
©  koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���6 | doi �0.��63/�569�6�4-��34�3��

Journal of Phenomenological  
Psychology 47 (�0�6) �56–�8�

brill.com/jpp

pheno
menol
ogical
psych
ology

jour
nal
of

The Interactive Now: A Second-Person Approach to 
Time-Consciousness

Stephen Langfur
Holon, Israel

slangfur@gmail.com

Abstract

Husserl offers insight into the constituting of the self-aware ego through time- 
consciousness. Yet his account does not satisfactorily explain how this ego can experi-
ence itself as presently acting. Furthermore, although he acknowledges that the Now is 
not a knife-edge present, he does not show what determines its duration. These short-
falls and others are overcome through a change of starting point. Citing empirical evi-
dence, I take it as a basic given that when a caregiver frontally engages an infant of two 
months or so, the infant is aware of a person attending. The attending, I propose, is 
experienced by the infant as having an implicit target, a focal center. In the infant’s 
awareness, the carer’s focal center is the self. When a You is perceived as attending, a self 
is apperceived. I argue that such dependence on a You’s attending continues lifelong in 
derivative forms. I explore the idea that original time is a partial oscillation of awareness 
between the perceived You and the apperceived self. I then show how, from this oscilla-
tion, the ordinary experience of time is derived. 

Keywords

time – intersubjectivity – Husserl – second person – self-awareness – time- 
consciousness 

The phenomenon of self-awareness presents a well-known enigma. With one 
exception, all the entities of which I am aware stand at a distance from me. 

* Acknowledgments: I thank Nancy Mangum McCaslin for her patient readings and ever  
keen eye.
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The exception is my self, the one who is aware. Of this self I am also aware, 
but it cannot be distant. It supplies the here from which all else is there. How 
then shall I understand my awareness of it? To reflect on my self, indeed, is like 
taking distance, but the question arises as to how the self whom I behold in 
reflection can be the same as I who behold it. Do I step behind my own back to 
include my self among the things I am aware of? If so, I must step farther back, 
in order to include the one who stepped back, and so on without end. What 
is more, when I first decide to reflect on myself, how do I know where to look 
unless I am already—pre-reflectively—acquainted with myself? 

Pre-reflective self-awareness can be exemplified as follows. There is some-
thing it is like to eat a lemon, and this “something” is not a property of the 
lemon; in what it is like to eat a lemon resides an awareness of oneself eating 
it (Zahavi, 1999, p. 23). Such minimal self-awareness is a constant accompani-
ment of adult waking life, but this fact alone does not justify the assumption 
that it is a primary given. As soon as we attempt to understand it, we encounter 
the old enigma.

The model that arouses the enigma is a spatial one. Perhaps the requisite 
distancing occurs not in space but rather in time. Much of Husserl’s work was 
devoted to the study of time-consciousness, and in the course of it he discov-
ered a possible solution. In the first part of this paper, I shall review his dis-
covery. This would ordinarily be a daunting task within the scope of a single 
article, because Husserl’s explorations are spread over three decades. I am 
aided however by James Mensch’s interpretation (2010a), which shapes them 
into a coherent theory. After outlining the theory, I shall identify some prob-
lems in it. In the second part, I shall offer an alternative solution to the enigma 
of self-awareness, one that solves the problems while taking a different view on 
the constitution of time-consciousness. 

 Part I. Husserl on Time and the Self

Husserl’s method is to study a temporal object (something that takes time to 
appear) just as it is given in consciousness (Husserl, 1966a, p. 24ff.). A melody 
serves as the guiding example. It is composed of tones, by which are meant 
discrete sounds, each having a sensuous material that lacks discernible breaks. 
If you hum the song “Happy birthday to you!” the sound of the hum for each 
syllable will count as a tone. We can only hear a melody as such if, while a 
tone is sensuously present, other tones are non-sensuously co-present as past.  
(An instance of a non-sensuous tone is one heard “in the mind’s ear.”) 
Furthermore, the past tones must be co-present in sequence. Husserl uses the 
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term retention to name the mode of consciousness that keeps tones co- present 
thus. At each moment, moreover, the hearing of the melody also includes 
anticipations, which he calls protentions; this inclusion becomes evident 
if a wrong note occurs, for we feel at once that something has gone against  
our expectation. 

Consider Tone A, the sound of the hum of “ha-” in the birthday song. Suppose 
it is sensuously present. It is supplanted by Tone B (the hum of “-ppy”), and 
Tone A is retained without sensuousness. When Tone C sounds, B in turn is 
retained. But if we are going to hear a melody, the retention of B must include 
what was non-sensuously present when B was still sensuous; that is, the reten-
tion of B must include A-retained. On beginning to hear Tone C, what one hears 
is C (B (A)). Such nesting of retentions preserves the tones in sequence. Each 
retention is not only retention of a tone-impression, it “is also retention of the 
elapsed tone-retention” (Husserl, 1966a, pp. 80–81; 1991, p. 85). Here we can 
glimpse the beginning of a solution to the enigma of self-awareness: Retention 
is a form of consciousness, so the retention of retention is consciousness of 
consciousness (Zahavi, 1999, Ch. 5).

The nesting of a retention is experienced as a fading of its content. For con-
sciousness, this fading has the meaning of departure into the past (Mensch, 
2010a, p. 72). At each new tone, then, a new retention is added and the earlier, 
nested retentions shift deeper into the past. 

When we hear a melody, specific retentions engender specific protentions. 
These can be fulfilled or contravened—even pleasantly contravened, as in 
syncopation. One is able to experience the occasion as fulfillment or con-
travention because the protention has been retained. “Primal presentation 
is fulfilled expectation” (Husserl, 2001b, pp. 7, 25).1 A protention is a form of 
consciousness, so in experiencing its fulfillment or contravention I am aware 
of consciousness. We find consciousness of consciousness, then, both in the 
retentions of retentions and in the fulfillments of protentions.

At a more basic level, namely that of an individual tone, we may speak of 
the tone’s phases, retained and protended. For example, in the course of its 
being constituted, Tone C appears through the series of phases as an emerging 
one-in-many, because the phases of C have a sensuous quality (C-ness) that is 
distinct from the qualities of neighboring tones. The case may be compared to 
what happens when we place transparencies one upon another: What is com-
mon to all shines through (Mensch, 2010a, p. 120; Husserl, 2006, pp. 81, 87–88). 

1    “Urpräsentation ist erfüllte Erwartung.” When the complete German text is quoted, the trans-
lation is my own. Otherwise, the published English translation is cited.
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In hearing a melody, then, there is a micro-process of constituting each tone 
from phases and a macro-process of constituting the melody from the tones.2

No tone, indeed no phase of a tone or entity of any kind, appears in a knife-
edge, point-like present (Husserl, 2006, p. 274). Each takes time to appear.  
“A tone sense-datum emerges and endures” (Husserl, 2001b, pp. 184–85). One 
might think, then, that each of a tone’s constituent phases must be constituted 
from sub-phases, retained and protended, and that each sub-phase must be 
constituted from sub-sub-phases, and so on. Thinking thus, we would find our-
selves in an infinite regress. The tone could never begin. 

To avoid the infinite regress, Husserl posits a primal impression that is not 
constituted. It is “the primal source for all further consciousness and being” 
(Husserl, 1966a, p. 67; 1991, p. 70). Each primal impression includes conscious-
ness and a sensuous content.3 We never experience a moment when an empty 
consciousness, aware of itself, first encounters a sensuous content. Nor could 
such a moment occur (for occurrence would be in time). The constituting of 
time begins from a unit that is already consciousness of a content.

The briefest, most basic Now contains all of the following: a primal impres-
sion, a series of nested retentions, and multiple series of protentions. These are 
not ranged beside one another. The Now is not lengthier because of the reten-
tions and protentions that are included in it. The Now’s duration is the same as 
that of the primal impression. 

In concrete experience, any single primal impression is accompanied 
by others. Suppose that one primal impression is Phase c3 of Tone C. The 
accompanying primal impressions might include a sound that will be con-
stituted into the voice of my neighbor asking me to stop humming, a patch 
that will be constituted into the side of a house, a pain, and so on. Each of 
the impressions must be distinguished by consciousness as belonging to a dis-
tinct retentional chain. The primal impression that will be constituted into my 
neighbor’s voice must not enter the same chain as Phase c3, else neither Tone C  

2    Husserl’s theory is sometimes criticized for implying long and cumbersome retentional 
chains, e.g., by Dainton (2000, p. 158). Husserl himself spoke about a blending of the reten-
tional phases to the point of non-distinction (Husserl 1966a, p. 332; 2001, p. 72). The burden 
on consciousness is also lightened by the fact that once a temporal or spatial object has been 
constituted, there is no need to retain the retentions that entered into the constituting. In the 
hearing of speech, for instance, the completed constitution of a word relieves one of having 
to keep retaining its syllables. 

3    As late as the 1930s, Husserl did not change his view on this point (Husserl, 2006, pp. 93, 99). 
See also Mensch (2010a, pp. 183–84; 2010b, pp. 156, 159, 161).
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nor the voice can be constituted (cf. Mensch, 2010a, p. 119, quoting Husserl,  
Ms. E III 9, p. 16a). 

Furthermore, if occurrences are to have stable positions in time relative to 
one another, the retentions in the various chains must all fade together—in 
lockstep, so to speak—despite the fact that the different chains have different 
contents (Mensch, 2010a, pp. 76–77). For if they faded at varying rates, then my 
neighbor’s complaint, which yesterday began after the start of my humming, 
might tomorrow be recalled as having preceded it. (Memory plays such tricks, to  
be sure, but not systematically.) In order that the chains may fade as one, each 
of the various primal impressions must have the same duration. That is, as a  
unit of duration, the Now must be the same for all chains. Once retained,  
a Now is no longer now, and so we may refer to it instead as the basic phase. 
Thanks to the fact that the basic phase is the same for all chains, we are able 
to judge that Tone C is longer than Tone B but shorter than a buzz in the back-
ground: C contains more basic phases than B but less than the buzz. 

How then is the consciousness of time constituted? Earlier we saw that  
Tone C appears through the series of c-phases as an emerging one-in-many. 
What is common to all shines through. Consciousness functions likewise 
with regard to the various retentional and protentional chains. Each chain 
approaches the present or fades from it in lockstep with the rest. Time appears 
through the various chains as their one-in-many.

That much does not quite suffice, however, to characterize the conscious-
ness of time. Given that consciousness and content are one in the primal 
impression, how can we explain the appearance of consciousness as distinct 
from that content? 

Consciousness “is not directly perceivable” (Husserl, 2001b, pp. 286–87). So 
far in Husserl’s account, the only access that it has to itself is through the reten-
tions and protentions—in other words, through temporal distancing. But is 
there no way by which consciousness can be aware of itself in the present? 
Here Husserl offers a further idea. Retentions and protentions engender the 
consciousness of a middle-point from which the former depart and to which  
the latter arrive (Husserl, 2006, p. 8). Mensch writes:

As the familiar experience of gazing from a moving car window shows, 
objects I take as close by have a higher angular rate of turning than those 
that I apprehend as further away. . . . Retention is required to grasp the 
rate of their unfolding and protention is needed if I am to make use of 
what I retain to make my way in the world. Retaining and protending 
their relative rates of unfolding, I locate myself in my world. This  locating 
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is not just spatial, but also temporal. Situated between my retained past 
and anticipated future, I find myself at a temporal 0-point. (Mensch, 
2010a, p. 147)

Thus, although present consciousness is not directly perceivable, it is aware 
of itself as the limit-point of retentions and protentions. The latter are ever 
changing in content, but the 0-point of their departures and arrivals remains 
nothing for itself but a 0-point, and so, in its pure formality, it is ever the same, 
a “pure ego” (Husserl, 1983, p. 132). Timeless, it is that through which time flows: 
“Like a standing wave in a tidal bore, it depends on the material that passes 
through it” (Mensch, 2010a, p. 146). 

So much for the basics of Husserl’s account. It yields several problems. 

 Problem 1: Awareness of the Ego as Acting 
Let us understand the word act very broadly, as Husserl does when he speaks of 
perceiving as an act. I am aware of myself as acting—for instance, as hearing a 
melody while hearing it. An account in terms of retention and protection can-
not explain this. To be sure, Husserl could account for it if he could show that 
the act of perception is retained along with its content. But he does not show 
this. What he offers instead occurs in an early passage on recollection (Husserl, 
1966a, pp. 58–60, 178–84). Brough (Husserl, 1991) interprets the passage as fol-
lows: When I recollect a thing I once perceived, such as a bridge, it appears in 
the perspective at which I perceived it (p. li). In this limited sense, my act of 
perception might be said to be preserved.4 Now, retention is not recollection—
it is its passive basis—but let us suppose that Tone A is present in retention as 
having been heard. Does this provide an explanation for self-awareness in the 
present act of hearing? No, we want the consciousness of oneself as hearing, 
not just the consciousness of something as having been heard.

Mensch solves the problem with an “as if”: Located between what has just 
been perceived and what is protended as about to be perceived, the 0-point 
understands itself as if it were the perceiver (Mensch, 2010a, pp. 155–56,  
244–45). At the heart of the ego’s awareness of itself as acting is a tiny leap 
beyond the evidence. In Part II, I shall offer an alternative way—without need 
for a leap—to understand how the ego is able to experience itself as presently 
perceiving. 

4    In fact Husserl explicitly rejects the notion that the act of perceiving is recollected (1966a,  
p. 59; 1991, p. 61).
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 Problem 2: The Duration of the Now
The Now, as said, is not like a knife-edge: “[T]he point ‘now’,” Husserl writes, 
“is . . . a small field” (1966a, p. 176; 1991, p. 181). We may wonder what determines 
the size of the field and what fills it. 

We have seen that in order for the retentional and protentional chains to 
march in lockstep, the duration of each primal impression must be the same. 
What determines this universal standard? Let us take a nonmusical example. 
When I hear a long unvarying buzz, how can I know it is long? There must be a 
border distinguishing the small field of the Now from phases of the buzz that 
are present as no longer now; each such phase, in turn, must have a border 
distinguishing it from a preceding one, as far back as the buzz’s beginning. The 
sensuous material cannot provide these borders, for it does not vary. What, 
then, provides them? The answer seems ready to hand: We have biological 
clocks, consisting of heartbeats and neural pulses. These are not ordinarily 
felt, but perhaps they influence us nonetheless. Let us suppose, then, that each 
primal impression of the buzz is bounded by two “ticks” of a biological clock. 
Thanks to the accumulation of the ticked-off retentions, I know that the buzz 
has been going on a long time. 

This answer is satisfactory as long as we do not include our own experience 
in the concept of time. If we do include it, however, biological clocks cannot 
do the job. Retentions add up to something. In the case of the buzz, they build 
a moment of annoyance. In the case of musical tones, they build the phrase 
and beyond it the melody. The process culminates in a moment of compre-
hension, during which the flow of time, as experienced, is suspended. To vary 
the example: When we comprehend a spoken phrase, the words gather into a 
meaning, and the moment of comprehension is a stop, while our minds retain 
in abeyance the words that are making up the phrase that will follow. The per-
ception of a spatial thing too is a stop: hidden and manifest sides are gathered 
into a unity, although the gathering has become so habitual that we hardly 
notice the little stops we make when perceiving things. Or in determining the 
duration of an object’s motion in space, we stop and gather the seconds that 
have passed. Indeed, we could not be aware of time’s flow if we merely flowed 
with it: our view would be that of one carried along in a river without banks. 
We are aware of time’s flow because we stop and must then run to catch up. 
The flow as we know it is so full of stops that it cannot seem smooth unless we 
abstract ourselves from our involvements, permitting no stops. 

Each stop has the character of a moment or Now. Now I grasp what you 
are saying, now I perceive the musical phrase, now I want a cup of tea. What 
is more, each such moment has a meaning. Each thing on which I fix my  
attention appears as something (as a teacup, or as the noise of a car, or even 
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merely as something unknown). In contrast, a biological clock does not  
have moments. It makes no stops for meaning. Its heartbeats or pulses are for-
mal indicators, externally marking an uninterrupted flow. There is no Now in 
a clock. 

We may wonder, then, what sort of phenomenon a moment is, and how it 
is related to the ticking of a clock. Are the moments tacked on externally—
“subjectively,” say—to the “objective” stream of time? But how can a moment, 
in the fullness of its meaning, be attached to a tick, a formal indicator? It might 
seem that we have two kinds of time, psychological and physical, moment-
time and clock-time. But the matter should not be left there! We cannot be 
satisfied with a concept of time that excludes the Now. On the other hand, it 
must be admitted that our experience of time does also include an ineluctable 
flow—which is why, after stopping for meaning, we run to catch up. We need 
a clock that can include both kinds of time—a clock that includes the stops 
without compromising the flow.

Recall too an earlier conclusion: Across all the retentional and protentional 
chains with their varying contents, there must be one Now whose duration is 
that of each primal impression. According to what has just been said, this Now 
must be a moment of meaning. It must be, then, a moment that is found in all 
moments, a meaning pervading all meanings, an all-inclusive primal impres-
sion. There arises the notion of a primal meaning that is comprehended anew 
in each moment. What would it be? 

 Problem 3: The Content of the Primal Impression
In the early and middle stages of his thought, Husserl considered the content 
of the primal impression to be something given to sense perception, such as 
a tonal sense-datum or a red patch, prior to its being constituted as part of an 
object. If we consider life as it is lived, however, it is clear that items affect us. 
“There can be nothing that does not touch the feelings [das Gemüt]” (Husserl, 
Ms. A VI 26, p. 42a, cited by Mensch, 2010a, p. 228). Different impressions have 
different degrees of affective force (Husserl, 1966b, §33). In line with this,  
I would extend Husserl’s thought to assert the following: A red patch against a 
white background will attract an infant’s attention, but this attraction is slight 
compared to that exerted by a caregiver (henceforth carer). One may object 
that a carer is not a primal impression, but one should be wary of deciding 
the matter too quickly. Admittedly, as we adults see the carer, she is, inter alia,  
a constituted spatial object with alternately hidden sides, whereas an infant 
cannot perceive such an object until the sixth month or so (Soska et al., 2010). 
Even without three-dimensionality, however, the carer can be present to 
the infant as a prominence within the sensory manifold. A newborn prefers 
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his  mother’s voice (DeCasper & Fifer, 1980) and face (Bushnell et al., 1989).5 
Within six hours of wakeful exposure to her, he is able to re-identify her after 
an absence of fifteen minutes, perhaps longer (Bushnell, 2001). By the age of 
three days, he identifies her face on both a frontal and a three-quarter view, 
although not in profile (Turati et al., 2008); that is, he already recognizes her 
face as one-in-many. Since Husserl acknowledges that the primal impression 
carries affective force (1966b, p. 168), why, in the light of these empirical find-
ings, must we limit it to red patches and such? In fact, he allows more: 

[W]e may only take from the sphere of the heart [Gemütssphäre] some 
feelings [Gefühle] that are co-original with the sensible data, and say:  
On the one hand, the emergent affection is functionally co-dependent 
upon the relative size of the contrast, on the other hand, also upon 
privileged sensible feelings like a passionate desire [Wollust] founded by 
a prominence [Abgehobene] in its unity. We may even allow originally 
instinctive, drive related preferences. (Husserl, 1966b, p. 150; 2001a, p. 198.) 

What prevents us, then, from claiming that the desire-founding prominence 
carries the affective significance of “person attending” or “carer”? That possibil-
ity opens a further question:

 Problem 4: The Genesis of Intersubjectivity
On Husserl’s view, the pure ego, as a 0-point empty of content, has none of the 
particularity that differentiates me from others. Likewise, although the con-
tents of protentions and retentions will indeed be peculiar to each ego, the 
structure of retention and protention is not. This structural sameness accounts 
for our sharing a single time (Husserl, 1966b, p. 343). Moreover, when I attri-
bute a mind to an impression or object, it is the pure ego that I attribute, for 
this is the basic form of what I understand as mindedness. 

But what leads the pure ego to attribute minds at all? The question has 
always been a difficult one—and not only for Husserlian phenomenology. 
It is precisely at this weak spot that an opening exists for introducing a new 
approach to the enigma of self-awareness. 

5    Here and in the following sections I rely heavily on infancy research. Because this frequently 
involves mothers and infants, to avoid confusion I shall use feminine pronouns for the carer, 
masculine for the infant.
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 Part II. A Solution to the Problems of Husserl’s Account

We begin with the last-named problem: the motivation for attributing minded-
ness to certain entities. We observe a carer engaging a two- or three-month-old 
infant, who is alert and comfortable. The carer smiles at him, talks baby-talk, 
and sometimes imitates his vocalizations. This is the age of the infant’s social 
smile, a cross-cultural phenomenon, probably instinctive, that typically has its 
onset in response to voices and faces. In our attempt to avoid the enigma of 
direct self-awareness, we shall not assume that the smiling infant is initially 
aware of himself. 

In this situation, what does the infant perceive when the carer engages with 
him? Husserl can persuasively argue that he perceives an animated being. 
Vocalization serves as a bridge “before the child already has or can have a sen-
sory analogy between his visual Body [Leib] and that of the ‘other’ ” (Husserl, 
1989, p. 101, n. 1). The bridge can function as follows. In the infant’s awareness, 
certain sounds occur in association (by contiguity) with kinesthesis, while 
similar but alternating sounds (slotted in by the imitating carer) lack kines-
thesis but occur in association with the carer’s visible orofacial movements. 
The similarity of the sounds provides the basis for a pairing (Husserl, 1960, 
§§ 51–54): When the two vocalize simultaneously or in overlapping turns, 
the animation that characterizes the vocalizing infant’s kinesthesis is also 
 attributed— immediately and without deliberation—to the visible moving 
surface that is contiguous with the similar sounds. The pairing requires no 
analogizing or other act of reason (indeed, reason could not defend it against 
skeptical doubt): it occurs without an act of will. 

This account does not go quite far enough, however. When we observe the 
playful interaction between a carer and a two- or three-month old, it seems 
clear that the latter feels attended to. Infancy researchers concur (Hains & 
Muir, 1996; Murray & Trevarthen, 1985; Nadel et al., 1999; Reddy et al., 2013). 
In fact, there are signs of this from the first hours after birth (Condon & 
Sander, 1974; Farroni et al., 2002; Nagy, 2008). In Husserl’s explanation, how-
ever, the fact that the visible prominence is taken to be animate does not  
explain the fact that the animation is perceived to be directed at something. 
What is it that leads the infant to experience the animate being as attending to 
(as smiling at, gazing at, addressing)?6 

6    Because Husserl supposes that self-awareness is already constituted through time- 
consciousness, he would have no problem answering. He could say that the infant makes 
an analogy along these lines: “Just as I am attending to the animated entity there, so it is 
attending to me.” But I have given grounds (the enigma outlined at the start of this paper) for 
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I do not believe that the infant’s experience of being attended to can be 
grounded in more basic data, and so I want to explore a line of thought in 
which it is accepted as a basic given. I have begun this exploration in two pre-
vious pieces (Langfur, 2013; 2014), where the line of thought is called the You-I 
account. I summarize the earlier work in the present section. In the sections 
following this one, I shall develop the You-I account in connection with our 
questions concerning time.

Let us suppose that when a carer frontally engages an infant, the infant 
is aware of an entity attending. That suffices to explain the origin of self- 
awareness. The carer’s gaze, smile, or vocalization is perceived by the infant as 
having an implicit target, a focal center. The carer’s focal center, as experienced 
by the infant, is the self (Langfur, 2013, p. 777). I do not mean that the self already 
exists somewhere and that the carer’s focal center is identified with it. Nor do 
I mean that the infant discovers himself in her focal center; I mean that he is 
her focal center, tout court. In other words, when a prominence in the sensory 
manifold appears in a certain configuration, the infant experiences a person 
perceiving, and the implicit target of that perceiving is what will henceforth 
count for him as me. No enigma arises here: I-the-infant am not immediately 
aware of myself, rather I am immediately aware of you—but of you as gazing 
at . . . (or smiling at . . ., or addressing), and the implicit target of your gazing is 
what counts as my self. The perception of you attending includes an appercep-
tion of me. I exist by implication. Cogitor sum. 

It is important to note that the carer’s focal center cannot be experienced 
unless the carer is perceived as other. Otherness consists in the lived difference 
between the one who appears as focusing and the one who is apperceived as 
focused on. From the viewpoint of me-the-infant, you are other than me, but  
I have no existence for myself except through you.

To complete this most basic part of the explanation, one further point is 
needed. The focal center (the self) is experienced as embodied and active. But 
how can a body fit into a focal center, which is not material? A likely answer 
is based on studies in neonatal imitation and the mirror neuron system. “Part 
of the visual information related to facial movements appears to be matched 
already at birth with the corresponding motor representation” (Casile et al., 
2011, p. 531; emphasis added). Among adults too, when one sees another’s facial 
expression, there is involuntary activity of the corresponding muscles in one’s 
own face (Schilbach et al., 2008). Or as Adam Smith noted long ago, when we 

not accepting the presupposition of self-awareness, and I have also shown that it cannot be 
satisfactorily explained as a product of time-consciousness. Consequently, there is no start-
ing point for the analogy.
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watch a tightrope walker, we catch ourselves twisting and balancing our bod-
ies (1976, I. I. 3). In the last case the kinesthesis may come to our attention: it is 
underlined (Langfur, 2013, pp. 777–80; 2014, pp. 263–64.). 

Let us apply these findings to our question about how the focal center gets 
a body. The carer’s responding smile singles out, in the infant’s awareness, a 
particular kinesthesis. While unwittingly smiling, he sees her smiling, and sen-
sations in his orofacial muscles are underlined. But the carer’s smile is the form 
that her focusing takes! The underlined sensations appear, therefore, distinctly 
in her focal center, that is, as belonging to the self (Langfur, 2013, p. 780). The 
sensations from muscles that were activated without self-awareness will hence-
forth be experienced as activated in the self. Acts that are already in progress 
toward the carer receive the meaning mine. Thus the infant becomes carnally 
aware of himself as acting toward her. In contrast with Husserl’s account of the 
0-point, the awareness is of the self in action. What is more, also in contrast 
with Husserl, it is an awareness of the self as other than the carer, hence as an 
entity in relation to an entity. 

A person who makes me present to myself—for example, the carer as 
perceived by the infant—will be termed a You. The event of becoming self-
aware through engagement with a You will be termed a You-I event. In its 
repetition, we shall see, this event constitutes the clock we seek. Before pro-
ceeding to the argument, however, I must deal with an obvious question.7 
The You-I event seems restricted to moments of face-to-face engagement.  
How can it be repeated regularly enough to constitute a clock? Indeed, how 
can self- awareness be maintained when the You goes absent? In answer, the 
main points are these:

1. During the initial months of postnatal life, as the You-I event recurs, the  
need for neural matching drops away while the limits of the owned body 
expand. For example, the infant knows (his) arms (what we observers know 
to be his arms) at first through kinesthesis and vision; yet there is nothing in 
these sensations to specify the arms as his own. But suppose that he moves 
(his) hands in a certain way and that the carer imitates this movement, while 
returning his smile as in earlier You-I events. Because of the neural matching 
mentioned above, the kinesthesis of the moving hands is singled out within 
the same focal center as that to which the kinesthesis of smiling belongs. The 
arms become his own. Henceforth, if she smiles when he moves his hands in 

7    There are further obvious questions concerning the fetus (is he not self-aware?), neglected 
infants, infants with sensory challenges, and nonhuman animals. I have addressed these in 
Langfur (2013, pp. 783–86).
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that way, her smile will be perceived as a response to him in his action—even 
if he isn’t smiling at the moment. She relates as well to (his) affects, including 
negative ones such as pain and anger, and they too enter the ambit of ownness 
(Fonagy et al., 2002, Ch. 4). 

Amid smiling at him, raising his arms, nibbling his toes, jiggling him and 
talking motherese to him, the carer will be experienced as responding 
to more than isolated acts; she will be experienced as responding to one 
who is an entity as she is. . . . (Langfur, 2013, p. 782.)

2. Illustrating affect attunement, Stern (1985) mentions a nine-month-old who, 
on accomplishing something, looks at her mother and exclaims “Aaah!”; in 
response the mother makes no sound, but she scrunches her shoulders and 
shimmies, matching the intensity, joy, and duration of the “Aaah!” (p. 140). In 
fact, affect attunement begins well before the ninth month.8 It singles out, for 
me-the-infant, a connection with you-the-carer that does not require face-to-
face perception. In Stern’s words, it shifts “the focus of attention to what is 
behind the behavior, to the quality of feeling that is being shared” (ibid., p. 142). 
Given this experience of a connection with you that is deeper than matching 
gestures, I-the-infant can continue to feel your care in the background when 
we are attending to different items (Langfur, 2014, p. 265). 

Furthermore, when you leave my sensory field, items remain that are associ-
ated with you (e.g., prominences that will be constituted as the blanket, your 
scent, a pacifier, even my limbs and voice); they keep you present in absence (on 
association in early infancy, see Campanella & Rovee-Collier, 2005). Thanks to 
such items, in other words, I remain within your ambiance. Even if my trust in 
you breaks down, self-awareness cannot utterly dissolve, because the associ-
ated items remain. We may suppose that in this case the items keep you pres-
ent as not caring about me, and they keep me present as not-cared-about. On 
such an occasion I am the negative of your focal center.9

3. Novelty is crucial to the You-I event. If patterns of engagement become 
routine, I-the-infant may receive the impression that I control the event, in 
which case my experience of your otherness is eroded. Your otherness is vital 
to my experience of being focused on. You enhance your otherness by intro-
ducing variations and surprises. For example, you perform less direct imitation 

8    Jonsson et al. (2001) date the first affect attunement to two–three months; they find that by 
six months it occurs more often than imitation. 

9    On presence in absence, see Sartre (1966, pp. 42, 449). Below we shall discuss it further. On 
the negative focal center, see Langfur (2014, p. 267).
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and more affect-attunement. Also, you bring new items into the relationship. 
My explorations of them occur within the ambiance of your care. In the terms 
of Ainsworth (Karen, 1998, p. 146), the mother serves as a secure base from 
which the infant can go out and explore. In the terms of a You-I account, he can 
still feel cared for when the carer is outside his immediate sensory field, and so 
his explorations occur within her ambiance. If she is in the room, he will fre-
quently glance at her (Rochat, 2001, p. 160) or she will demonstrate attunement 
from afar (Stern, 1985, p. 140). 

4. The ambiance of the carer does not suffice for renewal of the You-I event. 
Lacking is the give-and-take of gesture and response. The infant finds a substi-
tute by making effects on what he can reach. They include effects on parts of 
the body which he has learned, through the carer, are his own. One may speak 
of the infant’s natural desire to explore, but what is really natural in this desire 
is the need to complete the You-I event in each new situation.10 

The making of effects is not haphazard. I have mentioned that the carer, 
appearing at different angles, is the first one-in-many (cf. Turati et al., 2008); 
she serves as model and motive for discovering unities among appearances. 
Effects occur as part of the process of exploration (again, within her ambi-
ance). The infant can exercise a higher degree of mastery on small, inanimate 
items than he can on the You, and although they lose their otherness as he mas-
ters them, he can always find new ones. His explorations lead to the discovery 
that prominences belong to things, each having alternately hidden sides and 
being detached from a background (Soska et al., 2010). The thing exists inde-
pendently of the infant, and yet it can exist thus only by virtue of his includ-
ing the hidden sides. It incorporates his act of including what does not at the 
moment appear. To the extent that the thing depends for its completeness on 
him, it confirms his existence (Langfur, 2014, pp. 268–69). 

5. Toward the end of the first year, the infant is no longer confined to focus-
ing on either the carer or a thing. He becomes capable of including things in 
the You-I event. He becomes capable, that is, of engaging in joint attention to 
things with the carer. For example, he directs her gaze by pointing at some-
thing, or she directs his. “[T]he changes in the infant’s relation to the object of 
others’ attention . . . are in each case expansions and elaborations of an existing 
 mutuality—that between self and other expanding to involve other  ‘topics’ ”  
(Reddy, 2009, p. 102). The expansion is needed to preserve the You-I event 

10    We might be tempted to think that the infant interacts with a mental image of the 
carer, but such an assertion would not accord with the things Sartre has taught us about 
the image, such as its inability to introduce novelty (Sartre, 2004, pp. 8–11) or to make 
demands (ibid., p. 125).
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against its tendency to become predictable; it preserves the You’s otherness 
and the consequent sharpness of her focal center. The objects of joint atten-
tion are media through which the event is refreshed. The relationships with 
these objects are not separate from the event; they do not run parallel to it in a 
larger world that includes both them and it. Rather, they are expressions of the 
event, each receiving its name and significance from it, as we shall see shortly. 

6. In the second year, certain experiences heighten for the infant his possi-
bility of losing the carer or her love. These may include weaning, his increasing 
mobility, the birth of another baby, the carer’s longer absences (as when she 
returns to her job), day-care, and the demands of toilet training. 

Against the possibility of losing the carer, language offers a technique of 
defense. I-the-toddler can re-enact the intonation, peculiarities, and content 
of a carer’s speech (Dore, 1989, pp. 245–46). Hearing what I say, I can speak in 
one role while listening in another, as when two-year-old Emily, recorded on 
tape after being left alone in her new bed, re-envoices her father’s statement 
of minutes before: “[B]ig kids like Emmy don’t cry” (ibid., p. 259). As with the 
constituting of things at a younger age, a major function of private speech is 
to create and maintain an ersatz, controllable You. But in the case of private 
speech, there is a new development: When I-the-toddler play a You toward my 
listening self, or address a You I play, a new version of the self emerges: it is the 
played You’s focal center, a mock self. The played You converses with the mock 
self. The playing of the You toward oneself copies the form of the You-I event 
(Langfur, 2014, pp. 269–71). In other words, it mimics the event. The routine 
practice of playing both sides, each toward the other, creates the illusion of an 
articulated mental interior. Audible private speech develops into silent, “inner” 
speech (Wertsch, 1993, pp. 86–92).

Listening to the Emily tapes, wrote Daniel Stern, was “like watching ‘inter-
nalization’ happen right before our eyes and ears” (1985, p. 173). Indeed, with 
the notion of mimicking the event, we adapt a psychoanalytic idea. Freud 
proposed that a major defense against the danger of losing a carer’s love is 
to introject her, setting her up “inside” the ego, with the result that the ego 
becomes a precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes (Freud, 1960, pp. 28–31). 
In my view, the mental interior does not exist beforehand—the act in ques-
tion first creates it—so the term introjection comes too soon. The result, in any 
case, is usually considered a welcome development. It is thought that the child 
could not conceivably get control of his drives except by becoming a carer unto  
himself.11 But the You-I account does provide an alternative, albeit a merely 

11    Cf. the “transmuting internalization of the self-objects” in Kohut (1977, p. 83; cf., p. 32).
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theoretical one: There is no moment when a child is alone with drives. Within 
the carer’s ambiance, he can take creative action on things, renewing the You-I 
event. In theory at least, he could endure the increasing separations during his 
second year without playing the carer unto himself. 

But that is mere theory. I venture that all of us, or all who can, mimic the 
You-I event. The outcome is the normal, self-aware individual of everyday 
post-infancy life, a walking dyad, the “subject” of experience, incurvatus in 
se, while the people and things that are excluded from inner speech are the 
“objects” that serve as its topics. If I-the-adult say silently, “Must remember to 
buy milk,” I speak in the presence of an unseen ersatz You, a You whose part I 
long ago learned to play, and receive self-awareness from her silent regard. On 
the other hand, if I say to myself, “Remember to buy milk,” I speak from the 
position of a You I play and to a self that therewith emerges as her focal cen-
ter. Reflecting on either of these conversations—that is, taking a higher-order  
You-position—I say, “Cogito.” 

Despite its many advantages, mimicking comes at a price. The played You 
is not a true other. It is not distant enough to provide a sharp focal center. 
The resultant mock self is securer than the original self but more diffuse. As 
for the flesh-and-blood You, she is no longer needed to bestow a sense of self. 
She is experienced to be outside the inner exchanges. She continues to appear 
indeed—but not in her former power. It is a depleted flesh-and-blood other 
who appears, still extremely important, of course, but usurped of her essen-
tial role. The possibility of encountering an absolutely important You is all 
but precluded. In other words, given the constant option of inner speech, any 
potential selfhood-bestowing You is banished in advance. Experience has been 
restructured.

The loss of the selfhood-bestowing other is a great loss, as is that of the true 
self. (It required the threats of separation in the second year to motivate the 
sacrifice.) But once the step has been taken, there is no going back: By medita-
tion one can perhaps curtail inner chatter, but one cannot think the option 
away. And who would want to go back? Who would want again to be absolutely 
dependent on others for existence in one’s own eyes? 

Yet there persists, outside awareness, a longing for the You who has been 
banished, accompanied by the dread of return to absolute dependence on her. 
Thus the banished You is not simply gone. She has the status of an absent You, 
protended in longing and dread. Her ambiance is a felt insufficiency permeat-
ing people and things, as in Ellen Gilchrist’s title (1990), “I cannot get you close 
enough.” Like any absent You, the banished You is a permanent force, entering 
awareness in distorted and derivative forms.
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Consider, for example, the projects that often occupy us. Heidegger has 
shown that our projects are geared toward an ultimate, obscure for-the-
sake-of-which (Worum-willen), in the light of which entities get significance 
(Heidegger, 1986, p. 84).12 On a You-I account this ultimate end is an absent 
You, banished, longed-for, and dreaded. As with the absent You in infancy, 
I-the-adult compensate for the lack of give-and-take with the banished You 
by making effects—but now in projects, using tools instead of toys. Toward 
the banished You my projects aim and away from her they veer. She is at once 
telos and Gorgon (hence the obscurity of the Worum-willen). Normally I am 
not aware of the banished You, rather of some nearer goal, an avatar formed 
in a compromise of longing and dread. Absorbed in a project, I am in indi-
rect relation to her. Upon achieving each step—upon driving home a nail, for 
instance—I receive self-awareness, a feeling of being confirmed in my exis-
tence (again like the infant making an effect). When the project goes well,  
I am the banished You’s focal center, albeit as obscure as she is. It is within her 
ambiance that I hammer. Consequently there is little need for inner speech 
during absorption in a project. If I am engaged in the work, I am so much a 
part of the flow (toward the avatar) that I am hardly aware of time, and the 
lunch bell surprises me. However, if a snag occurs—for example, the hammer  
breaks—then I feel the tug of the banished You, the tug of the future, as  
I search for a replacement.13 

We have seen, then, how the mimicking of the You-I event restructures 
experience. This raises a problem of method. Because of the restructuring, we 
cannot remember what it is like to be an infant (i.e., what life was like when 
one could not talk to oneself in a language shared with others). External obser-
vations by researchers may help to reconstruct an infant’s experience, but they 
do not suffice, at least not yet. The reconstructions, moreover, are liable to be 
marred by assumptions based on post-mimicking phenomena (e.g., immediate 
self-awareness, a mental interior, and an apparently unbridgeable gap between 
subject and object). If we seek the ontogenetic origins of experience, therefore, 
as in the case of time-consciousness, we cannot trace backward from the pres-
ent to the other side of the structural change. We cannot bracket our mock self-
awareness. We have no recourse but to imagine the infant’s experience with 
such help as we can get from the empirical findings. 

12   For a comparison between the You-I account and Heidegger’s Dasein-analysis, see 
Langfur, 2014.

13    Another derivative form of the You-I event occurs within frames, such as the frame of an 
artwork or the frame of a conversation. I hope to discuss frames on another occasion.
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The structural change also prevents the direct testing of our results. We 
cannot expect the remarkable moments of recognition that phenomenology 
grants for adult experience. The tests must be indirect: How well does a theory 
of infant experience cohere with empirical findings? What can it contribute 
toward understanding adult experience? 

 Imagining Original Time 
From the moment an infant perceives a You attending, a new being at once 
becomes present to him: that to which the You is attending, the self, carnal 
and active. I suggest that the dawning self distracts awareness from the You  
(cf. Husserl, 1966b, pp. 148–150). My basis for saying this is not entirely imagi-
nary. On the rare and flitting occasions when a You-I event breaks through the 
mock life, a friend with whom I am talking will suddenly appear in an extraor-
dinary strangeness (her otherness) which fascinates me, and for a moment  
I forget myself. But she is addressing me, and so there follows a sense of the 
one she is addressing—that is, a sense of self that is sharper than that out of 
which I was drawn. This “new” self attracts attention for a moment, but almost 
at once I relapse into inner speech, saying, for instance, “How interesting!” and 
my friend shrinks back to normal.14 

In infancy, by contrast, I am not yet capable of talking to myself—I have not 
yet played a You to myself—and the sense of my existence depends entirely 
on a You. If we follow the logic of the You-I event, we arrive at the following 
reconstruction. As in the example from adulthood just given, my dawning self 
distracts awareness somewhat from you who make me present. You remain 
before me, to be sure, but the distraction diminishes the intensity of your 
attending presence. Since the latter is for me the ground of my being, however, 
in dawning the self begins to lose its ground. That is, after reaching a certain 
intensity, the sense of self must begin to wane. The more it wanes, and on con-
dition that you are still engaged with me, the more exclusively and intensely 
present you are again. Your renewed presence renews self-awareness, followed 
by a new waning, then a new fullness of your presence, and so on. There is, in 
short, a partial oscillation of awareness at the heart of the You-I event.15 

From the position of a mock self we have no access to the oscillation. 
The structural barrier hides any memory of it. We merely have a speculation 
based on a theory. But the theory is not without evidence. If we accept the 

14    Compare Buber’s account of himself as a child stroking a horse (1965, p. 23). 
15    With a bow to Bergson, we should note that successive oscillations can never be exactly 

alike, because—to the extent that they are alike—there is loss of novelty, which is crucial 
to the otherness of the You.
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 reality of a You-I event in infancy on the grounds given above, then it is legit-
imate to follow its logic where the question of time is concerned. The logic 
leads to the oscillation. We may test the speculation indirectly by probing its  
explanatory power.

The carer’s gesture at once brings about the dawning of the self—as her 
smile, for example, at once underlines the kinesthesis of smiling. (“At once”—
and yet the You has a certain priority.) The expression “at once” indicates a 
Now. It endures from the maximal intensity of the You to the dawning of the 
self, which is followed by the necessary waning of the self and a new waxing 
of the You, a new Now. The You and the I are the borders of the Now. Renewed 
with each oscillation, the event is a moment of meaning. The meaning is 
this: “You are, I am.” The duration of the Now cannot be measured by the self, 
because there is no self outside it, or within part of it, to do the measuring. 
Likewise, the duration cannot be interrupted or divided into phases without 
loss of self-awareness. (Hence, the priority of the You cannot rightly be termed 
chronological.) Here then is the duration of the Now, the “small field” that we 
asked about earlier.16

From within the mock event, we are inclined to imagine the You-I oscilla-
tion as occurring in a wider world of people and things. From within the You-I 
event, however, all that exists must exist within this event, where alone the 
self exists. The event is not a blip among other events in the world; the world, 
as said, is an expansion and elaboration of it. We have already seen part of 
the basis for this claim: The You-I event provides the model and motive for 
constituting each one-in-many, and this constituting occurs within the ambi-
ance of a You. There is a further point, however, which pertains to a devel-
opment that occurs after spatial things have been constituted. During similar 
but contrasting joint-attentional scenes, a carer’s verbal referencing enables 
the infant to eliminate indeterminacy when connecting word and thing  
(cf. Quine, 2013, pp. 25–26). Only on this condition is he able to discover that 
things have names (Keller, 2003, p. 316). And so we reach a stage when, for 
example, Emily’s father tells her at bedtime that tomorrow they will buy an 
intercom for her baby brother Stephen so that they’ll be able to hear him all 
over the house (Dore, 1989, pp. 256–57). The word intercom, which is new to 
her, does not complete the intercom as a thing. Like all spatial things, whether 
known or merely anticipated, it is already complete for her, in the sense that it 
has alternately hidden sides and stands out against a background. But the word 
intercom carries something beyond the thing as such, namely, the cultural world 

16    Observing other people in interaction, one can measure the temporal interval between 
address and response, as Malloch (1999) has done for infant and carer. But one cannot do 
this when receiving one’s sense of self from another. 
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of her father. In introducing the word to her, he is saying, as it were, “Join me in 
my world!” Learning “intercom,” however, requires numerous attempts: Playing 
her father after he has left, Emily says, “. . . and buy sokething for ’tephen . . .,” 
and later, coming around once more to this point in the earlier dialogue, she 
says a word that sounds like “chocalik,” and still later one like “croutes.” In the 
course of joining her father’s world, she plays him saying “intercom” while wit-
nessing the play. During language acquisition the You-event expands indeed 
to become a world, but an almost inevitable byproduct is the establishment of 
mock experience—and with it the restructuring of that world.17 

The oscillation occurs in every encounter, even when the You and the I are 
not in immediate contact. Husserl writes that a present item may awaken a 
deeply submerged retention (1966b, pp. 288–89). I am speaking of particular 
present items, such as the intercom in the example, that retain the You-I events 
in which their significance was learned. Emily’s father inhabits the intercom, 
as do her baby brother and her mother, when she relates to it by thinking about 
it, listening to it, trying it out, or banging on it. In her immediate relation to the 
intercom, she is in a mediated oscillation with her family, which as a whole can 
function as a You for her. (This oscillation too will be restructured, however, 
once she has begun to play the familial You toward herself.)

The significance of an entity does not derive primarily from its place in a 
project, but rather from its place in a You-I event. “You are, I am” is the fount 
of significance, from which all further meanings derive. The event itself does 
not derive its meaningfulness from something beyond it, rather it is inherently 
meaningful. 

During the period prior to mimicking, the renewal of my existence for me 
is a function of encounter. All consciousness is consciousness of something—
but of something that makes me conscious of my self. 

 Retention and Protention in You-I Events
Already from the second month, and increasingly through the fifth, infants 
during interaction are most responsive to persons whose rate of maintain-
ing contact with them is similar to that of their mothers (Bigelow & Rochat, 
2006). We may take this fact as evidence for the retention of You-I events 
with the mother, a retention that preserves self-continuity. How might such  
retention work? 

The playful interaction with the carer often includes turn-taking, as in pro-
toconversation (Trevarthen, 1977). Sometimes the kinesthesis of the infant’s 
smile (or other gesture) is fading, but the carer’s responding smile has the 

17    According to Wilson and Weinstein (1990, p. 34), the desire to identify with the carer is a 
factor motivating language acquisition.
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effect of reviving it. At other times it may not be fading, but the carer’s smile 
reinforces and strengthens it. As your focal center, I-the-infant feel the kin-
esthesis in its being revived or strengthened. And so I feel what I am doing 
toward you as the smooth continuation of something I have been doing toward 
you. This is the case even at the first You-I event: I become present to myself 
in the midst of an act which, while underway, takes on the meaning “mine.”  
I experience what I am doing as the continuation of something that I was 
doing when unaware of myself. And so I experience my coming into being for 
myself through you. I experience my dependence on you. 

In every oscillation, as said, there is a point when the dawning self, distract-
ing attention from the You, begins to wane. When this happens to me-the-
infant in the course of protoconversation, you remain before me to be found 
again. But what if you do not remain before me? For example, you turn away 
to do something, or you spurn me. My existence for myself depends on you, 
who can and do disappear. Bound up with your possibility of abandoning me 
is my possibility of ceasing to exist in my own awareness. Conversely, I may 
become surfeit with your presence (for instance, the stimulation may be more 
than I can bear in my present state) and turn away. During such transitions, 
in the pre-mimicking era, I cannot continue to exist for myself independently 
(we have ruled out unmediated self-awareness). Rather, on the basis of the 
retentions, I can protend a You—if not the original, then an alternative, be it a 
person or a thing (a more controllable ersatz You). The content of this proten-
tion is shaped by you who are retained in the persons and things that abide. 
Or, instead of protending a You, I may slip into a dreamless sleep. Even then  
I rest within your ambiance. In such sleep there is no give-and-take, no oscil-
lation, and therefore no experience of time’s passage. Yet I awaken among the 
things that retain you—into your ambiance—and through action on them  
the self is restored. 

The reference to protention helps with an additional question: When I ini-
tiate an act (e.g., when I make a new face, point at something, or turn to an 
alternative You), am I not present to myself before your response? In such a 
case, it is your protended response (a protention shaped by retentions of you) 
that makes me present to myself in my new act. I point at something with the 
anticipation of your favorable interest. I make a new face anticipating your 
delight. I turn to an alternative You anticipating her response (or, if it is a thing, 
anticipating an effect). The acts I initiate are inspired by a You.

Let me summarize the present section on original time. For the pre- 
mimicking period, every encounter—whether with a person or a thing—is a 
form of the You-I event. In Part I, with Husserl, we spoke of several primal 
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impressions occurring simultaneously, each generating a separate retentional-
protentional chain. We said that if occurrences are to preserve their temporal 
positions relative to one another, all the protentions in the various chains must 
approach the present moment together and all retentions must fade from it 
together—in lockstep. We knew that it must be so, but we did not know why 
it is so. Now we have an account that explains this: During the pre-mimicking 
period, but after joint attention has become robust, a You-I event constitutes 
each moment, whether this event occurs directly with a person or indirectly 
within her ambiance, and all entities are included. In other words, the world at 
any moment is a single joint-attentional scene. 

We have yet to discuss the restructuring of time in the post-mimicking 
period. Before we do, however, there remains a troubling question that con-
cerns both the true You-I event and the mock: In the transition to the mock 
event, who is the self that plays the You? It cannot be the mock self, for this 
is the outcome of the playing. It must be some version of the original self.  
In that case, the original self continues to exist after mimicking! But how can 
it, if its You is banished? In answer we may refer again to protention. The ban-
ished You, we saw, is no mental image. She is an absent You, infecting all that 
is present with her ambiance of insufficiency. My mock self cannot experience 
the banished You. As the focal center of the played You, my mock self occupies 
“center stage”—that is, consciousness—together with the played You and the 
diminished entities to which we jointly attend. There remains, nonetheless, 
a self that both longs for and dreads the banished You—a self that longs for 
and dreads sufficiency—but this self cannot enter into my awareness when 
the played You’s focal center alone counts as my self. Here we have the origin 
of what is called, in psychoanalytic theory, the repressed unconscious (which 
should not be confused with other forms of unconsciousness). The focal center 
of the banished You behaves like a self-aware person—at least so we may judge 
when we analyze the intricate work that goes into parapraxes and dreams. 
This person, however, acts outside the mock self ’s awareness. The notion of 
such a person is uncanny—it implies a life of my own that I am hardly aware 
of—but the psychoanalytic evidence is abundant. Once the mock event is 
well entrenched, it is this unconscious self who frequently plays some You 
or other—a You from childhood, or a recent potential You, or an amalgam of 
You’s like the generalized Other of Mead (1967, pp. 152–64).

 The Derivation of Time as the Mock Self Knows It
The mimicking of the You-I event in speech creates, as said, the illusion 
of an articulated inner space. Within this space, the oscillation of original 



Langfur178

Journal of Phenomenological Psychology 47 (2016) 156–182

time is mimicked between the played You and its focal center, the mock self.  
Time reappears as the sequence of mock events. But the played You is not 
truly other. Post mimicking, the bestowal of a sense of self occurs without 
the strains of sharp transitions. The continuing existence of the played You is 
assured, since it is I who unconsciously play her. Consequently, the continu-
ing existence of the mock self is likewise assured. Thus arises the conviction, 
against better knowledge, that one cannot die (Freud, 2013, p. 20). I-the-toddler 
first undertook to play the carer toward myself, after all, in order to eliminate 
the possibility that she, the ground of my existence, might cease to love me or 
cease to be. The bestowal of mock self-awareness is regular and reliable. The 
new sense of self, when I address the played You or am addressed by it, still has 
a carnal  quality—for the experience of addressing or being addressed is asso-
ciated with the body that is already known to be mine—but because this car-
nality exists merely by association, it is a thin version of the original. Requiring 
no flesh-and-blood You, self-awareness now seems to be an unmediated rela-
tion of the self to itself, whence originates the enigma described at the start of 
this paper. The Now of the original You-I event is constituted by persons—and 
things come to be included as well—but the Now of the mock event depends 
only on “inner” transactions. It is independent of the persons and things “out-
side.” This Now is formal, empty, homogeneous, reliable, countable, and easily 
standardized for all subjects. It carries so little weight, as a moment, that it eas-
ily conforms to the ticks of a clock. 

The regular ticking-along of the mock event gives rise to the notion of time 
as a smooth flow independent of content. When I decide to regard this flow—
say, to test this or that Husserlian insight into time—I disengage from whatever 
I am doing and—behold! there is time flowing smoothly by, detached from 
meanings. My position on such an occasion is that of a played You. This posi-
tion may indeed be likened to that of a standing wave in a tidal bore through 
which its constituents stream, and I who stand above the flow do indeed seem 
to be a pure and independent ego.

The self that is bestowed “internally” by the played You interacts with 
people and things “outside.” The time that is generated in the inner sphere is 
applied to them, as when the mock self counts Nows while measuring motion 
with respect to anterior and posterior (Aristotle, Physics 219b 2–3). Therefore, 
people and things appear to be merely in time, which seems independent  
of them. 

Let us glance back. In imagining what it is like to experience the You-I event, 
we discovered a partial oscillation of awareness between the You and the I. 
This, we proposed, is time. Lacking direct evidence, we subjected the idea to 
two indirect tests. We have seen, first, that it is sustainable in the light of what 
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we know about infant development. Second, we have seen how the  mimicking 
of the You-I event can be the source of time as we commonly know it. 
Furthermore, we have noted that the same act of mimicking enables accounts 
of other phenomena: inner speech, the illusion of unmediated self-awareness, 
the illusion of an articulated mental interior, the apparent separation of sub-
ject from object, the repressed unconscious, and the obscurity of the ultimate 
end that determines projects. In the next, concluding section we shall apply 
the account to a further question. 

 The Missing Present
When we attempt to describe perceptual presence, we often refer to sensuous 
vividness. Yet there can also be sensuously vivid phantasies and recollections, 
and it is sometimes hard to distinguish their vividness from that of things 
perceived. The difficulty arises because the mimicking of the You-I event has 
the consequence of altering the nature of presence. It flattens the presence of 
persons and things by erecting alternative presences “inside,” who usurp the 
selfhood-bestowing power of those “outside.” 

That alone is truly present which makes me co-present. A You evoked in rec-
ollection or a mental image cannot make me co-present, because a You must 
be other, and otherness cannot be evoked. 

True presence is what we are missing when we wonder at, or complain about, 
the ineluctable flow of time. For example, we go to the beach, swim, watch 
people, read, swim again, converse, have coffee and cake, read some more, 
converse a bit more, and then it is time to pack up. The visit has gone by. One 
day I shall die, and my entire life will have gone by like the hours at the beach.  
I may say to the moment, “Stay, you are so beautiful!”, but it passes. The chil-
dren will grow up and leave the house. The beloved life partner will die, or I will 
die first. We are haunted, in short, by a sense of meaninglessness—not because 
nothing is meaningful, but because everything meaningful is swallowed up by 
all-devouring time. It is as if one wants something permanent, something that 
will withstand the flow, something to which one can point and say, “This is 
what makes life worth living, here it is, and it abides in every moment.” What 
we miss in each encounter is what we long ago learned to avoid. 
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