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Phenomenology has been here for a century, and yet very few people do really understand its novelty. Too many thinkers or just scholars have usurped its beautiful name, without sharing in the least its spirit, without applying or developing the methods for philosophical research on vital topics in our contemporary world, for which it had been devised.

What is, in fact, the spirit of phenomenology? I wish to propose a sort of key-principle which is just meant to point to that spirit, or rather to remind us of a style of thinking, which might be clarified  through some more definite methodological principles. In this presentation I do not want to get into methodological details, though: for the sake of our discussion, I shall first try to evoke that style of thinking by a formula such as this one: 

Nothing appears in vain  (without a foundation in reality) – of course the reverse is not true: There is much more to discover in reality than what appears (otherwise no research would be needed, and we would be omniscient).

The first thing I want to convey by this formula is that phenomenology has been so widely misunderstood, because we have not yet – not in the least – understood the whole depth of Plato’s summons: sozein ta fainomena, to “save” phenomena. That is, things which are seen, things which appear, fainomena indeed. 
1. Two contemporary forms of skepticism concerning visible things
Why has this happened? The story would be too long to tell: we shall limit ourselves to pointing to two contemporary forms of skepticism concerning visible things – or the visible and sensible life-world:  which we may term as Hermeneutic Relativism and Reductive (or even eliminative) Materialism.
The first one has been the dominant philosophy of culture, whereas the second one has been the dominant natural philosophy of man and his mind. Both represent a form of skepticism relative to the immediately given things of our life-world, including ourselves, human persons.  According to post-modernism no real epistemic credit can be given to immediate cognition or consciousness – no form of intuition, acquaintance, perception, feeling is a mode of veridical experience, the world being as it were wrapped up in language, culture, interpretations. But according to reductive materialism, phenomena are  epi-phenomena, appearances just shadows or dreams caused by a completely different reality, like in the virtual world of Matrix, this very interesting contemporary thought experiment which is very similar to a cartesian hypothesis of a universal illusion caused by a “malin genie”….
Actually, questioning the reliability of sensory and sensible experience has been a main trend in the history of modern philosophy, starting indeed from Descartes doubt, going on with Galileo and Locke’s expulsion of secondary qualities from the furniture of the real world, not to mention the even more radical rejection of a real foundation of common sense and moral consciousness which Paul Ricoeur termed “the culture of suspicion”.

Phenomenology represents in this respect a revolutionary turn in modern thought – what we might call the very foundation of a “culture of respect” (of the given and the visible) and of confidence (in what appears as a gate and a way to the real, and the invisible). To see the point, just let us look at a quite visible object which is at the same time an aesthetic object, though being unquestionably a real one, in the ordinary and current sense of “real”. It does belong to the space –time world, more exactly to the northern outskirts of Milan, Italy (fig. 1)
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Palazzo Arese-Borromeo, Cesano Maderno


This seems a beautiful palace of the XVIIth century. It is in fact a reproduction of the site of the Faculty of philosophy belonging to San Raffaele University. But suppose you are looking at the real thing – what appears to be the real thing. And now suppose that, by acting on your neurons and synapses, one causes you to have the same vision, without the thing being there. If we manage to do so, we may argue that whatever normally causes this vision has nothing to do with the apparent thing. It may be a completely, ontologically different one: nothing having visible qualities for exemple, or aesthetic qualities, proportions, elegance and so on. All this appearances would be just “qualia”, sense data of the “phenomenological garden” – as Daniel Dennett has it. That is, just states of the mind.

In fact, the “phenomenological garden” of Dennett is just a set of beautifully arranged qualia, a fancy  supporting a version of phenomenalim. And phenomenalism is surely no phenomenology, but the very opposite way of thinking: a radical form of scepticism about phenomena.
I shall close this first, introductory part of my paper by suggesting that to get rid of this scepticism (and, in fact, of any scepticism about appearances) no argument is conclusive. What is needed is a complete revolution in the way of thinking, more exactly in ontology. A revolution not only relatively to modern philosophy, but to ancient philosophy as well (no way back to the past). This actual revolution is phenomenology. 

2. The phenomenological revolution

What kind of revolution is the phenomenological one? I shall first describe it quite generally; in the second part of this paper I shall exemplify my claim by addressing a particular question on the nature of human persons: a much discussed one, both in continental and analytic contemporary research.

As I said, the phenomenological revolution concerns the relations between appearance and reality.

In fact, we are inclined to think that the true reality of a thing resides more in the hidden that in the apparent part of the thing. That the thing actually is what is its hidden part. A stone, for example, is ultimately its physical structure, the particles out of which it is composed and the forces which keep them together. But even if you are no materialist concerning human persons, even if you think that the real substance of a human person is her soul, you are inclined to think of this substance as a hidden reality. 

In any case the true reality of a thing is thought of by opposition to its appearance. Ordinary language suggests this almost inevitably. Moreover, we are inclined to conceive of this relationship in terms of causation: reality “causes” or “determines” appearance, the latter is a “resultant” of the former, the surface is a product of the underlying reality.

In short, what is founding is ontologically more important than what is founded; the “basis” or the “inside” is more real than what “emerges” at the surface

A kind of atavistic mental grammar tacitly induces us into thinking that the entity and identity of a thing reside more in its hidden “basis” than in its ”emerging” properties: water is really in its molecules rather than in its liquidity and transparency, a person’s reality in her biological basis than in her personal flourishing, and so on… 

This atavistic grammar is what we call ontology. But in fact, it is just an ontology, and one which is to be deeply revised. This deep revision is phenomenology. 
Phenomenology completely redefines the relation between appearance and reality. “Phenomenon” is no longer a synonym of “sheer appearance”, or  “subjective distortion”: The word refers to what we shall call the emerging structure of a thing.

This emerging structure bears the essential properties of the thing and hence manifests its specific identity. It tells us what type of thing the thing is. So, the identity of a thing is given, so to speak, by its “surface”. This surface – the “phenomenon” is the very manifestation of the ontological significance (and richness) of a thing.

Now, I shall try to exemplify these theses by a very sketchy outline of a specific ontological region: that of persons.
3. An example: the novelty of human persons. An emergentist view of what we are, exemplifying the phenomenological approach
In the rest of this paper, I shall try to argue for this phenomenological approach on the basis of one of its most important applications – namely answering the question: what sort of things are we, human persons?

Now, we are definitely “founded” on human organisms (of which we know much more than we did – say – a century ago. In terms of our evolutionary biology,  genetic biology, neurobiology, neuropsychology and so on).
But according to the phenomenological revolution, we should define ourselves by our emerging structure, not by our foundations. This is what I shall try to do in the rest of this paper. I shall try an account of the novelty of persons, relative to their biological basis, thus outlining a (very sketchy) emergentist view of what we are, exemplifying the phenomenological approach. 
Our view of human persons is best introduced by saying what a human person is not, according to this view.

As most approaches, this one aims at a non-dualistic view of human persons – in a pretty large sense of dualism, including mild forms of it, like some version of functionalism, implying indifference concerning the kind of body (human or not) which could implement that set of functions; including any form of dualism of properties (which is no sufficient condition at all for being a person, since cats and dogs enjoy this duplicity as well)
. On the other hand, it also rejects any form of reductive materialism. Having a human organism is a necessary condition to be a human person, but by no means a sufficient one. Finally, a person is more than a social object, i.e. a biological organism plus a social status, in some sort of Searlian language. To sum up, this view defines itself by a double opposition, stating that being a human person is not: 

1. Against dualisms

· Having a substantial mind in a body

· Realizing a set of functions by this body (or any other one)

· Having both physical and mental properties

2. Against reductive materialism 

· Being just an organism of the biological species homo sapiens

· Plus a collectively conferred social status

This approach entirely shares an idea put forward  by Lynne Baker’s Persons and bodies: the idea of an ontological significance which things have on their own, as things of a new type, having identity conditions, existence conditions, causal powers of a new type, relatively to whatever materials they are constituted by. I shall not discuss Baker’s constitution theory in this paper. One is not committed to it, even if one shares the idea of the novelty of human persons relative to its material foundations
.  I not only share this point with Lynne Baker, but am particularly grateful to her for having worded this point so clearly and nicely: 
“Intuitively, to say that Fs (tigers, chairs, anything) have ontological significance is to say that the addition of an… F is not just the change in something that already exists, but the coming into being  of a new thing”
.

We have to fill the gap in this text by the word “essential”. It is an essential property which makes the ontological difference .
In our case, the new thing is a human person.  Our question is: which is the essential property F which makes the difference, namely, which makes a human person out of a human organism?
I shall not follow Lynne Baker in answering this question. Her answer, according to which what makes the difference is enjoying or being capable to enjoy a first person perspective in a strong sense, that is being capable of referring to oneself as oneself,  does not seem to me to capture the essential property, but at best only a property implied by this one. If you have Baker’s F you must have “my” F, but the converse implication does not necessarily hold. I wish to identify a necessary condition to be a person, and hence to enjoy, no doubt, a first person perspective. But at the same time I wish to understand which further condition should be there for a thing to enjoy a full-fledged first-person perspective, and it seems to me that the theory I propose gives more than a hint in that sense. Finally, first-person perspective in a strong sense is a form of consciousness, indeed the most developed form of reflective, linguistically and conceptually articulated self-consciousness. But phenomenologically, self-consciousness presupposes a self, a person, which being conscious is being conscious of,  a being that does not reduce itself to being known or referred to, any more than Mount Everest does.  We are looking for an answer to the question: in what does this being consist, essentially?

Which is then the actual essential property making the new thing ? The answer I propose is: our capacity to perform acts. Yet in order to understand this claim, we have to focus on the notion of act which I am putting forward.

4. The very notion of act

In fact, the notion of act, and the very essence of acts, is one of the most neglected by contemporary philosophy. We must avoid two sort of reductions, namely:  a conceptual reduction of the notion of act to that of action, and an ontological reduction of acts to states or events. 
This second reduction seems to me to be the original sin of most contemporary philosophy of mind. This original sin is metaphysical naturalism, which reductive or eliminative materialism are forms of. metaphysical naturalism seems to me to be implied by the ontological reduction of acts to states. But the first, conceptual or even semantic reduction (embedded in current English as it were, as in current Italian for that matter), which makes it very difficult to conceive of an act which would not be an action, is a temptation to resist as steadily as the second, ontological one. 
To see this, we have to concentrate on the notion of act. The rest of this paper is about acts. 
I shall first state the three claims I would like to argue for:
     (A) To be a person is to emerge on one’s states by one’s acts.

(S) A person is a subject of acts.
(F) There is a subset of acts needed for emergence of a personal identity, and it is the set of free acts.
Notice that letters (A), (S) (F) refer to the main notions implied by my claims: ACT, SUBJECT of acts, FREE acts, three notions I hope to clarify at least partially.
In the rest of this paper I shall try to provide some evidence for (A). I shall also  sketch a first outline of argument for each of them; but the main part of this evidence is in fact an explication  of the notion of act. Theses (S) and (F) are in fact, respectively, a corollary and a specific instance of thesis (A). 

If we also call S the property of being a subject of acts, a further claim should be that S is the foundational property for Baker’s essential property, namely first-person perspective. In other words, one has to be a subject of acts to be able to enjoy a first person perspective.
Now the first thing to do in order to support (A) is to clarify the terms it involves: and, quite especially, “acts” and “states”.

5.  Acts and states

Let’s start from the notion of state. I shall not give a definition, but only a partial description of its use in philosophy of mind. In most approaches, this notion plays a central role in the decription of our life, whether mental or non-mental. We ordinarily speak of physical or mental states of a person. The notion of mental state is the key notion to understand that of mental life. In fact, according to a widely accepted thesis,  mental life is a sequence of mental states (ex: beliefs, desires, emotions).
The nature of this sequence is generally described either as a flow, a stream, having a temporal order of succession, or as a succession of states each of which is in causal relations with the preceding and the successive one. In a way, the latter is the very standard description of any bit of mental life which would be provided by a Classical Model of Practical Rationality, as John Searle would say.  Let’s make an example:
(1) James is thirsty and believes that this is water – James decides to drink the water. 
According to the Classical Model of Practical Rationality, a decision is typically understood as a state (or event) which is causally determined by beliefs and desires – more generally, by preceding conative and cognitive states. So, this model incorporates a very classical form of causal determinism. Voluntary actions are determined by causes, exactly as any other event in nature: the only difference being in the kind of causes: psychological causes, such as believes and desires, rather than physical or biological causes. Accordingly, this models involves a compatibilist account of free actions.
Now, it seems to me that, described as a succession of states, a personal life does not show any essential difference with respect to the life of a ant, or even to the “life” of a Turing Machine, which is also definable as a causal succession of states. 

 (So, I agree with Searle when he compares the “Classical Model of Practical Reason” to the “Rationality of apes”)
.

My arguments against a description of mental life as a causally ordered succession of states are of two kinds: phenomenological and ontological. 

Phenomenologically, this description is very untrue to the life of persons, particularly to their mental life as we know it. Far from being a mere flow of states of consciousness (such are our dreams, rather), a conscious life and any span of it  looks much more like a series of acts which are linked together, where the link is the relation of motivation. 
Let’s make an example. A friend comes in. I perceive her, and feel joy; this joy might motivate me to break what I’m doing and to run up to her and hug her. But surely this joy will nor motivate me to do so without my consent. If in this very moment I were speaking in public, I would not give my consent in order not to interrupt my presentation. 

To cut a long story short: no mental state seems capable of causing the following one without consulting the subject,  as it were. To speak less metaphorically: without the subject’s endorsement. This endorsement, or this stance, or taking up a position (yes or not) makes an actual motive out of a just possible one. Without this endorsement, that motive would not have causal power. 

Now- as we shall see – endorsement  (Assent or denial) is  the essential or specific element of an act, making its actuality. 
The second line of argument is ontological. The phenomenological one is not enough by analytical standards. For how can we be sure that “motive” is not a sheer verbal variant of “cause”, and “act” just a verbal variant of “state”? How do we know that states are not causally sufficient to determine following states, and that endorsement is not illusory? How do we know that what appears to be so really is so, that phenomenology reveals ontology?

Therefore, we need

1. A not just phenomenological, but also ontological distinction between motive and cause
2. The same for act and state.

Let’s see the first point. The argument presupposes that there is an ontological difference between ACTIONS and EVENTS. All actions are events, but not all events are actions. This claim is less disputed than the distinction between (mental) acts and (mental) states. In any case, we shall not argue for it in this paper
.

So, going to sleep is an action, whereas falling asleep is an event. Falling asleep is no action of mine. Is something which happens to me. Suppose you accept this premise. Now suppose I am sleepy. Being sleepy is a good reason to go to bed. So, I may endorse this reason, consenting to my state, and so allowing it to determine me to the action of going to bed. But this state is no sufficient reason. I might have other reasons to stay up, to resist my state of being sleepy, such as getting finished with a work, a film, etc. 

Now, surely, sooner or later I shall fall asleep. So – you might conclude – your state was after all a sufficient reason, that is a cause of your sleeping.

 A cause, by all means: yet not of an action (going to sleep),  but of an event (falling asleep). As long as we consider actions, no state can cause an action without my endorsement, implicit or explicit. As soon as my state works as a cause, the action is no longer there, there is an event. 

Therefore: a motive is different (ontologically) from a cause, since no cause requires somebody’s assent to act, all motives do. 
Let’s go over to the second difference, between acts and states.  We must first clarify the notion of act – we cannot delay this any longer. The rest of this paper is on that point – it is a bit of a unified theory of acts, which should be, in my opinion, the core of an ontology of persons. 
6. Acts and actions

The concept of act I propose is comprehensive of that of action, but not reducible to that. Let’s first have a synopsis of the subject.

ACTS IN A BROAD SENSE

	ACTIONS 
	    ACTS  IN A STRICT SENSE 

	1. Punctual actions (as opp. to activities)

2. Actions manifesting attitudes or    dispositions, possibly charged with  positive or negative value (e.g: an act of friendship, an act of courage); possibly ritualized (act of worship, act of faith)

3. Speech acts (doing things with words)

4. Social acts
	WHAT IS MISLEADINGLY CALLED “MENTAL ACTS”,



Let’s look at the case on the left hand side. We ordinarily call “acts” several subclasses of actions: namely the punctual ones, as opposed to those which last some time, or even to activities: e.g. to punch somebody, to shoot a gun. We also mean by “acts” some actions as those listed under point 2. Point 3 reminds us of a very important class of actions: speech acts, action consisting in doing things with words. Speech acts may be required also to perform acts of the previous kind,  e.g. praying. Among the speech acts, we might be particularly interested in the assertoric ones, or in such performative acts which produce social objects, like marriages, or the commissive which produce social effects like obligations and pretences, or the directives. Most linguistic acts are also social acts (point 4), which include acts with legal effects, or political effects, etc….

But what about the right hand side case? 

What is left, is what is called mental act. Misleadingly, only in the sense that what is usually meant is a sort of “inner” or “mental” actions. But this is in my opinion a very confused notion, in spite of its “cartesian” origin. If by “mental act” you mean “mental action”, the criticism that Gilbert Ryle made of this notion is still valid.

“Nobody ever says… he has performed five quick and easy acts of the will, and two slow and difficult ones between breakfast and lunch”

As one can see, this criticism is perfectly convincing if we imagine a mental act (in particular an act of the will) as a sort of inner action. 

But if we don’t, and take a decision as a typical example of an act of the will,  Ryle’s irony does not work any longer: we can count decisions, we can say that some are difficult, other not, and so on. 

This shows that a decision is an act, but not an action. Or, if you prefer, that it is possible to call it an act, without implying that it is an action. On the other hand, it would be absurd to deny that decisions exist, or that we “make”  decisions.
Then what is a “mental” act? The standard move to avoid reduction of mental acts to mental actions is Husserlian – and Husserl goes beyond Brentano. Husserl’s suggestion was to use “act” as a synonym of “intentional lived experience”(intentionales Erlebnis): this being what Brentatano, most of the times, called “mental phenomena”, qualifying them as  intentional states. Yet identifying acts and intentional lived experiences is not satisfactory, because  no act can be reduced to the lived or conscious experience of it. Acts – even “mental” acts – transcend their conscious aspects. As anything real, an act is consciousness-transcendent. There is more to it than it is experienced, as we shall see in a while.

To sum up: intentionality, or relation to an object, can be the defining  property of conscious states (as Brentano saw),  but acts cannot be reduced to conscious states (as Husserl discovered).  

But then, what is in the last end the characterizing property of acts (in a strict or broad sense)?
7. Positionality – and a sketch of a hierarchy of acts

On the track of Husserl,  I claim that this essential property is positionality. That is: all acts involve or presuppose taking a position (yes-no) relatively to an object and a state.
All acts, “mental” or not, strict or broad, are responses to the environment or surrounding world. As such, they involve or presuppose taking up a position, a stance, relative to a given object and a corresponding state. Positionality is the specific property of what Husserl calls “intentional lived experiences”. Without positionality, we only have mental states. A state involving a position is an act.  We have to see that in some details. I shall propose an outline of a hierarchy of acts.
The basis of our entire personal  life is given by what we may call basic acts, involving first level positions. 

There are two classes of such basic acts: cognitive or emotional,  perceptions and emotions. Cognitive basic acts, perceptions are characterized by first level “doxic” positionality; emotional basic acts by “axiologic” positionality. 
What we call doxic positionality (doxa, greek for “belief”) is realizing, taking note of the perceived thing’s existence. It is a kind of assent or denial, not a reflexive but an immediate one: yes, the thing is there. A perception can turn out to be a delusion. It could not, if there were no doxic position, like in an act of imagination or day-dreaming. A doxic position corresponds to the pretense of veridicality which distinguishes perceptions.
What we call axiologic positionality (axios, greek word for “valuable”) – is realizing the positive or negative salience, or value, of the given thing or situation. Each emotion includes such a position. In fact, emotions can be appropriate, or not. But they could not turn out to be non appropriate – such as panic in front of a very peaceful little cat – if they lacked any axiological position. 
First level positions are not free. I cannot avoid endorsing the existence of what I see or touch; I cannot take up an opposite position on the negative value of an object of fear, or horror. Even in case the thing turns out to be a delusion as experience goes on, or the fearful beast not to be that bad after all. 

What is the role of positionality in basic experience? In other words: why did we call acts instead of states our basic experiences? It should be clear by now. Only positionality is responsible for adequacy of perceptions and emotions. Perceptions are veridical or not ; emotions are appropriate or not, in virtue of their positions. Hence, if by “experience” we don’t mean just causal impact of external reality on an organism, but something we can learn from, something which is or is not veridical, something which can provide evidence for our judgements, then we must take positionality into account.

To sum up: the difference between acts  and states is the difference between experience as evidence for (possible) true statements (of fact or of value) and experience as causal impact of reality on an organism.  But the experience we “make”, the experience we “learn from”, is of the first kind. It always is more or less adequate – and could not be such without positionality. As a conclusive statement of our distinction between acts and states we may say: states are just effects of a causal impact of reality; (basic) acts are adequate or inadequate responses to reality.
By adequacy, I mean rational adequacy, in a broad sense: cognitive and practical. Personal life as a life of reason starts with the basic acts. Or, we can also say: basic acts constitute a first level of emergence of a person on her states: the level of evidential objectivation. 

Let’s now recall our first claim:

(A) To be a person is to emerge on one’s states by one’s acts.
This claim may seem more intelligible now. We may add:
(A’) Basic acts realize a first level of emergence of a person on her states: the level of evidential objectivation.
In fact, by basic acts we get in touch with objective reality, in its factual and axiologic aspects (or rather; we experience reality as objective, and not just as what resists our drives)).

But we can do more: we can manage the states in which this contact with reality puts us. By basic acts, we said, we experience reality as objective. We can get it wrong, but taking a different position is not in our power in each basic act. What is in our power, though, is to expose ourselves more or less to reality, that is to accept or reject data as motives of further life (experiences, actions). 

This remark introduces us to the study of what we may call second level emergence: the management of states. We manage our states by a second class of acts, involving second level positions, that is, positions that we take up relatively to the basic acts and their objective and subjective correlates (states of affairs and mental states).

These “managing acts” are, in a broad sense, free. In fact, denying reality to what I perceive as real is not in my power (perception is not a free act, nor is belief), yet  refusing motivational weight to a perceived fact (or salience) is in my power.

I can take in bad news, or a very painful fact: I let myself be motivated by it. But I can “remove” it, not in the sense of the first level position (which is not in my power), but in the sense of not allowing it to motivate my further acts – emotions, thought, decisions, behaviour. I “neutralize” the first level position. By this act I can manage my states by regulating in a way my exposure to further experience.

Endorsing or ignoring basic imputs is taking up  second level positions. Second level positions characterize free acts (in a broad sense).

The clause “in a broad sense” emphasizes a typical character of this second class of acts: they are not necessarily conscious, or entirely conscious. We can manage our passivity, so to speak, in the darkness. Here is an example of a type of act which is effective beyond the lived experience we have of it. As a concluding remark to this section, we may adopt a further commentary on (A):

(A’’) By their second level positions, acts  which are free in a broad sense realize a second level of emergence  of a person on her states: the level of management of one’s exposure to further experience.

8. The emergence of personal identity
In order to see the proper character of our third class of acts, we may call this second level emergence the management of one’s passivity. This slightly paradoxical expression reminds us that our experience is never a completely “passive” one. Otherwise we could not even say that we “make” an experience. Yet the “path” that each one of us takes through the world, so to speak, by managing his/her passivity and conditioning his/her further experience does not need to be a series of (conscious) choices. No doubt a personality, a character, expresses itself by this kind of second level acts; they can always be retrospectively made clear, the real alternative paths may be brought to consciousness; yet  they need not. On the other hand, by regulating our exposure to the flow of information coming through the basic acts, we undeniably exert a power of some sort, attesting an  efficacy which has no equivalent within the basic acts. We do authorise or not a given experience to motivate further experience.
Further experience, though, does not necessarily mean further action. By saying, so to speak, yes or no to data and states as motives of further life, we do not necessarily engage our future behaviour. We do so only by a particular subclass of free acts which are in fact authorizations to proceed, or licences to make something with the data of a given experience. And hence to make something out of ourselves. Here we come to those acts which we may qualify as free in a strict sense. 
Free acts in a strict sense are hence those acts by which we endorse (or not) a datum (and a state) as a reason for  action.

These acts are essentially engagements of one’s future behavior. What characterizes this class is that by the  second level positions consisting in endorsing or not a reason for action we take a sort of obligation toward ourselves or toward other persons. Decisions are a paradigm of the first, promises of the second class of commitments. 

Free acts in the strict sense are what we may call self-constitutive acts: they are  sources of personal identity through time. In fact, by endorsing a reason for action, I take a commitment toward my future self. I accept responsibility for what I shall be. In this sense we may say that decisions are a paradigm of self-constitutive acts, even if we might, by further analysis, discover that the essential nature of a decision is better clarified by analyzing a decision as a sort of promise made to oneself. That is, that a decision really engages one’s  future self, or, reciprocally, that somebody bears responsibility for his past decisions only in so far as he can actually be responsive relative to other people’s expectations. We may in fact discover, as Nietzsche was the first to suggest, that responsibility is genetically linked to the social acts of promising before being the amazing power of self-obligation that we do recognize to our (free) will. Yet, questions of origin, as opposed to question of essence or structure, do not need to bother us here. 

 Whereas decisions can be mute acts, promises are a paradigm not only of a social act, but of a linguistically grounded social act. Now most speech acts are self-committing acts, as Searle rightly noticed. By making assertions I commit myself to sincerity and justification, by making directive or commissive acts I engage myself to bear responsibility for other people actions, or obligations towards other people. To enlarge our perspective beyond speech acts of the standard categories:  by an act of faith I engage myself into a spiritual path, by making a political choice I engage myself into a coherent series of options etc. 

A further inquiry might in fact show that the very possibility of an act of the will, namely an explicit decision, presupposes a capability for  all sorts of voluntary (free) acts (actions), such as the mentioned speech acts, and more generally our everyday linguistic practice, i.e, our ordinary practice of doing things with words: reassuring friends, instructing children, exchanging goods, and so on. There is a suggestion concealed in this hint: namely, that the old notion of will should be analyzed in a description of the class of free acts in a strict sense, or self-constitutive acts. Being an assessment of oneself in a (more or less firm) act of endorsing or rejecting a certain course of action (“Yes, I will – yes, so am I”), a decision turns out to be an act involving a position of the third level, namely a yes or no to acts involving second level positions (strictly free or voluntary acts). There actually is a reflexive component to any explicit decision indeed, be it prepared by a deliberation or not. 

Let’s sum up the result of the preceding analysis:

(A’’’) Acts  which are free in a strict sense, or self-constitutive acts, realize a third level of emergence  of a person on her states: the level of management of one’s actions, or temporal emergence of that person on her present being.

The last clause is in need of some explanation. “Temporal emergence” means: surviving each present self, as the same self through time. 

Let’s now recall our thesis (F): 

(F) There is a subset of acts needed for emergence of a personal identity, and it is the set of free acts.
Now we can be more precise:

(F’) By free acts in a broad sense a personality emerges, distinguishing a (human) being intrinsically, e.g. by motivational style and the contents of one’s experience. 

(F’’) By free acts in a strict sense, or self-constitutive acts,  a personal identity through time emerges, with actual responsibility of one’s past and present self.
9. Person and subjectivity
Hence my suggestion is that a full-blown person is a being capable of self-constitutive acts, whereas a potential person is a being capable of basic acts. I shall express this point by my claim (S):

(S) A person is (essentially) a subject of acts 

The idea is that subjectivity is primarily a capacity for acts of all types; and being a subject is a necessary condition for having a subjective point of view, i.e. a first-person perspective. In other words: consciousness and self-consciousness presuppose subjectivity as capacity for acts. You must be a subject, and live as a subject, in order to recognize yourself as a subject, among other things by acquiring a (linguistically and conceptually articulated) first person perspective.

 Note that the notion of subject is not presupposed but explained by that of act. Not  all of the life of a human being  involves him or her as a subject. Digestion does not. Eating and (much more) sexuality does.
In short: 

(S’) Only a being capable of acts is a subject, and can acquire a first-person perspective (reflective, articulated self-consciousness).

Let’s now examine the relation between personhood and subjectivity in more detail. Do the different levels of acts somehow correspond to degrees of development too? It seems to me that all we can say, on the basis of the present analysis, is what follows:

(S’’) A capacity for basic acts is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for the emergence of a person
(S’’’) A capacity for free acts is a necessary and sufficient condition for the emergence of a person

That is, a capacity for free acts is a necessary and sufficient condition for acquiring both a (reflexive, articulated) first person perspective and a personal identity. 
This perspective marks a certain discontinuity, somehow related to our capacity to acquire mastery of a language, not only as a grammatical and semantic competence, but  as a capacity for appropriate speech acts, and more generally acts of symbolic expression) between what we may call a “potential person” and other animals. 

Let’s see this last claim more closely. The first level of emergence – evidential objectivation – seems to me to become effective only in case language and propositional thinking or other symbolic thinking can be acquired. In fact, as we saw, perceiving reality as objective and expressive of value-qualities (and not only as resisting our drives) is a faculty whose importance we realize, in a way, when it provides evidence for judgments, or acts of symbolic expression (think of the marvelous Altamura’s caves), even if  basic acts can be there without these capacities having yet developed. 

To sum up the main steps of our analysis, we can say: without basic acts there is no learning from experience, or no life as experience. Only by managing that life we emerge on it as subjects of that life. But only self-constitutive or self-engaging acts are sources of personal identity through time.
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� I have argued against dualism in the first two forms (substantial and functional) in De Monticelli (2007)


� An alternative theory of the emergence, or strong supervenience of being a person over being an animal of our species, based on the relation of Fundierung,  is virtually provided by Husserl’s theory of Parts and wholes as developed in the Third Logical Investigation, and partially formalized by Conni (2005). Cf. also Rota (1993). in particular “Fundierung”, pp. 178-187.
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