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Introduction

Reviving the Question of Subjectivity

My title is taken from Edmund Husserl's last work, The Crisis of
European Sciences. Paragraph 5 3 of that posthumous and fragmen-

tary text bears the heading: "The paradox of human subjectivity: being
a subject for the world and at the same time being an object in the
world"(CR 178). This phrase expresses perfectly the topic to which the
following study is devoted.

Debates about the self and the nature of subjectivity have been at
the center of modern Western philosophy since Descartes. Recent
"Continental" philosophy, whose major figures are still primarily Eur-
opeans but which by now includes many English-speakers as well, has
brought about a decisive turn in these debates. In an effort to get
beyond the preoccupations of modernity altogether and inaugurate a
"post-modern" philosophical age, these philosophers have mounted a
forceful attack on the concept of the subject or, more broadly, on what
is characterized as the "metaphysics of the subject." Though this attack
is usually associated with French post-structuralism, and thus with
names like Foucault and Derrida, it is also joined by contemporary
critical theorists descended from the Frankfurt School of Horkheimer,
Adorno, and Marcuse. While the best known of these, Jiirgen Haber-
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mas, disagrees with dominant French views on rationality, humanism,
and even modernity itself, he joins the French philosophers in their
opposition to what he calls the philosophy of the subject.1 For Haber-
mas, too, this term seems to function as a synonym for the modern
philosophical tradition as a whole. Philosophers who readily condemn
broad generalizations as examples of "totalizing" reason, and who ex-
hort us to pay attention to the particular and the local, do not shrink
from summing up the whole history of modern philosophy, from Des-
cartes to Sartre, as variations on a single theme: the metaphysics of the
subject.

One irony in this development is that Continental philosophy thus
joins hands in an important respect with the heirs of positivism in the
analytic tradition. Subjectivity has always been an embarrassment to
those who would reduce the world to what can be understood by the
natural science of the day. From Ryle's philosophical behaviorism of
the 19405 to the efforts of today's neurologically oriented materialists,
philosophers in this tradition have labored mightily to eliminate sub-
jectivity because it will not conveniently fit into the seamless materialist
ontology that they accept in advance and without argument.

A glance at the current literature on this important topic, in both
the Continental and the analytic traditions, suggests that subjectivity
will not go away. But the attack has had an enormous benefit. On both
sides, it has forced those who are not convinced by it to clarify the
reasons why they are not convinced. The materialist-reductionist attack
has elicited from philosophers like John Searle and Thomas Nagel, who
believe subjectivity must be taken seriously, valuable new accounts of
what consciousness is.2 On the Continental side, where the attack has
taken a more historical form, it has forced a reassessment of the mod-
ern philosophical tradition, which is the focus of the anti-subjectivist
arguments.3

This is where this study fits in. I object to the broad strokes with
which the modern philosophical tradition is reduced to a single theme
and even a single metaphysical doctrine. I return to major figures in
that tradition in order to show that crucial differences have been
glossed over and ignored, f offer a rereading of the modern tradition,
very different from that advanced by the standard attack on the so-
called metaphysics of the subject, in order to find there an approach
to subjectivity that has somehow been lost in the shuffle. Let me now
explain in more detail why I think this is important and how I shall
go about it.

The metaphysics of the subject is characterized by its detractors as
unfolding inevitably and uniformly from Descartes' copilo and culmi-
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