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Abstract:
Usually philosophers worry about the existence of mind, or consciousness, or persons, or other difficult-to-
explain phenomena. Having posited matter or nature, or fields, they wonder where can person or conscious-
ness originate? This kind of thinking is backward. Only persons ask such questions. Persons exist. I turn the 
tables on the traditional problem of person by asking whether anything impersonal really exists. I argue that 
the impersonal almost exists, using the theory of feeling of Max Scheler and supplementing it with insights 
from Alfred North Whitehead and Josiah Royce. Even though feeling almost succeeds in divesting itself of the 
pre-supposed act of the person, but its concrete actuality blocks such complete self-abstraction. 
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The question that gives rise to this inquiry may seem more straightforward than it really is. The question is, “is 
there or can there be any such thing as ‘impersonal existence’?” Before moving into an investigation of “feeling” 
(supposedly impersonal or pre-personal), let us sort out this question as thoroughly as possible so as to focus 
our use of Max Scheler’s philosophy, but I should say at the outset that the view of feeling taken by Scheler is 
something I intend to use to argue that impersonal existence, while it is c onc e i v a b le  in a certain sense, and 
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to that extent “real,” c a n not  b e  a c t u a l .1 In pursuing this thesis I will incidentally be showing also what 
I take to be a fairly important (and perhaps surprising) point of agreement between Scheler and non-personal-
ists such as George Santayana and Alfred North Whitehead.
 First something ought to be said about the metaphysical presuppositions of the question I asked above. It 
might be claimed that my formulation is question begging, since it a s s u me s  the existence, reality and actu-
ality of the personal and pro b le m at i z e s  the actuality of the impersonal from the outset, instead of simply 
asking, “is existence, reality, and actuality, personal or impersonal, or both?” I think that is a fair rendering 
of the assumption, and I grant that I have problematized a t y p e  of impersonal existence from the outset, 
but I do not think it is question-begging to do so. I might put the argument for my starting place in many 
different ways, or I might do well simply to give a reference to Borden Parker Bowne’s chapter on “The Failure of 
Impersonalism,”2 but in any case I confess that, in my view, the existence, reality, and actuality of the personal 
is not in question, and never has been or will be (by self-honest philosophers) while the existence, reality, and 
actuality of the impersonal is a serious matter. Philosophy is, as far as we know, exclusive to the activity of 
persons. There is no wise path that includes putting what is obvious under a merely hyperbolic form of doubt. 
Inquiry can proceed well enough without such distortions of our basic experience, especially where our aims 
do not include the achievement of perfect certainty (something we will in no case possess). 
 As for what I mean by the terms “existence,” and “reality,” and “actuality,” I use these in Whitehead’s 
sense. In short, what e x i s t s  are concrete “events” and these range from the tiniest subatomic puff of energy to 
our entire cosmic epoch, all being “events” with overlapping, nested durational structures. “Reality” includes 
“events” plus every possibility and every idea and every abstraction. What is “actual” is any division of the 
extensive continuum that can be employed as the explanation of its “world.” Obviously this is too sketchy to be 
of much service, but it is important to say what one means by “existence” in a dialectic of the sort I am putting 
in place.3 It is also worth noting that this way of understanding “existence” has significant overlap with Scheler’s 
idea of existence, but it is not identical. Thus, I am aware that I am exporting some metaphysical detail into 
my analysis that Scheler might not accept. Whitehead’s analysis of feeling is equally as subtle as Scheler’s, but 
Whitehead asumes feeling is usually impersonal, and I think that is a weakness in Whitehead’s view. So, in 
a sense, I am using Scheler to improve Whitehead.
 As far as any of us knows, all our experience is experience that takes the personal form, and the objects 
we experience conform to the requirements of being experienceable in a personal modality; I learn about the 
p o s s i b i l i t y  of impersonal existence only by abstraction (an operation dependent on, as far as we know, the 
personal form of experiencing). Whether those objects I experience have something impersonal in their modes 
of existing I do not know for certain, but I cannot easily see how I could learn of it unless I should f i r s t  learn 
to experience both myself and the world i mpersonally. If I could learn that, I would also need to be able to 
report a “meaning” from the experience, and that poses a further challenge, since meaning seems also to presup-
pose conformity to the personal mode of experiencing. Yet, as far as my experience goes, the phrase “personal 
consciousness” is redundant. Whatever I am conscious of has already been personalized in the process by which 

1)  My argument has no bearing upon what some call his “phenomenology.” Scheler’s phenomenology developed independent of 
Husserl (and pre-dated Scheler’s ever meeting Husserl). It is not “phenomenology,” in the sense that specialists use the term today, 
but would better be called “ethical ontology,” due to Scheler’s conviction that autonomous values can be “given” a priori. For a clear 
account of Scheler and phenomenology, see Peter H. Spader, Scheler’s Ethical Personalism: Its Logic, Development, and Promise (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2002), ch. 3, 48–79.
2)  Borden Parker Bowne, “The Failure of Impersonalism,” in Personalism (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1908), 217–267.
3)  For more detail, see the “Introduction” to Randall E. Auxier and Gary L. Herstein, The Quantum of Explanation: Whitehead’s 
radical Empiricism (London: Routledge, 2017).
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I became conscious of it. The same might be said of “personal experience,” but let me not get ahead of myself 
on that point, since this is the very issue about which I want to prepare a conclusion.
 Descartes’ cogito actually establishes in a philosophical way the existence of the personal, even if it is 
usually too narrowly understood. His philosophy, taken as a tradition of discourse descending from his works, 
runs aground at the precise point when he tries to establish the reality, existence and actuality of an impersonal 
substance whose essence is extension. A personalist reading of Descartes might prove interesting, if it were to 
take the view that his method fails when he tries to move from personal to impersonal modes of existence. He 
was not in any obvious way aware of the shift. We might say that Leibniz solved the problem by rejecting the 
actuality of anything impersonal (or more properly, by rejecting the idea that something could be actual which 
has no experience and no internal life – that such an internal life must be conceived as personal is implied). The 
history of philosophy can be recofigured around the quest for person with curious and enlightening results. 
 For the moment it is enough to point out that, not only does every epistemology require a knower and 
an intentional relation of knower to known (in order to justify the claim that anything is known), every epis-
temology must also confront the general, existential question as to the mode of being of its knowers and of 
things known. Knowers and knowns do not drop from heaven just to save philosophers the effort of coming up 
with a creation myth or narrative about origins. Granting that a particular proposed instance of knowers may 
fail to exist or may be asserted to exist in error (e.g., it isn’t clear what we mean when we say “Sherlock Holmes 
knows who committed the murder”), what c a n not  be seriously questioned is whether there exist knowers, 
or better, e x p e r i e nc e r s  of the universe. These experiencers experience s ome t h i n g . 
 Those experiencers, when they experience, do so in conformity with the requirements of the personal 
mode of existence, and whatever they experience cannot be f u nd a ment a l ly  incompatible with those require-
ments, for otherwise it would not be experienced at all. So the mode of existence of the object known, or of the 
beings experienced, must be minimally compatible with the personal mode of existence. To that same degree, 
what is experience cannot be itself e nt i re l y  impersonal in its own mode of existence. There must be overlap, 
or something of the kind. At the very least, we must enter the hy p ot he s i s  that whatever is experienced in 
the personal mode exists in a way that is compatible with the demands of personal experiencing, and what-
ever is compatible weith personal experiencing is itself to that same degree “personal” i n  i t s  ow n  mode of 
existing. I call this a “hypothesis” because I cannot prove  my inference is unequivocal in its employment of 
the word “personal,” but I think one can safely await counter-evidence. If anyone can come up with evidence 
that suggests the hypothesis is false, I will be surprised and impressed.
 Whether experiencers, when they experience, are just a broader instance of knowers, conforming to 
the same minimum existential requirements, remains to be seen, but for now I am assuming that “knowing” 
is just one k i n d  of experience, and the structure of knowing is a further refinement of the structure of 
experiencing. 
 With that much said about epistemology, I wish to stay away from the epistemological issues (justifica-
tion, truth, belief) that would normally accompany the question of the k now le d ge  of impersonal existence, 
and focus only upon the metaphysical issues. I do not think anyone can seriously doubt either the reality or the 
actuality of personal existence, since even doubt has an intentional structure and implies a doubter, not only 
in its cognitive function, but in its actual existence. But I do  think one can seriously doubt the a c t u a l i t y  of 
impersonal existence, although it would be difficult to doubt the re a l i t y  of it. By “reality,” I mean to include 
all that is actual and all that is possible, including universals, which I regard as possibilities of a certain sort.4 

4)  See Auxier and Herstein, The Quantum of Explanation, chs. 8-9 and 12-13 for a full account of possibility and actuality in light 
of such a metaphysics.
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Thus, everything that is actual is real, but not everything real is actual (e.g., the perfect circle is real, but not 
actual; so are inifinitely many possibilities that m i g ht  h ave  b e e n ,  but no longer c a n  b e). 
 And here we focus our question a bit further, for I do not genuinely doubt the re a l i t y  of the imper-
sonal. After all, metaphysicians from Aristotle through Aquinas to the Cartesian tradition have posited an 
impersonal substance and defended it well (if not quite indubitably). The idea of impersonal substance and the 
tradition descnding from that idea is real enough, and not some simplistic mistake. I think that, at the very 
least, we must allow that universals become increasingly impersonal as they become ever more abstract, and 
indeed, I would go so far as to say that every act of abstraction is undertaken by means of the removal of the 
personal, since the personal and the concrete are, I would assert, the same thing, as far as we know. Abstraction 
is what h a s  h app e ne d  to the past in the present and what w i l l  h app e n  to the present in the future, and 
the operations of intellect are only one example of such abstraction –ways of retaining in experience what is 
structurally relevant to the present from the past. There are many other ways in which the reduction of “person” 
to “relevant structure” is accomplished, but a l l  are temporal, as far as we know. So, as we use our intellectual 
powers to abstract, we move gradually away from the concrete and personal, and in some sense c onc e i ve  the 
“impersonal.” To the extent that we can conceive it, we must allow that it is real and hence, exists as (at least) 
a concept. But it will be noted that whatever a c t u a l i t y  that concept has is still personal, since it was upon the 
basis of a personal mode of existing, namely, “my” thinking, that the abstraction occurred. I seriously doubt 
that we could ever conceive of an idea that was w hol l y  abstract, and therefore w hol l y  impersonal, for that 
would be a view from nowhere had by no one.�

 I think it is clear that any descriptive or explanatory standpoint in metaphysics assumes personal cate-
gories as a part of the activity of describing the cosmos, and some may think that this limitation precludes the 
possibility of arguing that impersonal existence is actual. Will we not, after all, personalize such existence in 
the act of describing it? If this epistemological condition is given ontological force, obviously I would not need 
to proceed any further. But it is not clear to me that we are justified in granting ontological or metaphysical 
standing to the a priori conditions for description or explanation.6 Just because we have to treat something in 
such a way in order to describe it or know it does not mean that the thing itself must conform to those require-
ments. Description and explanation, given for the sake of knowledge, are quite different from experience and 
knowing (i.e., having an actual intentional relation with something that exists. Description exists at a distant 
remove from knowing, and even further from experiencing. That which, by hypothesis, exists in conformity 
with the personal mode of existing to the extent that it is experienced might not be describable (e.g., it might 
be sublime, for example). In short, the B Deduction succeeds only regarding what is required for our k now l -
e d ge  of an object, as cognized, but not necessarily regarding all of our sesible and intellectual e x p e r i e nc e 
(it may be good to remember that Kant asserts the moral law is experienced as sublime). Not everything we 
experience can be explained or described.
 Description or explanation of an experience requires some knowledge, but experience itself does not. 
If it is possible to know the moral law, for instance, then it is possible to know something that will not yield 

�)  Contemporary philosophy professors have made much of this insight and attribute it to Thomas Nagel. Certainly it is good that 
Nagel has come to recognize and defend the ineradicability of perspective and subjectivity as part of the very fabric of the world, 
and it is nice that he has had such a fine career on the weight of defending such a claim, but it is hardly new or original, except in the 
perception of those who don’t bother to read anything over ten years old. That habit is a problem in professionalized philosophy. See 
Bruce Wilshire, Fashionable Nihilism: A Critique of Analytic Philosophy (Albany: State University of New Yourk Press, 2002), esp. 
1–30; �1–64. Many others have written on the problem.
6)  See my discussion of this issue in reference to Bowne’s method in “Bowne on Time, Evolution and History,” Journal of Speculative 
Philosophy 12, no. 3 (1998): 181–203.
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to description or explanation. Even for Kant, there is more to knowledge than the part that conforms to the 
demands of discourse. If there is experience that is too broad or vague or deep to be fully described or explained 
–and I think there is—then the requirements of description and/or explanation may not have any ontological 
force, and thus, granting them ontological force opens us to making mistakes in our metaphysics. All of this 
is a roundabout way of saying that metaphysics must deal with the actuality and reality of precognitive expe-
rience. It is a difficult demand. I have suggested also that the personal mode of existing is evidently tied, for 
us, to what is concrete, i.e., the temporal present. The impersonal seems to be associated with what is abstract, 
meaning what is not concretely present (and hence must be either future or past).
 We cannot conclude from these limitations on description and explanation that the things we experience 
must conform ontologically to the conditions of our experiencing them, as described in conceptual language, 
or any kind of language. We experience more than we can describe, or know, or explain. Certainly we must 
take seriously the limits in description and explanation, and it will not be easy to bracket the personal char-
acter of the categories of description, but I believe it is possible to be aware of the work our descriptive catego-
ries are doing and yet to use those categories to see some paths into questions about the structure of existence, 
actuality, and experience that is pre-cognitive. So, in short, I do think it is possible to investigate the actuality 
of impersonal existence even with language that is ineradicably personal, and the key is to resist the urge to 
identify logical or descriptive requirements with ontological realities. 
 Perhaps it is becoming gradually clearer why the issue of the metaphysics of feeling is what has attracted 
me as a strategy for addressing the question of impersonal actualities. Scheler in particular has a nuanced 
account of precognitive feeling, and this may be a doorway to grasping the actuality of the impersonal if it has 
any actuality, or to grasping why the impersonal cannot be actual, if it cannot. If I am interested in whether the 
impersonal can be actual, granting that the impersonal is real enough as a concept, then the issue will be not so 
much whether I can k now  it, but whether I can e x p e r i e nc e  the actual impersonal. At the most basic level, 
then the issue is whether I can have a me a n i ng f u l  re l a t ion  to anything that is both actual and impersonal, 
since I would use the term “experience” here to denote a “meaningful relation” in the broadest sense. 
 I parse the topic then, into two metaphysical questions that ought now to be clear in their differing from 
epistemological questions: (1) “Is there anything both actual and wholly impersonal?” and (2) “Could the imper-
sonal actually be?” My two questions are quite different and have to be approached differently. It is one thing 
to ask “Is there anything both actual and wholly impersonal?” and another to ask whether there ever c ou ld 
b e .  And here let us take up the strategy of following out some of Scheler’s basic metaphysical commitments as 
a way of handling first the question of whether there i s anything both actual and wholly impersonal, and then 
see what this tells us about whether there ever could be any such thing.
 In my view, Scheler works within the general metaphysical framework that Royce calls “the fourth 
conception of being.” In Royce’s version, this is simply the conviction that “to be is to be uniquely related to 
a whole.” I think that every viable metaphysical viewpoint from about 1867 to the present day has espoused 
some version of the fourth conception of being. The other three conceptions all involve some assumption about 
the independence of entities that is not reconcilable with our realization in the 20th century of the relatedness 
of all that is to all else that is.7 Further, since Nietzsche, perspectivism has been an indispensable feature of all 

7) For a nice summary of the four conceptions of being in Royce, see Stephen Tyman, “Royce and the Destiny of Idealism,” The 
Personalist Forum 1�, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 4�–�8. I have worked through the implications of this view for temporalist (i.e., process) 
philosophy in my book, Time, Will and Purpose: Living Ideas from the Philosophy of Josiah Royce (Chicago: Open Court, 2013), chs. 
2–6. Of course, Royce spends the better part of The World and the Individual: First Series, The Four Historical Conceptions of Being 
(New York: Macmillan, 1899) explaining these ideas, and they are quite subtle and so cannot be done any justice here.
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metaphysics. Royce’s fourth conception rolls relationalism (or relativity), perspectivism, and holism together, 
and regards each of these as interrelated aspects of any viable metaphysics. Scheler came to his conclusions in 
much the same way Royce did: by assimilating the philosophical meaning of the revolution in physics, and by 
studying Nietzsche. Let us look briefly, then, at Scheler’s relational, perspectival, holistic metaphysics, and once 
we have described the basics of it, we shall know what the being of feeling is for Scheler, and how the modes of 
perspective and relation we find in Scheler’s conception of feeling enable us to address the issue of the actuality 
of the impersonal.
 Scheler states his metaphysical commitments in many places, and I do not here claim that he is always 
consistent about them, but I want to draw from sources of the early 1920s, and especially from a piece called 
“Vom Sinn des Leides,” or “The Meaning of Suffering,” which first appeared in 1916, and was expanded and 
updated in 1923.8 I choose this piece because it contains brief and clear answers to the three questions I have 
to ask: (1) what does Scheler mean by “unqiuely”? (2) What does Scheler mean by “related”? and (3) what does 
Scheler mean by ”whole”?
 In explaining the meaning of s u f fe r i n g  and s a c r i f i c e ,  Scheler comes to the conclusion that these 
phenomena inevitably point us toward the relation of part to whole. S u f f e r i n g  cannot occur except as 
a consequence of deep relatedness, and a conflict between incompatible actualities that strive simultaneously 
to exist must do so within a wider and shared whole. Leibniz called this the conflict of striving possibles, and 
E.S. Brightman saw it as the “problem of competing goods,” in comparison with which the problem of evil 
pales. Not everything that is good and that c a n become actual do e s  become actual, but everything that can 
become actual must be related on the same ontological to those possibilities with which and against which it 
strives for existence. Much of what might have been actual is s a c r i f i c e d .  Competing incompatible goods 
are therefore sacrificed for the sake of what can become actual, and suffering is the objective character of this 
process that ends in sacrifice; in this way the might-have-been, the possibilities that never become actual, 
still have objective meaning and value; the might-have-beens are sacrificed. But the sacrifice of one actuality 
for another is one thing, and the sacrifice of all incompatible possibilities for the sake of a unified actuality is 
another thing altogether. What each has in common is that whatever is sacrificed suffers, and does so publicly, 
experienceably, for whatever is both actual and in a position to experience the suffering associated with that 
sacrifice. There can be no private suffering, Scheler insists: “Each suffering is correlated to objective events of 
sacrifice in which a good of a lower order is surrendered for a good of a higher order.”9 There are no instances 
of suffering that lack correlation to objective events, or that lack objective value. Here then we have an example 
of Scheler’s relationalism applied to suffering, but let us see how the case of suffering exemplifies a more basic 
metaphysical conviction: 

The fundamental ontological relationship here [between each instance of suffering and sacrifice] is 
between part and whole. However, the whole is not artificial. It does not exist only by the grace of 
our comprehensive understanding. It is real. And it is more than the sum of its parts. The whole in 
which suffering occurs is one whose being, effect, and value are independent of the being, effect and 
value of its parts. Only when this whole, this totality, works and lives in its parts, while the parts 
are not only in but work “for” the whole, can there be talk of sacrifice of a part for the whole. And 

8) Max Scheler, “The Meaning of Suffering,” trans. Harold J. Bershady, in Max Scheler on Feeling Knowing, and Valuing (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), 82-11�; originally published as “Vom Sinn des Leides,” in Schriften zur Soziologie und 
Weltanschauunslehre, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Neuer Geist, 1923).
9) Scheler, „The Meaning of Suffering,” 88.
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only then does the possibility of any kind of suffering persist. In such cases the parts of the whole 
are also called its “members” in which the relation between whole and part is a “connection in soli-
darity.” Here the whole rules, leads, and guides “for” the parts, and the parts specifically serve, are 
led by, and are guided “for” the whole. In a purely mechanical world there could be no possibility of 
pain and suffering. The same would be true in an absolutely “teleological” world, as theism thinks 
the world to be. Even if we assume a world whose parts are not independent substances equipped 
with dynamic properties, but only found exclusively in the existence and essence of the whole –as 
“dependent” parts, “modes,” subjectively modeled profiles, or “perspectives” of the whole—the 
minimum condition for the existence of suffering and pain would be lacking. . . . The condition 
for suffering is always the conflict of autonomous, inedependent parts with their functional posi-
tion in a whole in which part and whole are related in solidarity. This conflict is always the most 
general ont o lo g ic a l  basis for the p o s s i b i l i t y  of suffering and pain in the world.10

The argument Scheler provides here is closely analogous to the argument Royce gives regarding ignorance and 
experience of the whole in The Conception of God.11 Suffering that is unrelated to the objective world cannot 
exist, Scheler holds, because it can have no meaning. We must pause here and raise now a question which will 
also arise later: can the meaningless exist, actually?” “Can the meaningless be experienced?” We shall revisit 
this matter. For the time being let us note that Scheler answers in the negative. The meaningless does not exist, 
or cannot be actual. No suffering is actually meaningless, and the connection of each instance of suffering with 
the whole within which it occurs is complete and solid. The relationalism here is expressed in the notion of 
solidarity, for Scheler, just as it later is for Whitehead in Process and Reality.12 It may seem that the whole has 
the upper hand for Scheler, and that perhaps the uniquity or autonomy or independence of the parts is made 
wholly subordinate (and this would violate the fourth conception of being), but such is not the case. Scheler is 
equally insistent upon the autonomy of the parts: “Such conflict [between the whole and the part] presumes 
spontaneous, though not arbitrary, activity of the whole as well as the part. If it were possible to eliminate each 
kind of opposition of the whole to the part wherever the part is not meaningfully working for the whole … , 
then the most general condition for possible pain would be eliminated. Pain would also be eliminated if the 
part accommodated completely to the dynamic working of the whole and expressed no opposition to it.”13 What 
Scheler is saying is that we must either deny the actual existence of pain and suffering, or accept that “to be 
is to be uniquely related to a whole.” In taking the latter option, as Scheler thinks we must, we recognize that 
wholes and parts are not reducible to each other, and yet both are actual and concrete. 
 Suffering leads to sacrifice for Scheler, and this is how we come to recognize the solidarity of suffering with 
the whole, and thereby learn the objective meaning of suffering. Scheler’s reasoning and argument regarding 
the nature and reality of suffering almost perfectly parallel Royce’s use of ignorance to prove the existence of 

10) Ibid., 88–89.
11) For a thorough summary of Royce’s use of the existence of “ignorance” as a proof for the existence of the Whole (or God), see Gary 
L. Cesarz, “A World of Difference: The Royce-Howison Debate on the Conception of God,” The Personalist Forum 1�, no. 1 (Spring 
1999): 84-128. Scheler’s argument above lacks the detail and nuance, especially regarding modalities, that Royce’s argument has, but 
one could quite easily adapt the forms Royce employs to Scheler’s examples of suffering and sacrifice, and have a stronger argument 
than Scheler actually provides. See the original argument of Royce in The Conception of God, ed. G.H. Howison (New York: Macmillan, 
1897), 7–�0.
12)  See especially Jorge Luis Nobo’s interpretation of Whitehead in Whitehead’s Metaphysics of Extension and Solidarity (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1986).
13)  Scheler, „The Meaning of Suffering,” 89.
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the whole in The Conception of God. Uniquity is understood by Scheler in light of perspective, and perspective 
in light of some maintenance of some measure of independence from the whole in each part, by virtue of its 
opposition to the whole. This is obviously an organicist approach to metaphysics, and Scheler’s Weltanschauung 
is not called “Lebensphilosophie” for nothing. 
 It may seem that Scheler has committed himself to the idea that everything that exists does conform 
or must conform to this principle of wholes and parts in solidarity. But Scheler makes it clear that he is not 
committed to that conclusion without qualification. He says plainly that “each thing that presents itself as a unity 
of many parts may be considered to consist of [such] relations of ‘part’ to ‘whole’” as he has described, and 
that we can find such unity in “all life units –cells, organisms, sociobiological totalities … all persons, in their 
partial acts, and, without compromise to their individual dignity, in the collective personalities of which they 
are members –nation, state, church, civilization.”14 But not all that is actual has to be such a unity of parts and 
wholes for Scheler. The closest Scheler will come to saying this is in the hypothetical: “If the wor ld  itself were 
such a complex whole –we certainly don’t know that it is—we would have to credit the “world” too with a kind 
of suffering.”1� But Scheler does not claim to be certain that the world does or must conform to an organic soli-
darity. Similarly we may recall that Whitehead will only say that the assumption of such conformity is merely 
a descriptive requirement of doing metaphysics, not something we can be certain of regarding the world.
 It is this moment of hesitation that creates the issue with which we are centrally concerned. It is clear 
that we will be very much disposed to interpret the solidarity of the world, as exemplified in the dialectic of 
parts and wholes, as being personal at bottom, although we might not be compelled to do so. So at one level 
the issue of the actual existence of the impersonal might be confronted as an issue of whether there can be any 
experience of the impersonal in an organic totality. This is a less interesting question than might first appear, 
since it can be fielded quickly. There are two possibilities: either the organic whole is actually impersonal and 
the personal character of experience is a product (or mere appearance or epiphenomenon of its relations), or 
the organic unity is personal, and the parts (or some of them) are or seem to be impersonal. In more Schelerian 
language, either the world doesn’t suffer or it does. Scheler has already rejected the first possibility, and righty 
so, by indicating that this would involve the denial of the reality of suffering in either a wholly mechanical 
or a wholly teleological world, and here “impersonal” means something without autonomy of either whole or 
parts. I would add to Scheler’s rejection the point that it is not easy to explain how the impersonal (whether 
mechanical or finalistic) whole could ever give rise even to the appearance or illusion of the personal mode of 
relatedness. Why should it? How could it? 
 Given that we can more easily imagine a world that suffers (is personal in its solidarity), we are perhaps 
better justified in assuming that the whole is personal although some the parts are impersonal. I have earlier 
stated my own conviction that the process of abstraction is what creates the appearance of the impersonal 
within the personal, and I see no reason to think that Scheler would disagree. His famous critique of science 
and its processes of objectification seem to suggest this view. Within the assumption of the organic unity of 
existences, it seems strange to posit the organic unity, the whole, as impersonal and then to attempt to account 
for the emergence of the personal within that order. Indeed, this is close to absurd. What makes more sense 
is to assume that all organic unities are personal, in some sense, and then to account for the emergence of the 
appearance of the impersonal within that order.
 The more interesting question is, assuming that whatever exists in the mode of organic unity is personal 
in some sense, does everything that exists as its parts also possess such organic unity? On this matter Scheler 

14)  Ibid.
1�)  Ibid.



82

Eidos. A Journal for Philosophy of Culture 1 (3) 2018

would not commit. He says we don’t know that the cosmos is such a complex whole. I will also say that Whitehead 
and Dewey take a similarly aloof view. There are other philosophers who take a more adventurous view of 
the personal character of all actuality, and will say that actuality is synonymous with personal organic order. 
Charles Hartshorne defended this view, for example. And there are others who explicitly reject the claim that 
the world or the universe has to personal in order to possess solidarity of the sort Scheler describes, notably 
George Santayana and more recently, Robert C. Neville.16 
 Santayana might well accept the idea that the process of abstraction renders the order of the universe 
less personal, but for him that is an achievement of a deeper ontological reality, mind, and the overcoming of 
the personal through abstraction is the overcoming of the idiosyncratic – a world well lost. Neville also seems 
content to think of personalisty as a determination of the cosmos we can do without, in metaphysics at least. 
Although Scheler cannot accept these impersonal wholes, he will not travel the full way with a philosopher like 
Hartshorne and assert with any confidence the personal character of all that is actual and all that is possible. 
He stops short and says only that i f  the world is an organic unity, which we don’t know, t he n  the same things 
that he has asserted of organic unities would also be true of the world, or, one would presume, the cosmos. Thus, 
the possibility is held open that there can be a type of existence or actuality that falls short of organic unity 
and its accompanying type of solidarity, relativity, uniquity, and wholeness. The fourth conception of being, in 
other words, may not re qu i re  that the personal mode of order be fundamental to all actuality, in which case 
the experience of something a s  actual does not require that either or both experiencers be personal beings. In 
this case, there would be such a thing as “impersonal experience” and this would give us reason to think that 
the impersonal can be actual, although we could not be certain of that. Still, the actuality of impersonal expe-
rience would be the best evidence for the actuality of impersonal existences that we could ever have.
 This finding, then, sets up our discussion of “feeling” as a strategy for investigating whether there is any 
sort of experience, in Scheler’s view, that we would want to call “impersonal” experience. For Scheler, levels 
of feeling correspond to levels of existence, but I do not think he is always clear about how this works, nor do 
I think Scheler always says the same things about this. I will focus on what he says in “The Meaning of Suffering” 
and in Formalism in Ethics. What are the levels of feeling? First Scheler says that “not all feelings may be taken 
as involving the entire life of the organism.”17 Here Scheler has already (evidently) denied the solidarity thesis, 
in which each and every aspect of the part was entirely related to the whole. Not all feelings are of this sort, 
although we can certainly say that for Scheler pain is certainly among the feelings that do  involve the entire 
life of the organism. 
 So there is something in Scheler’s conception of the being of feelings that allows them to be either local-
ized and independent, or generalized and solidly pervasive within a whole. Feelings do not, as such, have to 
conform to the principle that all that is actual is related to all else that is actual, and I think this may be the case 
because not all feelings are actual –some are virtual, and we might well want to class sensations and all other 
localizable feelings as virtual. The virtual is ontologically dependent upon the actual in the following sense: 
without the actual, nothing virtual would exist, but the existence of the actual does not guarantee the existence 
of the virtual. The virtual is not deducible or predictable from any configuration of the actual, and the virtual 
is not reducible to any configuration of the actual. Virtual feelings are more than merely possible, and less than 
fully actual; they characterize localizable modalities of feeling. Fully actual modalities of feeling, such as “vital 
feelings,” involve every aspect of the wholes to which they belong, while virtual modalities of feeling, such as 
“sensations,” are not related wholly to all that is within the totality to which they belong.

16)  See my discussion of this and Neville’s defense in the American Journal of Theology and Philosophy 36, no.1 (201�): 37–�0, ff.
17)  Scheler, „The Meaning of Suffering,” 84.
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 Virtual feelings, such as sensations, predominate: “Feelings mostly pertain only to the life activity of that 
part of the organism and its immediate state in direct contact with the stimuli. The lower, peripheral emotions, 
principally the sensations, do not err concerning the value they find in the stimuli. But they are completely 
particularized witnesses and, at the same time, generally shortsighted.”18 Thus, feelings for the most part are 
virtual and localized, and hence, feelings do not have to conform to the rules of whole and part we have set 
out. Only certain k i nd s  of feelings have to conform to the part/whole principles Scheler has set out. This may 
point us toward a way of grasping how  an experience of an impersonal actuality could occur, and naturally, 
if we can have an experience the character of which is w hol l y  impersonal, perhaps something wholly imper-
sonal can be actual, in accordance with that experience.
 This brings us to Scheler’s “doctrine of d e e p  l e ve l s  o f  fe e l i n g ”  as developed in his massive work 
on Formalism in Ethics.19 These levels of feeling are four:
(1) sensible feelings, or feelings of sensation (Empfindungsgefühle, or Gefühlsempfindungen);
(2) feelings of the lived body (as states) and feeling of life (as functions), or vital feelings (Lebensgefühle);
(3) pure psychic feelings (pure feelings of the ego);
(4) spiritual feelings (feelings of the personality), or purely spiritual religious-metaphysical feelings.

 One who is steeped in 20th century Anglophone philosophy might immediately think that the “world” is 
built up from sensations for Scheler, and t he n  achieves personal character at its height. This is a serious distor-
tion, and mistakes the re qu i re me nt s  o f  a n a l y s i s  for the a c t u a l i t y  o f  t he  b e i ng s  thus analyzed. For 
Scheler, the spiritual level is the deepest level of actuality, and the psychological, animal/vital and sensible levels 
are increasingly superficial (but not meaningless) manifestations of a deeper p owe r  to  b e .  The issue between 
Scheler, on one side, and philosophers like Santayana and Neville, on the other, is whether the personal order is 
required for the deepest level of being, or whether that realm of spirit (or whatever we choose to call it) c ou ld 
b e  impersonal. Scheler insists that the realm of spirit is and must be personal, and what we need to do in order 
to grasp the impersonal is to follow the deepest level of feeling from its core actuality to its virtual periphery 
in sensation. This path actually gives us the structure of immediate experience for Scheler. It may seem odd to 
suggest that immediate experience has a structure, but time has a three-fold structure and immediate experi-
ence still implies a durational epoch od some sort. The durational epoch is indivisible in concreto, but so long 
as we remember that the analysis into levels of feeling (such as Scheler has done, or such as Whitehead does in 
his theory of prehensions) only holds apart in thought what really exists together, we should not recoil from 
treating in phases the immediate. To refuse to do this is to refuse to do metaphysics at all (or at least none in 
accord with the fourth conception of being).

18)  Ibid. 
19) Scheler himself references this in (Scheler, “The Meaning of Suffering”, 84). See Max Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-
Formal Ethics of Values: A New Attempt toward the Foundation of an Ethical Personalism trans. Manfred S. Frings and Roger L. Funk 
(Evanston: Northwestern Univ. Press, 1973), 328-344. A kind (anonymous) referee for this journal has drawn my attention also to 
the following: “One should stress that the Schelerian realism is simultaneously some specific kind of personalist attitude – that is 
why, the considerations presented in [Auxier’s] text indicate a certain possibility, found in the philosophy of Scheler, but – in some 
measure – in spite of [Scheler’s] main assumptions and theses. One should also add that Scheler presents, in Wesen und Formen der 
Sympathie, the classification of feelings, which is different from their repartition described in the text. Scheler provides a detailed anal-
ysis of the different types of shared feelings. There are at least five different types of shared or co-feelings: (1) feeling with one another 
(Miteinanderfühlen), (2) vicarious feeling (Nachfühlen), (3) fellow feeling (Mitgefühl), (4) psychic contagion (Gefühlansteckung), and 
(�) identification (Einsfühlung). The vicarious feelings (Nachfühlen) – some feelings at a distance would be especially interesting in 
the context of the impersonal existence. According to Scheler, any recognition of the feeling of others, including empathy, assumes 
some form of vicarious feelings, i.e., a distance from Other as a person.”
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 Given that Scheler holds that the spiritual feelings, or geistige Gefühle, are not wholly produced by the living 
world but rather in part produce it, and given that what most immediately i s  and i s  e x p er ienc e d  by another 
is this deepest level of feeling, one would think that Scheler would be willing to commit, with Hartshorne, to the 
impossibility of any actual impersonal existence.20 But that is not Scheler’s view. For Scheler there is an indepen-
dence of Lebensgefühle, or vital feelings, from spiritual feelings that Hartshorne does not allow. Vital feelings are 
pervasive in the organism, but diffuse; they are self-relating and self-related, but not organically unified. They 
are wholly actual, rather than virtual (or merely functional), but their actuality is not reducible to the actuality 
of the spirit. Spiritual feelings, on the other hand, are unified in such a way as to create the solid totality within 
which things like suffering and sacrifice can be actual. Thus, there is a very real sense in which, for Scheler, if 
anything could exist in the domain of Leben alone, that thing could not suffer, and could have no meaningful 
pain, which is to say no pain at all. But the issue is: Do we ever e x p e r ienc e  anything that is “pure Leben,” 
life without spirit? If so, there would be impersonal actuality, not in sensation, but in vital feeling. Here Scheler 
would agree with Bergson, and indeed, Bergson held that the élan vital was impersonal in its mode of existing. 
But Scheler will not allow that there could be an experience of pu re  vitality or vital feeling. The spiritual aspect 
of feeling, while it is different from and not reducible to the vital, is present in every experience. 
 Thus, we have for Scheler, two holistic metaphysical poles, the orders of Leben and Geist. Geist is personal 
and Leben is not necessarily personal. Whether Leben is, as such, impersonal, is very hard to know, but we 
must ask whether we have any good reason to think of it as either personal or impersonal, or whether we ought 
simply to hold open the p o s s i b i l i t y  that it is impersonal. Each of these poles is served by a localized order. 
Leben is served by sensations or sensible feelings, which are wholly private and uncommunicable, and which 
achieve publicity and communicability through contributing themselves to the order of life, or vital feeling. 
Geist is served by psychic feelings, which are also local and wholly private, and which achieve publicity and 
communicability in contributing themselves to the order of spirit or personal existence.
 So, for Scheler, as I read him, there are really two orders of actuality that are (somehow) immediately 
related to one another, and one of these orders is thoroughly personal, and the other c ou ld  b e  impersonal 
and yet still actual. If vital feelings are meaningful relations, but not of a “person,” then what sorts of relations 
are they? Let us survey the features of sensible feelings and vital feelings to see what we may learn of the sort of 
relations that they are, and through which we may come to understand something of the possibility of experi-
encing impersonal actuality.

Scheler lists seven major features of sensible feelings:
(1) they are given as extended and localized in the body;
(2) they are states, not functions, and have no object or intentional structure
(3) they have no relation to the person
(4) they exist only in their discrete and concrete actuality and do not point beyond themselves in any way
(�) they are punctual and without duration and have no continuity of sense
(6) they are not much altered by our attending to them
(7) they are more subject to our volitional powers than any other kind of feeling (e.g., one can will away an itch, 
which is an example of a sensible feeling, but not fatigue, which is a vital feeling).

20) Hartshorne may be the most thorough-going metaphysical personalist who has ever influenced the history of philosophy. See 
my two essays “God, Process and Persons: Charles Hartshorne and Personalism,” and “Immediacy and Purpose in Brightman’s 
Philosophy,” in Hartshorne and Brightman on God, Process and Persons: The Correspondence, 1922–1945, with Mark Y.A. Davies 
(Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2001).
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 If there were not some fairly profound connection between sensible feelings and vital feelings, it is doubtful 
whether we could speak of sensible feelings at all. For the moment, let us assume that the mode of being of 
sensible feelings is virtual, dependent upon the actuality of vital feelings, but not reducible to or deducible from 
those vital feelings. For example, perfect and total knowledge of the vital feelings of an organism would still 
not tell me when and where it will itch, but the absence of vital feelings assures me it won’t itch at any time or 
location. Yet, an itch might well be an example of an impersonal experience that yet has objective meaning.
 We have this made out an order of dependency that preserves the uniqueness of a sensible feeling, along 
with its ontological dependence upon concrete actuality, but which also sees its spatio-temporal locatability as a 
matter that is evidence of its impersonal mode of existing. To put this in Whitehead’s language, an actual entity 
is impersonal, even though it is in solidaity with the world. To be practical about it, remain with the example 
of itching. The correspondence of scratching to itching reveales the temporal structure of sensible feeling. One 
simply cannot meaningfully scratch what does not yet itch, nor can one insure that the scratching will relieve 
the itching. This is not a system that is more than locally independent of a vital whole, but the project or relating 
the order of sensible feelings to that of spiritual feelings requires that we pass through the vital whole. 
 When you experience an itch, you come about as close to an experience of the impersonal as you can 
easily imagine. I will not here pursue either the phenomenology or the epistemology of itching (and I especially 
want to avoid its disturbing recirrence in Wittgenstein’s cult), but a point about the structure of the experience 
will be sufficient to conclude this investigation. As experience moves out toward a perphery that we habitu-
ally call sensation, the independence from the vital whole is maximized. As a result, the relation between the 
sensible feeling and spiritual feelings comes to be experienced as almost random, especially where the vital 
whole is unthought. This is an experience of the impersonal, or very close to it. One can extend this analysis 
to any localizable sensation, since localizability is the form of abstraction that renders the relations of sensible 
feelings and spiritual feelings random. 
 Hence, metaphysically, we may say that asserting the existence of the impersonal comes down to asserting 
something like the concrete actuality of a temporal atom. To make such an assertion without falling into a thou-
sand paradoxes requires that we trace a path from concrete actuality treated as a whole to concrete actuality as 
it is experienced virtually. Does the impersonal exist? We don’t know, if by “impersonal” we mean something 
wholly independent of experience. There is no coherent way to assert the existence of the wholly independent. 
But I think it is very clear that we e x p e r i e nc e  all sorts of things that s e e m  impersonal, and good meta-
physics needs to provide an account of that experience. That is what I have tried to do.
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