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Abstract. Anscombe famously argues that ‘I’ is not a referring expression, otherwise, a ‘Cartesian Ego’ would
inevitably appear. She thinks the form of self-consciousness expressed in ‘I’ is ‘subjectless’: it is consciousness
that does not involve a self-object (or Ego). Sartre’s theory of consciousness offers a strikingly parallel and
mutually illuminating framework. He similarly denies the presence of the Ego within consciousness, arguing
instead that the Ego is a transcendent object constructed through reflection. For both of them, the fundamen-
tal form of self-consciousness is pre-reflective. I argue that Anscombe’s position encounters two difficulties:
(1) how the non-referential ‘I’ can express subjectivity, and (2) how self-consciousness is about an embodied
subject. I propose that Sartre’s accounts of (1) the ‘fundamental ipseity” and (2) the ‘lived body’ offer a phe-
nomenological framework that helps to respond to Anscombe’s difficulties.
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,Besubjektis* subjektiSkumas:
Anscombe ir Sartre’as apie savimong

Santrauka. Gerai zinoma, kad Anscombe teigia, jog ,,a$* | nickg nenurodo, kadangi kitu atveju neiSvengiamai
pasirodyty ,,dekartiskas ego®. Anscombe mano, kad savimonés forma, isreiksta kaip ,,as“, yra ,,besubjekte*:
tai yra samoné, kuri nejtraukia saves kaip objekto (arba Ego). Sartre’o samonés teorija mums sitilo nejtikétinai
panasia schema; Anscombe ir Sartre’o teorijos patikslina viena kitg. Sartre’as panasiai neigia Ego samongje,
vietoj to teigdamas, kad Ego yra transcendentinis objektas, konstruojamas pasitelkiant refleksijg. Tiek Ans-
combe, tick ir Sartre’as laikosi nuostatos, kad pamatiné savivokos forma yra ikirefleksyvi. A§ teigiu, kad,
laikantis Anscombe pozicijos, iSkyla dvi problemos: 1) kaip nereferencinis ,,a$" gali iSreiksti subjektiskuma;
bei 2) kaip savimoné¢ gali biiti susijusi su kiiniSku subjektu. Teigiu, kad Sartre’o 1) ,,pamatiné savastis bei
2) ,,gyvenamasis kiinas“ atveria fenomenologing prieiga, galin¢ia padéti iSspresti problemas, su kuriomis
susiduria Anscombe teorija.

Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: savimoné, autoreferencija, savo kiino suvokimas, Anscombe, Sartre’as
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Introduction

In her famous paper “The First Person” (1981), Elizabeth Anscombe advances a highly
unusual view: the first-person pronoun ‘I’ does not refer. If it does refer, she claims, the
‘Cartesian Ego’ would inevitably appear, which must be avoided. When I say, e.g., ‘I am
writing’, I express self-consciousness in writing, but I do not refer to the person myself
who is writing. The self-consciousness expressed by the non-referential ‘I’ is, as she puts
it, ‘subjectless’ (Anscombe 1981: 36), in the sense that it is consciousness that does not
involve a self-object (or Ego). As I will argue, Anscombe’s view faces two main problems:
(1) if ‘I” does not refer, how can it nonetheless be used to talk about oneself?; and (2) How
can a ‘subjectless’ form of self-consciousness be about an embodied subject? Although
Anscombe’s work is typically regarded as a logical-grammatical approach to the first
person, the discussion below will show that her position is inseparable from phenomenol-
ogy. Her phenomenological observations — particularly regarding self-consciousness and
bodily awareness — play a foundational role in shaping her views. Although Anscombe and
Sartre are often seen as belonging to very different philosophical traditions, my analysis
will reveal a deep resonance between their accounts. Similar to Anscombe, Sartre denies
the presence of any form of Ego within consciousness and holds that the fundamental
form of self-consciousness is pre-reflective. I will argue that Sartre’s accounts of (1) the
‘fundamental ipseity’ of pre-reflective consciousness, and (2) the consciousness-body rela-
tion in the ‘lived body’, respectively, suggest phenomenological avenues for addressing
Anscombe’s problems, while also illuminating both the core insight and the limitations
of Anscombe’s account.

1. Anscombe: ‘I’ does not Refer

Although she does not mention it, the immediate background of Anscombe’s paper is
clearly Wittgenstein’s (1969) famous distinction between the use of ‘I’ as subject and its
use as object. Wittgenstein discovers a special feature of the use as subject: it is impossible
to confuse myself with someone else. By contrast, ‘the use as object’ does allow for mis-
identification. Shoemaker (1968) calls this feature of the first-person pronoun “immunity
to error through misidentification” (hereafter, [IEM), and, since then, it has become a clas-
sic topic in analytic philosophy of the first person. Anscombe’s paper is an intervention in
this debate. She rejects one influential interpretation of IEM — namely, that ‘I’ necessarily
refers to the correct subject — because she believes that such a view entails the existence of
a ‘Cartesian Ego’. She maintains that the IEM feature is grounded in the fact that: ““I’ is
neither a name nor another kind of expression whose logical role is to make a reference, at
all’! (1981: 32). For her, the key to properly understanding the use of ‘I’ (as subject) lies in
grasping the form of self-consciousness it expresses, and this opens a path for comparison
with phenomenology. Now, let me begin to present her main arguments.

' All italics in quoted passages in this paper are original, i.e., as used in the source text.
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In order to argue that ‘I’ is not a name, Anscombe proposes her famous ‘imagined
society’ thought experiment (1981: 24). Let us imagine a special society in which each
person has two names. Each person has a unique name (“B”—“Z”), marked on their
backs and the top of their chests, visible only to others. The other name is the same for
everyone: the letter “A”, marked on the wrist and visible to oneself. When seeing others
acting, members of this society attribute the action to the person identified by the mark on
their back or chest. When attributing an action to themselves, they likewise must look at
their own wrist to know that “Ais ...... ”. This thought experiment is meant to show how
different our ordinary “I” is from “A”. At first glance, “A” seems to share the essential
feature of “I”: each user of “A” uses it to refer to themselves. But, Anscombe points out,
the users of “A” differ from the users of “I” in lacking the self-consciousness possessed
by the latter (1981: 24). For Anscombe, the basic condition for the use of a name is that
it involves criteria of identification, by which we can determine whether the reference
is correct. This is exactly the case with “A”. By contrast, the use of “I”’ (as subject) does
not involve any such criterion of identification, for, in using “I”’, we do not identify any
object as ourselves. Anscombe thinks the exclusion of self-identification is precisely the
essential mark of self-consciousness. Since “I” must express self-consciousness, it cannot
involve self-identification as “A” does, and therefore it cannot be a name. For Anscombe,
the users of “A” manifest not ‘self-consciousness’ but rather ‘consciousness of a self’
(1981: 25), which she sees as dangerously prone to the postulation of a ‘Cartesian Ego’.
This wariness toward the Cartesian Ego runs throughout her thought, as it will become
more apparent later.

If ‘I” is not a name, might it instead be some other sort of referring expression — say, a
demonstrative (‘this’, ‘that’, etc.)? Anscombe notes that demonstratives are susceptible to
reference failure. For example, someone might point to a box and say, “This is all that is
left of poor Jones”, when, in fact, the box is empty (1981: 28). Here the demonstrative ‘this’
fails to refer. But, as Wittgenstein and Shoemaker observed, ‘I’ is immune to such failures.
However, Anscombe thinks the idea of ‘guaranteed reference’ is mysterious (1981: 30-31).
To resist the idea that ‘I’ refers, she introduces another well-known thought experiment.
Imagine that I am in a state of complete sensory deprivation: “Sight is cut off, and I am
locally anaesthetized everywhere, perhaps floated in a tank of tepid water; I am unable to
speak, or to touch any part of my body with any other” (1981: 31). Yet I can still think, for
instance, “/ won’t let this happen again!”. Even in such an extreme situation, ‘I’ remains
available for use, and my thought still manifests self-consciousness. If, in this situation, ‘I’
is areferring expression, what does it refer to? It cannot refer to a body, since, in the absence
of all sensory access, | have no way of reaching my body at all. So, it can only refer to a
Cartesian Ego — and, for Anscombe, that is unacceptable, as we can give no criterion of
identification for such a pure mental entity (1981: 31). Given that the Cartesian Ego must
be avoided, she concludes by reductio that ‘I’ does not refer. Once again, she insists that
self-consciousness cannot be understood as consciousness of a self-object.

As we can see, although Anscombe’s work is often regarded as a logical-grammatical
analysis of ‘I’, her central concern is self-consciousness. This is because she adopts a
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Fregean account of reference, according to which, a referring expression is character-
ized by two aspects: reference (Bedeutung) and sense (Sinn). The ‘sense’ is the ‘mode of
presentation’ (4Art des Gegebenseins) of the object, and Anscombe uses the notion ‘con-
ception’ to capture this aspect. What, then, is the conception of ‘I’? Anscombe’s answer
is that it can only be ‘self-consciousness’ (1981: 26), since it is self-consciousness that
expresses the way in which the subject is presented. She further holds that the concep-
tions associated with referring expressions must be ‘mediated conceptions’ — that is, the
way they reach their object is always mediated by mediating representations such as
observation, inference, testimony, etc. The “A” used by the imagined society involves
mediated conceptions: they always reach themselves through some mediating represen-
tations, and, for that reason, “A” is a referring expression. By contrast, the peculiarity
of ‘I’, in her view, is that it expresses ‘unmediated conceptions’ (1981: 34), i.e., a form
of self-consciousness that reaches the subject without mediation. This is why a person
in a state of complete sensory deprivation can still have self-consciousness: he can be
conscious of himself without any mediating representations. Anscombe boldly proposes
that unmediated conceptions are ‘subjectless’: “These conceptions are subjectless. That is,
they do not involve the connection of what is understood by a predicate with a distinctly
conceived subject” (1981: 36). To illustrate, she offers another vivid example borrowed
from William James: a man named ‘Baldy’ was sitting in a moving wagonette, and he
accidentally fell out on the road. Strangely, Baldy asked, “Did anyone fall out?” When
told that Baldy fell out, he said “Did Baldy fall out? Poor Baldy!” (ibid.). Baldy knows
that ‘someone fell out’, knows that the poor guy is called ‘Baldy’, and even sees a body
lying on the ground; yet, however much information he possesses, he cannot realize ‘/
fell out’. For Anscombe, Baldy’s behavior shows the ‘lapse of self-consciousness’ (ibid.),
the lapse lies in that he ‘looked for a subject’ (ibid.) — that is, he can only reach himself
via mediated conceptions. The ‘subjectless’ nature of self-consciousness lies in the fact
that it is not consciousness of a self-object — an object of mediated conception — but is
unmediated conception of oneself.

Although the above-presented thought experiments seem highly intuitive, Anscombe
reveals their deeply counter-intuitive conclusion: ‘I’ does not refer. Yet, our ordinary
intuition about ‘I’ is that it refers to the very speaker here and now. Is there a possibility
of reconciling this tension? In my view, Anscombe’s view faces two main problems:

Problem (1): If ‘I’ does not refer, how can we account for the fact that we consis-
tently use it to talk about ourselves, for instance, in saying “I see an apple”? Such a
sentence plainly expresses the subject’s perceptual state. But if the ‘I’ here does not
refer, in what sense is the subject speaking about Ais own perceptual state? Anscombe
shifts the discussion from the semantics of ‘I’ to the phenomenon of self-consciousness
via the notion of ‘conception’; thereby the problem can be restated as follows: if self-
consciousness, as unmediated conception, is ‘subjectless’, how is it nevertheless related
to a subject? ‘Unmediated’ is, so far, only a negative characterization: it tells us that
self-consciousness does not reach the subject through any mediating representations,
but it does not positively explain how it reaches the subject. Without such an account,
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Anscombe risks the charge of advancing a kind of no-self view — a charge that, in fact,
many people levelled against her.

Problem (2): As a determined opponent of Cartesianism, Anscombe insists that self-
knowledge must be knowledge of an embodied human subject (1981: 34). Her “‘unmediated
conception’ is concerned with bodily states, such as ‘I am sitting’, ‘I am writing’, and ‘I
twitched’ (1981: 33-34). It is not concerned with mental states, such as ‘I hope, fear, love,
envy, desire’ (1981: 35), which she labels “Cartesianly-preferred thoughts” (ibid.). This
is because she thinks “the Cartesianly-preferred thoughts are not the ones to investigate
if one wants to understand ‘I’ philosophically” (ibid.). Why does she hold such a radical
view toward mental states? The reason is that one’s bodily condition can be directly seen
by oneself or others, which makes bodily self-knowledge “directly verifiable or falsifi-
able” (ibid.). By contrast, mental self-knowledge lacks this feature. Thus, she thinks that
bodily self-knowledge should be the starting point for philosophically understanding ‘I,
as judgments about the body have direct means of verification.? Even if we grant her
starting point, however, it is unclear how she could move from bodily self-knowledge to
mental self-knowledge. Why is the unmediated conception of our ‘actions, postures, and
movements’ about a particular body? For Anscombe, the answer seems almost trivially
obvious: when I am unmediatedly aware that ‘I am raising my hand’, I — and anyone
else — can see that very hand being raised, thereby directly verifying it. But what, then, is
our unmediated conception of mental states about? A Cartesian Ego? Anscombe would
certainly deny that. If it is about a body, it lacks the means of direct verification. It remains
obscure how she could explain that unmediated conception of mental states is conception
of a body. As a result, ‘Cartesianly-preferred thoughts’ or mental states become a blind
spot in her account.

The central ideas of Anscombe, as we shall see, invite a productive dialogue with
phenomenology. Her key point is a strict distinction between unmediated conceptions and
mediated conceptions as two radically different modes of presentation — with the former
pertaining to subjects, the latter to objects. In phenomenological terms, they are two different
kinds of manifestation: self-manifestation and hetero-manifestation.> According to typical
phenomenological views, they are essentially different. Hetero-manifestation is the domain

2 Although The First Person concentrates on the epistemology of bodily self-knowledge and its verifiability,
Anscombe’s major work Intention (1957) reveals another dimension. There, she suggests that one’s self-knowledge
of embodied agency is a special kind of knowledge — ‘practical knowledge” — which should not be understood in
terms of traditional epistemic factors like evidence and verification, but through the Aristotelian notion of practical
reasoning. Through such knowledge, the agent knows her embodied agency as part of a structure of reasons. A full
examination of this Aristotelian dimension lies beyond the scope of this paper. I simply wish to note that the structure
of practical reason represents only one aspect of our self-knowledge of embodied agency. For such knowledge to
count as bodily knowledge at all, it must also supply us with bodily self-consciousness. Yet it is precisely this bodily
self-consciousness that Anscombe leaves underdeveloped, as her account appears overly verificationist. Section 4
will show that Sartre’s phenomenology of lived body offers a more satisfying account. Since The First Person (origi-
nally in 1975) appeared after Intention (1957), it is likely that Anscombe herself recognized the need to supplement
her account of practical knowledge with an inquiry into self-consciousness and the use of ‘I’. Here, I wish to thank
an anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to this issue.

3 This terminology is borrowed from Zahavi (2020).
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of intentionality: consciousness is always consciousness of something, and that something is
apprehended as other. Self-manifestation, by contrast, is the domain of self-consciousness,
which is wholly different from intentionality. If self-consciousness takes the self as other,
it would objectify the subject. From the phenomenological standpoint, conceiving self-
consciousness as a form of intentionality is characteristic of the higher-order (or reflective)
theories of self-consciousness, which face many well-known difficulties.* Anscombe’s
rejection of the equation “self-consciousness = consciousness of a self” reflects a similar
concern. Thus, many phenomenologists insist that self-consciousness must be pre-reflective.
As we will see later, Sartre — one of the most thoroughgoing defenders of pre-reflective
consciousness — develops an account that resonates deeply with that of Anscombe’s, and
offers a phenomenological way for addressing both of the above-outlined problems.

2. Sartre: The Transcendence of the Ego

Like Anscombe, Sartre doubts the existence of any ‘self” or ‘ego’ within consciousness. In
The Transcendence of the Ego (2004), he famously argues that the Ego is not an inhabitant
of consciousness, but rather an external and transcendent object of consciousness: “the
Ego is neither formally nor materially in consciousness: it is outside, in the world” (Sartre
2004: 1). Sartre’s central points are summarized nicely by Williford:

The phenomenological subject, in this sense, is just the stream of consciousness itself, and
the ultimate origin of ‘personality’ is not to be found in a personal ego-entity, but in the self-
manifesting stream of consciousness. The self-manifestation of the unified stream is sufficient
for basic selthood. (2011: 208)

To defend his view, Sartre advances three lines of argument: the Ego’s presence in
consciousness is neither necessary, nor possible, nor factual.

(1) Against the necessity of the Ego

The traditional view holds that the Ego is a necessary condition for consciousness to
have unity and individuality. First, the Ego was said to provide synthetic unity of con-
sciousness; without it, consciousness would be chaotic and unstructured. Second, the Ego
was thought to guarantee individuality, distinguishing one person’s consciousness from
another’s. Yet, Sartre argues that, for consciousness to have unity and individuality, the
Ego is unnecessary (2004: 3—4). Drawing on Husserl’s phenomenology of internal time-
consciousness, Sartre thinks that the unity of consciousness arises from its own temporal
structure. Through the interlocking triad of primal impression, retention, and protention,
each moment of consciousness retains the just-past and anticipates the about-to-come,
binding discrete experiences into a unified, continuous flow — without the need for an
Ego to provide unity. As for individuality, each stream of consciousness is intrinsically
distinct from other streams of consciousness. No Ego is needed to guarantee individuality.

4 The difficulties of the higher-order theories of consciousness are summarized nicely in Zahavi (2020: 17-22).
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(2) Against the possibility of the Ego

Sartre contends not only that the Ego is unnecessary, but that its presence in con-
sciousness would be a hindrance. Consciousness, for Sartre, is entirely transparent and
empty — it is conscious of something and is exhausted by this intentionality. If there is
an Ego in consciousness, “it would divide it, slicing through each consciousness like an
opaque blade” (2004: 4). That is because the Ego is essentially heterogeneous with con-
sciousness: it is opaque and transcendent. The existence of the Ego would introduce an
opaque center in consciousness, which would destroy the transparency of consciousness.
The transcendence of the Ego lies in the fact that it shares with perceptual objects the
structure of adumbration: it always appears in partial profiles and can never be grasped
in its entirety. For example, a character trait like ‘brave’ belongs to Sartre’s ‘Ego’. As a
disposition, it is manifested only piecemeal in concrete acts, and never wholly present.
Such a transcendent nature precludes the Ego from being an inhabitant of consciousness;
it can only be an object of consciousness.

(3) Against the factuality of the Ego

Finally, Sartre points to our actual lived experience. In engaged, unreflective activities,
we are in a state of ‘self-forgetfulness’: there is no felt presence of an ‘I’. When absorbed
in reading a book, what we are conscious of is the book and the characters of the book
(2004: 7), and not of ‘7 am reading the book’. When spontaneously chasing after a depart-
ing tram, what we are conscious of is the ‘tram-needing-to-be-caught’ (2004: 8), and not
of ‘I need to catch the tram’. In fact, “there is no I on the unreflected level” (2004: 7).
Only when we focus on ourselves by reflection does the ‘I’ appear.

From these considerations, Sartre concludes: there is no Ego in the original struc-
ture of consciousness. The Ego is a transcendent object, it is an ‘other’ that can never
be manifested in its entirety. He thinks the source of the Ego is reflection. Reflection
disrupts the world-directed living flow of consciousness, objectifying it and thereby
generating the Ego as an object. As Anscombe would put it, consciousness of an Ego is
not ‘self-consciousness’, but rather ‘consciousness of a self’. Sartre even suggests that
the sure and certain content of consciousness is not “I am conscious of this chair”, but
that “there is consciousness of this chair” (2004: 9). This, of course, invites the same
question posed to Anscombe: Does such an account amount to a no-self view? How does
it differ from Lichtenberg’s (2000) notorious suggestion that we should say ‘it thinks’
rather than ‘I think’?

Let us recall the distinction mentioned in the previous section between self-manifes-
tation and hetero-manifestation. For Sartre, the Ego can only be manifested by hetero-
manifestation. Self-consciousness, as self-manifestation, is essentially different from
hetero-manifestation. It is in the analysis of self-manifestation that Sartre avoids the charge
of the no-self view. In the next section, I will outline Sartre’s account of self~-manifestation
and use it to address Anscombe’s Problem (1).
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3. Sartre on Self-Manifestation — Addressing Problem (1)

Sartre’s account of self-manifestation arises from his investigation into the nature of con-
sciousness. Following Husserl, he thinks that the essence of consciousness is infentional-
ity — i.e., that “all consciousness is consciousness of something” (Sartre 2021: 9); or he
would say that consciousness always ‘posits’ an object. So, intentionality is ‘positional
consciousness’, which belongs to hetero-manifestation. Crucially, Sartre thinks that, for
a positional consciousness to be given to the subject, it does not require a second-order
positional consciousness — that is, reflective consciousness. Instead, Sartre maintains,
that every positional consciousness is given to the subject pre-reflectively by ‘non-
positional consciousness’ — “Any positional consciousness of an object is at the same
time a non-positional consciousness of itself” (2021: 11). Non-positional consciousness
is non-intentional and non-objectifying; it is not a higher-order consciousness but an in-
tegral part of every consciousness, making every consciousness directly presented to the
subject. Thus, non-positional consciousness is the self-manifestation of consciousness, it
is the fundamental form of self-consciousness. For Sartre, non-positional consciousness
is the precondition of reflective self-consciousness: “nonreflective consciousness is what
makes reflection possible: there is a prereflective cogito, which is the condition of the
Cartesian cogito” (2021: 12).

Sartre’s ‘non-positional consciousness’ corresponds precisely to Anscombe’s ‘unme-
diated conception’: both designate the pre-reflective, non-objectifying form of self-con-
sciousness. As mentioned in Problem (1), Anscombe’s difficulty is: if self-consciousness,
as unmediated conception, is ‘subjectless’, how is it related to a subject? Sartre’s phe-
nomenology of consciousness suggests a way for addressing it.

Sartre’s rejection of the Ego does not entail a rejection of subjectivity. On the con-
trary, he holds that consciousness is inherently subjective, and this subjectivity is the
‘fundamental ipseity’ (2021: 160) that is expressed by non-positional consciousness. It
is the pre-reflective ‘fundamental ipseity’ that makes the reflective ‘Ego’ possible, just as
pre-reflective consciousness makes reflective consciousness possible (ibid.). How, then,
does non-positional consciousness express fundamental ipseity? For example, when I
see an apple before me, I have a positional consciousness, ‘There is an apple’. This is
accompanied by a non-positional consciousness that, if expressed in language, would
be, ‘I see there is an apple’. The crucial point is that this ‘/” does not express an Ego (in
Anscombe’s words, it does not refer). On Sartre’s account, the ‘/” merely expresses the
‘self-presence’ (ibid.) of consciousness. The ‘I’ is not an entity, but it designates the very
manner in which consciousness is presented — it is always presented to ourselves. This
self-presenting manner is precisely the most basic subjectivity, or ‘fundamental ipseity’.
This point is developed by Zahavi, whose formulation can help us understand Sartre’s
view more clearly.

Zahavi (2014) maintains that phenomenal consciousness has not only a ‘what-it-
is-like’ dimension but also a ‘for-me’ dimension. Every ‘what-it-is-like’ is, more pre-
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cisely, ‘what-it-is-like-for-me’. The taste we experience when eating a lemon is, more
exactly, ‘lemon-taste-for-me-ness’. To avoid the Lichtenbergian ‘no owner’ model of
experience, experience must have a minimal dimension of selfhood, which Zahavi calls
the ‘for-me-ness’ of experience. Importantly, Zahavi stresses that ‘for-me-ness’ is not
an extra quale to the ‘what-it-is-like’, as if in eating a lemon one experiences both the
sourness and a feel of ‘I’. Rather, “the ‘me’ of for-me-ness is not in the first instance an
aspect of what is experienced but of sow it is experienced; not an object of experience,
but a constitutive manner of experiencing” (Zahavi et al. 2016: 38). In other words, the
‘me’ in ‘for-me-ness’ is not an object ‘Ego’, but expresses the first-personal manner in
which the lemon is experienced. The subjectivity of experience does not require an Ego,
because the first-personal manner of experiencing is itself a ‘minimal self’. This first-
personal manner of experiencing is exactly Sartre’s ‘non-positional consciousness’, for
it captures the self-presence of experience. And Zahavi’s ‘minimal self’ captures Sartre’s
‘fundamental ipseity’.>

With this in view, we can see how Problem (1) can be addressed. The way in which
her ‘unmediated conception’ is related to a subject is precisely through the fundamental
ipseity that non-positional consciousness expresses. When one says ‘I see there is an
apple’, the ‘I’, as Anscombe insists, does not refer. Yet, it is an expression of subjectivity,
for it expresses that the experience of the apple is ‘for-me’.

On this basis, we are in a position to evaluate Anscombe’s unusual claim that ‘I’ does
not refer. Her reasoning is that reference, as she understands it, must correspond to a mode
of presentation that is mediated conception (hetero-manifestation). What ‘I’ expresses,
by contrast, is unmediated conception (self-manifestation). Because the two modes of
presentation cannot be confused, ‘I’ cannot refer. Thus, the question of whether ‘I’ refers
turns, in the end, on how one understands the relation between semantics and phenom-
enology. Must ‘reference’ (a semantic matter) correspond only to hetero-manifestation
(a phenomenological matter)? Or can self-manifestation also be regarded as a kind of
reference? I think this is basically a matter of stipulation. If ‘reference’ is defined so that
it must correspond to hetero-manifestation, then Anscombe is right to say that ‘I’ does not
refer. But if we broaden the concept of ‘reference’ to include self-manifestation, then it
is right to say that ‘I’ refers. This is not unacceptable for Anscombeans, for her core idea
is the strict distinction between mediated and unmediated conceptions. If Anscombeans
accept that reference can include unmediated conceptions, they would remind us how
reference to others and ‘reference’ to oneself are entirely different. My aim here is not to

5 Zahavi’s account is only one among many interpretations of Sartrean pre-reflective consciousness. My aim
is not to determine which interpretation is correct, but to note that the ‘for-me-ness” manner of experiencing best
captures the self-consciousness expressed by the non-referential ‘I’. In this respect, Zahavi’s account aligns more
closely with Anscombe’s than other contemporary accounts. For example, Kriegel (2009) treats pre-reflective con-
sciousness as ‘self-representation’, which implies that ‘I’ is not non-referential but instead in a special sense ‘self-
referential’. Howell (2023) suggests that pre-reflective consciousness consists merely in a disposition to make self-
ascriptions by reflection. This is too thin to explain how unreflective uses of ‘I’ already manifest full experiential
subjectivity.

103



ISSN 1392-1126 eISSN 2424-6158 PROBLEMOS 108, 2025

take a stand on how ‘reference’ should be stipulated, but rather to suggest that, by drawing
on phenomenology, we can better see where the truth of Anscombe’s striking view lies.
‘I” does not refer, because subjectivity cannot be manifested by hetero-manifestation. The
way in which the non-referential ‘I’ expresses subjectivity is by expressing the for-me-
ness of experience. Anscombe’s key insight is that self-consciousness cannot be identified
with ‘consciousness of a self’, and, in phenomenology, we find both a resonance with,
and a richer articulation of, that insight.

4. Sartre on Embodiment — Addressing Problem (2)

Anscombe maintains that ‘unmediated conceptions’ concern bodily actions, postures, and
movements, which is directly verifiable. But how can unmediated conceptions of one’s
mental states be about a body? As noted earlier, this is a blind spot in Anscombe’s ac-
count. For Sartre, this problem cannot be solved if we cling to the traditional picture of the
consciousness-body relation. On the traditional view, body is inert and spatial, conscious-
ness is active and non-spatial; and consciousness inhabits in body, issuing commands to
it. And yet Sartre insists that the true consciousness-body relation is that consciousness
‘exists its body’ (2021: 441) — to borrow his deliberately unorthodox phrasing. To see
what this means, let us begin with Sartre’s well-known passage:

¢ The mutual illumination between Anscombe’s and Sartre’s accounts of self-consciousness has already been
noted by some scholars, most notably by Narboux (2018), Aucouturier (2023), and Longuenesse (2024). This paper
is partly inspired by them, but also takes issue with certain aspects of their views.

Narboux holds that Sartre’s view supports Anscombe’s claim that ‘I’ does not refer. He is right to point out
that both Sartre and Anscombe take self-consciousness not to be ‘consciousness of a self’. He thinks that Sartre also
holds that “self-consciousness... isn t about anything” (2018: 233). But if self-consciousness is not about anything,
how is it related to a subject? Narboux cannot answer this question, as he overlooks Sartre’s account of ‘fundamental
ipseity’. As a result, in his comparison of Anscombe and Sartre, the two arrive at similar conclusions from different
angles, yet neither can explain how consciousness is related to a subject.

Longuenesse, by contrast, argues that ‘I’ does refer, and that Anscombe is wrong to think that reference must be
realized through mediated conceptions. She thinks that Sartre’s account of non-positional consciousness shows that
reference can also be realized through unmediated conceptions. Yet, as noted earlier, this is basically a matter of
stipulation, for Anscombeans could perfectly accept an expanded use of ‘reference’ that includes self-manifestation.
Moreover, Longuenesse’s account of how ‘I’ refers is questionable. She claims that “What distinguishes ‘I’ is not the
fact that it does not refer, but the fact that its referential role is inseparable from its relation to a specific kind of infor-
mation (‘introspective’ information...... )” (2024: 74). However, Sartre’s view is that non-positional consciousness
does not give us any ‘information’ about ourselves, whether it is ‘introspective’ or not. It is merely the first-personal
givenness of the information we receive.

Finally, Aucouturier (2023) argues that Anscombe’s account is superior to Sartre’s, because self-consciousness
should be understood “logically rather than phenomenologically” (2023: 70), and that it is essentially ‘a grammati-
cal feature’ (ibid.) manifested by the use of ‘I’. But what distinguishes the use of ‘I’ from the use of ‘A’? Anscombe
notes that ‘A’-users lack the self-consciousness possessed by ‘I’-users (1981: 25). This exposes the Anscombean
account to the danger of circularity: the difference between ‘I’ and ‘A’ is that the former involves self-consciousness,
and yet self-consciousness is something manifested by the use of ‘I’ (note that Longuenesse (2024: 57) also raises
this point). Moreover, Aucouturier claims that someone who lacks the concept of ‘I’ thereby lacks self-consciousness
(2023: 69), which seems to set an implausibly high threshold for self-consciousness.
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The problem of the body and its relations to consciousness is often obscured by the fact that we
posit the body right from the start as a certain thing, possessed of its own laws and capable of
being defined from the outside, while we reach consciousness through the type of inner intuition
that is distinctive to it. If...... I try to join it to a certain living object, constituted by a nervous
system, a brain, some glands, some digestive, respiratory and circulatory organs, ...... I will
encounter insurmountable difficulties: but these difficulties stem from the fact that I am not try-
ing to join my consciousness to my body, but to the body of others. In effect, the body whose
description I have just sketched is not my body, as it is for me. (2021: 409)

To grasp the consciousness-body relation, Sartre argues, we must start from the first-
person perspective and investigate how the body as subject, the body ‘for me’, is given. In
the first-personal perspective, the body is not a physiologically structured object defined
from the outside, and our awareness of the body is not an inner observation of it. As sub-
ject, the body is lived body — “it is lived, and not known” (2021: 435).

For Sartre, in normal circumstances, the lived body is transparent and is wholly directed
toward the external world, and it is given to us in pre-reflective consciousness. Sartre points
out that the body is the center of perception: it is the zero point from which we represent
the spatial relations between external things and ourselves, so that their orientation, dis-
tance, and size are presented perspectivally. Whenever we represent an object as being
near or far, left or right, large or small, we implicitly apprehend our body. Yet the body,
as the center of perception, is not itself an object of perception: “Only we do not see this
center as a structure of the perceptual field in question: we are it” (2021: 427). The body
is also the initiator of action, our most closely accessible instrument. When we are aware
that “this painting is to be hung” or “this hammer fits well in my hand”, we also implicitly
apprehend our body. Sartre thinks the instruments we use in action form an instrumental
series, e.g., “hand—hammer—nail-board ...”, with the body as its starting point. But “we
do not employ this instrument [i.e., body]; we are it” (2021: 434). Sartre argues that,
if the body had to be perceived and employed as an object, this would presuppose that
there is a body* as a subject perceiving and employing it. And if that body* could only
be perceived and employed as an object, this would require a body** — which generates
an infinite regress. Thus, Sartre concludes, the body as subject is invisible and unusable:
“It is the instrument that I am unable to use by means of another instrument, the point of
view on which I can no longer take a point of view” (2021: 441). Since the body we live
as subject is pre-reflective and non-objectified, our awareness of it must be non-positional
consciousness. When perceiving and acting with our body, we are conscious of external
objects positionally, and conscious of our body non-positionally. This also accords with
common sense: in much of everyday action, our attention is on the external world, while
“the body is what is neglected, ‘passed over in silence’ (2021: 442). Sometimes ignor-
ing one’s body is even a requirement: e.g., when playing tennis, one should keep one’s
attention on the coming ball, not on one’s body. And sometimes the emergence of the
body, such as a sudden pain, would disrupt actions. To use the body fluently, it should be
“passed over in silence”.
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From this, we can see that for an unmediated conception to be about a body, what
is needed is not, as Anscombe suggests, the means of direct verification.” Third-person
verification treats the body as an object, making it the target of positional rather than
non-positional consciousness. Consciousness of the body as subject is non-positional
consciousness; it is about a body by ‘for-me-ness’, or more exactly, ‘for-my-body-ness’. As
Sartre points out, when we perceive an object, we are always (pre-reflectively) conscious
of its orientation, distance, and size relative to our hody. When we use an instrument, we
are always (pre-reflectively) conscious of its relation to the posture and movement of our
body. The lived body is at once ‘passed over in silence’ and omnipresent. Even without
positional consciousness of the body, we already have pervasive awareness of our body
in our absorbed engagement with the world.?

A remaining question is: perception and intention in action are only a subset of men-
tal states. How can consciousness of other kinds of mental states also be about a body?
For Sartre, the answer lies in the nature of mentality itself. The essence of the mind is
intentionality — i.e., the relation between the subject and the world. Following Heidegger,
Sartre conceives this relation as ‘being-in-the-world’. The being-in-the-world is a being
who deals with objects in the world, practically organizing them according to its projects.
But in order to deal with worldly objects — using them, approaching them, avoiding them,
etc. — the being-in-the-world must also be one object among others in the world. He writes
“to say that I have entered the world, ‘come to the world’, or that there is a world in which
I have a body comes to one and the same thing” (2021: 427). That is because only an
embodied subject can truly have a ‘world’: the shirt is large or small, the axe is heavy or
light, the mountain peak is near or far —all these make sense only for an embodied subject,
and not for a Cartesian subject. As long as the subject exists in-the-world, he must have
some understanding of his objectivity, even though, most of the time, this understanding
is implicit, non-positional consciousness.

7 Anscombe’s emphasis on third-person verifiability might seem to be at odds with Sartre’s first-person phe-
nomenology. Yet, Sartre’s account of embodiment is not confined to the first-person perspective. He famously distin-
guishes three ‘ontological dimensions’ of the body: body-for-itself, body-for-others, and body-for-itself-as-known-
by-others. The first concerns the body as subject; the second concerns the body’s objectivity (thus, its verifiability).
Crucially, the third dimension concerns how the subject lives its own objectivity, which is shown in Sartre’s excel-
lent discussions on shame and the ‘look’. In shame, the subject experiences itself not merely through its perceptual/
agential capacities, but as a visible, measurable, and publicly exposed presence. This third dimension shows that
the objective, verifiable body is also fully lived by the subject. I wish to thank one of my anonymous reviewers for
prompting me to reflect further on this issue.

8 Sartre’s view here is similar to Gareth Evans’s critique of Anscombe. Evans (1982: 210) argues that the
Anscombean view relies on a problematic verificationist assumption, namely, that a subject’s awareness of itself as
an objective entity consists in its third-personal apprehension of itself as spatially located. The way in which Evans
develops his own positive account also exhibits a phenomenological flavor similar to Sartre’s. In brief, Evans notes
that our reference to external objects belongs to a “mode of egocentric spatial thinking” (1982: 156), which always
carries indexical information about external objects, and it presupposes the subject’s awareness of its objectivity.
Moreover, he holds that this awareness is not knowledge that objectifies oneself, but knowledge “from the inside”
(1982: 266), akin to Sartre’s notion of non-positional consciousness. Evans even cites Sartre’s account of the body
in his work, thereby suggesting that he might be partly influenced by Sartre.
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From this perspective, the so-called ‘Cartesianly-preferred thoughts’ that Anscombe
sets aside — “T hope, fear, love, envy, desire” (1981: 35) — are in fact not ‘Cartesian’ at all.
They all have to relate to the subject’s embodiment if they make sense. Hope and desire are
directly linked to the subject’s projects toward the future. For Sartre, a project is not a private
inner wish, but a practical projection of oneself into the world. In this sense, a project is
world-directed; it always involves the grasp of pragmatic information of the world relative
to one’s body. Thus, a project makes sense only for an embodied being-in-the-world. Fear,
love, and envy are emotions. Sartre also rejects the idea that emotions are merely private
inner feelings; he thinks that “emotion is a specific manner of apprehending the world”
(2014: 35). Fear always apprehends the fearful aspect of the world; love and envy always
apprehend the lovable and enviable qualities of the world. These, too, make sense only for
an embodied being-in-the-world. Just as perception always involves the grasp of spatial
information of the world relative to one’s body, emotion always involves the grasp of af-
fective quality of the world relative to one’s body. This suggests that the implicit connection
with the body is embedded in our egocentric modes of thinking about the world; and these
modes can be spatial, pragmatic, affective, etc. This point does not depend on Sartre’s more
grandiose philosophical vocabulary; it stands independently and has, in fact, found support
within the ‘analytic’ tradition as well.” In short, a wide range of mental states involve the
subject’s apprehension of the world, and thus involve an at least implicit understanding of
its embodiment. Without it, the subject would not be ‘in-the-world” at all.!?

Thus, unmediated conceptions of both bodily and mental states are always about an
embodied subject. Third-personal means of verification neither apply to mental states nor
adequately explain how unmediated bodily awareness is about a body. For Sartre, men-
tality is world-directed intentionality, and it is always egocentric. The egocentric modes
of thought — including spatial, pragmatic, affective, etc. — all presuppose the subject’s
understanding of its embodiment. This understanding of the body is non-positional bodily
consciousness; it is precisely in this understanding that the subject ‘exists its body’.!!

9 For example, Evans (1982) and Boyle (2024) develop the idea of the egocentric mode of thought and its con-
nection with embodiment. Interestingly, Sartre is mentioned in both works.

10 What about cases of abstract thinking — say, working on mathematics? Do our mental states still involve an
understanding of embodiment? In line with the Heideggerian position Sartre endorses, the answer is yes. For being-
in-the-world, practical engagement is primary and theoretical inquiry is derivative. Theoretical attitude is a transfor-
mation of practical attitude. Given the priority of world-directed practical engagement, even a subject immersed in
purely abstract thought is, first and foremost, an embodied being-in-the-world. Doing mathematics does not turn one
into a Cartesian subject.

I My view here also diverges from that of Longuenesse. Longuenesse takes Sartre’s famous dictum that ‘ex-
istence precedes essence’ to mean that the existence of a subject, as non-positional consciousness, precedes any
objective determinations (Longuenesse 2024: 80). In other words, at the level of non-positional consciousness, it is
indeterminate whether the subject is embodied or not. However, Sartre’s own view is that a subject, as a being-in-
the-world, is necessarily embodied. Embodiment is constitutive of a subject’s ‘existence’, which is precisely what he
means by saying consciousness ‘exists its body’. As for the term ‘essence’, I take it to mean the specific realizations
of a subject’s embodiment — its height, weight, etc. These are contingent attributes of the body, whereas the fact that
the subject has a body is necessary. Sartre would agree that a subject’s existence precedes these bodily attributes, but
he would not agree that embodiment is indeterminate for a subject’s existence.
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5. Conclusion

Anscombe and Sartre are often thought to belong to very different philosophical traditions,
yet their views on self-consciousness reveal a remarkable degree of mutual illumination.
While this point has been noted in previous scholarship, my contribution lies in provid-
ing a phenomenological grounding for some of Anscombe’s intuitive observations and
the problem she confronts. Although this paper focuses on how Anscombe benefits from
phenomenology, conversely, Sartre also benefits from analytic philosophy. Through en-
gagement with analytic philosophy, some of the seemingly grandiose elements of Sartre’s
philosophy can be articulated more clearly, as reflected in contemporary research on pre-
reflective consciousness and egocentric modes of thought mentioned earlier. Furthermore,
Sartre can benefit from Anscombe in another significant respect. Anscombe’s linguistic
approach to ‘I’ is part of her Wittgensteinian project of grammatical investigation. The
‘I’ is not only used by individuals in isolation; it is part of a public language, reflecting
the language games and form of life of a community. Only by becoming a member of a
linguistic community can we possess a full-fledged ‘I’. The topic of the subject acquiring
a full self-conception through encounters with others is also discussed in Sartre’s account
on the ‘look’ and the third ontological dimension of the body (see footnote 7). Anscombe’s
lesson for Sartre is that the acquisition of a full self-conception occurs not merely under
the threatening ‘look’ of others, but rather within harmonious exchanges of words and
concordant rule-following practices. While this opens an interesting avenue of inquiry
regarding intersubjectivity, its full elucidation remains a task for future research.
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