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Abstract
While it seems obvious that the embodied self is both a subject of experience and 
an object in the world, it is not clear how, or even whether, both of these senses of 
self can refer to the same self. According to Husserl, the relation between these two 
senses of self is beset by the “paradox of human subjectivity.” Following Husserl’s 
lead, scholars have attempted to resolve the paradox of subjectivity. This paper cat-
egorizes the different formulations of the paradox according to the dimension each 
pertains to and considers the prospects of each proposed resolution. It will be shown 
that, contrary to the claims of the respective authors, their attempted resolutions do 
not really resolve the paradox, but instead rephrase it or push it to the next dimen-
sion. This suggests that there is something deeper at work than a mere misunder-
standing. This paper does not aim to resolve the paradox but instead initiates a new 
approach to it. Instead of seeing the paradox as a misapprehension that needs to be 
removed, I dig deeper to reveal its roots in ordinary consciousness. Investigating the 
proposed resolutions will reveal the fundamental role of the natural attitude, and I 
will argue that already the general thesis of the natural attitude makes the decisive 
cut that leads to what Sartre calls a “fissure” in pre-reflective self-awareness. The 
phenomenological reduction deepens the cut into what Husserl calls the “split of the 
self,” which in turn engenders the paradox of subjectivity. The paradox’s roots in the 
structure of ordinary consciousness not only constitute a reason for its persistence, 
but also suggest a new way to further investigate the embodied self.

1 Introduction

The embodied self is, at the same time, subjectively aware of the world, and objec-
tively part of the world as a human, animal, or other being. The self in the first sense 
will here be called “subject for the world” and in the second “object in the world.” 
But can these two senses of self even refer to the same thing? Defining the self in 
terms of subjective awareness seems to imply that the self is not part of the world in 
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the same sense that material objects are part of the world. Meanwhile, defining the 
self as an object in the world seems to imply that the self is part of the world and not 
a subject to whom the world is given. In The Crisis of European Sciences and Tran-
scendental Phenomenology, Husserl contends that the concept of self engenders a 
paradox, the “paradox of human subjectivity: being a subject for the world and at the 
same time being an object in the world” (1970, p. 178). But what exactly is the para-
dox of subjectivity, and what gives rise to it? Can the two senses of self even refer 
to the same self, and if so, how are they related to each other? Getting clearer about 
their relation matters for any account of the self that aims to make sense of both the 
subjective and the objective sense of selfhood, such as an embodied account of the 
self, or perhaps a “multidimensional account” (Zahavi 2014, p. 90).

Husserl offers some especially rich reflections on the paradox of subjectivity, but 
the problem of the relation between the self as an object in and a subject for the 
world is by no means peculiar to the phenomenological tradition. Similar formula-
tions of this problem have been provided by in other respects very different philoso-
phers. Kant contended that the thought “I am conscious of myself, is a thought that 
contains a twofold I, the I as subject and the I as object.” To the question of “how it 
is possible that I, who thinks, can be an object (of intuition) for myself, and in that 
way distinguish me from myself,” he gives the quite unsatisfactory answer that it “is 
simply impossible to explain, even though it is an undoubted fact” (1942, p. 270). 
The paradox of subjectivity consists here in the juxtaposition of two claims. On the 
one hand, the assertion that it is a fact that self-consciousness necessarily comprises 
the I as subject and the I as object. On the other hand, the claim that it is “sim-
ply” impossible to explain how the I as a subject can be an object for oneself. Even 
if Kant is right that this is impossible, however, we may ask whether it suffices to 
state that this is “simply” so, or whether this impossibility of explanation could itself 
be explained. In this paper I will argue that there is indeed a reason why the paradox 
of subjectivity cannot be completely resolved.

In the analytic tradition, a well-known example of the problem of the relation 
between the two senses of self is exhibited in Thomas Nagel’s The View from 
Nowhere, the introduction of which begins with the statement: “This book is about 
a single problem: how to combine the perspective of a particular person inside the 
world with an objective view of that same world, the person and his viewpoint 
included” (Nagel 1986, p. 3). The problem can here be stated in terms of perspec-
tives or viewpoints: how can these two viewpoints be combined if one is the subjec-
tive view which someone has of the whole world, and the other is the viewpoint 
which includes that person as part of the world? Nagel’s first formulation refers to 
the self: the person inside the objective world, and the subjective perspective one 
has of the world. Nevertheless, for him, the problem concerns not only the con-
cept of self, but also the concept of consciousness in general. Nagel also speaks of 
“viewpoints” and “standpoints” that are either internal and external, or subjective 
and objective. He speaks of “distinct and irreducible perspectives,” of “first- and 
third-person ascription,” as well as other oppositions, each of which he finds hard or 
impossible to reconcile. Thus the “single problem,” as Nagel puts it, is not limited 
to one distinction, but rather manifests itself in a number of puzzles concerning core 
issues of philosophy.
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In contrast with Nagel’s first formulation of the “single problem,” Husserl’s first 
formulation of the paradox, as cited above, which comes from the heading of his 
discussion of the paradox, does not refer to the relation between the “I,” ego, or self 
as subject for and as object in the world.1 Husserl’s formulation instead concerns 
the dimension of “universal intersubjectivity, into which all objectivity, everything 
that exists at all, is resolved” (1970, p. 179). The constitution of objectivity is here 
thought of as something that is done in a community of beings. He writes that uni-
versal intersubjectivity “can obviously be nothing other than mankind; and the latter 
is undeniably a component part of the world” (1970, p. 179). Here the paradox is 
due to the idea that universal intersubjectivity constitutes the world and yet is also a 
part of what it constitutes. It seems as if universal intersubjectivity constitutes itself, 
which seems absurd. The paradoxical relation between the two senses of self comes 
into play not in Husserl’s first formulation of the problem, but in his first attempt to 
resolve the problem.

Even just with respect to the self, there are various possible interpretations of 
what the paradox is, and how it is conceived determines our options for dealing with 
it. Clearly, there is no agreement on this among leading scholars of Husserl. Some 
have claimed that there is a paradox only if the relation between the two notions of 
self is interpreted ontically. The paradox has been claimed to vanish when the rela-
tion is interpreted epistemically (Seebohm 2015, p. 39), or once it is recognized that 
there are merely two different viewpoints on one and the same thing (Luft 2012, 
p. 249). In contrast, David Carr, in his book The Paradox of Subjectivity, contends 
that “[t]hese two descriptions of the subject—subject for the world and object in 
the world—are equally necessary and essentially incompatible” (1999, p. 135). Oth-
ers have claimed that the paradox does not entail any contradiction or incompat-
ibility for transcendental phenomenology (Drummond 2002), and that phenomeno-
logical reflection does not “eliminate the difference between the transcendental and 
the empirical perspective, but perhaps it makes their coexistence less paradoxical” 
(Zahavi 2002, p. 109). Another view is that “[t]he paradox cannot be resolved but 
only (‘subjectively’) re-enacted” (Rinofner-Kreidl 2003, p. 131; my translation).

To disentangle the character and implications of the paradox of subjectivity, I 
will distinguish between several dimensions of the paradox: universal intersubjectiv-
ity, grammatical equivocation, the ontic interpretation, the epistemic interpretation, 
the relation between the descriptions from the natural and the phenomenological 
attitude, and embodiment. I will show that each attempt at resolution does not truly 
eliminate the paradox, but at best pushes it into the next dimension. One may even 
speak of different paradoxes of human subjectivity, but that would make it harder to 
see that they all concern, in analogous ways, the same kind of relation, and therefore 
express different aspects of one and the same puzzle. This paper digs beneath the 
surface of conceptual confusion and seeks the roots of the paradox of subjectivity in 
ordinary consciousness. I will argue that ultimately the paradox of subjectivity can-
not be completely resolved because it is rooted in the structure of ordinary conscious 
experience itself, rather than in any mere conceptual misunderstanding.

1 For the purpose of this paper “I,” “self,” and “ego” will mostly be understood as synonyms.
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2  The Paradox in the Dimension of Universal Intersubjectivity 
and as an Equivocation

Broadly speaking, the paradox of subjectivity concerns the relationship of subjec-
tivity or consciousness to the world. On the one hand, subjectivity constitutes or 
discloses objects, in the sense they have for us as conscious beings. On the other 
hand, subjectivity pertains to humans who are, of course, objects in the world. But 
these two claims do not seem to fit together well, although it is not immediately 
obvious what exactly the problem is. If everything in the world is constituted by 
subjectivity, then subjectivity also constitutes humans, including their subjectivity. 
But that seems absurd. Husserl writes metaphorically that “[t]he subjective part of 
the world swallows up, so to speak, the whole world and thus itself too. What an 
absurdity!” (1970, p. 180). Metaphorical language can help us to get a first impres-
sion of the problem, but it is not sufficiently precise for a clear description. Starting 
right away with a precise definition, however, would presuppose a specific interpre-
tation of the paradox. And that would be inappropriate for understanding Husserl’s 
account, because there are different formulations of the paradox of subjectivity in 
Husserl’s writings. Furthermore, it would preclude the possibility that the paradox 
persists through different dimensions: a persistence that will be seen through the fol-
lowing sections.

Husserl’s expression “what an absurdity!” suggests that he meant his metaphor 
ironically, and that at this point he thought he could easily resolve the paradox of 
subjectivity. Accordingly, after speaking about the paradox in the dimension of “uni-
versal intersubjectivity” (1970, p. 179), Husserl immediately endeavors to overcome 
the paradox under the promising headline “the resolution of the paradox” (1970, p. 
182). This resolution is supposed to eliminate the paradox from the dimension of 
universal intersubjectivity. Reflecting critically on his earlier work, Husserl admits 
that, in his investigation of the intersubjective constitution of the world, he had failed 
to pay sufficient attention to the self. He now tries to rectify that mistake and claims 
that intersubjectivity itself is constituted, and that in order to understand how it is 
constituted, we need to consider how it is given to the self. Husserl asserts that once 
we understand how intersubjectivity is given to the self, we can also understand its 
relation to the world. His first “resolution” of the paradox, however, produces more 
questions than answers. If Husserl had first thought that his ironic formulation could 
easily be dismissed, he subsequently seems to vastly widen the scope of the paradox. 
Certainly, just as quickly as Husserl attempts to resolve the paradox, he admits that 
this first attempted resolution is insufficient (1970, p. 184).

He then immediately makes a second attempt to quickly resolve the paradox, but 
this resolution also remains unfinished. While he firmly asserts that the “I” “consti-
tutes a first sphere of objects” and then “performs a constitutive accomplishment” 
(1970, p. 185), here he does not explain in sufficient detail how the “I” does so, and 
postpones the solution of the paradox of subjectivity to future study. The incomplete 
character of the respective passages of the Crisis not only reveals the external pres-
sure Husserl was under when he wrote them, but also suggest that the paradox of 
subjectivity defies both a simple definition and an easy resolution. While there is 
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little doubt that Husserl thought that transcendental phenomenology must be able 
to resolve the paradox of subjectivity, the introduction of the self does not by itself 
resolve the paradox. In fact, the radical difference between the transcendental self 
and the empirical self, rather than resolving the paradox, can instead be used to 
reformulate it:

The empirical self stands in a relationship of inclusion to the world—a part-
whole relation—whereas the transcendental self is not in the world at all in the 
sense that the empirical self is; the transcendental self is of or for the world, a 
subject intentionally related to its object. This double relationship, of course, is 
precisely the paradox of subjectivity. (Drummond 2002, p. 96)

That the paradox can be formulated in similar terms regarding the self makes 
clear that introducing the self does not provide a resolution of the paradox in the first 
place, but at most relocates it. Instead of being eliminated, the paradox of subjectiv-
ity is shifted to the relation between the constituting self, on one side, and the con-
stituted self as part of the world, on the other. While it is announced as a resolution 
to the paradox, Husserl’s introduction of the self actually brings to light the main 
version of the paradox, as discussed by most interpreters of Husserl, concerning the 
juxtaposition of two notions of self.

Even with respect to the two notions of self, there may be—and are—several for-
mulations of the paradox. But before we bother ourselves with these different formu-
lations, can we not embrace the idea that there are two concepts of self, and yet eas-
ily dismiss any appearance of paradox, by stating that the self as a subject is simply 
a different thing from the self as an object? In a trivial analogy, the word “bat” can 
be used to denote a species of flying mammal, as well as a club used in baseball, 
but that doesn’t make their relation paradoxical. The word “bat” simply has two dif-
ferent meanings, and taking one homonym for the other would be an equivocation. 
Analogously, the two descriptions of the self may be the same in name only, but in 
fact refer to two different kinds of thing. On a quick reading, Husserl does indeed 
seem to suggest that the source of the paradox lies in such an equivocation between 
two uses of “I”: “[t]he ‘I’ that I attain in the epochē is actually called ‘I’ only by 
equivocation” (1970, p. 184). If there are two independent things, the personal “I” 
before and the “I” after the epochē, and the latter is the same “I” in name only, and 
in fact names a completely different thing, then their relation is no more paradoxical 
than that between any other two merely conventional homonyms.

Simply stating that the two “I”s are homonyms would not be a true “resolution” 
of the paradox, however, since this would not resolve but rather dodge the problem 
of the apparent relation between the two senses of self. Whereas the two senses of 
“bat” do not have any apparent intrinsic relation to each other that would be at odds 
with the idea that they are the same in name only, this is not true with respect to the 
two senses of “self.” That the two senses of “self” are not only connected by conven-
tional grammar is already suggested by some very basic facts about human life, such 
as the fact that my sense organs and muscles are in the world and yet co-determine 
how I, as a subject, can relate to the world. Furthermore, in ordinary experience, the 
two senses of self are thoroughly integrated. Recognizing oneself in a mirror, for 
instance, implies somehow recognizing that the object seen in the mirror is also the 
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subject who experiences the mirror image. Since the two “I”s appear to be so inti-
mately intertwined, stating that I really experience two independent things that are 
conventionally conflated would again be paradoxical. Thus this apparent resolution 
of the paradox of subjectivity is not in fact a genuine resolution, but instead yields a 
reformulation of the paradox.

For Husserl, it is clear that both senses of self are essentially connected. The first 
refers to the “I” before and the latter to that after the epochē; thus both are part of 
the being that engages in the epochē. Later, in Sect. 5, I will return to the relation 
between the two “I”s in connection with what in earlier texts Husserl calls a “split” 
and “duplication” of the self (Hua VIII, pp. 90–91, 410–413). Regarding the equivo-
cation, he speaks of “an essential equivocation since, when I name it in reflection, 
I can say nothing other than: it is I who practice the epochē” (1970, p. 184; Hua 
XXXIV, p. 286). While the “I” after the epochē is of a very different kind from the 
“I” that performs the epochē, and in this sense are both called “I” by convention 
only, they are nevertheless necessarily connected. But this does not resolve the para-
dox of subjectivity either. If one self is conflated with something else, then they are 
not both the same self, and saying that this equivocation is essential makes the claim 
that they are nevertheless necessarily connected no less paradoxical. The essence 
of the self would now seem to contain two very different kinds of beings. This con-
fronts us with another formulation of the paradox: here there are two different kinds 
of being, which are nevertheless essentially related. The paradox here pertains to 
the ontic dimension of two distinct beings. As will be discussed in the next section, 
some interpreters have claimed that the paradox is correctly interpreted as pertaining 
to this ontic dimension, and that it can be resolved on this construal.

3  Ontic Interpretations of the Paradox

The formulation of the paradox cited above, “being a subject for the world and at 
the same time being an object in the world,” comes from the heading of Husserl’s 
discussion of the paradox (1970, p. 178). Already this heading gives the impres-
sion that he thinks that the paradox is due to an ontological distinction. Seebohm 
claims exactly this: “The formulation of the paradox of subjectivity in the Crisis 
presupposes the ontic interpretation: being a subject (Subjektsein) for the world and 
at the same time being an object (Objektsein) in the world” (2015, pp. 38–39, origi-
nal emphasis). Seebohm emphasizes the compound word part “being” and contends 
that the paradox is due to the distinction between two ontic “kinds” of being, specifi-
cally that of a necessary subject for the world and that of a contingent object in the 
world (2015, p. 39). Since the self as a subject is supposed to be a necessary being 
for the world, and at the same time given to itself as a contingent being in the world, 
it would have to be both a necessary and a contingent being, which would constitute 
a paradox (2015, p. 39).
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Seebohm claims that the ontic interpretation misunderstands the epochē, or phe-
nomenological reduction,2 by illegitimately inferring an ontological distinction 
from “epistemic categories” (2015, p. 38). The correct understanding of the relation 
between the two concepts of self would be the “epistemic interpretation” (2015, p. 
39), which is concerned with epistemological evidence rather than with ontological 
kinds of beings. Seebohm repeatedly asserts that “no paradox is involved” (2015, pp. 
39, 40, cf. 36) in this epistemic interpretation. But, despite Seebohm’s assertions, 
it is not obvious that his epistemic interpretation completely avoids all versions of 
the paradox of subjectivity, rather than merely avoiding the paradox in the specific 
ontic sense he proposes. The fact that Seebohm sees no paradox in his epistemic 
interpretation does not preclude that (1) there could be other ontic interpretations 
that are unaffected by the refutation of the specific ontic interpretation proposed by 
Seebohm. For instance, Sartre speaks of “two absolutely separated regions of being: 
the being of the pre-reflective cogito and the being of the phenomenon” and never-
theless maintains that we must “explain how these two regions can be placed under 
the same heading” (2012, p. lxiii). Sartre’s concept of being, which he extensively 
develops in Being and Nothingness, is more complex than the one Seebohm argues 
against, and is not as easily dismissed in the same way, that is, by showing that it is 
inferred from epistemic categories. Furthermore, and more pertinently for the pur-
pose of this paper, (2) the paradox may reappear in the epistemic dimension. In the 
next section I will argue that this is so for the descriptions from the natural and the 
phenomenological attitude.

A less specific variant of the ontic interpretation that may be more widely appli-
cable is presented by Sebastian Luft, who interprets the paradox as straightforwardly 
arising from a misconception. He references the same formulation cited by Seebohm 
but, without any complicated elaborations, immediately goes on to claim that the 
paradox vanishes once it is realized that the self in the world is not a different thing 
from the self for the world:

[T]his paradox vanishes when phenomenologically clarified: the solution is 
the realization that the subject that experiences the world and is also an object 
in the world are but two different viewpoints on the same thing. The subject 
is another object in the world like trees, animals and other humans from the 
standpoint of the natural attitude, but after the reduction it is revealed as the 
transcendental subject, i.e. as the sphere of experience in which the world con-
stitutes itself. (Luft 2012, p. 249)

This resolution implies that the paradox arises from the ontic dimension, namely 
that it is due to assuming the existence of two different things. The paradox is alleged 
to arise from the mistaken assumption that the self as a subject for the world is one 
thing, while the self as an object in the world is something else. Thus construed, the 
paradox seems easily resolved: there are not two things here, but only two different 
viewpoints on one and the same thing, namely the subject. On the one hand, there is 

2 Seebohm uses the term “reductio/reduction” synonymously with epochē (2015, p. 13 fn. 9). These con-
cepts will be distinguished in Sect. 4.
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the transcendental viewpoint, from which the subject appears as the “sphere of experi-
ence in which the world constitutes itself” (Luft 2012, p. 249). On the other hand, there 
is the view from the natural attitude, from which the subject appears as an object in 
the world. This resolution eliminates the paradox in the ontic dimension by postulating 
that there really is only one thing here, and claiming that the reason it seems as if there 
were two different things is that there are two different viewpoints on one and the same 
thing. Like Seebohm’s epistemic interpretation, Luft’s alleged resolution of the paradox 
pertains to the epistemic dimension: there are just two viewpoints on one and the same 
thing.

But does the epistemic interpretation really resolve the paradox of subjectivity? As 
long as we do not assume that the two descriptions are descriptions of different selves 
(see Sect. 2), Luft is surely right that the two points of view must pertain to the same 
thing. But stating that both descriptions denote the same thing does not resolve the par-
adox. Rather, it is part of the description of the paradox of subjectivity: both viewpoints 
must concern the same thing, and yet we do not understand how this is even possible. 
These two viewpoints are obviously more radically distinct than a typical pair of view-
points on some thing in the world. The self as an object in the world is, just like other 
objects, in the world, but the self as a subject for the world does not seem to be part of 
the world in any ordinary sense. So how could the two even be the same thing? In par-
ticular, how could a subject possibly be “another object in the world like trees, animals, 
or other humans”? The epistemic interpretation of the relation between the two senses 
of self may dismiss such questions as ontological and try to bracket them, but regard-
less of whether the two viewpoints concern the same “being” or the same “thing,” it 
needs to be clarified how they can do so.

As long as the relation between the viewpoints is not clarified, this apparent reso-
lution is not really a resolution, but rather yields a reformulation of the paradox: 
how can the two viewpoints possibly have the same subject? In other words, how 
can the description from the natural attitude be reconciled with that from the phe-
nomenological attitude, if they are so different that they do not even seem to denote 
the same thing? Even if realizing that these two apparently different things are really 
one and the same thing eliminates the paradox in the ontic dimension, this does not 
resolve the paradox in the epistemic dimension of two viewpoints, perspectives, or 
attitudes. Rather than being resolved, the paradox of subjectivity is merely relocated 
from the ontic to the epistemic dimension. Here, the question is whether the relation 
between the description of the self as a subject for the world and that of the self as 
an object in the world is paradoxical. For phenomenology, this question necessitates 
an examination of how the phenomenological attitude departs from the natural atti-
tude, which is the task of the next section.

4  The Paradox Between the Descriptions from the Natural 
and the Phenomenological Attitude

To consider the paradox in connection with the phenomenological attitude, it will be 
fruitful to distinguish between epochē and phenomenological reduction. The epochē 
alone does not lead to a description that would stand in a paradoxical relation to the 
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self in the world. The natural attitude, with its “general thesis,” takes for granted 
that the world exists, and that the objects in it and their properties and relations exist 
objectively, just as they appear in ordinary experience. Such assumptions do not 
have to be thematized, thought, or predicated in the natural attitude; they can also be 
a non-reflective part of experience (Hua III/1, p. 60). Since the epochē “brackets” or 
“suspends” the general thesis, the epochē is neither concerned with the existence of 
objects in the world, nor does it doubt the existence of anything. When the epochē 
suspends all assumptions of existence, it leaves intact ordinary belief in the exist-
ence of objects, just without the positing element of doxa, or belief, in the existence 
(or non-existence) of things. Instead of opposing the description of the self as an 
object in the world from the natural attitude, the epochē allows the self to be inves-
tigated as an object independent of the general thesis and the assumption of worldly 
existence it involves.

Since the epochē brackets, or suspends, questions of existence, it does not result 
in a paradoxical relation between two things in the same region of material being. 
The paradox of subjectivity is not due to the apparent existence of two different 
things in the world that nevertheless would have to be the same thing. Nor is there 
any paradox about how the self as an object in the world after the epochē relates to 
the self as an object in the world before the epochē—the former is still an object, it’s 
just that its factual existence in the world is bracketed. The epochē alone does not 
disclose the self as a subject for the world, but opens the way for the phenomenolog-
ical reduction, which, as suggested by its Latin root (re- + ducere), leads the experi-
ence of the natural attitude back to its constituents. It thereby unveils the complex-
ity of experience that had previously been overlooked, due to the preoccupation of 
ordinary experience with identical objects. But the shift of focus to the complexity 
of experience does not lead to a paradox regarding the object of experience either; it 
may just show that ordinary experience is overly simplistic.3

With respect to the subject of experience, in contrast, the phenomenological 
reduction does lead to a description of the self that stands in a paradoxical relation 
to the description of the self in the world. The phenomenological reduction uncov-
ers the subjectivity of experience that belongs to all experiences of a subject, and 
not just any one individual experience or any one type of experience. It brings to 
the fore something about experience that does not correspond to any one object in 
the world. Within the phenomenological attitude, this does not lead to any paradox 
either, as long as the self as the whole of subjective experience is not identified with 
any mere part of experience. But when the phenomenological attitude is supposed to 

3 For instance, while looking at a colored object, we usually perceive the color as something identical 
and unchanging, but if we reflect on the mode in which the color appears, “we recognize that the color 
is nothing other, nor can it be thought as anything other, than that which presents itself now as this and 
now as that shade of color” (Husserl 1998, p. 16; see also Hua I, p. 17). The description of the color that 
results from recognizing the diversity of experience is more fine-grained and unveils essential structures 
of experience. While this contradicts the first impression that experience is simple, it nevertheless sharp-
ens rather than contradicts the more coarse-grained appearance of experience in the natural attitude. In 
this respect, the phenomenological description doesn’t stand in a paradoxical relation to the description 
of experience from the natural attitude.
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refer to the same self as the natural attitude, one’s subjectivity of experience is sup-
posed to correspond to a part of the very world it constitutes, which is paradoxical. 
Because the phenomenological reduction uncovers the self as a  subject of experi-
ence, it leads to a description of the self that stands in a paradoxical relation to the 
description of the self from the natural attitude.

Hence Husserl was right to suspect, early on in his discussion of the paradox of 
subjectivity, that the paradox arises “necessarily out of the constant tension between 
the power of what is taken for granted in the natural objective attitude (the power of 
‘common sense’) and the opposed attitude of the ‘disinterested spectator’” (1970, p. 
180). The “disinterested spectator” here does not mark an objective point of view, 
but is rather the person who brackets the assumptions of existence in the epochē, and 
who is concerned with the phenomena in her or his subjective experience. Earlier 
on, Husserl also speaks of a “transcendental spectator” (Hua IX, p. 341), and in the 
next section we will consider this expression in context and study its implications for 
the paradox of subjectivity. I will argue that the “constant tension” is not merely due 
to some philosophical method, but that it is instead founded in the structure of ordi-
nary consciousness. Since the phenomenological reduction picks up and sharpens 
the constituents of ordinary consciousness, the natural and the phenomenological 
attitude are not merely extrinsically connected, such as by the insight that they must 
both refer to the same thing. Rather, they are both part of the same being—not a 
mere object in the world, nor a disembodied point of view on the world, but instead 
the embodied being who engages in the natural and the phenomenological attitude.

If the two descriptions are not merely parallel, but refer to the same embod-
ied being, then could the concept of embodiment solve the paradox of subjectiv-
ity? Drummond holds that the paradox only sometimes entails a contradiction for 
transcendental philosophy, notably in Kant’s transcendental idealism. Kant’s “pro-
jective” account of the content of intentional experience conceives experience as 
something internal that then is projected on the outer world (Drummond 2002, p. 
94). Kant’s account thereby severs the connection between the empirical and the 
transcendental self, and engenders two contradicting accounts of the self. Husserl’s 
“disclosive” account of the content of intentional experience, in contrast, is not self-
enclosed and does not engender any incompatibility or contradiction between the 
two senses of self (Drummond 2002, p. 99). In Husserl’s hands, the two sides are 
compatible because the “transcendental account makes room within itself for the 
empirical account” (2002, p. 99). It does so “[b]y recognizing that the consciousness 
on which we reflect is embodied and by allowing for the fact that our disclosure of 
the sense of the world has psycho-physical conditions that affect it” (2002, p. 99). 
Drummond himself does not claim that this could resolve the paradox of subjec-
tivity, and maintains that “subjectivity remains a paradox but not a contradiction” 
(2002, p. 100). His claim is only that the paradox does not amount to a contradiction 
for transcendental phenomenology.

I think that Drummond makes a crucial point when he emphasizes the impor-
tance of embodiment. He is right to say that the consciousness on which we reflect 
is embodied, and that once we can clarify how it is embodied, we may find that 
we have resolved the apparent contradiction between the two descriptions of self. 
One advantage of embodied concepts of the mind is that they avoid some apparent 
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contradictions found in other accounts, such as the one Drummond attributes to 
Kant. The question is “only” how consciousness is embodied. The embodied self is 
not only a body in the world in the empirical sense, but also a subject for the world. 
This cannot simply be stipulated, however. If both belong to the embodied being, it 
must be clear how this is possible. But now we are once again faced with the original 
question: how can a being be both a subject for and an object in the world? Because 
the embodied being must be both a subject for the world and an object in the world, 
the paradox of subjectivity reappears in the dimension of embodiment. The con-
cept of embodiment does not constitute a simple solution, but, on the contrary, itself 
needs to deal with the paradox of subjectivity. Yet, in embodied experience, the dif-
ferent constituents of the paradox are united. How this is so will be investigated in 
the next section, in the context of the relation between ordinary experience and the 
paradox of subjectivity.

5  The Roots of the Paradox in Ordinary Consciousness

In each of the dimensions of the paradox of subjectivity considered above—univer-
sal intersubjectivity, the ontic interpretation, the epistemic interpretation, the natu-
ral and phenomenological attitude, and embodiment—it turned out that attempts to 
swiftly resolve the paradox do not in fact resolve it, but at best push it into the next 
dimension. This result speaks in favor of Carr’s and Rinofner-Kreidl’s claims that 
the paradox cannot be resolved, as well as Drummond’s recognition that the relation 
between the two descriptions of the self remains paradoxical. This does not neces-
sarily mean, however, that the paradox cannot be resolved in other ways. Nor does it 
imply that the paradox is a vicious problem or amounts to a contradiction for tran-
scendental phenomenology. Establishing any of this, or the contrary, is not the aim 
of this paper. Instead of suggesting another alleged resolution, in this section I pro-
pose a new approach to the paradox of subjectivity.

Paradoxes often indicate a lack of understanding, and potentially a conceptual 
misunderstanding. They are exactly the kind of riddle philosophers are eager to 
solve, resolve, dissolve, or otherwise eliminate. It is thus understandable that this 
was Husserl’s first impulse, and that other philosophers have since attempted to 
complete the resolution which Husserl himself did not clearly reach. The attempted 
resolutions of the paradox considered above presuppose that the paradox indicates a 
lack of understanding. Zahavi rightly quips that “paradoxes are not exactly the kind 
of things I would like to collect and hoard” (2002, p. 107). Some paradoxes, how-
ever, may also teach us something important about the issue at hand. In such cases it 
may be better to resist the impulse to eliminate the paradox, in favor of considering 
the origins of the paradox beyond any conceptual issues.

The fact that, even when it seems like there is a resolution, the paradox of sub-
jectivity does not vanish but instead reappears in a different dimension, suggests 
that there is more to the paradox than just a lack of understanding, or a mere con-
ceptual misunderstanding, or even several conceptual misunderstandings that may 
be involved in the different formulations of the paradox. The impulse to eliminate 
the paradox may stand in the way of a more comprehensive understanding of the 
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subjective and objective senses of the embodied self. Hence, instead of asking how 
to dissolve the paradox, the question here is whether there is an underlying reason 
for the persistence of the paradox, a reason that is not only due to the phenome-
nological reduction or any other philosophical methods. Indeed, the discussion in 
Sect.  2 already indicated that the paradox is not limited to phenomenological, or 
transcendental, philosophy.

In this section I will argue that the paradox of subjectivity indicates something 
fundamental about the embodied self and the structure of ordinary experience. The 
preceding sections already took into consideration the role of the natural attitude, 
to which ordinary consciousness corresponds. The point here is not that there is 
no full-blown paradox in ordinary consciousness, but rather that, in a rudimentary 
form, ordinary consciousness already contains the different constituents of the para-
dox. There may even be, under special circumstances that do not involve the phe-
nomenological reduction, a sense of tension or “fissure” between these constituents. 
The phenomenological reduction sharply distinguishes these different constituents 
and thereby “splits the ego” and so generates the paradox.

Husserl himself held that the phenomenological reduction does not create some-
thing in consciousness, but rather discovers it. The suspension of the general the-
sis under the phenomenological attitude still leaves room for an awareness of those 
objects whose existence in the world is alleged under the natural attitude. Specifi-
cally, someone engaging in the phenomenological reduction can become aware of 
herself as both an object in and a subject for the world. Husserl claims that when 
this happens, the phenomenological reduction “splits” the ego or self:

The phenomenological reduction thus tends to split the ego. The transcenden-
tal spectator places himself above himself, watches himself, and sees himself 
also as the previously world-immersed ego. In other words, he discovers that 
he, as a human being, exists within himself as a cogitatum, and, through the 
corresponding cogitationes, he discovers the transcendental life and being 
which make up < the > totality of the world. (Husserl 1998, p. 15; Hua I, p. 16)

Husserl states his claim that the phenomenological reduction splits the self in the 
active voice, which may make it seem as if this split occurs at the discretion of the 
phenomenological method. At the same time, however, he speaks of a twofold dis-
covery. On the one hand, there is the discovery that the person engaging in the phe-
nomenological reduction exists within him- or herself as a cogitatum. On the other 
hand, there is the discovery of “the transcendental life and being” of the subjective 
givenness of all cogitata, through the cogitationes that constitute the self as a sub-
ject to whom the cogitata are given. By discovering the subjective side of cognition, 
the person who engages in the phenomenological reduction becomes aware of the 
self as a subject for the world.

In addition, the same “transcendental spectator” recognizes that he or she also 
exists as a cogitatum within him- or herself. The cogitatum is that of a human being 
in the world, who is only now considered as a phenomenon, independently of the 
question of his or her existence in the world. The reduction does not postulate the 
self as an object in the world; after the reduction, the previously world-immersed 
self is merely a cogitatum. But since the cogitationes that make up subjectivity 
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correspond to the self as a cogitatum, the self after the reduction is still the same 
self. The phenomenological reduction sharply distinguishes three constituents of 
self-experience. The first constituent (1) is the assumption of the independent exist-
ence of the objects experienced in the world, including oneself. The second constitu-
ent (2) is the subjective character of (conscious) experience. The third constituent 
(3) is the identification of the self of the transcendental spectator with the previously 
world-immersed self. Because (1) and (2) depict divergent senses of the self and (3) 
demands that they refer to the same self, the phenomenological reduction separates 
two senses of self within the same self, and hence splits the self.4 This splitting of 
the self between (1) an object in and (2) a subject for the world, together with (3) the 
identification of both as the same self, engenders the paradox of subjectivity.

Although it is the phenomenological reduction that splits the self, this split is not 
a free partitioning at the discretion of the phenomenological reduction, but rather 
uncovers what is already given in ordinary consciousness. Here, the three constitu-
ents are not sharply distinguished. The first constituent (1) dominates, due to the 
general thesis of the natural attitude and the assumption that the subjectively-expe-
rienced things exist independently of subjectivity. Of course, this does not elimi-
nate the second constituent (2), the subjective character of conscious experience, 
but rather ignores it in favor of a seemingly purely objective view of the world. Sub-
jectivity for the world is active in ordinary consciousness, even though it does not 
appear distinctly.

Since (2) does not appear distinctly, neither does the third constituent (3): the 
recognition that the cogitationes correspond to the self as a cogitatum. There can be 
instances, however, where some such recognition is implicit in experience under the 
natural attitude. In the mirror example mentioned in Sect. 2, I can recognize that the 
person in the mirror is me: not only a body in the world, but also the embodied self 
that is both a subject for and an object in the world. This does not mean that there 
is any clear awareness of oneself as a transcendental spectator, or even a sense of 
split. Most probably, I naturally identify the person in the mirror with myself (as an 
experiencing subject) without becoming aware of any difficulty. In some instances, 
however, identifying oneself with the object in the mirror involves a sense of unease, 
which may hint at the problem of identifying oneself, as an experiencing subject, 
with an object in the world. Other instances where there can be a sense of tension 
between the first two constituents under the natural attitude are considered below.

Because (2) and (3) are not clearly distinguished in ordinary consciousness, there 
is no clear split of the self under the natural attitude. Nevertheless, the decisive cut 
is already made under the natural attitude. By taking the self to be an object that can 
be observed from the outside, the general thesis cuts the self as an object away from 
the self as a subject. Because of the fundamental difference between the experience 

4 Husserl (Hua VIII, p. 94) also speaks of a multiplication of selves (Ichvervielfältigung) or a duplication 
of the self (Ichverdoppelung), which is thought to be essential to, e.g., phantasy (Bernet 2004, p. 6) and 
recollection (Cavallaro 2019). The metaphors of multiplication and duplication, however, suggest a repli-
cation of both the subjective and the objective side. They are thus less appropriate for the splitting of one 
and the same self into a subjective and an object part.
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of objects and pre-reflective awareness, self-observation “implies a dissociation of 
the self which is cut into an observing subject and an observed object”; therefore, 
observation can only ground the self as an object, not (subjective) self-conscious-
ness (Legrand 2007, p. 587). By itself, this does not automatically result in a para-
dox, because the subjective side of experience is usually ignored under the natural 
attitude. Due to the natural attitude’s preoccupation with external objects, the self 
as a subject does not appear, and thus the paradox does not become apparent either. 
Yet, ordinary consciousness comprises both observation and pre-reflective aware-
ness. Since the observing subject is involved in the observation, the dissociation is 
implicit in ordinary consciousness under the natural attitude. While it is true that 
there is no clear distinction between the constituents of the paradox in ordinary con-
sciousness, and also that the paradox becomes clear only through the phenomeno-
logical reduction or other philosophical methods, in ordinary consciousness the self 
as an object is separated from subjectivity, which prepares the split of the self.

A vivid description of this separation within ordinary consciousness is given by 
Sartre. He writes that not only self-observation but, more generally, “presence to 
always implies duality, at least a virtual separation” between that which is presented 
and the self to whom it is presented (2012, p. 77). In the case of self-awareness, the 
separation is part of the being of the self: “Presence to self […] supposes that an 
impalpable fissure has slipped into being. If being is present to itself, it is because it 
is not wholly itself” (2012, p. 77). That the fissure is impalpable implies that there 
is no clear awareness of the fissure in ordinary consciousness. The reason why there 
is no clear awareness of the fissure was already given above: ordinary consciousness 
does not clearly distinguish between the person in the world and the experiencing 
subject. For this to constitute a paradox, however, there would need to be a sharp 
distinction between the different constituents. But while the paradox of subjectivity 
itself is not inherent to ordinary consciousness, its roots are already there, includ-
ing a rudimentary form of the “constant tension” discussed in Sect. 4, which Sartre 
describes as a “fissure.”

Although usually there is no clear awareness of the fissure, the fissure may rise 
to some awareness in deviant forms of consciousness. Echoing Sartre, it has been 
argued, with reference to psychopathological studies, that “the structure of subjec-
tivity includes potential divisions and fissures that condition the experiences of radi-
cal self-alienation seen in schizophrenia” (Stephensen and Parnas 2017, p. 630). The 
idea here is not that schizophrenia is or produces the fissure, but rather that it is 
characterized by a special and potentially exaggerated awareness of one’s conscious-
ness, which brings to the fore the divisions and fissures that are already part of ordi-
nary consciousness. Although there is a disturbed relation to one’s own conscious-
ness, that very disturbance reveals that ordinary consciousness is not uniform. Other 
disturbances of consciousness such as depression, drug use, and drug withdrawal 
experiences, may provide further evidence for the idea that one can become aware 
of the fissure under certain circumstances. Another experience that may result from 
the fissure is anxiety, or anguish (angoisse) under Sartre’s definition (2012, p. 18), a 
concept he had compared to the epochē (2004, p. 28). All these cases are interpreted 
to be direct results of the fundamental difference between the experience of objects 
and pre-reflective consciousness, although again the awareness they involve does not 
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clearly separate the different constituents of experience, does not distinctly recog-
nize the self as a subject of experience, and by itself does not amount to a paradox.

The phenomenological reduction, in contrast, clearly distinguishes and recog-
nizes all three constituents. The person engaging in the phenomenological reduc-
tion recognizes that she is aware of (1) a cogitatum that corresponds to the previ-
ously world-immersed self. She recognizes (2) the self as a subject for the world that 
belongs to all cogitationes. And she recognizes (3) that she as a subject for the world 
is the same self as the previously world-immersed self. As discussed above, this rec-
ognition of the separation results in a split of the self. The split of the self yields the 
two senses of self that are juxtaposed in the paradox of subjectivity: the self as an 
object in and as a subject for the world. The third constituent is also a precondition 
of the paradox, as discussed in Sect. 2 in connection with the “essential equivoca-
tion.” These three constituents thus concisely bring together the determinants of the 
paradox that were discussed in the previous sections. By splitting the self, the phe-
nomenological reduction generates the paradox of subjectivity.

Because the general thesis already cuts the self as an object away from subjectiv-
ity, and the three determinants of the paradox of subjectivity are, in a rudimentary 
form, already given in ordinary consciousness, the paradox is ultimately rooted in 
ordinary consciousness. This does not mean that the paradox of subjectivity itself is 
already inherent to ordinary consciousness. Rather, the phenomenological reduction 
brings to the fore the cut, dissociation, or fissure that is overlooked in ordinary expe-
rience, and is unclearly experienced in deviant forms of consciousness. Unlike many 
other paradoxes, the paradox of subjectivity is not due to a mere conceptual misun-
derstanding, but instead expresses something about ordinary consciousness. Ordi-
nary consciousness is ambiguous, and already the general thesis of the natural atti-
tude introduces a tension that philosophical conceptions of the embodied self must 
come to terms with.

6  Conclusion

In this paper I have taken a rather unconventional approach to the paradox of sub-
jectivity. In the first three sections, I have systematized and discussed the different 
“resolutions” of the paradox of subjectivity according to the dimension each per-
tains to. We have seen that none of them truly resolves the paradox, but each at 
best pushes it into the next dimension. The proposed resolutions have been help-
ful, however, for clarifying the problems and concepts involved, and sharpening the 
nature of the paradox of subjectivity. Investigating the role of the phenomenological 
reduction and its relation to the natural attitude laid the foundation for identifying 
the three constituents of the paradox in Sect.  5. I showed that, while the paradox 
necessitates the sharp separation of the self as an object (1) and the self as a subject 
(2)—a separation that is not given clearly in ordinary experience—it is nevertheless 
rooted in the structure of ordinary experience. I suggested that the third constituent 
(3) of the paradox, the recognition that (1) and (2) are the same self, is also given 
in rudimentary form in ordinary experience (see Sect. 2). The fact that the paradox 
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is rooted in ordinary experience constitutes an underlying reason for its persistence 
through different dimensions and different philosophies.

Since the embodied self is both subjectively aware of the world and objectively 
part of the world, the concept of the embodied self is not a simple resolution of the 
paradox of subjectivity, but must itself deal with it. Yet recognizing the persistence 
of the paradox does not mean that the concept of the embodied self is necessarily 
incoherent. Rather it means that the concept of the embodied self is more complex 
than one might first think, and that it must go beyond conventional concepts of sub-
ject or object. The division underlying the paradox cannot be resolved by conceptual 
means alone, because it is rooted in ordinary experience. But since ordinary experi-
ence also unites the different constituents of the embodied self, further study of ordi-
nary experience, and how it is conceptualized in philosophical reflection, promises 
to shed further light on the peculiar nature of the embodied self.
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