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Chapter 1

The Phenomenology 
of the Social World* [1932]
Alfred Schutz

The Ambiguities in the Ordinary Notion of Understanding 
the Other Person

Before we proceed further, it would be well to note that there are ambiguities in 
the ordinary notion of understanding another person. Sometimes what is meant 
is intentional Acts directed toward the other self; in other words, my lived 
experiences of you. At other times what is in question is your subjective 
experiences. Then, the arrangements of all such experiences into meaning-
contexts (Weber’s comprehension of intended meaning) is sometimes called 
“understanding of the other self,” as is the classification of others’ behavior into 
motivation contexts. The number of ambiguities associated with the notion of 
“understanding another person” becomes even greater when we bring in the 
question of understanding the signs he is using. On the one hand, what is 
understood is the sign itself, then again what the other person means by using 
this sign, and finally the significance of the fact that he is using the sign, here, 
now, and in this particular context. [. . .]

Alfred Schutz, “The Phenomenology of the Social World,” pp. 107, 113–16, 126–36 from 
Albert Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press, 1967. Copyright © 1967. Reprinted by permission of Northwestern University Press.

* Originally translated by George Walsh and Frederick Lehnert.
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36 Alfred Schutz

The Nature of Genuine Intersubjective Understanding

Having established that all genuine understanding of the other person must start 
out from Acts of explication performed by the observer on his own lived experience, 
we must now proceed to a precise analysis of this genuine understanding itself. From 
the examples we have already given, it is clear that our inquiry must take two different 
directions. First we must study the genuine understanding of actions which are 
performed without any communicative intent. The action of the woodcutter would 
be a good example. Second we would examine cases where such communicative 
intent was present. The latter type of action involves a whole new dimension, the 
using and interpreting of signs.

Let us first take actions performed without any communicative intent. We are 
watching a man in the act of cutting wood and wondering what is going on in his 
mind. Questioning him is ruled out, because that would require entering into a 
social relationship with him, which in turn would involve the use of signs.

Let us further suppose that we know nothing about our woodcutter except what 
we see before our eyes. By subjecting our own perceptions to interpretation, we know 
that we are in the presence of a fellow human being and that his bodily  movements 
indicate he is engaged in an action which we recognize as that of cutting wood.

Now how do we know what is going on in the woodcutter’s mind? Taking this 
interpretation of our own perceptual data as a starting point, we can plot out in our 
mind’s eye exactly how we would carry out the action in question. Then we can 
actually imagine ourselves doing so. In cases like this, then, we project the other 
person’s goal as if it were our own and fancy ourselves carrying it out. Observe also 
that we here project the action in the future perfect tense as completed and that our 
imagined execution of the action is accompanied by the usual retentions and 
reproductions of the project, although, of course, only in fancy. Further, let us note 
that the imagined execution may fulfill or fail to fulfill the imagined project.

Or, instead of imagining for ourselves an action wherein we carry out the other 
person’s goal, we may recall in concrete detail how we once carried out a similar 
action ourselves. Such a procedure would be merely a variation on the same 
principle.

In both these cases, we put ourselves in the place of the actor and identify our 
lived experiences with his. It might seem that we are here repeating the error of the 
well-known “projective” theory of empathy. For here we are reading our own lived 
experiences into the other person’s mind and are therefore only discovering our own 
experiences. But, if we look more closely, we will see that our theory has nothing in 
common with the empathy theory except for one point. This is the general thesis of 
the Thou as the “other I,” the one whose experiences are constituted in the same 
fashion as mine. But even this similarity is only apparent, for we start out from the 
general thesis of the other person’s flow of duration, while the projective theory of 
empathy jumps from the mere fact of empathy to the belief in other minds by an act 
of blind faith. Our theory only brings out the implications of what is already present 
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The Phenomenology of the Social World 37

in the self-explicative judgment “I am experiencing a fellow human being.” We know 
with certainty that the other person’s subjective experience of his own action is in 
principle different from our own imagined picture of what we would do in the same 
situation. The reason, as we have already pointed out, is that the intended meaning 
of an action is always in principle subjective and accessible only to the actor. The 
error in the empathy theory is twofold. First, it naïvely tries to trace back the 
constitution of the other self within the ego’s consciousness to empathy, so that 
the latter becomes the direct source of knowledge of the other. Actually, such a task of 
discovering the constitution of the other self can only be carried out in a transcendentally 
phenomenological manner. Second, it pretends to a knowledge of the other person’s 
mind that goes far beyond the establishment of a structural parallelism between that 
mind and my own. In fact, however, when we are dealing with actions having no 
communicative intent, all that we can assert about their meaning is already contained 
in the general thesis of the alter ego.

It is clear, then, that we imaginatively project the in-order-to motive of the other 
person as if it were our own and then use the fancied carrying-out of such an action 
as a scheme in which to interpret his lived experiences. However, to prevent 
misunderstanding, it should be added that what is involved here is only a reflective 
analysis of another person’s completed act. It is an interpretation carried out after 
the fact. When an observer is directly watching someone else to whom he is attuned 
in simultaneity, the situation is different. Then the observer’s living intentionality 
carries him along without having to make constant playbacks of his own past or 
imaginary experiences. The other person’s action unfolds step by step before his 
eyes. In such a situation, the identification of the observer with the observed person 
is not carried out by starting with the goal of the act as already given and then 
proceeding to reconstruct the lived experiences which must have accompanied it. 
Instead, the observer keeps pace, as it were, with each step of the observed 
person’s action, identifying himself with the latter’s experiences within a common 
“we-relationship.” We shall have much more to say about this later.

So far we have assumed the other person’s bodily movement as the only datum 
given to the observer. It must be emphasized that, if the bodily movement is taken 
by itself in this way, it is necessarily isolated from its place within the stream of the 
observed person’s living experience. And this context is important not only to the 
observed person but to the observer as well. He can, of course, if he lacks other data, 
take a mental snapshot of the observed bodily movement and then try to fit it into a 
fantasied filmstrip in accordance with the way he thinks he would act and feel in a 
similar situation. However, the observer can draw much more reliable conclusions 
about his subject if he knows something about his past and something about the 
overall plan into which this action fits. To come back to Max Weber’s example, it 
would be important for the observer to know whether the woodcutter was at his 
regular job or just chopping wood for physical exercise. An adequate model of the 
observed person’s subjective experiences calls for just this wider context. We have 
already seen, indeed, that the unity of the action is a function of the project’s span. 
From the observed bodily movement, all the observer can infer is the single course 
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38 Alfred Schutz

of action which has directly led to it. If, however, I as the observer wish to avoid an 
inadequate interpretation of what I see another person doing, I must “make my 
own” all those meaning-contexts which make sense of this action on the basis of my 
past knowledge of this particular person. We shall come back later on to this concept 
of “inadequacy” and show its significance for the theory of the understanding of the 
other person.

Meaning-Establishment and Meaning-Interpretation

We have now seen that the sign has two different functions. First it has a significative 
function. By this we mean that it can be ordered by an interpreter within a previously 
learned sign system of his own. What he is doing here is interpreting the sign as an item 
of his own experience. His act is just another example of what we call self-interpretation. 
But there is a second kind of interpretation in which he can engage. He can inquire 
into the subjective and occasional meaning of the sign, in short, the expressive function 
which it acquires within the context of discourse. This subjective meaning can be his 
own, in which case he must go back in memory to the experiences he had at the 
moment of using the sign and establishing its meaning. Or it can be someone else’s, in 
which case he must try to find out about the other person’s subjective experiences 
when he used the sign. But in any case, when interpreting signs used by others, we will 
find two components involved, the objective and the subjective. Objective meaning is 
the meaning of the sign as such, the kernel, so to speak; whereas subjective meaning is 
the fringe or aura emanating from the subjective context in the mind of the sign-user.

Let us take a conversation between two people as an example. As one person 
speaks, thoughts are building up in his mind, and his listener is following him every 
step of the way just as the thoughts occur. In other words, none of the thoughts 
comes out as prefabricated unities. They are constructed gradually, and they are 
interpreted gradually. Both speaker and listener live through the conversation in 
such a manner that on each side Acts of meaning-establishment or meaning- 
interpretation are filled in and shaded with memories of what has been said and 
anticipations of what is yet to be said. Each of these Acts can in turn be focused upon 
introspectively and analyzed as a unit in itself. The meaning of the speaker’s  discourse 
consists for him and for his listener in his individual sentences and these, in turn, in 
their component words as they come, one after another. The sentences for both of 
them serve as the meaning-contexts of the words, and the whole discourse as the 
meaning-context of the separate sentences.

Understanding the conscious Acts of another person who is communicating by 
means of signs does not differ in principle from understanding his other Acts. Like 
the latter, it occurs in the mode of simultaneity or quasi-simultaneity. The  interpreter 
puts himself in the place of the other person and imagines that he himself is  selecting 
and using the signs. He interprets the other person’s subjective meaning as if it were 
his own. In the process he draws upon his whole personal knowledge of the speaker, 
especially the latter’s ways and habits of expressing himself. Such personal knowledge 
continues to build itself up in the course of a conversation.
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The same process goes on in the mind of the speaker. His words will be selected 
with a view to being understood by his listener. And the meaning he seeks to get 
across will not only be objective meaning, for he will seek to communicate his 
 personal attitude as well. He will sketch out his communicative aim in the future 
perfect tense, just as he does the project of any other act. His choice of words will 
depend on the habits he has built up in interpreting the words of others, but it will, 
of course, also be influenced by his knowledge of his listener.

However, if the speaker is focused on what is going on in the mind of his listener, 
his knowledge of the latter is still quite uncertain. He can only estimate how much he 
is actually getting across. Any such estimate is necessarily vague, especially considering 
the fact that the listener’s interpretation is always subsequent to the choice of words 
and fulfills or fails to fulfill the speaker’s project in making that choice.

The listener is in a different position. For him the actual establishment of 
the meaning of the words has already occurred. He can start out with the objective 
meaning of the words he has heard and from there try to discover the 
subjective meaning of the speaker. In order to arrive at that subjective meaning, he 
imagines the project which the speaker must have had in mind. However, this 
picturing of the project starts out from the speaker’s already spoken words. Contrary 
to the case of the speaker who is picturing something future on the basis of something 
present, the listener is picturing something pluperfect on the basis of something 
past. Another difference is that he is starting from words which have either succeeded 
or failed in fulfilling the speaker’s project, and he is trying to uncover that project. 
The speaker, on the other hand, starts out with his own project as datum and tries to 
estimate whether it is going to be fulfilled by the listener’s future interpretation.

Now since the words chosen by the speaker may or may not express his meaning, 
the listener can always doubt whether he is understanding the speaker adequately. 
The project of the speaker is always a matter of imaginative reconstruction for his 
interpreter and so is attended by a certain vagueness and uncertainty.

To illustrate what we mean, consider the fact that, in a conversation, thoughts like 
the following may run through the heads of the participants. The person about to 
speak will say to himself, “Assuming that this fellow speaks my kind of language, 
I must use such and such words.” A moment later his listener will be saying to 
himself, “If this other fellow is using words the way I understand them, then he must 
be telling me such and such.” The first statement shows how the speaker always 
chooses his words with the listener’s interpretation in mind. The second statement 
shows how the listener always interprets with the speaker’s subjective meaning in 
mind. In either case an intentional reference to the other person’s scheme is involved, 
regardless of whether the scheme is interpretive or expressive.

As the speaker chooses his words, he uses, of course, his own interpretive scheme. 
This depends partly upon the way he himself usually interprets words and partly 
upon his knowledge of his listener’s interpretive habits. When I read over a letter I 
have written to someone, I tend to interpret it just as if I were the receiver and not 
the sender. Now, my purpose in writing the letter was not merely to communicate an 
objective meaning to the reader but my subjective meaning as well. To put it in 
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another way, I want him to rethink my thoughts. It may very well be, therefore, that 
when I read over my letter I shall decide that it falls short of this purpose. Knowing 
the person to whom I am writing and knowing his customary reactions to 
certain words and phrases, I may decide that this or that expression is open to 
misinterpretation or that he will not really be in a position to understand this or that 
thought of mine. Or I may fear that he will, as he reads, miss the point I am trying 
to make due to some subjective bias or some failure of attention on his part.

On the other hand, the recipient of the letter can carry out the opposite process. 
He can take a sentence and imagine that he himself wrote it. He can try to reconstruct 
the intention of the writer by guessing at some possible intentions and then 
comparing them with the actual propositional content of the sentence. He may 
conclude, “I see what he was trying to say, but he really missed his mark and 
said something else. If I had been he, I should have put it in such and such a way.” Or 
the reader may say to himself instead, “My friend always uses that term in an odd 
way, but I see what he means, since I know the way he thinks. It’s lucky that I am the 
one reading the letter. A third party would have been thrown off the track entirely at 
this point.” In the last case, the reader really carries out a threefold interpretation. 
First, he interprets the sentence objectively on the basis of his ordinary habits of 
interpretation. Second, from his knowledge of the writer, he reconstructs what must 
be the latter’s real meaning. Third, he imagines how the ordinary reader would 
understand the sentence in question.

These considerations hold true quite generally for all cases in which signs are 
either used or interpreted. This being the case, it ought to be clear that in interpreting 
the subjective meaning of the signs used by someone else, or in anticipating someone 
else’s interpretation of the subjective meaning of our own signs, we must be guided 
by our knowledge of that person. Naturally, therefore, the degree of intimacy or 
anonymity in which the person stands to us will have a great deal to do with the 
matter. The examples we have just used were all cases where knowledge of the other 
person was derived from direct contact; they belong to what we call the domain of 
directly experienced social reality. However, the use and interpretation of signs are to 
be found in the other areas of social life as well, such as the worlds of contemporaries 
and of predecessors, where direct knowledge of the people with whom we are dealing 
is minimal or even absent. Our theory of the establishment and interpretation of the 
meaning of signs will naturally undergo various modifications as it is applied to 
these areas. Even in the direct social relations we have used as examples, it was 
obviously impossible for the participants to “carry out the postulate of grasping each 
other’s intended meaning,” a point that we discussed earlier. The subjective meaning 
that the interpreter does grasp is at best an approximation to the sign-user’s intended 
meaning, but never that meaning itself, for one’s knowledge of another person’s 
perspective is always necessarily limited. For exactly the same reason, the person who 
expresses himself in signs is never quite sure of how he is being understood.

What we have been discussing is the content of communication. But we must 
remember that the actual communicating is itself a meaningful act and that we must 
interpret that act and the way it is done as things in their own right.
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The Meaning-Context of Communication. Recapitulation

Once the interpreter has determined both the objective and subjective meanings of 
the content of any communication, he may proceed to ask why the communication 
was made in the first place. He is then seeking the in-order-to motive of the person 
communicating. For it is essential to every act of communication that it have 
an extrinsic goal. When I say something to you, I do so for a reason, whether to 
evoke a particular attitude on your part or simply to explain something to you. Every 
act of communication has, therefore, as its in-order-to motive the aim that the 
 person being addressed take cognizance of it in one way or another.

The person who is the object or recipient of the communication is frequently 
the one who makes this kind of interpretation. Having settled what are the objective 
and subjective meanings of the content of the communication by finding the 
corresponding interpretive or expressive schemes, he proceeds to inquire into 
the reason why the other person said this in the first place. In short, he seeks the 
“plan” behind the communication.

However, the seeker of the in-order-to motive need not be the person addressed 
at all. A nonparticipant observer may proceed to the same kind of interpretation. 
I can, indeed I must, seek the in-order-to motive of the communication if I am ever 
to know the goal toward which the communication is leading. Furthermore, it is 
self-evident that one can seek the in-order-to motives even of those acts of other 
people which have no communicative intent. What an actor’s subjective experience 
actually is we can only grasp if we find his in-order-to motive. We must first light 
upon his project and then engage in a play-by-play fantasy of the action which 
would fulfill it. In the case of action without communicative intent, the completed 
act itself is properly interpreted as the fulfillment of the in-order-to motive. However, 
if I happen to know that the completed act is only a link in a chain of means leading 
to a further end, then what I must do is interpret the subjective experiences the other 
person has of that further goal itself.

Now, we have already seen that we can go beyond the in-order-to motive and seek 
out the because-motive. Of course, knowledge of the latter presupposes in every case 
knowledge of the former. The subjective meaning-context which is the in-order-to 
motive must first be seen and taken for granted as an already constituted object 
in itself before any venture into deeper levels is undertaken. To speak of such deeper 
levels as existing by no means implies that the actor actually experiences them 
subjectively as meaning-contexts of his action. Nor does it mean that he can become 
aware even retrospectively of those polythetic Acts which, according to my 
interpretation, have constituted the in-order-to motive. On the contrary, there is 
every evidence against the view that the actor ever has any awareness of the because-
motive of his action. This applies to one who is establishing a meaning as well as to 
any other actor. To be sure, he lives through the subjective experiences and intentional 
Acts which I have interpreted as his because-motive. However, he is not as a rule 
aware of them, and, when he is, it is no longer as actor. Such awareness, when it 
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occurs, is a separate intentional Act independent of and detached from the action 
it is interpreting. It is then that a man can be said to understand himself. Such 
self-understanding is essentially the same as understanding others, with this 
difference – that usually, but not always, we have at our disposal a much richer array 
of information about ourselves and our past than others do.

Later on we shall describe the relation of the in-order-to motive to the because-
motives in the various regions of the social world. At this point we shall merely try 
to recapitulate the complex structures involved in understanding another person 
insofar as these bear on communication and the use of signs. For to say, as we do, 
that for the user of the sign the sign stands in a meaning-context involves a number 
of separate facts which must be disentangled.

First of all, whenever I make use of a sign, those lived experiences signified by that 
sign stand for me in a meaning-context. For they have already been constituted into 
a synthesis, and I look upon them as a unit.

In the second place, for me the sign must already be part of a sign system. 
Otherwise I would not be able to use it. A sign must already have been interpreted 
before it can be used. But the understanding of a sign is a complicated synthesis of 
lived experiences resulting in a special kind of meaning-context. This meaning- 
context is a configuration involving two elements: the sign as object in itself and the 
signatum, each of which, of course, involves separate meaning-contexts in its own 
right. The total new meaning-context embracing them both we have called the 
“coordinating scheme” of the sign.

Third, the Act of selecting and using the sign is a special meaning-context for the 
sign-user to the extent that each use of a sign is an expressive action. Since every 
action comprises a meaning-context by virtue of the fact that the actor visualizes all 
the successive lived experiences of that action as one unified act, it follows that every 
expressive action is therefore a meaning-context. This does not mean that every case 
of sign-using is ipso facto a case of communication. A person may, talking to himself 
for instance, use a sign purely as an act of self-expression without any intention of 
communication.

Fourth, the meaning-context “sign-using as act” can serve as the basis for a 
superimposed meaning-context “sign-using as communicative act” without in any 
way taking into account the particular person addressed.

Fifth, however, this superimposed meaning-context can enter into a still higher 
and wider meaning-context in which the addressee is taken into account. In this case 
the communicating act has as its goal not merely that someone take cognizance of it 
but that its message should motivate the person cognizing to a particular attitude or 
piece of behavior.

Sixth, the fact that this particular addressee is communicated with here, now, and 
in this way can be placed within a still broader context of meaning by finding the 
in-order-to motive of that communicative act.

All these meaning-contexts are in principle open to the interpreter and can be 
uncovered systematically by him. Just which ones he does seek to inquire into will 
depend upon the kind of interest he has in the sign.

Calhoun_c01.indd   42Calhoun_c01.indd   42 11/23/2011   3:10:01 PM11/23/2011   3:10:01 PM



The Phenomenology of the Social World 43

However, the statement that all these meaning-contexts in principle lie open to 
interpretation requires some modification. As we have said repeatedly, the structure 
of the social world is by no means homogeneous. Our fellow men and the signs they 
use can be given to us in different ways. There are different approaches to the sign 
and to the subjective experience it expresses. Indeed, we do not even need a sign in 
order to gain access to another person’s mind; a mere indication can offer us the 
opening. This is what happens, for instance, when we draw inferences from artifacts 
concerning the experiences of people who lived in the past.

Subjective and Objective Meaning. Product and Evidence

We have now seen the different approaches to the genuine understanding of the 
other self. The interpreter starts with his own experience of the animate body of the 
other person or of the artifacts which the latter has produced. In either case he is 
interpreting Objectivations in which the other’s subjective experiences manifest 
themselves. If it is the body of the other that is in question, he concerns himself with 
act-objectifications, i.e., movements, gestures, or the results of action. If it is artifacts 
that are in question, these may be either signs in the narrower sense or manufactured 
external objects such as tools, monuments, etc. All that these Objectivations have in 
common is that they exist only as the result of the action of rational beings. Because 
they are products of action, they are ipso facto evidence of what went on in the 
minds of the actors who made them. It should be noted that not all evidences 
are signs, but all signs are evidences. For an evidence to be a sign, it must be capable 
of becoming an element in a sign system with the status of coordinating scheme. 
This qualification is lacking in some evidence. A tool, for instance, although it is an 
evidence of what went on in the mind of its maker, is surely no sign. However, under 
“evidences” we mean to include not only equipment that has been produced by a 
manufacturing process, but judgment that has been produced by thought, or the 
message content which has been produced by an act of communication.

The problematic of subjective and objective meaning includes evidences of all 
sorts. That is to say, anyone who encounters a given product can proceed to interpret 
it in two different ways. First, he can focus his attention on its status as an object, 
either real or ideal, but at any rate independent of its maker. Second, he can look 
upon it as evidence for what went on in the mind of its makers at the moment it was 
being made. In the former case the interpreter is subsuming his own experiences 
(erfahrende Akte) of the object under the interpretive schemes which he has at hand. 
In the latter case, however, his attention directs itself to the constituting Acts of 
 consciousness of the producer (these might be his own as well as those of another 
person).

This relation between objective and subjective meaning will be examined in a 
more detailed way at a later point. We speak, then, of the subjective meaning of the 
product if we have in view the meaning-context within which the product stands or 
stood in the mind of the producer. To know the subjective meaning of the product means 
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that we are able to run over in our own minds in simultaneity or quasi-simultaneity the 
polythetic Acts which constituted the experience of the producer.

We keep in view, then, the other person’s lived experiences as they are occurring; 
we observe them being constituted step by step. For us, the other person’s products 
are indications of those lived experiences. The lived experiences stand for him, in 
turn, within a meaning context. We know this by means of a particular evidence, and 
we can in an act of genuine understanding be aware of the constituting process in 
his mind.

Objective meaning, on the contrary, we can predicate only of the product as such, that 
is, of the already constituted meaning-context of the thing produced, whose actual 
production we meanwhile disregard. The product is, then, in the fullest sense the end 
result of the process of production, something that is finished and complete. It is no 
longer part of the process but merely points back to it as an event in the past. 
The product itself is, however, not an event but an entity (ein Seiendes) which is the 
sediment of past events within the mind of the producer. To be sure, even the 
interpretation of the objective meaning of the product occurs in step-by-step 
polythetic Acts. Nevertheless, it is exhausted in the ordering of the interpreter’s 
experiences of the product within the total meaning-context of the interpretive act. 
And, as we have said, the interpreter leaves the original step-by-step creation of the 
product quite out of account. It is not that he is unaware that it has occurred; it is 
just that he pays no attention to it. Objective meaning therefore consists only in a 
meaning-context within the mind of the interpreter, whereas subjective meaning 
refers beyond it to a meaning-context in the mind of the producer.

A subjective meaning-context, then, is present if what is given in an objective 
meaning-context was created as a meaning-context by a Thou on its own part. 
Nothing, however, is thereby implied either about the particular kind of meaning-
context into which the Thou orders its lived experiences or about the quality of 
those experiences themselves.

We have already noted that the interpreter grasps the other person’s conscious 
experiences in the mode of simultaneity or quasi-simultaneity. Genuine simultaneity 
is the more frequent, even though it is a special case of the process. It is tied to the 
world of directly experienced social reality and presupposes that the interpreter 
witnesses the actual bringing-forth of the product. An example would be a 
conversation, where the listener is actually present as the speaker performs Acts that 
bring forth meaningful discourse and where the listener performs these Acts with 
and after the speaker. A case of quasi-simultaneous interpretation would be the 
reading of a book. Here the reader relives the author’s choice of words as if the 
choice were made before his very eyes. The same would hold for a person inspecting 
some artifacts, such as tools, and imagining to himself how they were made. However, 
in saying that we can observe such subjective experiences on the part of the producer, 
we only meant that we can grasp the fact that they occur. We have said nothing about 
how we understand what experiences occur, nor how we understand the way in 
which they are formed. We shall deal with these problems when we analyze the 
world of contemporaries, the world of direct social experience, and the world of the 
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genuine We-relationship. Still, it can be said even at this point that what is essential 
to this further knowledge is a knowledge of the person being interpreted. When we 
ask what the subjective meaning of a product is, and therefore what conscious 
experiences another person has, we are asking what particular polythetically 
constructed lived experiences are occurring or have occurred in a particular other 
person. This other person, this Thou, has his own unique experiences and meaning-
contexts. No other person, not even he himself at another moment, can stand in his 
shoes at this moment.

The objective meaning of a product that we have before us is, on the other hand, 
by no means interpreted as evidence for the particular lived experience of a particular 
Thou. Rather, it is interpreted as already constituted and established, abstracted 
from every subjective flow of experience and every subjective meaning-context that 
could exist in such a flow. It is grasped as an objectification endowed with “universal 
meaning.” Even though we implicitly refer to its author when we call it a “product,” 
still we leave this author and everything personal about him out of account when we 
are interpreting objective meaning. He is hidden behind the impersonal “one” 
(someone, someone or other). This anonymous “one” is merely the linguistic term 
for the fact that a Thou exists, or has once existed, of whose particularity we take no 
account. I myself or you or some ideal type or Everyman could step into its shoes 
without in any way altering the subjective meaning of the product. We can say 
nothing about the subjective processes of this anonymous “one,” for the latter has no 
duration, and the temporal dimension we ascribe to it, being a logical fiction, is in 
principle incapable of being experienced. But precisely for this reason the objective 
meaning remains, from the point of view of the interpreter, invariant for all possible 
creators of the meaningful object. Insofar as that object contains within its very 
meaning the ideality of the “and so forth” and of the “I can do it again,” to that extent 
is that meaning independent of its maker and the circumstances of its origination. 
The product is abstracted from every individual consciousness and indeed from 
every consciousness as such. Objective meaning is merely the interpreter’s ordering 
of his experiences of a product into the total context of his experience.

It follows from all we have said that every interpretation of subjective meaning 
involves a reference to a particular person. Furthermore, it must be a person of 
whom the interpreter has some kind of experience (Erfahrung) and whose subjective 
states he can run through in simultaneity or quasi-simultaneity, whereas objective 
meaning is abstracted from and independent of particular persons. Later we shall 
study this antithesis in greater detail, treating it as a case of polar opposition. Between 
the understanding of subjective meaning and the understanding of pure objective 
meaning there is a whole series of intermediate steps based on the fact that the social 
world has its own unique structure derived, as it is, from the worlds of direct social 
experience, of contemporaries, of predecessors, and of successors.
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