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The question of who we are is a perennial one in philosophy.  It is particularly acute in transcendental philosophy with its focus on the subject.  In its attempt to see in the subject the structures and activities that determine experience, such philosophy confronts what Husserl called “the paradox of human subjectivity.”  This is the paradox of its two-fold being.  It has “both the being of a subject for the world and the being of an object in the world.”
  As the first, it appears as the subject whose constitutive syntheses result in the presence of the world.  Possessing an “absolute being,”
 it is uniquely singular.
  As the second, it is itself but one object among many in the world.  It appears as a particular human subject with all the vulnerabilities and limitations that we all too readily recognize in ourselves.  Reflecting on this duality, Husserl asks: “How can human subjectivity, which is a part of the world, constitute the whole world, i.e., constitute it as its intentional product …?  The subjective part of the world swallows up, so to speak, the whole world including itself.  What an absurdity!”
  The absurdity arises when we identify the two subjectivities, that is, when we say that the absolutely constituting subjectivity is, in fact, our own limited empirical subjectivity.  It is at this point that we say that a part of the world constitutes the whole of the world and hence itself as a part of this whole.  

In his remarkable book, The Paradox of Subjectivity, David Carr argues that the conflict between the two conceptions of subjectivity is fatal to transcendental philosophy.  In his words, “the practice of transcendental philosophy results in the recognition that the two views of the subject, transcendental and  empirical, can be neither avoided nor reconciled.  Thus, in my view it concludes in paradox.”
  In what follows, after outlining David Carr’s position, I propose to show how the inability to reconcile the two views of the subject results in the infinite regresses that so trouble Husserl’s accounts of time consciousness. I shall conclude with a radical suggestion for overcoming the paradox, one based on the Czech philosopher, Jan Patocka’s account of manifestation.  The suggestion is “radical” insofar as it entails a reconsideration of the history of metaphysics.

The Two Subjects


 “Transcendental philosophy” embraces more than Husserl’s phenomenology.  Its most famous exponent is, arguably, not Husserl, but Kant.  Accordingly, Carr begins his analysis of the two views of the subject by examining Kant’s distinction between empirical and transcendental consciousness.  He writes: “In the one case (empirical self-consciousness) I am conscious of myself as an object with certain mental properties; in the other case (transcendental self-consciousness), I am conscious of myself as thinking.… In thinking of myself as thinking, I am of course attributing to myself what thinking is, namely the spontaneous activity of combining.”
  As Carr observes, there are good reasons for saying that the “two descriptions” are “incompatible.” Empirically regarded, the subject is causally determined.  Transcendentally regarded, it is free.  It is “represented as a spontaneous self-active being.”
  Considered empirically, the subject is taken as part of the sensible world, an object amongst its objects.  Considered transcendentally, the subject is not part of the world.
   Its relation to the world is that of proscribing, through its categories, the laws constitutive of the experience of objects.  The difficulty, here, is not just that the subject whose syntheses result in the presence of objects must be distinguished from the subject taken as an object.  The paradox arises because, as Carr writes, “the ‘two subjects’ are obviously the same self.”
  The syntheses I engage in as a transcendental subject are as obviously “mine” as are the mental properties revealed by my empirical self-consciousness.  


Carr makes essentially the same points with regard to Husserl.  Here, the two views of the subject are represented by the natural and the transcendental attitudes.  The natural attitude is our normal, everyday way of taking ourselves as empirical subjects in the world.  “Here,” as Carr states, “the self is apprehended as relating in both causal and intentional ways to other things.  But it is above all within the world, situated among the independently existing things of the world.  As such, it can be characterized as an object for reflection.”  This means that when we turn our attention to it, we can describe the properties and states that “distinguish it as a thing from other things of the world.”
  The transcendental attitude arises when we suspend this natural attitude.  Engaging in it, we bracket our belief in the world.  Instead of taking the world as an existing totality that includes ourselves, we inquire into the grounds for our positing it.  What evidence do we have for our belief that its various objects exist?  What are the experiences and syntheses that result in the presence of such objects?  The subject responsible for such presence is termed the “transcendental subject.”  For it, all real objects are “unities of sense.”
  An object is present insofar as the transcendental subject makes sense of its experiences.  It does this when it relates them intentionally to some object, i.e., takes the as experiences “of” this object.  This means that in contrast to the empirical subject, who is in the world among things and has thing-like relations to them, the transcendental subject, as Carr writes,  “is characterized exclusively in terms of intentionality.  Thus its relation to things and states of affairs is a meaning-giving relation, which is independent of the existence of those things.”
  This meaning-giving relation is simply that of making sense by grasping a unity in a temporally dispersed multiplicity.  Thus, for Husserl, I make sense of a pattern of perspectivally arranged appearances by seeing them as the appearances “of” some given spatial-temporal object.  Doing so, I take the object both as existing and as having a given meaning—here, the meaning of a spatial-temporal object.
  Broadly speaking, what we confront here is Kant’s synthesizing subject.
  Once again, we have to say that the subject, whose synthetic activities result in the givenness of objects, cannot itself be given as an object.  As Carr puts this, “Rather than being an object, it is the ‘condition of the possibility’ of their being objects at all, and indeed, of their being a world.”
  In other words, were this constituting subject an object, another subject would have to be assumed, one responsible through its constitutive syntheses for the first subject’s presence as an object.  Once again, then, we are faced with two different descriptions of the subject.  We cannot, however, maintain that what they describe are distinct subjects since the selfhood upon which both descriptions rest is assumed to be our own.  

Time-Consciousness the Problem of Infinite Regress


Husserl’s response to “the paradox of human subjectivity” is simply to deny that human subjectivity functions at all in the constitution of the world.  He asserts that “the ‘I’ that I reach through the epoché…”—i.e., the subjectivity that is ultimately constituting—”is actually called ‘I’ only by equivocation.”
  What is “exhibited in the epoché … is nothing human, neither soul nor psychic life nor real psycho-physical human beings.  The latter pertain to the phenomenon, to the world as a constituted pole.”
  Human beings, in other words, are not constituting, but rather constituted entities.  They are appearing “object-poles” and, as such, subject to a “regressive inquiry” into the experiences and connections of experiences that bring about their constitution.
  The subjectivity that is ultimately constituting is made up of these experiences and connections.  Given that “every constitution of every type and level of entity is a temporalization,” such experiences and connections are actually those of an ultimate time-constituting consciousness.
  


This response brings about a certain shift in the division of subjectivity.  In place of the split between the subject taken as a subject “for” the world and the subject understood as an object in the world, we have the division between the subject taken as the ultimately time-constituting consciousness (everything in time being its object) and the subject as a temporal object of this same consciousness.  This ultimately constituting consciousness consists of the constituting stream of experiences through which every temporal object appears.  The individual subject is this same consciousness regarded as an appearing object in time.  It is the “self-objectification” of the ultimate consciousness.
  


Has this shift resolved the paradox or has it merely moved to another level?  If we turn to the infinite regresses that constantly bedevil Husserl’s attempts in the Bernau Manuscripts to analyze the time-constitution, there is good reason to say that the result is simply a variation of the paradox.  In its new version, the attempt to relate the constituting and the appearing subjectivity results in the paradox of an infinite regress of constituting subjectivities.  The basic structure of this regress is quite simple.  It follows from the fact that every temporal object has its modes of givenness.  It appears (or is “given”) as temporal through a synthesis of retained and present data.  Such modes, insofar as they are themselves temporal objects, also have their modes of givenness, which modes, as temporal objects, have their modes of givenness, and so on ad infinitum.  A typical expression of this regress occurs when Husserl asks,  “Is the stream of experiences that constitutes phenomenological temporality (the stream as such that brings temporalities to appearance through changing modes of givenness) not itself in phenomenological time?”  It seems it must be.  As the passage continues:  “A tone sense-datum occurs and endures.  It temporally appears because retentions continually attach themselves to every new occurring phase [of the tone] ….”  Such retentions form a “succession of modes of givenness of the same tone-point and the same tone-stretch.”  They are the means through which the tone appears temporally.  The regress occurs because each such mode “is itself something that is given in distinct modes, given as now present in a new occurring and then continually sinking back into the [retained] past.”
  In other words, “the stream of appearances, in which the tonal event is given, is also an individual object and has its temporal stretch and temporal position.”  As such, it has, as a stream, its own modes of givenness.  We thus “come to a new stream [of these modes of givenness], which is itself a temporal object and has its modes of givenness.  This, it seems, unavoidably leads to an infinite regress [of modes of givenness, which are objects, which have their modes of givenness, which are objects and so on], and this is absurd.”
  Given that this stream of constituting appearances forms the content of constituting consciousness, what we have here is a chain of constituting consciousnesses, each one constituting the next as a temporal object.


We may, of course, ask why we have to continue this chain.  Can we not speak of the modes of givenness that present the temporal object as not having their own modes of givenness?  Is it not possible to imagine the stream of such modes as not being itself constituted as a temporal object?  The difficulty with such a supposition is that all appearing is appearing through time.  To think of something as appearing without its temporally dispersed modes of givenness is to think of it as being given and vanishing without a trace in the same instant.  The impossibility of such a conception implies that the stream of such modes must, as experienced, be in time.  It cannot be apprehended and not be temporally constituted.  What about the supposition that the ultimate “hyletic data” forming the stream are not temporally constituted and, hence, are not apprehended.  The supposition is that the ultimate process of time-constitution is not itself a constituted process.  Considering this alternative, Husserl asks, “Are we actually protected from the dangers of infinite regresses by the assumption of a ‘nonapprehended, nonintentional, nonconstituted process?  Is this assumption even thinkable?  Does it not lead to the grossest absurdities?”
  The greatest of these in a procedural sense is that, in making this assumption, we are no longer doing phenomenology.  To the point that we engage in phenomenological analysis, the ultimately time-constituting process that we are describing must appear.   Insofar as this process is our own, the necessity is that of its self-appearing.  This means, in Husserl’s words, that “a primal process that does not constitute itself for itself and hence grasps (bewusst) itself is unthinkable.”  This necessity, however, returns us to the regress.  As Husserl adds, “If every phases of the process is apprehended (bewusst), we would have to see every phase as a consciousness of the phase.  Doesn’t this consciousness of the phase itself have to be originally grasped in the same sense and so on ad infinitum?  This is the difficulty.” 
  The difficulty is that every consciousness of a temporal phrase, if it is itself to appear, must itself be temporal and must presuppose a prior time-constituting consciousness whose own temporal appearing requires a prior time-constituting consciousness and so on.  In general terms, the regress arises because the grasp of each consciousness is through its modes of givenness.  The being given of these modes requires new modes of givenness and hence the consciousness consisting of such modes and so on indefinitely.  As a result, we, the phenomenological self-observers, are pushed further and further back.  Each attempt to conceive how we grasp ourselves seems to add but one more link to the chain of the regress.  

Being and Appearing


Husserl, in the Crisis, attempted to resolve “the paradox of human subjectivity” by situating human subjectivity as an object and distinguishing from this the ultimately constituting subjectivity (or consciousness) that the epoché uncovers.  The above analyses show that this ultimately constituting consciousness, if it is to be apprehended, must also be an object.  It must be a being that shows itself across the moments of time.  To make it such, however, is to face the difficulty of the regress.  

How can transcendental phenomenology resolve this difficulty?  Isn’t it the case, as we cited Carr, that its “two views of the subject, transcendental and empirical, can be neither avoided nor reconciled”?  Don’t we have to admit that it necessarily “concludes in paradox”?  Expressed in terms of the regresses that bedevil the notion of an ultimately constituting time-consciousness, the paradox seems the inevitable result of understanding appearing in terms of being and understanding being in terms of appearing or being given.  Both conceptions are implicit in Husserl’s definition of a being (Seiendes) as that which appears or is present in extended time.  As Husserl defines it: “A being [is] a present being with the past of the same being, with the future coming to be of the same.  Thus, in an original sense, a being = original, concrete presence.  It is persisting presence which ‘includes,’ as non-independent components in the stream of presences, both past and future.”
  This means, as he elsewhere writes, “Every concrete individual persists in time and is what it is because, constantly becoming, it passes from presence to presence.”
 At least in the case of immanent objects, this equation of a being with a persisting presence implies that their being is one with their being given.  This follows because the immanent object exists (that is, has a being that endures through time) through the same constitutive process that makes it appear—i.e., be preceptually present—to consciousness.  Both presuppose the process of its temporal constitution.  Thus, when Husserl asks, “Isn’t the tone an “‘immanent object,’ whose ‘esse = percipi’?” he answers in the affirmative: “The tone is only thinkable as presently existing or having just existed, etc.; it is, thus, unthinkable without a perceiving, constituting consciousness that gives it sense and unity.”
 Husserl makes the same point, when he asks with regard to “immanent objects as such” (immanente Gegenstände überhaupt): “Is not their esse not the same as their percipi …?  Is their being not inseparably one with the being of their constitutive process?”  If, however, we grant this, we fall once again into the regress.  If the being of an immanent object is one with the process that constituted it, this constituting process, insofar it exists and is given as an immanent object, would also be one with the lower level process that constituted it, and so on.

The general form of all regresses we have considered should now be clear.  It is that every appearing, taken as an existing appearing, points back to a further appearing, which insofar at it exists, has its modes of givenness or appearing, and thus points back to a further appearing, and so on ad infinitum .  The hyletic datum, for example, has, as existent, its modes of appearing, which, as existent, have their own modes of appearing.  Given this relation between being and appearing, we have to say with Husserl: “Excluding their apprehension,
 the being of these data is included in their being immanently perceived.  What about the perception of these data themselves?  If [these perceptions] are also immanent objects, then their being (Sein) consists in their being immanently perceived (Wahrgenommensein).”  But if this is true, as Husserl immediately asks, “then don’t we arrive at the infinite regresses?
  The same point, we noted, holds for constituting subjectivity understood as a being, i.e., as something that appears through modes of givenness.  Taking such modes as a more ultimate time-constituting consciousness, and taking this consciousness as a being that has to be given through its own modes of givenness simply drives the regress further.  To avoid this, we would have to say that appearing should not be ontologized.  It is not to be taken as a being that has its own modes of appearing.  Appearing or manifestation, in other words, is its own category.  It is not to be understood in terms of being.  


The philosopher who most forcefully expressed this view was the Czech phenomenologist, Jan Patocka.  His basic claim is that “manifesting is, in itself, something completely original.”  This means that “manifesting in itself, in that which makes it manifesting, is not reducible, cannot be converted into anything that manifests itself in manifesting.”
  It is not some objective material structure.  It is also not the structure of mind.  Both exist and both can manifest themselves.  But “showing itself is not any of these things that show themselves, whether it is a psychic or physical object.”
  Thus, we cannot say that showing is some physical process.  It is also, however, not some mental, psychological process, both taken as existing realities.  Not only is it not these, it cannot be deduced from them.
  It cannot be because such a deduction would already assume, in the content of its terms, the very showing that it was trying to deduce.
  


According to Patocka, this point is continually ignored in the history of philosophy.  Again and again, we find “that peculiar slide from the problem of manifesting to the problem of existence.”  This is particularly evident in Plato’s account of the divided line.  Each section of the line marks a distinct mode of appearing.  But, as Patocka remarks, “instead of a completely autonomous problematic of manifesting, the problematic of a determined ladder of existents is introduced.”  Thus, “Plato,” in Patocka’s reading, “saw this fundamental difference [in manifesting], except he constantly interprets it as if it were a difference between various degrees of existents and not a difference between stages and aspects of manifesting as such.”
  A similar claim is made regarding Husserl.  The tendency to ontologize the process of appearing occurs when Husserl interprets his description of the “how” of appearing as a description of transcendental subjectivity.  The description of the phenomena thus becomes a description of “a subject whose accomplishment are phenomena.”
  Modes of givenness become ontologized as modes of transcendental subjectivity.  

There is a fundamental difficulty in this procedure.  It can be put in terms of the givenness of transcendental versus empirical subjectivity.  The features of the latter can be described.  In David Carr’s words, the empirical subject has “a personal history”; it has properties and states that “distinguish it as a thing from other things of the world.”  The same point, however, does not hold for the transcendental subject.  As a subject “for” the world, it is, Carr writes, “‘empty’ or undetermined.”  He explains this by noting that “as consciousness of, it derives its sense from what it is ‘of.’  It is nothing but its intentional relation to the world; its only content is the intentional content of its objects.  But these are not properties or determinations of the transcendental subject; whether they exist or not, they transcend the subject and its intentions; they are in no way to be considered ‘really inherent parts’ of it.”
  Carr’s claim is that transcendental subjectivity does not, as such, appear.  What appears are its objects.  Patocka radicalizes this claim by noting its implication for phenomenological reflection.  Husserl, he says, thought that such subjectivity had to be posited “because, in order that something manifest itself, it has to manifest itself to someone.”  From this, Husserl drew the conclusion that “manifesting is always mediated by some kind of subjectivity.”
  To capture this subjective being “in the original,” we need only “the act of turning inward” to reflect on it.  This act, however, “does not exist.”  It cannot, since the mediating subjectivity the act aims at does not show itself.  What we find instead, as Patocka says, is that “mediating by the subject shows itself … directly in [the] things showing themselves to us…. for example, that we have a cup in its original which is always in radii of givenness, and finally crosses into deficient modes of givenness and then the surroundings and so on ….”  These are what show themselves.  In other words, the supposed turn to constituting subjectivity is a turn to such elements.  As Patocka adds, “only these indications, references, and this whole system of indicators is subjectivity, is us.”
 


Implicit in this last conclusion is that what we are calling transcendental subjectivity is nothing but this “whole system” of adequate and inadequate “modes of givenness.”  Transcendental subjectivity, in other words, is simply the process of manifestation.  In seeing modes of givenness as modes of an existing transcendental subject, Husserl reverses the true relationship: the modes of what we have been calling “transcendental subjectivity” are actually modes of givenness.  If we accept this, then we cannot say that there are two subjectivities, empirical and transcendental.  Only the first, the human subjectivity that is an appearing object in the world, exists.  In place of transcendental subjectivity, considered as a being, there is only the process of manifestation as such.  This process can be opposed to “empirical self-consciousness” only when we ontologize it into a “transcendental self-consciousness,” i.e., a consciousness of transcendental subjectivity taken as a being.  It is at this point that we have two opposing concepts of subjectivity with the resulting paradox of “incompatible” descriptions of our selfhood.  The paradox disappears when we admit that we are, as beings, empirical subjects.  We then say that empirical self-consciousness is the manifesting of a particular subject, while manifestation as such is simply the structured process, the “how” of appearing, that any manifestation of an object—be it a person or a thing—follows.
  The same point holds with regard to the paradox of the infinite regress of time-constituting consciousnesses.  If we follow Patocka’s insight, we have to say that the structures and processes that Husserl describes under the rubric of time-consciousness are not those of subjectivity, but rather those of manifesting as such.  The regress, as we saw, only follows when we attempt to ontologize these and take them as descriptions of an ultimate consciousness.  It is then that we face the question of the modes of givenness (the manifestation) of this consciousness and continue the regress by taking such modes as pertaining to a prior consciousness, one which has to be constituted through its own modes of givenness.   Such a regress is cut off from the beginning when we assert with Patocka that “manifesting is, in itself, something completely original,” i.e., something that cannot be derived from anything other than itself.

Reconsidering the History of Metaphysics


The implications of this view of manifestation for metaphysics can best be seen by contrasting them with the critique Heidegger makes in Being and Time.  His criticism of metaphysics hinges on the distinction between the “what” and the “who.”  “A being,” Heidegger writes, “is a who (an existence) or a what (something present to hand in the widest sense).”
  The history of metaphysics, he claims, has never acknowledged this distinction.  This is because it is still determined by its Greek origin.  In Heidegger’s words, “Greek ontology and its history … determine the conceptual character of philosophy even today.”
  For the Greeks, “the meaning of being,” according to Heidegger, “is parousia or ousia, which signifies presence….  Beings are grasped in their being (Sein) as presence.”
  They are what is or can become present.  The “who,” however, is not given this way.  It is, through its disclosive behavior, that to whom things become present.  The term “who” refers to human reality, i.e., to what Heidegger calls Dasein.  The project of Being and Time is to open up a space for it.  For Heidegger, this involves a double task.  On the one hand, we have to “destroy” the “traditional content of ancient ontology,” which means that we have to break the tie between being and presence.
  On the other hand, we have to determine the “kind of being” that Dasein possesses.  As he writes to Husserl in 1927, this involves showing both the uniqueness of its kind being and “that it is precisely this [kind of being] that contains in itself the possibility of transcendental constitution.”


If we follow Patocka, Heidegger’s proposal for the “destruction” of metaphysics is insufficiently radical.  The fundamental difficulty of metaphysics does not revolve around finding the right “kind of being” for the subject.  As an object in the world, that is, as an empirical subject, its being is accounted for by the traditional category of “being as presence.”  As the subject to whom presence manifests itself, whether we call this transcendental subjectivity or Dasein, no category of being is required.  What we confront, in this case, is simply the process of manifestation.  If we grant this, then metaphysics goes wrong in ontologizing manifestation.  Its radical reform would entail its abandoning the attempt to speak of appearing in terms of being, i.e., to link it to some ontological commitment.  It does not matter whether this be a commitment to the absolute subjectivity that is Husserl’s time-constituting consciousness or to the being-in-the-world that is Heidegger’s Dasein or to the various material elements and processes that make up a natural scientific account.  I believe that the history of metaphysics shows that whenever we make such a commitment, we fall into the paradoxes and regresses that have troubled every attempt to ontologically account for subjectivity.   


What I am advocating is not an abandonment of the phenomenological work of description and analysis—whose subject, in any case, is always the “how” of appearing.  My suggestion is only that in doing phenomenology we keep in mind the original meaning of Husserl’s epoché.  Understood as a restraint from taking a stand on the issue of existence, it can be taken as guarding us against the difficulties that follow from our conflating the question of appearing with that of being.
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