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This essay seeks to establish that theory of subjectivity can play a foundational
role in philosophical naturalism, provided that subjectivity is treated
immanently. In this regard, here, Johann Gottfried Herder’s naturalistic project
is explored as a possible source for an immanent formulation of subjectivity. It
is explained that Herder's naturalism unfolds in two aspects: methodological
and ontological. These two aspects seem to be inconsistent, as the former,
which is based on a kind of linguistic turn, is anti-foundational, while the latter
considers sensuality as foundation. It is argued that this inconsistency is
resolved through the theory of subjectivity. To prove this, the interdependent
relationship between Herder's theory of subjectivity and the ontological aspect
of his naturalism is elucidated. According to him, on the one hand, subjectivity
is not explained in terms of the clarity of consciousness but in terms of the
obscurity of Being, and on the other hand, Being itself is conceptual. Moreover,
because Being is conceived in conformity with the perceptual limitations of the
finite subject, the conceptual articulation of Being is necessarily through
language. Thus, the methodological or linguistic aspect of Herder's thought is
integrated into his philosophical program as an indispensable component of it.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This article is based on the assumption that philosophical naturalism, despite its adherence to the realm of
empirical matters, has a philosophical commitment to go beyond mere data and observations in order to
find a basis for explaining experience. This basis is itself not present or observable in experience and can
therefore be called 'non-natural'. It is therefore argued that the naturalist philosopher cannot deny the non-
natural outright. Instead, he is compelled to formulate it within the realm of the natural in an immanent
way. Here, such a formulation is sought in the naturalistic project of Johann Gottfried Herder, an 18th-
century German philosopher. In the Cartesian philosophical tradition, the subject or the ego is
predominantly considered as the non-natural principle to which the task of unifying the manifoldness is
assigned. Herder, as philosopher, belongs to this tradition. However, his attempt to naturalize the subject
makes his philosophical program an interesting case for exploring a kind of immanent subjectivity.
Therefore, in this article, with a focus on the early stages of Herder's thought, the connection between
subjectivity and naturalism in his work is examined.

Unanalyzability of Concepts and Herder’s Twofold Naturalism

In the first part, the problem of the unanalyzability of concepts according to Herder comes to light through
a study of his very first philosophical writing, Essay on Being (1763). It is explained that this problem leads
Herder to primarily refute idealism and adopt a naturalistic approach with two aspects: methodological and
ontological. Methodological naturalism is determined by a linguistic turn and casts doubt on the assumption
that language inherently refers to something external. On the other hand, ontological naturalism consists in
a kind of realism that supposes that everything is contained within the sensual realm. An inconsistency is
to be discerned between these two naturalistic theses; the former seems to be thoroughly anti-
foundationalist, while the latter regards sensory experience as its foundation. To understand how these two
theses are to be reconciled from Herder's perspective, it becomes necessary to elaborate on each of them.

Sense Experience, Language and Thinking

In the second part, to examine Herder’s methodological naturalism and specifically to investigate the
relation between sensuality, language and thinking according to him, another of his works called Fragments
on Recent German Literature (1767-1768) is surveyed. There, Herder insists on the dependency of thought
on language and inclines toward a non-referential theory of language, nevertheless he does not entirely
dismiss the possibility of language being grounded in sensory experience. He simply states that for us
language users, it is not possible to conceive the transition process from a mere sensory datum to a concept,
because concepts are always given to us through words. At this point, it is asked if Herder can concomitantly
adhere to the non-referential theory of language and consider the conceptualization to be grounded in
sensuality. As an answer, it is suggested a la Michael N. Forster that Herder posits a prelinguistic sensory
stage that is essential for language but not necessarily accessible during language use. At the end of this
part, it is argued that an empiricist approach towards sensuality struggles to convincingly connect the
prelinguistic sensory stage to the linguistic stage. An alternative approach is therefore required.

Herder’s Ontological Subjectivity

In the third part, Herder’s ontological formulation of sensuality is taken into account. In this regard,
Herder’s work, Plato said that our Learning is merely Recollection (1766-1768) is explored. Here, the
interdependent relationship between Herder's theory of subjectivity and the ontological aspect of his
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naturalism is elucidated. He argues that on the one hand, subjectivity is not defined by the clarity of
consciousness but by the obscurity of Being, and on the other hand, Being itself is always conceptual. It is
noted that Herder describes the finite subject as a linguistic being which never reaches the level of necessary
and universal judgments due to its perceptual limitations. Consequently, precisely because Being is
conceived in accordance with these limitations, the conceptual articulation of Being is necessarily through
language. Thus, the methodological or linguistic aspect of Herder's thought is integrated into his
philosophical program as an essential part of it.

Conclusion

It is concluded that Herder’s ontological naturalism and his methodological naturalism are unified through
his conception of subjectivity. His theory of subjectivity, however, is in turn not independent of sense
experience and language but essentially dependent on them. Herder’s formulation of linguistic nature of
subject is of special importance. He views the finite subject in a pre-predicative state, i.e. linguistic but not
capable of necessary and universal judgments. This perspective is more explicitly developed in Herder’s
later works, particularly in Treatise on the Origin of Language (1772), where he describes the human being
as suspended between the language of sensation and the language of reflection. It is claimed that the
interpretation presented here of Herder's way of thought offers essential conceptual prerequisites for the
study of his Treatise.
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6 zusammengesetzte Vorstellung der Substanz / complex Idea of substance
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