bestehende Wesenheiten, sondern 

lediglich Momente einer Beziehung. Sie sind nicht selbständige Dinge, 
sondern Glieder eines Funktionszusammenhanges, eben jenes 
Zusammenhanges, den wir die empirische Erkenntnis nennen." ("Was ist 
Subjektivismus", EBK, p. 214)  

 
I also agree with Cassirer when he says that we should concentrate of the function it 
has to invoke, say, the concept of subjectivity in specific debates. We might for 
instance want to underscore a difference between the works of an artist and a 
scientist. We might want to say that the former are personal in a sense in which 
scientific findings are not, although the latter can be associated with concerns about 
esteem, ambition and social position. We do not say one part is subjective whereas 
the other is objective. We say that subjectivity and objectivity is differently related in 
the arts than in physics. 
 
"das Verhältnis zwischen Subjektivität und Objektivität, Individualität und 
Universalität, ist nicht dasselbe in einer Werkes der Kunst als in der Arbeit des 
Wissenschaftlers (aber) der Kultur der Menschen ist ins gesamt als eine Prozesse 
der als eine fortscheitende Emanzipation von sich selbst zu verstehen ist.. der 
Sprache, Die Kunst, der Wissenschaft, alle sind Phasen in diesem Prozesse." (EOM, 
p. 228) 



 
So our real topic is self-liberation and our thesis is, that it is not the task of philosophy 
to account for the forms, character, causes and reasons for the self-liberation of Man. 
That is the day to day, step by step, task of other forms of intellectual inquiry. The 
task of philosophy, is as we shall see, different. Anyway, I think that at least two of 
the philosophers that I want to draw upon, Cassirer and Wittgenstein would agree 
that there are no first or no fundamental concepts or problems in philosophy. If 
philosophers should or could discuss subjectivity, objectivity, rationality, value, 
beauty, truth, meaning or justice - or whatever - they should do so because some 
other group of people is already engaged in a debate concerning precisely such 
concepts. I take this to be a well earned lesson in philosophy since Hume and Kant, 
but maybe it helps if we associate the view with Hegel and his idea of an 
encyclopaedic understanding of philosophy. Philosophy does not come first. It comes 
later, and the main task of philosophy is, formally speaking, to try to bend and 
combine the various given circles of thought against, and along, each other. 
Philosophy should try to establish a circle of circles, and then it must show if this 
special new circle can be seen as encircling anything, whether it points to anything or 
just provides us with a nice summary of things we already know, if only we care to 
remember it all. 
 Cassirer´s philosophy of symbolic forms is, as I see it, an explicit attempt to 
adopt this conception of philosophy and its strategy. Philosophy is the afterthought of 
all the previously given symbolic forms. The development of language, myth, religion, 
art, science and technique comes first. Philosophy could not, and should not, add a 
single little concept, problem or thesis to this lot. But philosophy might help, whoever 
needs it, to maintain and revitalize whatever we have already achieved in the history 
of human symbolic production. This is the bottom line before we proceed. But please 
note a few examples of what, according to Cassirer, we philosophers have on our 
table thanks to these other disciplines. We have ideas about God,  Eternity, Nature, 
Spirit, Justice, Space, Time, and Love, just to mention a few ideas. I will say a little 
more on just one of the fields of experience, which Cassirer thinks set the scene for 
the philosophers; the development of theoretical physics. That field, alone, presents 
us with a very complex agenda concerning the relation between, space, time, the 
relative and the absolute, objectivity, subjectivity, rationality and reality, and indeed 
many other very deep issues. You must know almost all the important concepts and 
problems in the history of philosophy, since the early Greek natural philosophers, in 
order to understand the structure and content of modern physics. You just have to 
mention a few physicists, like Helmholtz, Planck and Heisenberg, and the list of 
previous philosophers and philosophical problems is already very long. Metaphysics, 



epistemology, anthropology, and more, is alive and well, in the fields of physics; but 
never in any philosophy department as such. In such a department they however 
face a hard issue; what has the metaphysics of physics to do with say, the 
metaphysics of the arts or the epistemology of recent psychology? Those are the 
criss cross kind of questions that - only - should bother the philosophers. 
 However Cassirer  thinks that sometimes in the long history of human 
thought there have been episodes that - although they occurred within a special 
branch of thought - nevertheless marks a lasting potentiality within all other forms of 
thought. Symbolically, all the various symbolic forms have become pregnant with 
something that was first developed within a particular symbolic form. The main 
example is how modern science went hand in hand with the development of a new 
kind of symbolic representation, the so-called Darstellungsfunktion, where the user of 
the given language manages to establish a certain objective distance between his 
own understanding and the significance of his symbolic productions. The 
representations of modern natural science are so to speak there for the taking of 
other scientists. The individual work can in this way become part of a method of 
symbolic cooperation. The use of symbols have become part of a ping-pong game, 
where any trained scientist can try to grab the ball and leave his mark on it. This is 
the main example, and an example of two things in our contexts: It is an example of 
how a development of a possibility in one field of thought might become an integrated 
feature in any other field of thought. But it is also a very significant example of the 
meaning of subjectivity. Doing natural science is not to read the book of Nature, it is a 
practice in which individual people manage to situate themselves in relation to their 
fellow beings. Natural science is characterized by standards of clarity, honesty, and 
uniformity. It is in this sense already a political, ethical, technical, aesthetic, and 
linguistic enterprise, and in so far as we can associate it with the development of 
Christianity, also a religious concern. 
 Wittgenstein did not see things in this way. There are no historical patterns or 
continuing threads in the history of ideas, as such. But despite the fact that 
Wittgenstein was in principle open to any kind of language game, there were certainly 
special kinds of language games that he thought philosophers should be reminded 
about, in any case. And some of these games are precisely some of those we find on 
Cassirer´s list. And exactly like Cassirer, Wittgenstein was interested in making the - 
philosophical point - that the methods and operations of, say, the various sciences 
are possible, only, because we can see them as having been developed from more 
ordinary and common forms of practice and use of language. 
 Here, a new thing emerges. The symbolic forms are already seen as cultural 
achievements. They are seen as ways in which a group of people, for some reason, 



develops a new technique of language, to the effect that this group can pride itself in 
relation to other groups, and claim; "look what we have got, you better get something 
similar". This is where Goethe pops up in both Wittgenstein and Cassirer: There can 
be, and there should be, analogies between the different ways of using the language. 
Not in the sense that one context should copy something from other contexts. The 
relation is more subtle. It is rather what you might call the formal features of one kind 
of language game that might be embedded within other such games. Say, in this 
game there is something called "check the evidence". We know what it means here, 
but we should like have have such a feature, also in a new game, say, within the 
critique of football matches  In short, it is Goethe´s idea of a gradual transformation of 
the formal parts of any kind of thought, the idea of metamorphosis, that is at play 
here. The issue is how the development of new forms can be seen as a 
transformation of given forms. 
 We know from the collaboration between Wittgenstein and Friedrich 
Waissmann, that Wittgenstein, just like Cassirer, was very inspired by the 
mathematician Felix Klein´s attempt to establish an analysis of Transformation, such 
that particular fields of thought, like mathematics, could be seen as an on-going 
transformation of itself. But that, precisely, is the etymological core of both the 
concept of Nature and the concept of Culture; a continuing process of birth and re-
birth of structures that emerge as modified versions of previous structures. Here 
there is really no difference between Goethe, Cassirer, and Wittgenstein. It follows 
that every little human innovative activity inescapably belong to a process of 
Civilization. I may be free to do anything, privately, on my own. But the kind of 
privacy is the kind of language game I can share with others. I can hide my feelings 
about Peter to his brother, and I can lie and say to his mother, that he is my friend, 
although I, and only I, know that I hate Peter and intend to hurt him tomorrow. This I 
am free to do. I can hide and I can lie. But this I can do only in relation to a range of 
activities. There is, metaphysically speaking, no hidden state of mind or no truth, that 
I in some, non practical way, can conceal from my fellow beings. Any sort of privacy 
is a manner of behaviour towards others. I am positioning myself within a group of 
people. I am not ascertaining myself towards myself. There is no such thing as how I 
really, deep down, is or feels or thinks in abstraction from my interpersonal social 
relations. There is only how I feel and think and act towards others. And, to repeat, 
such intersubjective action is already part and parcel of a very long process of 
civilization.             
 The conception that the various philosophers have concerning this process 
and the way in which individual action is embedded within it differs in many crucial 
ways. I always use the word "platform" in order to present Wittgenstein´s view: My 



personal action so to speak spring from a variety of language games that it makes 
sense for me to play. It is not that there is a historically given stock of games that I 
share with a certain group or different groups of people. It is just that a variety of 
games lie open to me; games that have at least some affinity with things that was 
previously said and done. I do something unique all the time. But this individual 
unique action has the side-effect, that I contribute to maintain a platform for the 
further, continuing action of others. The others could never copy my doings, but 
some of these doings may not have been possible if I had not done what I did. 
 That is how it is to be a mathematician and in general a teacher or parent. In 
this picture, I am someone who does my best to invite other people to get on with 
things. In this sense I am a partner or comrade, whatever the agenda. But now it 
turns out that people never proceed as I expected them to, and that I have trouble 
associating what goes on with what I thought have already been going on. This is the 
well known issue about the open and morally tense character of following the norms 
and patterns of the past. It is for me clear that this issue, for Wittgenstein, was 
associated with a psychological portrait of the human being. We have reactions and 
inclinations, attitudes and dispositions that pop up and leave their mark within our 
overall efforts to cope with the norms. Following the rules of the language games is 
not like running a software program. It is to feel and see and memorize things as you 
go along, in a sense which is deeper than what we usually call reflection and 
observation. We are talking about how mediated reactions to what happens as we 
move along leads to, call it, emotional dispositions, that not only accompany our 
actions, as pain might accompany my playing football. It is, so to speak, more a 
question of the whole business of playing football that emerges, say, as something 
filled with trouble, deceit, health problems or social pressure. It is the whole game, 
and not playing an instance of it, that has become emotional and personal. Following 
a rule is not an epistemic enterprise, as such. It is a part of becoming mature. Let me 
give an example. We can say that modern elite sport has lost its innocence, and this 
is not just to say that such and such bad things have happened. It is to say that no 
one could or should engage in it just in order to be entertained and that only very 
naïve people might want to choose it as a carrier only for the sake of doing sport.  
 Now this was an example of how the issue of subjectivity appears, in a 
general sense, in Wittgenstein´s philosophy, as part of the general picture of the 
relation between language and life. It was no attempt to characterize something like 
Wittgenstein´s entire anthropology or picture of human beings. What I want to bring 
out is the contrast to Cassirer´s and Heidegger´s views. In this respect we can say 
that Wittgenstein´s focus is on, what we can cal,l the action space of people, the 
space of people who are striving to do certain things, and people who are sensitive to 



what goes on around them as they move along and follow their goals. These people 
are mundane and have no Grande, historical and cultural agenda. They are, in this 
sense, ordinary guys. But they are ordinary in the way portrayed by Tolstoy and 
Dostoyevsky: Their concerns and miseries soon become a magical mirror in which to 
glimpse even the deepest and most troublesome features of a human life. They are 
extraordinarily ordinary. They refuse to flow along with the dominant streams of their 
Time. They are not conservative, nor stubborn, but they only follow the pattern if they 
can somehow learn to see it as a personal invitation they should react to. 
 Recall, if we have a contrast between Wittgenstein, Cassirer, and Heidegger 
on such issues, this is still not a question about a philosophical face to face combat. 
We have merely three or more comments on the development of the sciences, the 
arts, and the justice system and so on. We have only different attempts to be 
encyclopaedically orientated. 
   Now, in the early Heidegger we have the thrown Dasein, and later in his 
writings we have the Dasein that is able to build, to take residence and to think, 
bauen, wohnen, denken. In both cases it means to be situated as part of upholding a 
number of attentive capacities. It is not openness and determination, as such, but 
more what comes out in the term Befindlichkeit.  Dasein  is thrown ahead of itself. It 
has its future at stake in its more immediate attentive sensibility, and it not only 
manages to preserve and develop itself through this situation. It is this ability to keep 
on situating or positioning oneself, times and again. Being thrown is in this sense 
mediated by the ability to throw some sketches oneself, including sketches of 
oneself. The later Heidegger associates this existential analysis with a more 
metaphysical dimension of our existence. Dasein in a sense listens to being, and 
learns to dwell within it by means of developing a sense for its own makings. The so-
called “foursome” enters the picture: eternity, temporality, the divine and matters of 
the Earth, these are the dimensions of Being within which Dasein moves, or as we 
shall see, it is better to say that Dasein is the motion, the übergänge between these 
dimensions, that come together and only come together within the onto-theological 
structure of Dasein. 
 Again, this is not a new metaphysics to substitute those of Plato and Leibniz. 
Neither is it a new anthropology. I want to remind you of Heidegger´s 
Summerlectures of 1930, Einleitung in der Philosophie, where Heidegger places his 
early philosophy in a historical perspective. Most people misunderstand the historical 
works of Heidegger, as if he wanted to present his philosophy as the important 
outcome of a long critical process within the so-called metaphysical tradition. That is 
also a typical misreading of Witgenstein and Cassirer.  Here is what Heidegger does 
in these works. He summarizes different historical metaphysical horizons, from Plato, 



Aristotle, Descartes, Kant to his own time. He presents the shift of horizon in terms of 
his own philosophical vocabulary. I will mention a later clear example of this: He had 
at some point in the mid-thirties already developed some idea about art that included 
making a tripartion between things, tools and works (Ding, Zeug und Werk). Then he 
went on and wrote historically about "the question of the thing" - which was one of the 
topics in the essay on art - showing how this question has always been formulated in 
different terms and for a number of different reasons and concerns. So, just as it 
makes no sense to say that the history of metaphysics was one long development in 
the direction of Heidegger´s understanding of art, similarly his analysis of human 
existence in Being and Time was never to be seen in that way. The juxtaposition of 
the analysis of the origin of Art and the history of the question of objectivity - for that 
is what it is - aims to highlight the particular kind of Subjectivity that the 
understanding of Art requires. You can say: The understanding of Art acquires an 
adequate, onto-theleological background. It is seen as historical in its truthfulness, it 
comes through as Geschichlichkeit., but that is something very different from seeing 
an outlook as a result of a historical process. I come back to this. 
 Anyway, Being and Time was not the least a reaction to developments in 
modern physics. In the introduction he clearly presented it like that; modern science 
shows us how radical our ontological outlook may change. Just like Wittgenstein and 
Cassirer knew in the early 1920´s, Heidegger knew that alone the recent 
development in physics was enough to challenge a variety of established 
philosophical frameworks. Heidegger, now, wanted his readers not to care about the 
shift from Newton to Einstein. He wanted his readers to reflect for whom there had 
been a shift; in what sense was there a message for anybody never to identify the 
conditions and prospects for their lives with any ontology or philosophical system. 
The message was, if you care about Einstein, what you have learnt is not what this 
care involves but what it is to care about anything, at all, in the first place.  
 It is easy to mock the transcendental thought here, just as it is all too easy to 
mock the blunt refusal to acknowledge transcendental arguments. One should rather 
underscore the encyclopaedic line. If you care about so and so, you are implicitly 
already caring about this and this, and thus we move from the content of your cares 
to the modalities of your ability to care. Then what was Heidegger´s turn, his Kehre? 
What did he deny as times went by? He gave up the idea of some sort of completion 
of the care-structure, as if at the end of the road it would lead us to a certain unified 
structural characterization of the modalities of a human life. Dasein is not the kind of 
being, where Being and Time, as such, is integrated. Not Dasein, but the things, tools 
and works, of physics, of the arts, of technique and so on; these kinds of concrete 
wholes constitute different integrations of Being and Time. That is the Turn. Being 



and Time, the book, was not really about Being and Time. It was about the ground, 
the background for the unity of being and time, the ground from which we can cut bit 
and pieces. This so called entbergen, though, comes with a prize, the concealment, 
the verborgenheit of something left darkened within the Ground. 
 Again this is not a new Super, post-Hegelian neo-metaphysics. It is a humble 
and mundane attempt to say what is at stake when new forms of understanding set 
the fashion or even the order of the day. Vom Wesen des Grundes, both the essay 
and the topic, simply says: When you think you have an intellectual outlook, about 
something, you already have got a refusal to look at some other things, either within 
or in contrast to that outlook. The belief that there is nothing more to see is in effect 
to let the nothings-ness of the thing set the order, and not its being. Instead we 
should say: This is something, so it is nothing-else; it is a difference within 
nothingness. It is however not, nothing-but, this being not something else. Heidegger 
will have us see that these are the kind of conceptual shortcuts that are at stake, say, 
in the understanding of art. The person who understands Art can say; this is just this 
work, of Van Gogh. And it is just this piece of wood and linnen, as it is just this heavy 
thing, which we experience whenever we restructure our museum. For all three 
instances we have: It is nothing else, and still is, never, nothing but, these 
possibilities of being. So thinks or realizes the connoisseur of Art, not the 
philosopher, when this connoisseur understands something relevant in relation the 
entire background an aesthetic item. This understanding, of the origin of Art, does not 
determine anything one might want to say about a particular work of Art. It describes 
what it means to understand a product from somebody´s hand as artistic or aesthetic. 
 Now, such reminders leave the philosopher dissatisfied. He wants a more 
direct approach to specific problems and questions. And at least in Cassirer he can 
find the outlines of such a direct approach. Subjectivity is a constitutive feature of 
human responses and actions, in three specific ways that correspond to the three ur-
Phänomene in Goethe. Cassirer uses the word Basisphänomene, grounding 
phenomena, namely life, experience and deed or work. The first basic phenomenon 
is the fact that to live as a human being is always already to be, in principle, able to 
react to your surroundings. It is to be directed, it is to be able to have orientation and 
it includes intentionality. The world does not come to you. You, some individual Self, 
turns against the world. This turning, however, is willed or deliberate or goal directed. 
You are out to make a difference. That is the second basic phenomenon. The last 
concerns that, whatever you do, it will become objectified in a manner that might 
prompt other human beings, including yourself, to respond, further, to the given 
features of the world. So any human response and action is, as such, a 
transformation of the "position", Stellung  that someone might have in the middle of 



everything. Our Form of Life is one long series of taking-position, or Stellungs-
nehmen. 
 Now such positions have an expressivist character, and that is where we 
shall consider the interplay of the three functions of expression, Ausdruck, Dastellung 
and Bedeutung, as exemplified paradigmatically in Myth, Classical Physics, and 
Post-Dedekind mathematics. This linguistic philosophy is as such an important part of 
Cassirer´s philosophy, but what shall interest us here is how the various 
combinations of the three kinds of expression go to form what Cassirer calls styles of 
cultural phenomena.  To simplify, let us say that any kind of human response is 
mediated by a kind of self-exposition. Not only to the extent that you become visible 
to others. It is you that have a sense of being visible in front of the other. The 
responses and the actions are literally speaking your objective face. They are part of 
you; part of you in so far as you have managed to make a difference in the world. 
 What I want to underscore is the general anthropology here. I think that 
Cassirer´s ambition was to see Men as in possession of Spirit, but not in any former 
sense of the word. He thought there was something he could glimpse in Goethe, and 
which he tried to develop further. He called it the unity of Life and Spirit; Geist und 
Leben. He wanted to describe culture and cultural achievements as the systematic 
build up of subjective Deeds, Taten, "Gjerninger". He wanted to use Goethe´s 
framework in order to establish nothing less than a neo-Platonic vision, to the effect 
that the cultural development of Man, could be seen as a common journey in the 
direction of, not one eternal truth or Sun, but a variety of fixed points of contact 
between Man and Cosmos. His ambition, or insight, was that it is not science, or 
religion, or philosophy, or Art, alone, and as such, that take us on this journey. Only if 
we realize ourselves as Cultural beings have we departed, and got on our way in the 
right direction. Subjectivity is the motor driving us ahead, on this journey which does 
not proceed in Space and Time, but is a journey of space and time. Subjectivity 
exists only within a spatio-temporal rearrangement of our surroundings. Cassirers 
cultural Subject is in this sense like the later Heidegger´s: He builds, dwells and 
reflects on his buildings.  
 What Cassirer and Heidegger disagreed so much about was the idea of 
temporality. For Cassirer, the unity of Life and Spirit, that is, the process of Culture, is 
an ongoing temporalisation of Being. But not from ground up. There is no original, 
basic or necessary dimension which is part and parcel of the possibility of 
experience, and of openness towards Being. There is only temporality. But 
temporality means transformation and continuity. That was a lesson Cassirer thought 
he had learnt from the development of Quantum Mechanics. The discrete, seemingly 
non-continuous shifts of energy that we talk about there, in a sense constitute a new 



kind of continuity, as Cassirer explained in hs book on physics from 1936. Cassirer is 
very explicit: Quantum mechanics takes us back to Plato. For Heidegger this was a 
step back to humanism or romanticism. We are reminded of Platos Timaeus that  
meant so much to the Romantic philosophers, about the developing World-Spirit. 
Being, Heidegger thinks, is not given for a special being, like Man. Man is, as such, 
being, in a way in which being is open to itself. Heidegger´s Being is a female God, a 
Goddess, an absolute that is open and available to those that can sense her body, 
sense the rhytm of being itself. Heidegger is at the bottom line a philosopher of 
religion, in the sense of the later Schelling. Heidegger wanted so to speak to express 
the legitimate heir to Pan-theism. No human form, no human settlement, no human 
excellence, nothing that is through us, is as such a true expression of the absolute 
being. The alternative reads: Being not only is open to understanding, it is open to 
ever new kinds of understanding and construction. Dasein is therefore not at one with 
the ability and position of any such construction. Dasein is the movement, the 
Übergang, between the various understandings or various constructions. Dasein is 
the temporalisation of the understanding and construction of being. In the virtual face 
to face combat between Cassirer and Heidegger, I pick Cassirer as the winner. The 
later Heidegger moved in his direction. 
 Now, turning to Wittgenstein, I want to remind you that analytic philosophy, 
and especially the philosophy of language, has developed as a side effect to the 
development of mathematics, or better, as a response to certain views on the 
development of mathematics. What does the possibility of intuitionism in one contexts 
say about the possibility of intuitionism in other contexts? What does the possibility of 
the unlimited in one context imply for the possibility of limits and the unlimited in other 
contexts. New ideas about groups, sets, functions or fields, all these mathematical 
innovations, open up for quite new philosophical landscapes. Now, if we insist, that 
these landscapes can never arise through philosophical reflection alone, but have to 
be associated with whatever might be the agenda, say in politics, in psychology or in 
the organization of health care institutions, then we reach a view of philosophy that is 
close to Wittgenstein´s. Philosophy shall on this view keep the dialogue between, 
say, mathematics, psychology and politics going, and do so in the sense that 
individual persons, of flesh and blood, are able to play the games of one context one 
day, and the games of the other contexts another day, and then be able to move 
criss cross between the various games. Perhaps the old games can or shall never be 
mixed up. That is not the agenda. The ambition is that new games emerges. So the 
philosophical enterprise is Socratic, helping to give birth to something the survival of 
which is not to be condemned. There are no Cartesian Subjects in Wittgenstein, but 
philosophy, or its legitimate heir, is in a sense the Subject of his texts. It is not 



Wittgenstein, nor the texts that investigate the grammar of the various sections of our 
linguistically mediated doings. We have in the texts a portrayal of what it means to 
perform such investigation as we move on with our lives. In this sense, we, the 
investigators that are portrayed, become Socratic Subjects of innovation. This is a 
general drift or Spirit that characterizes our Form of Life. So when it comes to it; if we 
look closely, this is but a version of the Goethe-Cassirian View. Philosophical 
investigation is the subjectivity of our lives, it is the Spirit that flows throw all the plays 
of language, and so, to imagine a language is to imagine a Form of Life, filled with 
Subjectivity, Socratic Subjectivity. 


