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Introduction

Hanne Jacobs

The publication of some of Edmund Husserl’s major works during his own lifetime (1859–1938) mark important stages in his academic career and philosophical development (see also Bernet, Kern, and Marbach 1993, 235–244). Husserl’s years as a Privatdozent (1887–1901) at the university of Halle culminated in the publication of Logical Investigations (published in 1900/1). This work, which was published in two volumes – Prolegomena to Pure Logic and the following Investigations in Phenomenology and Knowledge – provides, among other things, the phenomenological bedrock for Husserl’s theory of knowledge through the many fine-grained descriptions of intentional experiences such as perceptions, judgments, and the intentional experiences characteristic of thought and speech as well as their relations. After moving to the university of Göttingen as außerordentlicher Professor in 1901 and his promotion to ordentlicher Professor in 1906, Husserl published Ideas for a Pure Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy. First Book: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology in April of 1913, which can be read as the crystallization of Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology into a transcendental phenomenology and philosophy. And in 1929, just after his retirement from the university of Freiburg (1916–1928), Formal and Transcendental Logic was published, which while topically returning to what preoccupied him before the publication of Logical Investigations places and understands logic and mathematics within the framework of his transcendental phenomenology.

The paucity of writings published during Husserl’s lifetime (also including the early work Philosophy of Arithmetic, published in 1891, and some journal articles) stands in sharp contrast to the number of unpublished manuscripts that have been accessible in the Husserl Archives in Leuven and continue to be posthumously published since Husserl’s death. The rescue by Leo van Breda of these manuscripts as documented in The History of the Husserl Archives (2007) is well known and has recently even sparked the literary imagination (see Horsten 2020 for a biography of Van Breda and Bégout 2018). What was rescued, in addition to Husserl’s personal library and some furniture, is the forty thousand or so manuscript pages, including lecture notes and research manuscripts. Written in Husserl’s own adaptation of Gabelsberger shorthand, the manuscript pages provide cues as to when they may have been written, such as dates in the margins, water marks, or stamps on envelopes that Husserl used to enclose and organize these papers. These manuscript pages, written in ink or pencil, with Husserl’s particular blue and red underlining, surely have an archival significance, and a personal significance for anyone who has spent the time transcribing them. However, as Husserl scholars, including the ones collected in this volume, have attested to, Husserl’s legacy – his Nachlass – has philosophical relevance as well. That is, and perhaps to the despair of both the sympathetic and unsympathetic reader, these thousands of manuscript pages are neither an insignificant addendum to nor do they present a mere reiteration of what can be found in Husserl’s published writings. Rather, what Husserl published during his own lifetime and what the manuscripts that make up his archive contain can be said to be complementary. So, for example, the many statements and references one can find in a dense text like Ideas I are complemented by the manifold elaborations and descriptive clarifications in manuscripts such as the recently published Studies on the Structure of Consciousness (Studien zur Struktur des Bewusstseins), and throughout these lectures and manuscripts one can find examples that have driven both the understanding and interpretation of Husserl’s more general claims on, say, the structure of consciousness. These writings that Husserl did not publish also often give a glimpse into the influences on Husserl’s thinking at different times and in different respects. Specifically, the manuscripts sometimes contain summaries of books Husserl read at a certain time, and the lectures present Husserl’s engagement with philosophical predecessors and contemporaries in a more elaborate way than one can find in the work he himself published. And for some areas of his thought, such as his ethics and social-political thinking, the manuscripts provide us with a wealth of descriptions and claims that one very well might have thought could not be within Husserl’s purview based on the writings Husserl himself saw to publication, let alone those that are available in English translation.

At the same time, it would be a mistake to claim that one could not come to understand and learn from Husserl’s particular approach to certain philosophical issues without the consultation of his manuscripts. And without the more general and programmatic claims provided in Husserl’s major works, one can easily lose one’s way in the profusion of descriptions to be found in these manuscripts. After all, much of the philosophical significance of, for example, Husserl’s descriptions of embodiment and temporality is something that only shows up when those descriptions are read in the context of the philosophical framework Husserl lays out in his published work. The latter work places these issues in the context of a project that not only aims to describe our conscious experience of the world but also to account for how we can have a veridical experience and understanding of this world both in our everyday lives and by means of the sciences.

The sheer volume of Husserl’s writings, which are also characterized by ongoing developments, sophistications, and different influences from philosophical predecessors and contemporaries at different times and in different respects may well have contributed to the ongoing philosophical significance of Husserl’s phenomenological thought. Not only has this thought not yielded a singular interpretation that would seal off future engagements, but the reception of his work has also been from the beginning manifold – both in the criticisms it received and the work of authors aligning themselves with his phenomenology in some or other respect. It is the almost kaleidoscopic multiplicity of different philosophical engagements and developments that reflect a claim or argument by Husserl that can be considered what makes Husserl’s thinking so fruitful, in the quite literal sense of continuing to give rise to philosophical thought and engagement.

In curating this volume, I have aimed to do justice to the extent possible to the multiplicity of Husserl’s own writings in regard to its historical context, development, and different written expressions as well as the philosophical thinking it has and continues to inspire in different contexts and philosophical conversations. The organization of the volume as well as some of the editorial choices reflect these aims.

The volume is organized into seven parts. The first part introduces some of Husserl’s major works. Since this part contains chapters on both Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations and The Crisis of the European Sciences, which were published in the Husserliana series after Husserl’s death, these chapters are not limited to those works published during Husserl’s lifetime.1 And while there is no separate chapter on Husserl’s Philosophy of Arithmethic or his posthumously published Experience and Judgment, both works inform the discussions in individual chapters throughout the volume. The chapters of this first part do not merely present a historical or systematic overview of the project of a given work of Husserl. Rather, these chapters present the work under discussion in light of a specific philosophical interest to show its particular contribution in a certain way, often in relation to Husserl’s contemporaries or more recent contexts.

After the chapters that present these major works, the remainder of the chapters in the volume present key topics in Husserl’s thought, often paying special attention to Husserl’s immediate philosophical context or contemporary discussions. These chapters are organized into parts by general areas that both historians of philosophy and contemporary philosophers could recognize: phenomenological method, phenomenology of consciousness, epistemology, ethics and social and political philosophy, philosophy of science, and metaphysics. This means that there is not a separate part with chapters focusing on the different historical influences on Husserl’s thinking. The influence a figure from the history of philosophy might have had on Husserl’s thinking is markedly different depending on the period in Husserl’s thinking as well as the aspect in which Husserl was influenced by them. Thus, rather than have one chapter detail, for example, the influence of Kant and the neo-Kantians on Husserl’s thinking in general, different chapters discuss this influence on different aspects of Husserl’s thought (such as his phenomenological method, his epistemology, and his ethics). In this way, the volume aims to do justice to the complexity of the different ways in which Husserl responded in his thinking to other philosophers and scientists.

Second, while certainly useful, there is not one part with chapters that detail the impact of Husserl’s thinking on contemporaries and successors, including contemporary discussions in philosophy. Several excellent volumes where this kind of influence is successfully documented have already been published (see, e.g., De Santis, Hopkins, and Majolino 2020; Luft and Overgaard 2012; and Zahavi 2012 and 2018). As one will notice right away, Husserl’s influence is wide-ranging – temporally, geographically, and disciplinarily. In this volume, the reader will find, in addition to chapters that discuss a topic in relation to a particular author or position in the history of philosophy, chapters that discuss Husserl’s phenomenological concepts, ideas, and arguments in the context of different contemporary discussions in philosophy and other disciplines.

Third, given the chosen categorization of the six parts that aim to cover and present main aspects of Husserl’s thinking, the way the volume is organized probably does not match the way Husserl himself would have opted to present his own thinking, or the way in which those already familiar with his thought might expect one to do so. The six parts of the book that address Husserl’s thought and the specific chapters in these parts correspond to ways in which those who are not already initiated into Husserl’s thinking might approach philosophy and the subdisciplines that generally characterize it. What is more, the different chapters within such a part focus not solely on concepts or ideas that are particular to Husserl’s thought with its specific terminology (e.g., lifeworld, constitution, intersubjectivity), but rather focus on topics that are of general philosophical interest and spell out Husserl’s contribution in this respect, which is in keeping with the aim to display the philosophical promise and contributions of Husserl’s thought.

This volume was completed during a very unusual, and, for many, difficult, time as we reckoned with the implications of a global pandemic – health implications, social-political implications, and economic implications. Most immediately this means that not all of the chapters initially planned to be included in this volume materialized (e.g., a separate chapter on Husserl’s transcendental idealism, one on Husserl and sociology, and a separate chapter on mathematics). Fortunately, some of the lacunae were addressed, even if from a different angle, in other chapters, though not exhaustively. Especially given these trying circumstances, I would like to thank Andrew Krema, who was an invaluable help in preparing this volume, and all the authors that have contributed to this volume. Not being able to convene physically and continue our philosophical conversations as we may have under normal circumstances, editing this volume allowed me to stay in touch with your distinct philosophical voices and be inspired by your shared and ongoing engagement with Husserl’s thought.


Note

1The Husserliana series has been the venue of publication of Husserl’s written legacy (Nachlass) since the 1950s. The publication of Husserl’s collected works in German is currently still ongoing as are its translations into English. In this volume all references are made to the English translations of Husserl’s work when available and English translations of untranslated works by Husserl are provided by the authors.
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 PART 1

Major works






 1

The first breakthrough

 Psychology, theory of knowledge, and phenomenology of meaning in Logical Investigations1

Pierre-Jean Renaudie

When Husserl published the two volumes of Logical Investigations at the turn of the twentieth century (the introductory volume Prolegomena to Pure Logic in 1900, followed in 1901 by a second volume gathering six Logical Investigations), his philosophical purpose was much more ambitious than providing a series of studies on a range of topics regarding logic and theory of knowledge. The publication of Logical Investigations was first and foremost an attempt to propose a new and original approach to philosophical questions based on the description of lived-experiences, which Husserl defined as “phenomenology.” It was a term he did not coin, nor was he the first to employ it in a philosophical context. But Husserl used it in a very specific sense, giving it a technical and completely renewed meaning. At this stage, however, phenomenology was less a well-defined and perfectly unified philosophical methodology (as Husserl would later on claim it to be), than a novel “research program” in a sense close to Lakatos, working on the basis of a few methodological guidelines, a number of main theses, and lots of promised developments to come.

Consequently, the content of Logical Investigations needs to be understood in relation to the wider philosophical project that Husserl had expected them to give birth to, which requires an understanding of the main questions and difficulties Husserl was hoping phenomenology to resolve. Rather than presenting the variety of views defended by Husserl throughout the 1,000 pages that constitute his first philosophical masterpiece, this chapter will mainly focus upon these difficulties in order to account for the field of philosophical problems that phenomenology originated from and its original way of addressing them. In order to avoid projecting onto the initial version of Husserl’s work later and more sophisticated (though possibly also more consistent) conceptions of his phenomenological method, we shall primarily consider, for the sake of faithfulness and accuracy, the first edition of Logical Investigations and pay particular attention to the historical context within which Husserl’s philosophical undertaking came to a first stage of maturation. We will reserve for the final remarks of this chapter the examination of the shortcomings and issues that he tried – rather unsuccessfully – to overcome in his attempt to revise Logical Investigations for its second edition of 1913, which sheds light on the more renowned transformations that Husserl’s phenomenological project was to undergo soon after the publication of his “breakthrough” work.


Husserl’s anti-psychologism

Many years after Logical Investigations were published, Husserl gave some indications about the main difficulties encountered by its first readers, which contributed in jeopardizing the clear understanding of the main philosophical goals of the book and led to various misinterpretations of phenomenology. As he was preparing the draft for a new preface (which he never published) to be included in the second edition of his book, Husserl stressed that the phenomenological analyses of lived-experiences provided by the six investigations of the second volume were understood as mere psychological descriptions falling under the title of descriptive psychology – a label inherited from Husserl’s first mentor in philosophy, Franz Brentano (Husserl 1975, 51). It seemed unclear to most readers how the investigations of the second volume could logically follow from the extensive criticism and firm rejection of psychologism in the Prolegomena, which were meant to constitute an essential and unavoidable piece of Husserl’s phenomenology of knowledge, as Husserl wrote in a letter to Meinong (August 27, 1900; see Husserl 1994, 137). Rather, as Husserl recalls later on in Formal and Transcendental Logic, numerous early readers of the Logical Investigations understood phenomenology as a “relapse into psychologism” and reproached their author for having given up the radicality of his own critique of psychology (Husserl 1969, 152).

Such misunderstanding and confusion about the meaning of phenomenological description and the clarification of the fundamental concepts of pure logic that Husserl expected it to achieve reveal a significant difficulty inherent to his initial undertaking. How can we understand the unity of the philosophical project that rigorously ties together the two volumes of the Logical Investigations?


Anti-psychologism and neo-Kantianism: Windelband and Natorp

Husserl was far from being the first to make arguments against psychologistic theories. Nevertheless, his Prolegomena to Pure Logic presents an in-depth and remarkably synthetic attempt to identify, analyze, and critically discuss the theses, presuppositions, and shortcomings that the label “psychologism” encapsulates. Husserl proposes a series of arguments that contributed a great deal to mapping the variety of positions that the new psychology gave rise to and their correlative (explicit or implicit) philosophical claims. Across the years that followed their publication, Prolegomena was widely read and referred to as the official anti-psychologist manifesto (Kusch 1995).

However, the historical significance of Prolegomena’s role within the psychologism dispute (Psychologismus Streit) contributed somewhat to concealing the subtlety of Husserl’s position in the debate. Husserl’s rejection of psychologism is certainly motivated by the harsh and pitiless critique of his Philosophy of Arithmetic that Frege published in an 1894 review (Frege 1972). Frege pointed out how Husserl’s analysis of the relation between numbers and the acts of collecting and colligating ultimately relies on an interpretation of logical laws that traces them to psychological processes, thereby revealing the psychologistic background of his approach (Mohanty 1977; Føllesdal 1994). This criticism deeply impacted Husserl, whose strong interest in the conception of pure logic, developed in Bolzano’s Wissenschaftslehre (Theory of Science) and championed by Lotze, was already in conflict with his initial Brentanian attempt to provide some psychological foundation to logical and arithmetical concepts. From this moment on, Husserl diagnoses psychologism as the main threat jeopardizing the clarification of concepts upon which a theory of knowledge must rest. Defining psychologism as the recurring attempt to ground the necessity of logical laws upon the contingency of the empirical laws of thinking, Husserl undertakes a detailed critique of the various forms of psychologism widespread in nineteenth-century accounts of logic (such as Mill, Spencer, Sigwart, Erdmann, and Lipps) and their philosophical consequences. This critique accordingly necessitates the preliminary step of establishing the theoretical foundations of pure logic understood as a new a priori and purely demonstrative science of science.

Husserl insists that his position in the debate needs to be understood as a particular kind of anti-psychologism, specifically designed to address logical issues and to clear the way for setting up the tasks of pure logic. In this regard, his critique must be carefully distinguished from the more general and all-encompassing version of anti-psychologism articulated by the neo-Kantians a few decades earlier. In a series of polemical texts aimed at reestablishing the role of critical philosophy against the rise of psychology, Windelband and Natorp, the main figures of the neo-Kantian schools of Heidelberg and Marburg, had engaged in an uncompromising rejection of psychologism, which came to constitute a foundational aspect of neo-Kantianism and played a decisive role in its development (Windelband 1880 and 1884; Natorp 1887 and 1888; see Anderson 2005). Husserl’s critical analysis, on the other hand, follows a much narrower aim that highlights the strictly logical significance of his own anti-psychologism: the only form of psychologism that phenomenology aims at overcoming is “the psychologizing of the irreal significational formations that are the theme of logic” (Husserl 1969, 152).

It is then crucial to see that Husserl’s purpose is not only to propose a criticism of the psychologistic presuppositions undermining most conceptions of knowledge, but also – and just as importantly – to demonstrate the shortcomings of the anti-psychologistic claims articulated by the neo-Kantians. His analysis, indeed, begins by putting aside the main arguments raised by the neo-Kantians, which stress the “normative character [of logic]” and its irreducibility to the empirical contingency of psychological laws (Husserl 2001b, 31; see also 41–44). Husserl insists that such normative objections can easily be dealt with and cleared out by the proponents of psychologism and points out the insufficiencies of the neo-Kantian version of anti-psychologism.

This refutation of normative anti-psychologism plays a significant role in the construction of Husserl’s argument. Instead of stressing the irreducible opposition between the normative procedures that theory of knowledge must account for according to neo-Kantianism and the description of the empirical facts through which knowledge is actually performed, Husserl critically examines the consequences of psychologism. The anti-psychologistic arguments he formulates allow some kind of complementarity between psychology and theory of knowledge, as Husserl refuses to hold them strictly contradictory to each other. Psychology somehow “takes part” or “participates” (mitbeteiligen) in the foundation of logic, even though it does not provide logic’s “essential foundation” (Husserl 2001b, 45).2 Consequently, Husserl’s anti-psychologism does not commit him to endorse the conclusions drawn by the neo-Kantians’ critique. While the neo-Kantian arguments were meant to clear the analysis of knowledge from empirical psychology and establish Kant’s critical method of transcendental deduction as the only possible way to provide the foundations of theory of knowledge, Husserl’s Prolegomena sets the grounds for an analysis of ideal meanings (Bedeutungen) or “significational formations.” The knowledge of logical truths can be achieved on the basis of this logical analysis; consequently, psychology does not need to be eradicated, and psychological descriptions can legitimately be considered useful to the theory of knowledge.


Anti-psychologism and descriptive psychology: Brentano and Stumpf

Husserl’s reformulation of anti-psychologism is then perfectly compatible with a particular kind of psychology that he discovered as he started to follow Brentano’s lectures in Vienna in the 1880s. Brentano’s psychology proposes a treatment of mental or psychic phenomena (psychische Phänomene) that stresses their irreducibility to physical phenomena and emphasizes the need for a scientific method tailored to their specificity (Brentano 1995, 68). His descriptive approach to psychology is therefore explicitly opposed to genetic explanations modeled on the scientific treatment of physical phenomena: whereas genetic psychology studies the development of mental phenomena and their causal relations on the basis of inductive generalizations, descriptive psychology (later called “psychognosy”) analyses the components that constitute the unity of mental phenomena and establishes the exact laws which account for the necessary relations between these phenomena (Brentano 2012, 3). Accordingly, Windelband’s attack against genetic method (Windelband 1884) and his arguments in defense of Kant’s critical method against the rise of psychologism fall short of invalidating the particular kind of psychology developed by Brentano.

Husserl’s understanding of the philosophical stakes of psychology was strongly indebted to the works of Brentano and his followers, and his particular position within the Psychologismus-Streit can be traced back to the influential analysis of that debate provided by another student of Brentano, Carl Stumpf, with whom Husserl studied in Halle and to whom the Prolegomena is dedicated. In an extended article published in 1891, “Psychology and Theory of Knowledge,” Stumpf engaged in a subtle and original critique of the neo-Kantians’ anti-psychologism, acknowledging that psychological laws cannot provide the foundations of knowledge, but maintaining that psychology can nevertheless bring a substantial and essential contribution to the theory of knowledge. Stumpf agrees with the critique that necessary truths cannot be reduced to contingent facts or empirical processes; however, he stresses that this anti-psychologistic claim is compatible with a softer interpretation of psychologism, which maintains that psychology is complementary and indispensable to a theory of knowledge (Stumpf 1891, 503). However, their tasks must be distinguished: while theory of knowledge aims at identifying and classifying the most general truths that secure the immediate and self-evident foundations of knowledge, psychology describes the genesis of our concepts and traces them back to their origin.


Psychology and theory of knowledge


Phenomenology as descriptive theory of knowledge

In many different respects, Stumpf’s analysis of the complementarity between psychology and theory of knowledge can be read as setting up the framework for Husserl’s own philosophical inquiry. When Husserl characterizes his philosophical project as a “purely descriptive phenomenology of the experiences of thinking and knowing” (Husserl 2001b, 166), his aim is to reconcile descriptive psychology with a theory of knowledge, so as to address the limitations of their conflictual claims and overcome their respective weaknesses. Phenomenology shares a descriptive purpose with the kind of psychology developed by Brentano and taken up by his students. Both begin with an analysis of intentional acts and take conscious mental phenomena as the ultimate ground and starting point of their descriptions. However, insofar as these descriptions account for the intentional relations that tie together the objects and the specific acts of thinking or knowing directed upon them, phenomenology can legitimately claim the title of theory of knowledge and define its task as a rigorous description of the structures of experience that brings “the logical concepts and laws” upon which thought and knowledge rest “to epistemological clarity and definiteness” (Husserl 2001b, 168).

Yet the phenomenological description of cognitive experiences resists the psychological approach to mental phenomena on a fundamental point, which should have prevented the kind of misinterpretation Husserl had to fight against later. In Brentano’s psychology, intentionality provides a criterion of differentiation between mental and physical phenomena: mental phenomena are intentional only insofar as they are directed toward an object in a specific way that cannot be described as a physical relation between two different things. Claiming that all mental phenomena are intentional and that only mental phenomena are intentional is first and foremost, for Brentano, a way of stressing their irreducibility to physical phenomena.

Consequently, Brentano’s descriptive psychology cannot be purely descriptive in the sense intended by Husserl, nor does it meet the requirements for phenomenology. The description of intentional acts in Brentano is ontologically committed to the distinction between two opposite kinds of phenomena, mental and physical, which characterizes psychology as an empirical project dedicated to the examination of a specific domain of reality. On the contrary, pure descriptions require a radical absence of presuppositions that Husserl introduces in 1901 as the fundamental principle of phenomenology, complementary to its metaphysical neutrality. Such descriptions do not need to rely upon any prior ontological distinction between phenomena, whether mental or physical. Disregarding psychology’s exclusive focus upon mental phenomena, phenomenology refuses to identify as a regional science targeting a specific domain of objects or phenomena that can be a priori delimited: rather, phenomenology consists in the description of phenomena in general, without presupposing any ontological region to which it would be essentially bounded and committed as a specific kind of science. Accordingly, the anti-psychologistic claims developed in the Prolegomena remain compatible with the pure (non-empirical) descriptions of the intentional structures of cognitive experiences, allowing Husserl to present phenomenology as a brand new and original philosophical method clarifying logical concepts and providing rigorous foundations for the theory of knowledge.

In the Third Logical Investigation, Husserl goes as far as to unearth a new kind of a priori law, which accounts for the relations between intuitive contents without considering their relation to consciousness or treating them as psychological contents. Against Brentanian-inspired philosophers, like Meinong, who claim that the connections established between sensible contents must be understood as subjective “products [Erzeugnisse]” (Meinong 1969, 292), Husserl contests that the necessary relations that tie together dependent (abhängig) intuitive contents, such as spatial extension and color, or the quality and intensity of a tone, ultimately rely on psychological facts: “[t]his is no mere empirical fact, but an a priori necessity, grounded in pure essence” (Husserl 2001c, 8). The necessity that characterizes such relations depends upon material a priori essential laws, valid for any intuitive content regardless of their reference to consciousness or to their mode of presentation (Husserl 2001c, 10).


The phenomenological notion of experience

But how is it possible for phenomenological descriptions to not make any ontological commitment or metaphysical claim regarding the nature of mental phenomena? What do phenomenological analyses describe if not mental phenomena? Husserl answers these questions in the first sections of the introduction to the second volume of Logical Investigations, in which his definition of phenomenology integrates a new concept of experience that deeply impacts the meaning of descriptive analysis. The cognitive experiences that phenomenology describes are characterized as specific kinds of so-called lived experiences (Erlebnisse, in particular Denk- und Erkenntniserlebnisse): experiences in that particular sense only bear the property of being lived through, that is, of being immediately present to consciousness in a way that does not require their a priori characterization as mental or extra-mental phenomena.

The word Erlebnis is a linguistic creation of the nineteenth century; it began to spread in German literature in the last quarter of the century after Dilthey’s works on poetry (Dilthey 1906),3 and became widely used in psychological studies, though in a non-technical way.4 In a similar fashion to the way he used the term “phenomenology,” Husserl borrowed the word Erlebnis from this loose and widespread psychological use and turned it into a technical concept upon which his phenomenological approach hinges. Understanding experiences as Erlebnisse allows Husserl both to avoid the metaphysical pitfalls of descriptive psychology and to address the limitations of the neo-Kantian conception of the epistemic role of experience, understood as experience in the sense of Erfahrung. Unlike the concept of Erfahrung, which constituted the starting point of Kant’s transcendental inquiry on the conditions of the possibility of knowledge and the core of the neo-Kantian theories of knowledge since Hermann Cohen’s seminal work on Kant’s theory of experience (Cohen 1871), experiences, as Erlebnisse, are essentially determined by their occurrence in one’s conscious life. Bringing the analysis of experience back to its originary occurrence in consciousness constitutes a strong anti-Kantian gesture on Husserl’s behalf, patently – if not provocatively – dismissing the criticisms that Natorp presented against the notion of Erlebnis (mainly against Ernst Mach’s non-technical use of the term in Analysis of Sensations) in an 1887 article (which Husserl knew well, as it was recommended to him by Natorp himself).5

Experiences in the phenomenological sense are first and foremost to be understood in connection to the verb erleben from which their meaning derives: they are what they are only insofar as they are experienced or lived through. That which consciousness experiences [erlebt], Husserl writes, are its experiences [seine Erlebnisse]: “there is no difference between the experienced or conscious content and the experience itself” (Husserl 2001c, 85).6 Experiences in this sense account for the life (Leben) of consciousness – its very movement and temporal unfolding. This is why, while Husserl continues to occasionally use the concept of Erfahrung in Logical Investigations to describe, for instance, the reflexive relation to conscious contents that scientific psychologists draw upon, he insists that this kind of inner experience (innere Erfahrung) is only secondary and derived, always presupposing the domain of Erlebnisse as the originary form of experiencing that constitutes the ground of a purely descriptive analysis of cognitive experiences.

This intimate connection between experiences and consciousness demands that the methods of theory of knowledge be reshaped: saying that the conscious content of an experience and the experience itself are indiscernible means that experiences are by definition immediately accessible to first-person description, and so opened to a descriptive mode of investigation that no longer involves the Kantian question regarding the conditions of possibility of knowledge. Instead of requiring a transcendental deduction of the categories, understood as the most general conditions of possibility of experience, the elucidation of knowledge must consequently consist in a phenomenological analysis of cognitive experiences that describes how these concepts and categories come to be dynamically integrated in the unfolding of conscious life – i.e., in the flow of Erlebnisse.


Intentionality: from psychology to the theory of meaning


The phenomenological reassessment of intentionality

Despite his rejection of Brentano’s distinction between mental and physical phenomena, Husserl stresses that Brentano’s description of the intentional relation remains nevertheless extremely valuable for phenomenological purposes: Brentano’s identification of intentional acts provides a “sharply defined class of experiences,” which do not merely consist in sensory contents but involve the representation or reference to objects, and which are fundamental for normative sciences, since they provide “the concrete basis for abstracting the fundamental notions that function systematically in logic” (Husserl 2001c, 95). Intentionality must consequently be rescued from an all-too narrow psychological interpretation and can be taken as the basis for a description of the structures of lived experiences, i.e., of their various and specific ways of being oriented towards their object. With that respect, intentionality does not consist in an essential property of mental (as opposed to physical) states but expresses a structural feature of lived experiences, thanks to which the latter can be described as consisting in various modes of relation to some object.

Husserl’s reassessment of intentionality paves the way for a new kind of theory of knowledge, fit to address Stumpf’s dissatisfaction with both psychologism and neo-Kantianism. Phenomenological analyses provide effective descriptions of the intentional structures of lived experiences thanks to which cognitive relations to objects of knowledge are achieved and no longer necessitate the indirect method of (transcendental) deduction that (neo-) Kantian theories of knowledge draw on. Phenomenological description, however, does not analyze lived experiences in terms of “mental in-existence” or “immanent objectivity.” Husserl refuses to treat intentionality as a “sort of box-within-box structure”7 enclosing objects, as mental contents, within consciousness. Instead, he analyzes it as a structural feature of conscious acts that accounts for their orientation towards an object, regardless of whether this object exists, is fictional, or ideal. This objective relation is precisely that which determines the specificity of every act of consciousness.

Intentionality is a relation in a quite unique and unusual sense, which cannot be interpreted as an external relation logically presupposing the independent existence of the terms of the relation. The intentionality of experiencing, insofar as it applies to experience understood as Erlebnis and not merely as Erfahrung, does not consist in a relation between a subject and a Gegen-stand, i.e., an “object” characterized as standing in front of a subject. Instead of describing intentional experience as an encounter between consciousness and some objects, Husserl stresses that it constitutes the very essence of consciousness, which is always essentially consciousness of something, as he will famously claim much later:


There are […] not two things present in experience, we do not experience the object and beside it the intentional experience directed upon it, there are not even two things present in the sense of a part and a whole which contains it: only one thing is present, the intentional experience [das intentionale Erlebnis], whose essential descriptive character is the intention [Intention] in question.

Husserl 2001c, 98


To describe lived experiences is to describe them as intending objects in various ways or fashions. One might wonder, however, how we are to understand this intention if phenomenology forbids applying a psychological framework to the analysis of lived experiences. How can such intentions be described if phenomenology refuses that intentionality be primarily modeled on the description of psychological relations? Such questions bring us back to the difficulties the first readers of Logical Investigations had: how could the description of the intentional structures of consciousness be compatible with the critique of psychologism formulated in Prolegomena?


The semantic paradigm for intentionality

This difficulty is addressed by Husserl immediately after his rejection of psychologism when introducing a new model of analysis for intentionality based upon the phenomenological theory of meaning developed in the First Logical Investigation. This is precisely why the analysis of meaning constitutes Husserl’s first investigation in this second volume: it sets a non-psychological framework for the description of the intentional relations that give their structure to lived experiences. Husserl insists that linguistic discussions are indispensable to establish “the true objects of logical research” and necessary to the building of pure logic, which aims at giving “firm clarity to notions and laws on which the objective meaning and theoretical unity of all knowledge is dependent” (Husserl 2001b, 165–166). The judgments upon which knowledge in general, and scientific knowledge in particular, are based, “could barely arise without verbal expression” (Husserl 2001b, 167). Objective knowledge entirely rests upon the self-evidence (Evidenz) experienced in concrete lived experiences of thinking or knowing (Denkerlebnisse or Erkenntniserlebnisse), which in turn depends “on the verbal meaning which come alive [lebendig] in the actual passing of the judgment” (Husserl 2001b, 167). Consequently, theory of knowledge demands first and foremost that the constitution of knowledge be understood in connection with the production of meaning:


The objects which pure logic seeks to examine are, in the first instance, therefore given to it in grammatical clothing. Or, more precisely, they come before us embedded in concrete psychic lived-experiences [konkreten psychischen Erlebnissen] which further function either as the meaning-intention or meaning fulfilment of certain verbal expressions […] and forming a phenomenological unity with such expressions.

Husserl 2001b, 167


The analysis of the significational formations in which knowledge originates requires a phenomenological theory of meaning that describes the experiences in which meanings come alive. Such experiences provide the originary ground upon which intentionality arises and which constitutes consciousness’ orientation towards its objects. Meanings, considered as lebendige (alive), involve the performance of an act that brings consciousness to life by making it intentional: the meaning-intention (Bedeutungsintention) thanks to which something is meant or aimed at. Linguistic expressions make this intentional dimension of consciousness manifest, as they are able to direct interest away from themselves towards their sense and point to the latter in an original, non-indicative, way (Husserl 2001b, 191). However, linguistic expressions are able to convey some meaning and become meaningful only insofar as they are “intimately unified” with meaning-intentions, which take up the task of conferring meaning to expressions, and must be characterized as meaning-conferring acts (bedeutungsverleihende Akte): wherever something is meant, a particular object is intended or aimed at thanks to such intentions, which orient consciousness towards this object and makes it intentional (Husserl 2001b, 192).

The “aboutness” that characterizes consciousness as intentional, as always oriented in various fashions towards such or such object, can then be described through an analysis of the meaning-intentions that confer meaning to linguistic expressions, thanks to which “the relation to [the] expressed object is constituted [konstituiert]” (Husserl 2001b, 194). The capacity to refer to something in a semantic fashion through signitive acts such as meaning-intentions initiates an original relation between consciousness and its objects that is not reducible to causal or physical relations and constitutes the paradigm for intentional relations, allowing Husserl to bring the analysis of intentionality back to a semantic rather than psychological ground (Husserl 2001b, 194).

However, if meaning-intentions deliver the originary format of intentionality and lay the ground for the phenomenological description of intentional relations, their analysis cannot fully exhaust the description of the concrete phenomenon of the sense-informed expression. Meaning-intentions (Bedeutungsintentionen) are, by themselves, nothing more than mere intentions (bloße Meinungen), which do not go any further than aiming at something that remains always possibly beyond their reach, something that they fall short of making present without the help of some complementary acts of intuition (Anschauung). Consequently, such intuitions play an essential role within the meaning-constitution process, as they are necessary to bring the expression to intuitive fullness (anschauliche Fülle) and realize the relation to the object by making it appear as actually present (aktuell gegenwärtig), or at least present to our imagination (vergegenwärtig) (for instance in fantasy). Such acts of intuition are complementary to meaning-intentions, which must be characterized as fundamentally empty (leer) and in want of the kind of completion or intuitive fulfillment (Erfüllung) that can only present them with the object meant or aimed at. With that respect, intuitions must be described as meaning-fulfilling acts (bedeutungerfüllende Akte) so as to account for their participation in the meaning-constitution process. Husserl describes the relation between meaning-conferring and meaning-fulfilling acts as a logical relation between two aspects of the constitution of meaning that are merged together in an original way in experience so that intuitions become phenomenally one with the meaning-intentions they come to fulfill (Husserl 2001b, 192).

With the introduction of meaning-fulfilling acts, Husserl initiates a fundamental development of his analysis of intentionality: the emptiness of meaning-intentions and the fullness of intuitive fulfillments oppose them as two irreducible forms of intentionality that cannot be reduced to a single model of the intentional relation nor derived from a common and primary type of intentionality. Their complementarity is nevertheless so fundamental in the Logical Investigations that Husserl presents it as crucial to the project of a phenomenological theory of knowledge (see Benoist 2001). It is essential to meaning-intentions, as meaning-conferring acts, that they can be, but do not necessarily come to be, fulfilled; likewise, it is essential to intuitions, as meaning-fulfilling acts, that they relate to meaning-intentions in such a way that they can, but do not necessarily actually fulfil them (Husserl 2001b, 199–200).


Knowledge and fulfillment


Self-evidence and categorial intuition

Although Husserl insists that intuitive fullness is not required for the expression to have meaning (sinnvoll), intuitions are nevertheless necessary for the accomplishment of knowledge: only they can confer on cognitive experiences the highest degree of epistemic validation by bringing the meanings expressed in the propositions constitutive of knowledge to self-evidence. The notion of fulfillment – one of the only technical notions introduced in Logical Investigations that Husserl does not borrow from his predecessors – becomes the key-concept for the phenomenology of knowledge. Indeed, knowledge comes to be experienced and performed as a kind of fulfillment in which the object is given to us in a way that fits perfectly with the propositional format of the meaning-intention, from which self-evidence necessarily results.

Knowledge occurs when meaning and intuition are so perfectly in proportion that the unity of fulfillment experienced when they come into relation with each other constitutes the object as given. The dynamic analysis of the relationships of fulfillment points to the ideal goal that knowledge aims at, a goal in which any increase of fulfillment terminates, and where the complete and entire intention has reached its ultimate and final fulfillment. When this goal is reached, Husserl writes, “the intuitive substance of this last fulfilment is the absolute sum of possible fullness” so that the object is both meant and intuited just as it is (Husserl 2001c, 260).

According to Husserl, a phenomenological description of the dynamics of fulfillment encapsulates the ideal form of adequation and self-evidence that truth aims at. Truth is first and foremost the synthesis of fulfillment that brings meaning and intuition to adequation when one experiences “the full agreement of what is meant with what is given as such” (Husserl 2001c, 263).

Yet this phenomenological conception of truth leaves a fundamental question unanswered regarding the kind of compatibility between intuition and meaning that the synthesis of fulfillment presupposes. Understanding how such syntheses are possible seems obvious enough as long as their description sticks to basic cases such as the fulfillment of nominal meanings, which can be fulfilled through the intuitive recognition or identification of the object that such or such noun refers to. Nouns or adjectives constitute grammatical parts of linguistic expressions that do not raise any specific problem with respect to the question regarding the modalities of their fulfillment since they find some non-controversial corresponding content in intuition. The expression “white paper” expresses precisely and adequately my perception of a white sheet of paper left on the desk in front of me since the adjectival and nominal meanings coincide in the synthesis of fulfillment with the partial percepts that relate on the one hand to the whiteness of the object and on the other hand to the object itself.

However, the paradigm of a mere coincidence (bloße Deckung) with the “part-percept” is fundamentally flawed and insufficient to provide a fair and satisfactory description of the cognitive experience that intuitive fulfillment entails. As the perception of the white sheet of paper in front of me gives rise to the knowledge that the paper is white, the paper comes to be known as white, establishing a logical connection between the whiteness and the paper that the relation between individual meanings and corresponding percepts leaves necessarily unexplained. In such cases indeed, “the intention of the adjective white only partially coincides with the color-aspect of the apparent object” (Husserl 2001c, 273). Although perception succeeds in fulfilling the whole meaning-intention, the intention includes a surplus (Überschuß) of meaning that no corresponding partial percept can match up with, “a form [Form] which finds nothing in the appearance itself to confirm it” (Husserl 2001c, 275).

The question then bears on the phenomenological legitimacy of extending the analysis of fulfillment beyond the example of nominal meanings, which Husserl privileged so far, to more sophisticated cases, involving not only a noun but an entire statement that perception can either make true or refute. How are we to understand that perception fulfills not only the individual meanings that constitute a statement’s matter (Materie), but also the “aspects of meaning that that make up propositional form as such,” i.e., the categorial forms that articulate the complexity of propositions and do not find the straightforward corresponding data in perception? Husserl writes, “I can see color but not being-colored” (Husserl 2001c, 277). How in such cases is it possible to describe the relation between the sensuous contents provided by intuition and the categorial forms, such as the being-colored itself, which structure propositional knowledge so as to account for the fulfillment of full-fledged propositions?

Husserl stresses that this question about the material and formal aspects of meanings that perception fulfills necessarily points to the fundamental distinction that needs to be established between two irreducible but connected kinds of perception. If “seeing” does not only apply to the aspects of perception that fulfill material parts of propositional meanings, and if perception is capable of adequately verifying propositional meanings, then it is necessary to extend our understanding of perception beyond the limits of sensuous intuition so as to account for the fact that categorially structured meanings also find fulfillment and confirm themselves in perception (Husserl 2001c, 280).

It is the function of categorial acts to enable and sustain the fulfillment of propositionally structured meaning-intentions, allowing the object to be intuited or perceived categorially, i.e., in a way that includes its categorial formation (Formung); in such cases, Husserl claims, the object is set before our very eyes “in its categorial structure” (Husserl 2001c, 280). We consequently need to acknowledge, beside sensuous perception, the phenomenological legitimacy of a super-sensuous or categorial concept of perception. Categorial acts must be characterized as founded acts, in opposition to the straightforward character of sensuous perception, which presents its objects “in one blow,” and without requiring the apparatus of founding and founded acts (Husserl 2001c, 283). In contrast, categorial perception requires the contribution of a founding act of intuition and is always built upon sensible perception (Husserl 2001c, 288).


Sensibility and understanding

In the lectures on theory of knowledge – that Husserl teaches in Göttingen immediately after the publication of the first edition of Logical Investigations during the winter semester 1902–1903 – Husserl stresses the originality of his conception of categorial acts in opposition to Kant’s analysis of the relations between intuitions and concepts (Husserl 2001a, in particular chapters 9 and 10). Husserl’s unprecedented extension (Erweiterung) of perception to categorial acts allows for a phenomenological reinterpretation of Kant’s distinction between sensibility and understanding, which gives its title to the second part of Husserl’s Sixth Logical Investigation and aims at avoiding the “psychologism of mental faculties as sources of knowledge” that “most Kantianizing philosophers” fall into (Husserl 2001b, 316). Instead of grounding this distinction on a division between the respective domains of competence attached to two distinct faculties, Husserl’s phenomenological theory of knowledge describes these competences as involving two different layers of perception, which in turn entail two irreducible kinds of acts: sensible acts providing straightforward access to the object and material aspects of the perceived on the one hand; and, categorial acts that build the formal structure and complexity of the perceived on the other (Husserl 2001a, 143). However, in both cases perception, whether sensuous or categorial, occurs as an act of fulfillment that results from the collaboration between meaning-intentions and fulfilling intuitions, which can be described as a correlation between the signitive and intuitive modes of intentionality. Husserl’s theory of categorial intuition concludes his inquiry in Logical Investigations by justifying the legitimacy of a phenomenological theory of knowledge that can account for the variety of cognitive accomplishments through a description of our intentional lived experiences.

This original theory of knowledge is maybe less a response to Kant8 than to the neo-Kantians and their uptake of Kant’s epistemological project – a response which strikingly matches the requirements formulated in Stumpf’s attempt to reconcile psychology and theory of knowledge (Stumpf 1891). Faithful to a version of empiricism inherited from Brentano, Stumpf undertakes to rescue the theory of knowledge from the transcendental deduction by articulating it as a description of experience on the basis of which the distinctions between matter and form or sensibility and understanding could be recast (Stumpf 1891, 481). While the second part of the Sixth Logical Investigation addressed this very objective more precisely than Stumpf, Husserl’s phenomenological method allowed him to revisit and revise these distinctions through a strictly descriptive philosophical analysis, which Stumpf’s commitment to psychology prevented him from adopting. This phenomenological theory of knowledge renews Stumpf’s own attempt to delimit and follow a middle way between psychologism and neo-Kantianism. With categorial intuition, Husserl ultimately justifies a descriptive account of knowledge that avoids both the neo-Kantians’ critical stance and the psychologistic reductionism.


The shortcomings of the first edition


A non-egological theory of consciousness

The irreducibility of phenomenological description famously led Husserl in the first edition of Logical Investigations to deny that lived experiences are to be characterized as egological, i.e., presupposing an experiencing subject as a necessary structure of intentional Erlebnisse. This non-egological claim (Gurwitsch 1941; see also Zahavi, Chapter 21 in this volume) logically follows from Husserl’s rejection of the neo-Kantian conception of experience: the purely descriptive approach to lived experiences precedes its egological interpretations, refusing to bring experience back to its subjective conditions of possibility and identify the ego as the necessary “center of reference for all conscious contents” (Natorp 1888, 11). There is no necessity, as far as Husserl can see in 1901, to include the pure ego as a constitutive structure of experience in its phenomenological description as long as description sticks to the flux of experiences without projecting any philosophical conceptuality onto it. The unity of experience relies on syntheses which do not require the presence of a pure identical ego-pole that all conscious experiences should involve (Husserl 2001c, 13–16, 84–86, 284; Sartre 2004, 4). Accordingly, the only ego that can be found in the description of experience is the empirical ego, along with “its empirical relations to its own experiences” (Husserl 2001c, 92–93).

This explicitly non-transcendental aspect of the phenomenology originally presented in Logical Investigations was quickly at odds with the transcendental reinterpretation of the phenomenological method Husserl started to develop after 1903. The internal tensions caused by the non-egological claims initially formulated in the Fifth Logical Investigation were so deep that Husserl eventually renounced to solve them as he was trying to rewrite these sections for the second edition of the text in order to make them compatible with the transcendental view he was now championing. This second edition eventually came out in 1913, the very same year Husserl published his handbook of transcendental phenomenology, the introductory volume of the Ideas for a Pure Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy, in which he officialized the turn that brought phenomenology to integrate the pure ego into its account of the intentional structures of consciousness. How then can we understand the gap between the two editions of the text with respect to the question about the subjective dimension of conscious experience? And how can we account for the transformations that led Husserl to reinterpret experience in such a radically opposed way?


The phenomenological meaning of “I”

One possible way of addressing this question consists in showing that the opposition may not be as radical as it seems. Indeed, it must be noted that the phenomenology of Logical Investigations does not completely disregard the question of the ego but engages in an original approach that analyzes the ego in quite different terms. It would not be right to say that the reader of Logical Investigations has to wait until the aforementioned analyses of the Fifth Investigation to hear about the phenomenological difficulties that the notion of the ego raises. The question of the ego is not completely absent from the beginning of Logical Investigations, although Husserl – maybe because of his aversion for “corrupt forms of ego-metaphysics” (Husserl 2001c, 353) – first raises it in an unusual form, making it not easy to recognize. Faithful to prioritizing the analysis of meaning-intention in his study of intentionality, Husserl suggests as early as in the First Investigation to treat the ego on a strictly semantic ground, as a certain type of meaning that, correlatively, requires a specific kind of fulfillment. The phenomenological problems that the ego raises need to be analyzed on the basis of a foundational question that leaves aside its metaphysical implications: if the experience of the ego derives first and foremost from the use of a particular meaning, then we only need to concern ourselves with answering the following question: “which specific kind of meaning allows the ego to become the object of an intention and of a correlative fulfilling intuition?”

Husserl addresses this question in the third chapter of his First Investigation when he comes to analyze the fluctuations in meaning. The first-person pronoun, thanks to which we refer to ourselves as the intending subject involved in each of our meaning-intentions, belongs to the class of the “essentially occasional expressions” along with other indexical expressions such as “here,” “now,” or the demonstrative “this” (Husserl 2001b, 218–220).

The characterization of the first-person pronoun as an essentially occasional expression bears an immediate consequence to the specific mode of fulfillment that it requires: the meaning-intention involved in the utterance of the first-person pronoun is immediately fulfilled, insofar as its sense refers to a context in which we cannot but be involved. Accordingly, the utterance of “I” gives rise to a meaning-intention that is necessarily always fulfilled, bringing the notion of fulfillment interestingly to its limit (Husserl 2001b, 219; Derrida 2011, 81–82; Renaudie 2016, 83)

However, Husserl’s analysis of the specificity of such essentially occasional expressions does not go much further in the First Investigation since Husserl limits himself to showing that their irreducibility to objective meaning does not represent a threat for his general theory of meaning as “ideal unities,” likely to bring back a semantic version of psychologism. This is the reason why Husserl ends up concluding that “ideally speaking, each subjective expression is replaceable by an objective expression” (Husserl 2001b, 223).

Husserl soon came to recognize the violence of the tour de force (Gewaltstreich) involved in his resolution of the problem raised by indexical meanings, and overtly criticized this deeply unsatisfying analysis in the preface to the second edition of Prolegomena (Husserl 2001b, 7). In 1913, it is clear to Husserl that the extent of the difficulties with his analysis of essentially occasional expressions goes much further than he initially thought in 1901, and that all empirical predications must fall under this category. The objective treatment of such expressions does not do justice to their phenomenological specificity nor highlight the essential connections that tie them together, although some of Husserl’s analyses point in this direction when he asks the question regarding the particular experience of fulfillment that such expressions entail. Husserl’s dissatisfaction towards this aspect of his own “breakthrough work” [Durchbruchswerk] (Husserl 1939, 127; Husserl, 1975, 34) that had not received enough consideration as he was writing Logical Investigations played a decisive, though usually unnoticed, role in the reorientation of his phenomenological research in the years following their initial publication.

This difficulty, which Husserl encountered when he was trying to set the bases for a phenomenological theory of meaning, motivated a much deeper and more complex inquiry into the various aspects of experience that the use of essentially occasional expressions encompasses. The shortcomings of his analysis of essentially occasional expressions brought Husserl to realize that the egological dimension of experience, its inseparability from the intentional structures of experiencing, might be more decisive than he had initially thought and needed to be investigated in much greater detail. This inquiry resulted in a series of famous lectures in which Husserl explored the extremely rich experiential features attached to indexical meanings, in particular the temporal and spatial structures of experience,9 which laid the ground for the in-depth analysis of egological structures later developed in the Ideas. These new phenomenological investigations of the experiences attached to the meaning of “now,” “here,” and “I” brought Husserl’s own attention to the weaknesses of his groundbreaking, albeit unsatisfactory work, convincing him of the necessity of a transcendental reinterpretation of his phenomenological method.


Notes

1I am very grateful to Jodie McNeilly-Renaudie and Daniel Rodriguez-Navas for their helpful comments on this chapter.
2“Die Psychologie an der Fundierung der Logik mitbeteiligt“ (I corrected Findlay’s ambiguous translation). All quotations from Logical Investigations refer to the first edition, unless specified otherwise. When available, Findlay’s English translation is used, although often modified to stick as much as possible to the German.
3See Dilthey’s essay on Goethe (Dilthey 1906), which dates back to 1877.
4See for instance Brentano, Mach, or Wundt, who use the term in a very broad – and mainly critical – way, pointing out its lack of scientific accuracy (Brentano 1995; Mach 1914; Wundt 1897).
5See his letter to Husserl from March 8, 1897 (Husserl 1994, 49).
6“What […] consciousness experiences [erlebt], [is] simply its experience [Erlebnis]. There is no difference between the content that is experienced [erlebten] or conscious [bewußten] content and the lived experience [Erlebnis] itself” (Natorp 1887, 142–143, my translation).
7A detailed criticism and rejection of these phrases is presented in §11 of the Fifth Logical Investigation (2001c, 98–100).
8See also Tolley’s contribution, Chapter 22 in this volume.
9See the 1904–1905 lecture course on the phenomenology of internal time-consciousness and the 1907 course that led to the publication of Thing and Space (Husserl 1964; Husserl 1997).
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“If I am to call myself a philosopher”

 Husserl’s critical phenomenology of reason in Ideas I

Nicolas de Warren


in memoriam Erazim Kohák

Husserl will not accept the compromises which lead a majority of thinkers astray.

Lev Shestov


In 1927 Edmund Husserl was invited to contribute an article on the idea of phenomenology for the Encyclopedia Britannica. Husserl seized on this opportunity to collaborate with Martin Heidegger for the purpose of finding a common understanding – Heidegger had just published Sein und Zeit (Being and Time) in Husserl’s Jahrbuch (Yearbook) – with his precocious protégé on the meaning of phenomenology, thus hoping to solidify the legacy of the philosophical reformation he had initiated decades earlier. After multiple drafts, their fitful collaboration came to naught, leaving Husserl alone to publish his article in the fourteenth edition of 1929. This episode marked an irrevocable parting of ways between Husserl and Heidegger, one of many schisms within the phenomenological movement since its inception. At issue was not only the question “what is phenomenology?” but more pointedly Husserl’s transcendental conception of phenomenology as programmatically exhibited in Ideas I and vigorously pursued in lecture courses, research manuscripts, and publications until his unfinished The Crisis of the European Sciences (from 1936).

Published in 1913 as the first of three projected books (the second and third books remained in draft during his lifetime), Ideas I offers by Husserl’s own reckoning “fragments” (Bruchstücken) for the systematic development of transcendental phenomenology (Husserl 1989, 429; see also Husserl 2001, 3–5). As Husserl writes: “I would like to hope that those that come after me will take up these beginnings and steadily carry them further, but also correct their great imperfections – imperfections that can hardly be avoided in a science’s beginnings” (Husserl 1989, 429; translation modified). These beginnings presented in fact a renewed beginning for Husserl’s critique of knowledge from the “breakthrough work” of Logical Investigations (published in 1900/1901). Always a “perpetual beginning” in his quest for the “promised land” (das Gelobte Land) of philosophy, Ideas I stages one of numerous introductions to phenomenology over the course of Husserl’s development, each recasting an earlier beginning in view of another yet to come (Husserl 1989, 429).

Long regarded as a definitive statement of Husserl’s thinking, Ideas I is upon closer inspection as much a work of transition as it is a work caught in transition. Looking backwards as well as forwards, its Janus-faced presentation announces a moment of arrival as well as a point of departure. Feverishly written in six months, this introduction of the method, idea, and field of phenomenological investigation presents a compact summation of multiple lines of inquiry that Husserl arduously forged in the experimental laboratory of his lecture-courses and legendary research manuscripts during his silent decade after Logical Investigations. From the intention to expand a phenomenological theory of knowledge beyond Logical Investigations (as Husserl writes to Johannes Daubert on November 17, 1904: “I am struggling to go beyond the domain of ideas from the Logical Investigations” (Husserl 1994a, 41)) to the 1912 summer semester lecture course (which, as Roman Ingarden reports, contained many parts of Ideas I, then under preparation), Husserl’s thinking was dedicated to developing a critique of reason (Ingarden 1968, 107). As Husserl writes in 1906, “the general task that I must accomplish for myself if I am to call myself a philosopher” consists in resolving “one by one the main problems in a critique of knowledge” (Schuhmann 1977, 99; translation mine) for which, as he noted earlier in 1905, he now possessed “the true method” (Schuhmann 1977, 87; translation mine). Husserl understood his critique of reason not in terms of abstractly identifying the conditions under which experience is possible in delimiting the powers of reason. Armed with his guiding insight into the a priori structure of consciousness as intentionality, Husserl conceived of his critique of reason through an analysis of distinct, albeit related, forms of consciousness: knowing, valuing, acting. To know, to value, to act represent three basic orientations towards the world in which rationality abides, as forms of experience open to assessments of truth and falsity. What can I know, what values underpin ethical duties, how do I act with respect to such values – these three questions come together in Husserl’s envisioned critique of reason based on returning to experience in search of the constitutional performances of consciousness. Throughout, Husserl was keen to avoid any conflation of his phenomenological analysis with psychology, and thus stressed not only the distinctive method of phenomenology, its theoretical attitude and ideal of knowledge, but most significantly, its guiding aim: a theoretical foundation for rationality in the domains of knowledge, values, and action. In the 1909 summer semester lecture course “Introduction to Phenomenology of Knowledge,” the plan for a general introduction to his phenomenological critique of reason began to take discernable shape. As Husserl writes to Paul Natorp on 18 March 1909, “a series of significant writings for an (in my view) essentially new critique of reason [Vernunftkritik]” can be expected in the near future (Husserl 1994b, 111). Two years later, while writing his essay “Philosophy as Rigorous Science” (published in 1911), Husserl writes to Heinrich Rickert (whom he would succeed in Freiburg in 1916): “I hope to be able to present to the wider public in the not-too-distant future a comprehensive and systematic (and secured from all sides) formation in the service of research in phenomenology and a phenomenological critique of reason” (Husserl 1965, 117 and 1976, xxiii).

This development of a phenomenological critique of reason during Husserl’s silent decade becomes sedimented into Ideas I.1 Its daunting prose condenses years of intense lecturing across a spectrum of research (perception, logic, imagination, emotions, judgement, axiology, temporality, and spatiality) into a stolid presentation that belies the dynamism of Husserl’s thinking. Husserl’s aim is, however, forward looking: to motivate the new science of pure phenomenology, to present its signature method and theoretical attitude, and to map its field of investigation – the a priori structures of consciousness configured in terms of intentionality. When taken independently of the two books with which it was meant to form a whole (as has been the legacy of its reception), Ideas I gives the misleading appearance of finality, when, in truth, Husserl conceived of his introduction as a platform of departure.2 A second book (Ideas II) would enter into the field of phenomenological analysis by focusing on “particularly significant groups of problems,” including, influentially, the lived body, as well as addressing the relationship between pure phenomenology and the natural sciences as well as the human sciences, with an emphasis on psychology. A third book (Ideas III) would consider the idea of philosophy defined by the ideal of absolute knowledge and a mathesis universalis.3 A phenomenological critique of reason serves as the “indispensable pre-condition” for “any metaphysics and other kind of philosophy” that would aspire to the status of a science, or rigorous knowledge (Husserl 2014, 7).

As a general introduction, the primary task of Ideas I is to open “path-ways” by which the “extraordinary difficulties of entering into this new world can be step-by-step over-come” (Husserl 2014, 5; translation modified). In Husserl’s cherished metaphor, Ideas I explores an uncharted world – the commonly experienced world (“in the natural attitude”) as newly discovered from the vantage-point of a phenomenological investigation of the manifold senses in which the world is constitutively given, or manifest, to consciousness. In progressing from the pre-philosophical natural attitude with which Ideas I begins to an exposition of the idea of philosophy in Ideas III, the Ideas series ascends to philosophy through a phenomenology of pure consciousness. Insofar as Husserl understands his phenomenological enterprise as a foundational critique of reason, this movement of “ascent” passes through a movement of “descent,” or reduction, to the constitutive a priori accomplishments of consciousness, not, however, as with Kant, as derived from a system of pure concepts in coordination with pure forms of intuition, but dynamically and descriptively, as mapping the plural structures of intentionality that a priori shape and animate the field of possible experience. A reader following Husserl’s guidance does so with the awareness that map is not territory. As an exercise in phenomenological pedagogy, Ideas I extends an invitation to its readers to participate in the “unending task” of phenomenological research; it does not profess a doctrine meant to be learned but organizes an exposition meant to be learned from.4 This interplay between “master” and “student,” crucial to the ethos of phenomenological research, is incarnated in Husserl himself, who incessantly revised the principal insights of Ideas I, remaining a perpetual beginner with regard to himself. As Husserl acknowledged to Dorion Cairns, the order of presentation in Ideas I could and should have been changed. As Cairns reports: “Ideen I orders the problems in a fortuitous manner since Husserl had not yet thought the subject matter through” (1976, 2).

As a phenomenological critique of reason, Ideas I is programmatic as well as polemical in intent. Husserl conceived of Ideas I for the inaugural issue of the Jahrbuch für Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung (Yearbook for Philosophy and Phenomenological Research) with which phenomenology as a collective enterprise was to be established. The stated purpose of the Jahrbuch was to establish “a site for scientific work” and “meeting point for phenomenological research” (Husserl et al. 1913, v–vi). With Ideas I, Husserl seeks to position his transcendental phenomenology within an institutional landscape, internally with regard to the phenomenological movement and externally with regard to academic philosophy. Not surprisingly, the idea for a dedicated publication venue dates back to Husserl’s silent decade when the general idea for a systematic critique of reason began to mature. In a letter to Daubert (26 August 1907), Husserl writes that the need for a journal of phenomenological philosophy has become “pressing” (brennend); he feels “seriously besieged” (arg zugesetzt) by students’ request for a journal due to the rising influence of the Munich circle of phenomenology, the visibility of their publications, and unanswered critiques of his Logical Investigations (Husserl 1994a, 56). Husserl’s transcendental reformulation of phenomenology in Ideas I provoked, however, critical reactions amongst his own students at the price of widening the circle of its appeal within academic philosophy (see Ingarden 1975). Significantly, Husserl looks to claim for himself the mantle of transcendental thinking in arguing how pure phenomenology completes Kant’s transcendental reformation of philosophy while demarcating his own transcendental enterprise from and against neo-Kantianism, given Husserl’s central affirmation that the fundamental form of reason is an “original giving ‘seeing’,” or intuition.5


I

Already with its title, Ideas I confounds expectations. In Ideas for a Pure Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy (Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie), the preposition “for” (zu) indicates the futural thrust of Husserl’s ideas while marking a conjunction and hence distinction between pure phenomenology and phenomenological philosophy. This distinction gives notice that pure phenomenology does not coincide with philosophy per se and thus renders the question “what is phenomenology?” central for understanding of phenomenology. As Husserl once noted, Ideas I is “not considered an introduction to philosophy” (Husserl 1976, xxxii). It provides, instead, an introduction to pure phenomenology and the constitutive correlation between “reason and reality” (Vernunft und Wirklichkeit) – the title of the final section of Ideas I. As a critique of reason, pure phenomenology establishes the “pre-condition” for accomplishing the idea of philosophy as a “rigorous science,” or “first philosophy,” where the meaning “rigorous science” (strenge Wissenschaft) specific to this philosophical ideal cannot be derived or drawn from either the method or the form of the natural (or human) sciences. Rather than usher the end of philosophy, Husserl’s phenomenology of consciousness inaugurates its genuine beginning, for as Husserl declares in his essay “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” “I do not say that philosophy is an incomplete science. I say more directly that philosophy is not at all a science, that it has not at all begun to become a science” (Husserl 1965, 73; translation modified). An important corollary to this distinction between a phenomenological critique of reason and a phenomenological reform of philosophy is the placeholder reserved for a phenomenologically secured metaphysics that would culminate Husserl’s philosophical aspiration. As Husserl writes at the end of Cartesian Meditations: “lest any misunderstanding arise, I would point out that, as already stated, phenomenology excludes every naive metaphysics that operates with absurd things in themselves, but, does not exclude metaphysics as such” (Husserl 1960, 156). Phenomenology is not anti-metaphysical; it awaits a future metaphysics of rigorous composition on the basis of its critique of reason.6

If pure phenomenology is distinct from philosophy, what, philosophically speaking, is pure phenomenology? The term “pure phenomenology” would to first-time readers at first blush seem confused. In Kantian terms, a phenomenology, as a doctrine of appearances, and hence, sensible experience, could itself not be “pure” given that pure concepts of the understanding and pure forms of intuition are not to be derived from experience, and hence, in this Kantian sense, cannot be “phenomenological.” While Kant in his pre-critical phase envisioned a “general phenomenology” that would establish the “validity and limitations” of “principles of sensibility” as a propaedeutic for any future metaphysics, the term faded from Kant’s thinking with the formation of The Critique of Pure Reason. Given the strict opposition in Kant’s framework between “empirical” and “pure,” a critique of “pure” reason cannot be “phenomenological” (see Kant 1999, 107–109). If the expression “pure phenomenology” would in this regard appear puzzling, the term “phenomenological philosophy” would equally at first sight produce a degree of perplexity. In Hegelian terms, a phenomenology of spirit, in dialectically overcoming an array of dualisms between subject and object in the reconciliation of spirit with itself, provides a beginning for philosophy as a science of logic. The Phenomenology of Spirit is the science of consciousness (Wissenschaft des Bewußtseins) which arrives at the concept of science (Hegel 2010, 46–47). The science of logic takes the science of the manifestations of spirit (des erscheinenden Geistes) as its pre-condition; what the phenomenology of spirit presents from the self-unfolding and self-grasping perspective of consciousness, the science of logic, as pure thought thinking through itself, presents in and for itself. Philosophy proper is itself not “phenomenological,” but “pure” (Hegel speaks in this regard of the science of logic as a reine Wissenschaft).

Against this backdrop, Husserl’s title arrests any pre-conceived expectations as to how to understand the headings of pure phenomenology as a critique of reason and philosophy as a transcendental logic and mathesis universalis, the latter, as Husserl developed more fully in Formal and Transcendental Logic (published in 1927). In Ideas I, pure phenomenology becomes deployed within a novel space of thinking in-between “not descriptive psychology” and “not philosophy” (Husserl 2014, 4). Hence the proclivity to misconstrue Husserl’s phenomenology either as a description of experience from a first-person point of view (or worst: as an introspective psychology) or as a fully developed philosophy. Ideas I is neither just a phenomenology of consciousness nor already a phenomenological philosophy. Hence the rhetorical force in Husserl effectively beginning by avowing the absence of pure phenomenology, indeed, its apparent impossibility. As he writes: “pure phenomenology is an essentially novel enterprise, which, in its defining characteristic is removed from natural thinking, that seeks to establish the foundation science of philosophy [Grundwissenschaft der Philosophie]” (Husserl 2014, 3; translation modified). Thus baptized, pure phenomenology becomes performatively called into being and its own self-realization without direct historical antecedent or intimation within the natural attitude. To be sure, Husserl recognizes phenomenological overtures in such figures as Plato, Descartes, Hume, and Kant.7 Husserl does not claim, in other words, that pure phenomenology emerges ex nihilio without drawing from inherited ways of philosophical thinking. In emancipating thinking from what Husserl dubs the “pernicious legacy of the past” (böses Erbe der Vergangenheit), phenomenology seeks to forge a “new science” in creatively renewing what it means to think philosophically (Husserl 2014, 7).8 Modern philosophy, on Husserl’s teleological thinking, harbored the “secret longing” for “the final form of transcendental philosophy” as phenomenology (Husserl 2014, 113–114). This rhetoric of novelty, characteristic of Husserl’s philosophical modernism, for which Ideas I can be read as its avant-garde, is emphatic: phenomenology stands at a distance from “natural thinking” and, in this manner, necessarily challenges all of our “reigning habits of thinking” (Husserl 2014, 4). Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology oscillates between familiarity and strangeness, much as with a reality that seems to have been foreshadowed obliquely in a dream, much as that dream has called forth its own imperative.

A key aspect to Ideas I thus consists in securing the plausibility and traction of its own theoretical motivation. Yet, as Husserl acknowledges, if pure phenomenology is an “essentially new science of phenomenon,” what need is there for another science of phenomenon, given that “other sciences long known to us also attend to phenomena” (Husserl 2014, 3)? Is pure phenomenology not an improbable science or a philosophical fiction, given that every kind of phenomenon has already been claimed by a respective science: physics, biology, sociology, psychology, etc.? Is there some aspect of the world, or region of being, or type of phenomenon, for which a science is lacking?

Stated in these terms, the opening paradox of phenomenology announces itself as a new science without an apparent domain of investigation. We enter the stage of a phenomenology in search of its own object and hence in search of its own philosophical self. The plausibility of finding a motivation for this “new science” must therefore go hand-in-hand with finding traction in its own domain or “object” of inquiry – the phenomenon of which it is a science – as well as discovering who is the actor, or subject, for whom this new science opens itself as a field of research. The discovery of a method that leads to its object goes hand-in-hand with the discovery of an attitude that positions who thinks in the manner of phenomenology, this “essentially novel” form of thinking that goes against all of our “previous habits of thinking” (Husserl, 2014, 4). If, as Husserl notes, cultural objects, social institutions, material bodies, empathy, consciousness, etc. are already recognized phenomena for which there exists a corresponding science, and barring anything akin to foundational-phenomenon, or Urphenomenon, what determines phenomenology as a foundational science (Grundwissenschaft)? As Husserl underlines, what determines phenomenology as a science of phenomenon is not a new kind of phenomenon nor a universal phenomenon but an essentially novel approach towards all phenomena taken under the index of a transcendental questionability. As Husserl writes, phenomenology “intends” and “approaches” (geht auf) phenomenon “it relates to them in a completely different attitude. By means of this attitude, every sense of phenomenon that we encounter in sciences long familiar to us is modified in a specific way” (Husserl 2014, 3; my emphasis). This orientation towards the world from a radically different attitude – a transcendental-phenomenological attitude – entails a different method of knowing that significantly “modifies” the sense in which we can come to know and, emphatically for Husserl, see phenomenon – all phenomena – in a new way. The radicality of this transformation in thinking, but also, in speaking, requires an apprenticeship to learn how to see the world with “new eyes.” At first sight, everything must seem blinded, then confused. As Husserl remarks: “That’s how it goes for the beginner when she enters the unknown and unanticipated sphere of phenomenological objectivities. Here, it means to have patience and not let up until the intellectual eye has learned to see the new” (Husserl 2005, 166).


II

A question that ab initio complicates Husserl’s introduction to pure phenomenology is when does phenomenology actually begin? In the first pages of Ideas I, a reader finds herself thrown into a tangle of abstract distinctions that Husserl himself labels “logical considerations” (logische Betrachtungen). Rather than with the motivation and method for phenomenology, Ideas I begins with preliminary considerations under the heading “Essence and Knowledge of Essence,” the purpose of which remains initially obscure. With such considerations, the details of which can here be left aside, Husserl sketches the logical construction, or Aufbau, of the intelligibility, or “thinkability,” of the world. These logical reflections are impartial to phenomenology; there is here nothing inherently “phenomenological.” Husserl’s tacit aim is to arrive at a theoretical motivation for phenomenology in light of these logical considerations as well as establish the eidetic form of phenomenology as a science, insofar as any science, for Husserl, is predicated on knowledge of the universal, or “essences.”9

A notable aspect of Husserl’s logical considerations is his conception of the world, thus situating the problem of the world as an intelligible whole of possible knowledge at the forefront of Husserl’s phenomenological critique of reason. Husserl does not define the world as an “entity” or “object,” nor as the totality of what there (actually) is. The world is an embracing, or total, horizon (Gesamthorizont) of possible experience, and hence, possible research and knowledge. Insofar as the world is the “total horizon” of possible experience, Husserl implicitly affirms the world-relatedness of knowledge, and hence, consciousness, given that any possible experience of the world must be an experience for a possible form of consciousness within the world. Husserl furthermore equates “true being” (wahrhaftes Sein) with “real, or effective, being” (wirkliches Sein) along with the specification that real being, encompassed within the horizon of the world, is “being in the world” (Sein in der Welt). What it is for something “to be” is “to be in the world” as a possible object of experience and hence knowledge for a consciousness that equally must find itself in the world.

For Husserl, knowledge targets “true being,” not true belief; justified true belief is motivated and founded on the revelation of what is. The “original source” for knowledge are “certain intuitions (Anschauungen)” in which an object comes into “self-giveness” or “partial self-giveneness.” To have “real being” given in an originary way is for “real being” to manifest itself as what it is, namely, in its true being. Drawing on the etymological composition of the German term for perception (Warhnehmung), the primary form of consciousness in which real being manifests itself, or “gives itself,” is perceptual experience, where the term “perception” is here molded generously for any experience in which an object becomes revealed, or given – encountered – as what it is and hence known as to what it is. An individual thing (Tatsache), or fact, is inseparable from an “essence” (Wesen) by virtue of possessing an identity as to what it is. As Husserl writes, the “essence” of an individual fact is “what is to be found in the being that is proper to an individual itself as its what [das im selbsteigenen Sein eines Individuum als sein Was Vorfindliche]” (Husserl 2014, 11). In less cumbersome phrasing, whatever is, is something for which we can meaningful ask the question “what is this?,” for which we can in principle discover a meaningful answer as to what it is in discovering what it actually is.

On this argument, the basic form of knowledge is knowledge of an object as “this determinate thing” (tode ti), that is, of a determinate thing as “this-that,” as a thing being thus-and-so, and hence, predicable not only of attributes but also of categorical relations pertaining to states of affairs (e.g., the cat is on the mat). This is important, for the idea of phenomenology as an eidetic science, a “universal,” or, in Husserl’s language, an eidetic form, or “essence,” is not excluded from givenness as an individual thing insofar as an individual thing is an entirely determinate thing (admitting no additional determination and hence, when thus given, self-given in an adequate manner, without remainder, as it were) in contrast to an individuated (or particular) thing that is unrepeatable. Essences are thus possible objects of knowledge; as “universals,” an essence cannot be given apart from particulars even though an essence, when adequately known, is itself, as an object, a tode ti, namely, an entirely determinable object of knowledge. As Husserl writes: “An essence (eidos) [das Wesen (Eidos)] is an object [Gegenstand] of a new kind. Just as the given in the individual or experiential intuition is an individual object, so the given in the intuition of the essence [Wesensanschauung] is a pure essence” (Husserl 2014, 12). Husserl considered it to be one of his principle methodological innovations to have developed the method of eidetic variation by which “essences” are to be intuitively apprehended, not by means of abstraction or grasped apart from particulars, but through a phenomenological epagoge (misleadingly translated from Aristotle as “induction”) bringing into view an invariant form, or “eidos,” through a variation of particulars.

Throughout these considerations, Husserl consistently speaks of “natural knowledge” (natürliche Erkenntnis) and “natural experience” (natürliche Erfahrung). This characterization of experience and knowledge as “natural” introduces an operative concept that proves pivotal for grasping the motivation for a phenomenological critique of reason. Husserl runs different (at times meant conjointly, at times meant singularly) meanings of “natural” in his use of the term adjective natürliche: “natural” in the sense of taken-for-granted, naïve, or presumed without question; “natural” in the ontological sense of “real being in the world,” or nature as commonly understood; natural in the sense of the “natural attitude,” that is, our default orientation towards the world as knowable.10 The rational “questionability” of the world, that we can at all address the question “what is that?” to something of the world and look for an answer in the world, is the basic expression of the natural attitude. This taken-for-granted, or “natural,” orientation towards the world as a possible theme of knowledge, represents the sense in which the natural attitude is already a theoretical attitude.

Husserl’s logical considerations open his introduction of phenomenology with a staunch philosophical commitment to the intelligibility of the world. What renders the world philosophically puzzling is not that it exists, but that it is knowable for human beings in such a manner that our knowledge of the world “transcends” our consciousness, that is to say, opens our consciousness to discovering what actually is. Husserl speaks in this regard of “the riddle of reason” (das Rätsel der Vernunft), or, alternatively, the riddle of all riddles (das Rätsel aller Rätsel), for which a critique of reason would enlighten the “field so full of mysteries” called reason (Husserl 1956, 298; 1970, 13). Reason is here not a set of pre-defined faculties, but a field of intelligibility and system of knowledge that becomes accomplished through different forms of consciousness. Every genuine science (physics, for example, as opposed to astrology) is the study of a domain of being, of things that can be known and said to be in a determinate way as being. Corresponding to different regions of being (living beings, material things, etc.), the field of rational sciences attests to the fact that what it is to be can be known and said in many ways. This plurality of regions of being and ways of knowing what is precludes a universal science that would have as its domain “being as such” since knowledge is always knowledge of a being under the aspect, or in the manner, in which it is understood within a region (a being qua a physical thing, etc.). There is, for Husserl, no proper domain of “being qua being.”

The natural attitude is eo ipso an ontological attitude; it underlies a scientific orientation towards the world as well as our everyday dealings with the world. Whether we are engaged in knowing something about the world, recognizing a value, or deciding what we ought to do on the basis of what we value, we operate from the unquestioned presumption that there is a world populated by objects that become manifest to us in patterned configurations and styles of givenness. What characterizes the natural attitude is the inertial mass of its own self-forgetting or being-taken-for-granted. The sheer obviousness of the natural attitude (obvious to the point of its own oblivion) leads, moreover, to “naturalistic misunderstandings” (naturalistische Mißdeutungen) regarding how knowledge is at all possible. As Husserl would reprise elaborately in The Crisis of the European Sciences, the intrinsic naivete of the sciences as well as everyday experience with regard to the sense and significance of its own accomplishment of knowledge does not inhibit their respective normal theorizing and praxis. Philosophical naivete is the natural condition for scientific thinking, not its obstacle.

In establishing a foundational science (Grundwissenschaft), pure phenomenology must begin with a suspension of the natural attitude in no longer taking for granted what otherwise remains necessarily taken for granted. Husserl motivates his critique of reason, as pure phenomenology, not by claiming an as yet unexplored domain of phenomenon; pure phenomenology does not replace or correct existing sciences, nor add another science alongside the existing sciences. Transcendental thinking does not begin with a question – how is knowledge possible?—nor in wonder that there is an intelligible world. It begins instead with a critical awareness of confusions and equivocations in how we reflect on how knowledge is possible that have populated the history of philosophy. Phenomenology begins, in other words, with a suspension of philosophy itself and its many confusions, thereby opening a space of thinking prior to philosophy, as its pre-condition. As Husserl writes: “The philosophical epoche that we adopt should, to put it formally, consist in the fact that we completely withhold judgment regarding the doctrinal consent of all previous philosophy and carry out […]” (Husserl 2014, 33).11

The “naturalistic misunderstandings” (naturalistische Mißdeutungen) that have plagued philosophical thinking are cast by Husserl in the mold of antinomy between skeptical empiricism and dogmatic subjective idealism. Inspired by Kant’s antinomies of reason and adopting Kant’s threefold distinction of skepticism, dogmatism, and critical philosophy, Husserl argues that the natural attitude gives rise to two conflicting approaches to the problem of knowledge: empiricism based on the myth of the given and its consequent skepticism with regard to objective knowledge of the world; subjective idealism based on a self-referencing holism of a conceptual understanding and its consequent dogmatic position with regard to objective knowledge of the world. Unlike Kant, however, this antinomy does not stem from an internal conflict within reason (i.e., unregulated and undelimited faculties of reason). Rather, this antinomy stems from the shared unquestioned presupposition of the natural attitude and the intolerable oscillation within the history of (modern) philosophy between some form of skeptical empiricism, on the one hand, and some form of idealism, on the other. The transcendental direction for a critical theory of knowledge (Erkenntnistheorie) issues from short-circuiting the underlying assumption of the natural attitude in its two pervasive expressions: dualism between “subject” and “object” (or “phenomenon” and “noumenon,” “mind” and “world”) and the primacy of the ontological question: what is it?


III

With this motivation for a critique of reason in place, Husserl proposes a set of reflections on the world as experienced within the natural attitude. As Husserl writes, “Let us begin our considerations [Betrachtungen] with how human beings naturally live: […] ‘in a natural attitude’” (Husserl 2014, 48). In these reflections, Husserl delineates the contours of our common experience of the world in a manner that anticipates the fundamental structures of intentionality that enter into sharper profile within a phenomenological field of thematic analysis, once and only once the phenomenological method has been properly introduced. In presenting a panoramic view of how we experience the world within the natural attitude before the explicit introduction of the phenomenological method of thinking, Husserl adopts for the sake of convenience, as he remarks, the first-person point of view (Ichrede).12 This stylistic device reflects the “natural,” that is: the taken-for-granted, first-person self-referencing of experience – there is no such thing as an “experience” per se, but someone’s experience – but by the same token indicates that a description of experience from a first-point of view cannot be taken as defining Husserl’s own phenomenological method of description. This is not to suggest that phenomenological analysis of what Husserl calls “pure experience” or “transcendental experience” is not staked to the structural feature that experience is always someone’s experience (i.e., implies a consciousness aware of itself as experiencing and hence being consciousness); it is to suggest that the frequent appeal to the “first-person point of view” in many contemporary versions of phenomenology remains woefully generic and insufficient, lacking proper rigor, given Husserl’s unwavering insistence that phenomenology is essentially an eidetic science in service of a critique of reason from the perspective of the transcendental ego.

Within the natural attitude, the world is populated by different kinds of objects (physical objects, other human beings, etc.) in manifold ways of experiencing (perception, remembrance, imagination, cognition, etc.). Objects have aesthetic and ethical value; the world is inter-subjective; we find ourselves in the world moving between environments (Umwelten), or “worlds,” in which different kinds of objects are manifest (objects of geometry, Madame Bovary, etc.). Husserl’s transcendental archaeology of experience brings to thematic reflection and, in this sense, “remembers” what is commonly yet naively experienced within the natural attitude. In retrospect, a phenomenological description sees with new eyes, in light of its guiding transcendental interest in constitutional forms of how experience is possible, what had always been seen without it being clearly seen phenomenologically; prospectively, a preliminary description of “natural experience” represents a “pre-understanding” of transcendental understanding. The movement between the natural attitude and the phenomenological attitude towards the same world of possible experience is neither linear (progression from one to the other without return) or circular (return to the former without progression), but in the figure of continual “spiral,” or what Husserl calls searching in a “zig-zag” fashion.13 This spiraling movement of a “zig-zag” back and forth between the natural attitude and the phenomenological attitude fluently expresses the movement of reason itself, which, as with the zig-zag movement of phenomenology’s own development, is no longer conceived, as with Kant, as a fixed set of faculties with a priori regulative principles nor, as with Hegel, as a movement towards the finality of self-realization. As an infinite task, reason becomes understood as an unfolding manifold – Husserl speaks of pure consciousness as “an infinite manifold of manifolds” – of structures of intentionality.14

The thrust of Husserl’s survey of the natural attitude is directed to recognizing what underlies the ever changing and diverse ways in which the world becomes manifest to us – the many ways of being. What Husserl calls “the general thesis of the natural attitude” refers to the pervading “there is” of the world which is neither the consequence of a determinate belief (and hence a “general” thesis) nor a determinate entity or part of the world. As Husserl writes: “everything from the natural world of which we are conscious experientially and prior to cognition carries in its total unity and in terms of every articulated saliencies the character of ‘there’ [‘da’], ‘existing’ [‘vorhanden’] […]” (Husserl 2014, 53; translation modified). Underlying our experience of the world is the unstated confidence in its continued presence as the open range of possible experience. The “there-being” of the world (da) is not a substance or primary matter, but a presumption that both indicates and obscures the unspoken and unrecognized constitution of the experience in a priori forms of consciousness. Uncovering this sedimented field of constituting consciousness, immemorially occurring, as it were, behind our backs, requires a phenomenological epoché that “brackets” or “places out of commission” the general thesis of the natural attitude.15 This suspension of the natural attitude is not to be conflated with a posture of doubt or skepticism; the relation to the world is not “negated,” and despite Husserl’s dramatic talk of a “destruction of the world” (Weltvernichtung), the world is neither negated nor abandoned. Moreover, as the pre-condition for phenomenological investigation, the suspension of the natural attitude is always temporary: the natural attitude cannot be permanently replaced or displaced by another general attitude even though the phenomenological attitude encompasses in its theoretical posture the total horizon of the world. The suspension is also not a thought-experiment or mere speculation (sich bloß denken).

In “withholding” any judgment (or “thesis”) regarding “existence” or “non-existence,” the primacy of the question of being becomes suspended, and in this slackening of the ontological binding of intentionality to the world, the question of sense – the sense of what it is “to be” as given in possible experience – becomes released. The suspension of the natural attitude can be therefore characterized as a general displacement of the assumed primacy of the question “what is it?”, or the “what is?” question. The attitude of phenomenology towards the world and optic of its regard of the world is not predicated on the ontological question, “what is knowledge?” or another kind of “what is” question (including the question reserved for psychology: what is consciousness, or for physics: what is the material universe?) but instead on the transcendental question: “how are things given in consciousness?” – the question of givenness (Gegebenheit). The basis sense of what it is “to be” is “to be given” – to be present (“appear” or “show-up”) or not to be present (“not appear” or “not show-up”) – and it is this “how of manifestation” that gives sense and significance to what there is, or not.


IV

Once the suspension of the natural attitude is in place, Husserl remarks that although “we have learned to understand the sense of the phenomenological epoché, its possible accomplishment is thereby not completely transparent” (Husserl 2014, 56; translation modified). What still remains unclear is the way in which phenomenology becomes an enterprise of research. The suspension of the natural attitude modifies the sense in which the world is manifest; it becomes open to the “fundamental regard of phenomenology” that searches to understand how the manifest world of experience is constituted for consciousness. Under the general heading of “the phenomenological reduction,” Husserl proposes a distinctive method of “accessing” or “opening” the field of phenomenological research and space of transcendental reasoning: the world of phenomenon as described under the index of constitution. The method of reduction is, however, neither singular nor inert, yet plural and dynamic. In his writings, Husserl evokes the phenomenological, the eidetic, the transcendental, and the primordial reduction. Different ways into the reduction (the ontological, the psychological, the epistemological) are also identified. Not to be misled by the term “reduction” as signifying a “derivation” or “diminishment,” “reduction” is meant in its etymological sense of “bringing back to” and “restoring,” i.e., leading back to the primary and constitutive forms of consciousness, or what Husserl calls “the essence of pure consciousness” (Husserl 2014, 58). The essence of consciousness is characterized as an “unending field of the apriori of consciousness” and as the “manifold of manifolds of consciousness” wherein different forms of consciousness (perception, imagination, emotions, etc.) become thematically open to a phenomenological descriptive analysis of constitution (Husserl 2014, 91–92 and 135). Within this wide field of inquiry, or what Husserl also calls the “phenomenological residuum,” the criteria of phenomenological knowledge, or intelligibility, is not a principle of derivation or formal sequence of demonstration, but the “fruitfulness” of its research and revealing of “the things themselves” (die Sachen selbst) in intuitions (Anschauungen), or, in other words, cognitive insight.16

The intrinsic plurality of pure consciousness (as a manifold of manifolds) in correlation to the many ways in which beings can be known and said does not exclude a unity of consciousness and hence the unity of the world as the embracing horizon for “beings in the world.” The unity of consciousness is not found, however, in a substantial entity (as a soul), a set of pre-determined faculties (understanding, sensibility, reason) in coordination with each other, nor as a totalizing inwardization of Spirit in and for itself. The unity of the manifold of pure consciousness in its world-related diverse manifestations is found in the a priori structure of any possible form of consciousness, namely, intentionality, insofar as every consciousness of something must necessarily have the configuration of intentionality. The structure of intentionality, as the guideline for understanding of the problem of constitution (i.e., how the objects of experience are manifest for consciousness), is the main theme of Husserl’s phenomenological investigations. In Ideas I, the general structural features are presented; Ideas II and subsequent envisioned studies were meant to provide analyses of particular forms of consciousness (imagination, the animate body, perception, etc.). However, insofar as Husserl considers the constitution of a perception thing (das Ding) to be the baseline for transcendental thinking, perceptual experience of things (or objects) serves as the focal point of Husserl’s examination of intentionality in Ideas I (with occasional side glances to emotions, the imagination, and values). The phenomenological question “what is a thing?” anchors the transcendental analysis of constitution.17 From this platform, Husserl projecting parallel investigations to other regions of objects (values, imaginary objects, mathematical objects, other persons, temporality, etc.).

An array of addressed issues such as wakefulness and attentiveness of consciousness, unattentive and inactual consciousness, the armature of horizons of possible consciousness, the relation between perception and judgment, self-consciousness and reflection reveal a complex texture to Husserl’s understanding of consciousness. Formulated in general terms, intentionality, or “intentional directedness,” does not designate a relation between two things that could stand independently from each other, with their relation forming an optional or extrinsic element.18 Intentionality is understood by Husserl as an a priori correlation in terms of which consciousness and its objects of experience, mind and world, can enter into a relation of “sense-formation.” Objects of consciousness are characterized as “transcendent” with regard to consciousness; the tree I perceive in my backyard is neither a mental representation, or image, nor “in my head,” but out there, standing in front of me, illuminated by sunshine, next to a fence, resplendent with its foliage, etc. My own perception of the tree, that it is me who is perceiving, that perception is an act of consciousness, is characterized as “immanent,” or, in other words, I must be conscious of perceiving in order to be perceiving; what it is for consciousness “to be” is “to be conscious of itself” as being conscious in a particular manner, as perceiving this tree, for example. Forgoing the intricate and rich structural components of this basic schema of intentionality, Husserl maps its features along the coordinates of a three-fold distinction between “the ego,” or intrinsic self-awareness (or self-consciousness) that abides within any conscious experiencing of something (I experience myself – am conscious of myself – as the one who perceives in perceiving the tree), the determinate act of consciousness in its directedness towards an object (perceiving, imagining, remembering, etc.), and the determinate transcendent object of my consciousness. As Husserl engaged more deeply into the structures of pure consciousness, he deploys the distinctive description of intentionality as noetic-noematic correlation. The nomenclature of noetic-noematic intentionality can only be within the phenomenological reduction, hence its conspicuous absence of Husserl’s preliminary description of the natural attitude from the perspective of the first-person (Ichrede). Forgoing the details (and controversies), the noematic object is in fact a structure or system meant to conceptualize the form of possible objects of experience.19 The noesis, or noetic act, designates any type of objectifying act of consciousness (perception, imagination, emotions) directed towards an object, as the consciousness of an object. Since consciousness of something is always being conscious in a certain manner of apprehending (perceiving, etc.) an object in a certain manner of givenness (to perceive a tree as thus and so), the noetic-noematic correlation is in turn structurally inseparable from an awareness of oneself as perceiving; in perceiving the tree, I experience myself as the one who is consciously perceiving the tree. The noematic object is a complex structure of the intentional object: the object is transcendent in the sense of not-contained in consciousness and a system of unified profiles and organized around an identity; and that this is a conception of the intentional object as unity of sense (Sinn), which means that we perceive something as something: the tree as green, this mass of bark and leaves as a tree. The upshot of this noematic object or conception is that an object of experience is a unity of sense, or, in other words, for anything to be something determinate – a determinate something: a tree, a car, a number, etc.—the object must be determined as a unity of sense, and this sense of what something is, is what we perceive, and what we are directed towards. In other words: to perceive something is to perceive some determinate thing that one recognizes, or, in cases when we are unclear, one could recognize, which has a patterned style of manifestation, and which is imbued with a sense: we perceive this as something, as being blue, or as being a tree. The noematic object is not an intermediary representation or object that allows for directedness to the thing or object; it is part and parcel of the object that I perceive that I perceive it as having an identity, as something determinate, and hence, that I perceive it as something. Despite the degree of Husserl’s phenomenological neue Sachlichkeit, four significant omissions mark the presentation of intentionality in Ideas I: the absence of time-consciousness, which Husserl himself briefly acknowledges in Ideas I, represents in fact the most fundamental dimension of pure consciousness; the absence of an analysis of the animate, or lived body, which Husserl takes up in Ideas II; the absence of intersubjectivity, which Husserl would recognize as the robust form of transcendental subjectivity; and the dimension of passive synthesis, or phenomenological genesis, which Husserl would come to discover and explore during the 1920s.20

As Husserl reminds his readers, “intentionality” is “the name of the problem that encompasses the whole of phenomenology” in terms of which it addresses or formulates the problem of reason (Vernunftproblematik) (Husserl 2014, 290). The import of pure phenomenology for a phenomenological reform of philosophy consists in its argument for transcendental idealism. Husserl’s recasting of transcendental idealism does not take its bearing from the question of how a priori concepts of the understanding can be synthetically united to a priori forms of intuition. Instead of a deduction that seeks to justify the legitimate application of a priori concepts from an established table of categories to possible objects of experience, Husserl’s methodological reduction leads to a descriptive analysis of “pure consciousness” as the operational field for constitutive structures of intentionality. Not only has Husserl displaced Kant’s bifurcation of concept and intuition by means of intentionality, he likewise rejects a pre-given table of categories that would, as rules of judgment, sovereignly govern the constitution of experience. Whereas for Kant, it is the function of the understanding to provide for the unity of the synthetic manifold (i.e., the constitution of the object), for Husserl, it is the noematic identity, or “noematic pole,” that regulates, in unifying, the manifold of noetic acts. The unity of the object is not imposed by a concept of the understanding; the identity of the noematic object functions as a regulative idea in terms of which the manifold of consciousness becomes unified. Husserl’s revision of Kant’s transcendental idealism hinges critically on the phenomenological theme of constitution, whereby Husserl understands specifically, the constitution of the “sense” of the object, or what he also calls the problem of “sense-bestowal” (Sinngebung). As a noematic unity, an object is an object of sense. As Husserl writes: “all real unities are ‘unities of sense’” (Husserl 2014, 102).

As Husserl further specifies, “‘reality’ and ‘world’ here are just headings for certain valid unities of sense (gültige Sinneseinheiten),” or, in other words, unities of sense that are correlated in an a priori manner to forms of “sense-bestowing,” or better: sense-acceding, consciousness (sinngebendes Bewußtseins) (Husserl 2014, 102). Reality cannot be “absolute” – independent of any possible consciousness – given that what it is “to be real” is to possess the sense of “being real” – a sense that, under certain circumstances, can be distorted or, indeed, with the exercise of the phenomenological epoché, suspended. On the other hand, given that consciousness is intrinsically directed towards the world by virtue of its a priori form of intentionality and although pure consciousness is said to be absolute with reference to constitution (it is consciousness that bestows sense onto objects of experience, i.e., it is only for consciousness that things have sense or non-sense, and, in this regard, a tree does not manifest itself, or show itself, to another tree in way in which trees manifest themselves to conscious beings such as we are), consciousness cannot arbitrarily construct or create the objects of its experience (unities of sense) since, as noted above, it is the noematic pole, or identity, of the object that regulates the patterned way in which we become conscious of objects. Husserl’s argument for transcendental idealism hinges on the claim that “the world itself has its entire being as a certain ‘sense’ (die Welt selbst ihr ganzes Sein als einen gewissen ‘Sinn’ hat) that presupposes absolute consciousness as a field of sense-bestowal” (Feld der Sinngebung) (Husserl 2014, 103; translation modified). In this manner, Husserl contends to have refuted any accusation of “subjective idealism” while at the same avoided the conflation of his account of pure consciousness with any empirical psychology. However, as Husserl cautions: “our aim here was not to give an exhaustive theory of such transcendental constitution and, with it, to draft a new ‘theory of knowledge’ (Erkenntniskritik) with respect to the spheres of reality. Instead our aim was merely to make transparent (zur Einsicht bringen) general thoughts (allgemeine Gedanken) that can be of help in acquiring the idea of the transcendentally pure consciousness” (Husserl 2014, 103–104). In this manner, by means of a pure phenomenology of transcendental consciousness, as first broached in Ideas I, Husserl hopes to have returned to the “sources of the problem of reason” (die Quellen der Vernunftproblematik) under the title of intentionality (Husserl 2014, 290). In thus beginning with intentionality, pure phenomenology can become a “general phenomenology of reason” that would encompass an examination of formal logic, formal ontology, formal axiology, formal praxis (theory of action) in addition to a critique of knowledge, where “formal” refers to the a priori forms of constituting consciousness in their respective configurations of intentionality. This ambitious reformation of a critique of reason does not only represent the fulfillment of an unfulfilled “dream” of modern philosophy. It represents more radically a fundamental transformation in the conception of reason itself wherein reason becomes phenomenologically realized in multiple forms of consciousness (intentionality), where each manifestation of reason (knowledge, values, action) is centered on the “fundamental form of reason-consciousness” (Vernunftbewußtseins): “an originary-giving ‘seeing’” (das originär gebende ‘Sehen’) (Husserl 2014, 270). Reason is neither a syllogistic form of derivation or thinking of the concept. The specific character of reason (spezifischer Vernunftcharakter) is to know that something is thus and so in its real and effective being on the basis of the revelation, or self-givenness, of something as being thus and so. The radicality of reason is, in other words, a radical openness to what is other than consciousness – real being – without the transcendent character of what is falling outside or beyond the claims of reason, for which reason takes responsibility in self-critique in the name of what it is. It is in this sense, then, that for Husserl, one can only call oneself a philosopher, there can only honestly be philosophy, in this commitment, however “infinite” in its demand, to knowledge of true being. On this, Ideas I makes no compromises.


Notes

1For the development of Husserl’s thinking see Lavigne 2005.
2For the reception see Embree and Nenon 2013.
3As Husserl writes in Ideas III with reference to Bolzano: “My way to phenomenology was essentially determined by the mathesis universalis” (1980, 49).
4Husserl insists that the meaning of his phenomenological terminology, which proliferates rapidly in the unfolding of Ideas I, must be understood in statu nascendi as “indicated or sketched in our presentations” (Darstellungen vorzeichnen) and not from the history of philosophy or pre-established habits of the reader (2014, 58, translation modified).
5For Husserl’s relation to neo-Kantianism, see Kern 1964. For the rejection of intuition in both Hermann Cohen and Ernst Cassirer, see de Warren 2015.
6On Husserl’s metaphysics, see De Santis, Majolino, and Trizio, Chapters 37, 38, and 40 in this volume.
7Descartes, Kant, and Brentano each suggests a different way of the reduction; the idea of philosophy taken up by Husserl finds its origins in the “twin-star” of Socrates and Plato. For the three ways to the reduction, see Kern 1977. For the “twin-star” of Socrates and Plato, see de Warren 2020a. See Pradelle, Chapter 6 in this volume, for the relation between Kant and Husserl with respect to the reduction. For a discussion on Husserl’s method in relation to his contemporaries, see Staiti, Chapter 7 in this volume.
8For the linguistic dimension of this issue for the formation of Husserl’s phenomenological language see de Warren 2019.
9See Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume on Husserl’s eidetics.
10The concept of world is, however, more expansive than the concept of nature, since the world conceptually encompasses possible experience in contrast to nature, as the totality of what there (actually) is.
11Additionally, Husserl frequently (and indiscriminately) runs two different meanings of “naturalism,” as the worldview of the modern natural sciences, and “natural,” in the various senses of “taken-for-granted,” together. Naturalism, as Husserl argued in his 1911 essay “Philosophy as Rigorous Science” and, more extensively within an historical frame of reference, is characterized by an enmity towards ideas (Ideenfeindschaft) and a reductionist account of consciousness to materiality and psychologization of thinking (Husserl 1965).
12Husserl here follows Richard Avenarius’ description of the “natural concept of the world” closely. For the importance of Avenarius for Husserl see de Warren 2020b.
13“We search, as it were, in zig-zag fashion, a metaphor all the more apt since the close interdependence of our various epistemological concepts leads us back again and again to our original analyses, where the new confirms the old, and the old the new” (Husserl 2001, 175).
14As Ram Adhar Mall writes: “Reason, for phenomenology, is no longer a fixed faculty with a priori principles constituting human experience for all time to come; it becomes rather itself a process aiming at the realization of a goal set by itself” (1972, 130).
15How this radical shift in attitude is possible given the inertia of the natural attitude as well as its self-obfuscation is not comprehensively established by Husserl. Also left unclear is what would provoke and motivate within the natural attitude its own suspension since, as we have seen, the natural attitude is not a “belief” that could be doubted or questioned; and nothing in the natural attitude would seem to provoke the possibility of its suspension. In Husserl’s silence on these issues there is nonetheless something akin to an implicit confidence in the fact of reason (Faktum der Vernunft) with its freedom to suspend and take distance from the natural attitude.
16Husserl speaks of extracting “rich fruits” (vollwertige Früchte) from the field of phenomenological inquiry (Husserl 2014, 116).
17An important earlier treatment of the constitution of the thing can be found in Husserl’s 1907 lecture course Ding und Raum, unquestionably one of Husserl’s most brilliant courses, see Husserl 1997.
18For an exploration of Husserl’s conception of intentionality in Ideas I see Kohák 1980 and Staiti 2015.
19For a lucid reconstruction and interpretation of Husserl’s noetic-noematic intentionality in Ideas I see Drummond 1990.
20For the problem of time-consciousness see de Warren 2010 and Rodemeyer, Chapter 14 in this volume; for the issue of transcendental intersubjectivity see Zahavi 2001 and Walsh, Chapter 20 in this volume; for the relation between Ideas I and Ideas II that finds a counter-movement to the thinking of pure consciousness in Ideas I with the thinking of the lived body in Ideas II see Merleau-Ponty 1964.
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Cartesian Meditations

 Husserl’s pluralistic egology

Sara Heinämaa

Cartesian Meditations is one of Husserl’s great systematic works. Like Ideas I–III and The Crisis, it provides an account of the fundamental philosophical goals that Husserl set for his mature phenomenology, demonstrating that these goals define an open-ended system of transcendental-philosophical tasks and forms of knowledge. By virtue of its goals, the work invites us to participate in Husserl’s philosophical endeavor and also argues for the necessity of our participation.

In distinction from Husserl’s other systematic expositions, Cartesian Meditations is overtly epistemological and emphasizes the foundational role of transcendental phenomenology among the sciences. It argues that phenomenology, and only phenomenology, can become a universal science that allows us to conceive the different manners in which all positive sciences – from medicine to musicology and mathematics – participate in the common project of knowing the world and ourselves as world-constituting selves.1

However, the work also makes clear that phenomenology is not just an epistemological project but essentially also involves tasks that fall outside the theory of knowledge and borders ontology and metaphysics as well as value theory and ethics, reforming the senses of all these disciplines as well as their relations on transcendental-phenomenological grounds (Husserl 1960, 152–157; see also 2012, 1–7; 2019, 194–205). Thus, Cartesian Meditations also links with Husserl’s mature ethical and historical-teleological discourse on personal and communal renewal (e.g., Husserl 1989; 2013; see also 1988).

Due to this expanse of topics, Cartesian Meditations is tightly connected to all of Husserl’s transcendental-phenomenological works. It takes on the task outlined in Formal and Transcendental Logic (1969) of providing the ultimate foundations of scientific objectivity and evidentiality by disclosing the hidden layers of subjective acts of constitution, but at the same time it extends this foundational task from logic to other positive sciences. Thus, phenomenology can be presented as the universal science that accounts for all sense of objectivity. The systematic exposition of Husserl’s meditations also clarifies the architectonics of Ideas I–III: it illuminates the interplay between the phenomenological reductions – transcendental, eidetic, and thematic – studied in the first volume of Ideas as well as the complicated relations between the constitutional analyses offered by the latter volumes (1971; 1993; forthcoming ). It introduces the idea of genetic-phenomenological analysis that, in The Crisis (1988) and Experience and Judgment (1973d), grows into a series of critical investigations of ideality, exactitude, and formalism (see 1969, 184 onward). Finally, Cartesian Meditations also clarifies what Husserl meant when he characterized phenomenology as “transcendental idealism” in his lectures on First Philosophy in 1923–1924 (2019, 381–90), and again in his introduction to the English translation of Ideas in 1930 where he quite boldly states:


I must not hesitate, however, to state quite explicitly that in regard to transcendental-phenomenological idealism, I have nothing whatsoever to take back, that now as ever I hold every form of current philosophical realism to be in principle absurd, as no less every idealism to which in its own arguments that realism stands opposed, and which in fact it refutes.

Husserl 1962, 12; see also 1993, 417–419; 2003, 21–38, 70–79; forthcoming, 622–623


Husserl continued to develop and refine the descriptions and analyses of Cartesian Meditations in his lectures and the growing depository of his research manuscripts. Several central problems were worked out in detail, but Husserl also explored completely new lines and directions of thought and experimented with diverse philosophical concepts, specifying and revising his earlier analyses. The continuously deepened themes include subjectivity and its egoic structures, empathy and otherness, intersubjectivity and monadology, communication and communicative acts, genetic constitution of the self and generative constitution of the world, and norms and normality.

In this chapter, I will discuss the most central methodological and thematic results of Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations. I will begin with a short account of the intellectual history of the book and its origin, and then proceed to explicate Husserl’s understanding of phenomenology as a radically critical and self-critical science. The subsequent thematic sections clarify the constitution of selfhood, embodiment, otherness, and the world as a common constitutional achievement of transcendental selves.


Writing for contemporaries

The comprehensive project of Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations had a modest beginning. Originally the book and the supplementary working manuscripts grew out of two two-hour lectures titled “Introduction to Transcendental Phenomenology” that Husserl gave in France in 1929, first in Paris and then in Strasbourg.2 While working on Formal and Transcendental Logic and the two latter volumes of his Ideas, Husserl had realized the acute need for a compact and systematic exposition of his idea of transcendental philosophy which would provide the architectonics of his whole work thus far, from philosophy of mathematics, logic, and scientific judgment to concrete analyses of thinghood, personhood, nature and spirit, and further to action theory, value theory, and ethics. An occasion to take on this task appeared in 1929 when he was invited as a corresponding member of the French Academy to give introductory lectures on his philosophy in Paris.3

The lectures in Paris and Strasbourg were attended by several French and French-based scholars, many of whom became influential critics or developers of Husserlian phenomenology. The audience included Léon Brunschvicg, Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, Jean Cavaillès, Alexandre Koyré, Gabriel Marcel, Emmanuel Levinas, and possibly also the young Maurice Merleau-Ponty (Geraets 1971, 7n18; Toadvine 2002, 229; Peden 2014, 25; Moran 2017, 91).

The publication history of Cartesian Meditations, however, is relatively complex: the work first appeared in 1931 translated into French under the title Méditations Cartésiennes, which was based on the texts that Husserl wrote for the lectures in Paris and Strasbourg and reworked and extended in Freiburg later the same year. The translation was conducted by two young scholars in Strasbourg, Emmanuel Levinas and Gabrielle Pfeiffer, and revised by Husserl’s former student Alexandre Koyré (Strasser 1973, xxv–xxvi). Due to delays in the publication of the further revised German edition, the French translation became widely read and eventually one of the most influential of Husserl’s works. For a long time, it operated as the only published design of Husserl’s transcendental-phenomenological project in toto.

The extensions that Husserl made in Freiburg were mainly on the Fifth Meditation which deals with the refutation of solipsism by providing an account of the constitution of the egoic body (Leib), other selves, intersubjectivity, and the objective world. This last part also introduces the problems of communication and normality, and it ends in a restatement and reformulation of transcendental idealism. Reworking the Paris lectures in Strasbourg had made Husserl acutely aware of the crucial nature of these matters to his whole philosophical project and thus the Fifth Meditation grew in size and became larger at the end than the four prior meditations together.

When Husserl delivered the German manuscript for translation in Strasbourg in 1929, he was not completely satisfied with the end result and did not want to publish the German version in its then final state. He continued working with the German original with his assistant and collaborator Eugen Fink, who edited the text by adding parts from Husserl’s notes and also composed an additional meditation on transcendental methodology, the so-called “Sixth Cartesian Meditation.” In March 1930, Husserl wrote to Roman Ingarden:


I must not postpone the reworking of the German Cartesian Meditations since that will be the main work of my life, the grounding plan of the philosophy that has been given to me, a fundamental presentation of the method and the philosophical problematics. […] But more importantly, I feel that I am thus called to intervene in a decisive manner in the critical situation in which German philosophy finds itself.

Letter to Ingarden, March 1930, quoted in Strasser 1973, xxvii; see also Husserl 1993, 405–407; forthcoming, 610–611


Husserl planned to finish the work with Fink’s assistance in 1933–1934, aiming at the publication of an extensive six partite meditation, the final part of which would have been marked as co-authored with Fink (see Kern in Husserl 1973c, xxxv–xlii). However, the working conditions soon worsened in the Nazi regime for Husserl due to his Jewish origins, and all hopes of publishing anything in Germany were lost. In 1936, Husserl published the two first parts of his last major work, The Crisis of the European Sciences, in the journal Philosophia in Belgrade. These parts dealt with the problems of the intentional history of European modernity and the crisis of its rational culture.4 In one of the related manuscripts, Husserl wrote: “Philosophy as science, as serious, rigorous, indeed apodictically rigorous science – the dream is over [der Traum is ausgeträumt]” (1988, 389).

This statement is sometimes taken to indicate Husserl’s disillusionment with his own phenomenological project and its rationalistic undercurrents. Such interpretations prove premature in light of Husserl’s broader reflections. Husserl never lost his conviction in the possibilities of human reason, but witnessing the devastating actuality of his own present, the growth of political, cultural, and philosophical irrationalism, he was no longer certain that he would be able to address his contemporaries and fellow citizens during his own lifetime.

Husserl’s dissatisfactions with the early versions of his Meditations were not the ones often suggested in secondary literature. He did not think that his account of intersubjectivity was mistaken or misguided or that his emphasis on the importance of egology for his whole philosophy was premature, as some influential contemporaries argued, Levinas and Heidegger included (Heidegger 1985; Levinas 1995). Rather, the problem was that the account of intersubjectivity offered by the French translation was sketchy and rough (see Strasser 1973; Moran 2017).5 Thus, we find extensive processing of the descriptions and analyses of the senses of embodiment, selfhood, otherness, intersubjectivity and communication, and their constitutive grounds in his manuscripts from the 1920s and 1930s (Husserl 1973b; 1973c; 1993; forthcoming).6


Cartesian beginnings

The Cartesian setting of Husserl’s Meditations is sometimes presented as merely an occasional and external framework without much, if any, philosophical significance. For some commentators, Husserl’s references to Descartes are even embarrassing since Descartes is seen as the initiator of all the philosophical problems associated with modernity: fundamentalism, dualism, anthropocentrism, and a misguided quest for certainty (e.g., Ryle 1949; 2009).

Husserl disagrees on such philosophical diagnoses. For him, Descartes was a great reformer of philosophy, the one who marked out the way to the transcendental field of pure experiences, pure phenomena, and the pure ego as their connecting node. Husserl celebrates Descartes, first of all, as the bold thinker who, after the premature experiments of the Ancient skeptics, ventures to radicalize the method of suspension of judgment and extend it universally to all metaphysical, religious, and scientific convictions (Husserl 1960, 2–5, 22, 27–28; see also 2019, 61–79, 145–147.). These include not just our belief in external reality and the existence of other persons, the testimony of the senses and that of the scriptures but, more importantly, also all the truths of mathematics as well as our certainty of our own existence as human beings (Descartes 1986, 14–15; see Husserl 1989, 202; 2003, 401). For Descartes, such basic truths are ultimately no better justified than our everyday certainties.

In Husserl’s account, Descartes rightly saw the importance of the unity of science and realized that this unity is not thematic or methodic but rests on the affinity of tasks and goals: each specific science – from metaphysics and geometry to quantum physics and from poetics to neuroscience – aims at providing an evidence-grounded conception of its proper object (Husserl 1960, 9ff.; see also 1988, 302–303). Thus, the ideas of grounding, justification, and evidence belong to the common core of all sciences. Philosophy, however, is a foundational science that investigates the conditions of the different types of evidences by which the other sciences operate.

On this basis Husserl presents Descartes’s doubt as a great methodological innovation which provided the possibility of reforming all philosophy. However, he immediately points out that Descartes made a series of fundamental mistakes that blocked the entry to the transcendental field that radicalized doubt had laid open. Instead of universally suspending all judgment of reality and existence, Descartes proceeded to put forward a series of negative judgments and denied all sorts of existents and beings (Husserl 1962, 97–99); instead of conceptualizing the newly discovered thinking ego in its complete purity, he interpreted the ego as a part of the world, a thinking thing, res cogitans (Husserl 1960, 24–26; 1989, 202–205; 2003, 401–402);7 and instead of patiently questioning all of the inherited mathematics, he kept its axiomatic-deductive form as a model to be imitated in the methodology of his own philosophical science (Husserl 1960, 7–8, 12–13, 24–25; see also 1962, 184–193; 1971, 11–12, 38–39; 1988, 74–82; forthcoming, 7–8, 430–441, 614–615).

For Husserl, the ego cogito is the gateway to transcendental consciousness and the starting point of a rigorous investigation of the acts of intending that stand out in this field and are directed at different types of objectivities, transcendent and immanent, real and ideal.8 Descartes’s resolve to interpret the ego as one of such objectivities – a purely mental, non-bodily being to be sure, but an objectivity all the same – was his most fundamental mistake. The second related mistake was the attempt to use the ego cogito as an axiom in the deductions that should bring back the beings that were rejected in doubt: God, other people, the material world of extended things, and the realm of mathematical idealities (Husserl 1960, 3). Rather than marking an axiom in metaphysical deductions, Husserl argues, the core of the transcendental ego can serve as the apodictic anchor point in purely intuitive demonstrations (1960, 139).9 Accordingly, the ego-cogito-cogitatum must be conceived as a reformulation of the intentional relation, analyzed by the concepts of ego-noesis-noema in Ideas I (1960, 36).


Radicalizing the radical

In order to proceed in his radicalized meditations, Husserl formulates a first methodological principle, “the principle of evidence,” that is to guide the concrete work of phenomenological description and analysis. This principle entails three parts: the first part concerns judgment formation and prohibits making or accepting any judgments which have not been derived from evidence, i.e., from experiences in which affairs and states of affairs present themselves as themselves (sie selbst); the second part concerns the linguistic expressions and meanings to be used in the formulation of the results of the analyses, and it demands that they be determined by evidently accrued insights; the third part concerns the beginning of the whole philosophical enterprise, and it demands that the opening must be made with absolute certainty or apodicticity (Husserl 1960, 13–15).

The first part of this principle is very similar to the famous “principle of principles” from Husserl’s Ideas I (Husserl 1962, 83–84), but as a whole, the tripartite guideline is more comprehensive and explicit than its earlier prototype. An additional advantage is that since the principle is not formulated by concepts of intuition but by concepts of evidence and experience, it avoids sensualistic and mystifying readings which wrongly assimilate evidence with sentiment, feeling, illumination, and revelation (Ströker 2012, 45–50).

Both principles, however, capture the core of the phenomenological epoché and the phenomenological-transcendental reduction: the aim is to disclose and explicate the constitutive achievements of intentional consciousness without any resort to a positing of any taken-for-granted being, value, or goal. Rather than depriving us from scientifically significant objectivities, this methodic step opens a whole new field of investigation that ultimately, in Husserl’s view, is able to reform all others.

However, insofar as we proceed simply by transcendental reduction without resource to other methodological principles, we limit ourselves to digging into the constitutive life of our own transcendental ego, merely a singular factual (faktisch) ego. Experiences come and go; the intentional ones stand out from the stream, and we can investigate their noetic and noematic aspects, but the whole is bound to our own factual existence and its actual conscious life. In order to become scientific in the demanded sense, that is, a truly presuppositionless a priori science of constitutive consciousness, phenomenology needs to liberate itself from the such facticities. This can be achieved by developing phenomenology as a science of essences. It entails that we treat our actual experiences and our experiential life as mere examples of experiencing and proceed to investigate their essential structures by the methods of free variation (Husserl 1960, 70–71, 84–85).10

As was already indicated, Husserl argues that Descartes’s mistake was to assume that philosophy, as an ideal and a priori science, should adhere to or comply with the axiomatic-deductive model of the exact science of geometry or mathematics (Husserl 1960, 8–9). He points out that the geometrical model of science is propped up by a historically motivated set of epistemic interests, goals, and values. Proceeding in a rigorous and truly radical manner, phenomenologists must suspend this idea with all others and take as their task the clarification of its constitutive basis (Husserl 1988, 81–82, 264–265). Thus, Husserl agrees with Descartes that philosophy can and must become a science, a “rigorous science,” as he calls it (Husserl 1965). But “rigor” does not mean exactitude in the geometrical or mathematical sense of the word. It means that the inquiry is purified from the preconceptions of everyday life as well as those of all the positive sciences, mathematics, logic, and psychology, empirical and eidetic, included.

There is, however, a crucial analogy between geometry and phenomenology: both are eidetic sciences that aim at describing pure essences and necessary relations between essences. What they thus share is their attitude toward particulars. Phenomenologists are interested in particular experiences in the same way as geometricians are interested in particular triangles and circles: they do not collect large amounts of data and then make inductive generalizations based on them; instead, they only go through a few particulars and study them as concrete examples of the essence of the type of experience at issue.

This important similarity between the objects of phenomenological philosophy and those of geometry should not cover their disparity. Geometry deals with ideal space that cannot be seen or intuited but can only be extrapolated (see Husserl 1973d, 44; 1988, 24–28, 33–34). Its concepts are exact, and they determine a closed complete whole. Phenomenology, on the other hand, deals with the essential structures of experiencing, and it discloses experiencing as temporal through and through. The continuum of experiences is not a closed manifold but has the character of a dynamic flow or a stream. Every singular experience is unique and irrecoverable, and together experiences form an open whole (Husserl 1971, 15, 122; 1993, 242, 145). Thus, phenomenology cannot form a system of founding axioms and deductive steps. It is not the “mathematics of experiences” but – by necessity – a purely descriptive science (Husserl 1960; see also 1962, 184–193).


The essence and fact of the ego

The goals and tasks of transcendental phenomenology demand, first of all, an account of the essence of the transcendental ego. The Fourth Meditation offers a threefold explication of the essential structures of the ego. Husserl distinguishes between the self as an act-pole, the personal self, and the self as a monad (Husserl 1960, 67–68).11

In Husserl’s explication, the self as an act-pole is the subject of intentional acts, that is, the self, conceived and studied as a mere performer of acts. Husserl argues that every act discernible from the stream of intentional experiencing “radiates” or “emanates” from one identical center; every intentional act is given to us as such an emanating ray (Husserl 1960, 66; see also 1993, 103–104, 110–112, 277–278). The egoic acts of intending include not only the theoretical acts of thinking, judging, knowing, and believing but also the axiological acts of feeling and valuing and the practical acts of desiring, willing, and deciding, all in their various modalities and modifications (e.g., Husserl 1993, 104–105).

So, to begin with, the self, as disclosed by phenomenological analyses, is the pole of all the multiple acts – actual and possible – that stand out from the streaming whole of consciousness. However, having made this basic point, Husserl argues in the Fourth Meditation that the self is not merely an act-pole or an identical center of transient acts. It also has a temporal structure, and always refers back to its own past. Acts are not isolated atom-like units but bear internal references to one another and thus form an integrated continuum.

Husserl uses the terminology of “habits” (Habitus, Habitualität) to describe the temporal constitution of the self as distinct from the self as the mere performer of acts (1960, 66–69; see also 1993, 118–119). He warns that we should not take this terminology in the everyday sense of routines and social customs (1960, 118; 1993, 111/118; forthcoming, 351); rather, the reference is to certain unities and processes in internal time in which egoic acts are established and new acts are layered on earlier ones thus forming an activity-form or activity-gestalt: “[T]his centering ego is not an empty pole of identity, any more than any object is such. Rather, according to a law of ‘transcendental generation’, with every act emanating from her and having a new objective sense, she acquires a new abiding property” (1960, 66; see also 1993, 324).

Husserl calls “transcendental person” (or “personality” of the transcendental self) (Person, Persönlichkeit) the gestalt that is formed in the establishment and habituation of egoic acts in internal time (1960, 67, see also 28; see Moran 2014a). Thus conceived, the self is not merely the node that ties together simultaneous acts. Rather it is a stratified whole with an immanent genesis and “history” of intentional acting, formed in internal time (Husserl 1960, 66–67, 108; 1993, 120–127; see Jacobs 2010; Moran 2011; Jacobs 2014; Moran 2014b).

Finally, Husserl argues that in its full concreteness the self also compasses the intentional objects of its activities (Husserl 1960, 67–68). As such, the ego is a correlative complex of meant objects and acts of meaning, habituating in internal time. Husserl uses the Leibnizian term “monad” to describe this concretum in distinction from the ego-pole. The terminological choice is not meant to emphasize the separateness of the ego; on the contrary, Husserl proceeds to demonstrate that the world, in its full sense, is a constitutive accomplishment of a community of transcendental selves, operating empathetic and communicative relations (see Carr 1973; Zahavi 1996). The Leibnizian term conveys the idea that the connections between transcendental selves are not causal but expressive and reflective (Husserl 1973a; see Leibniz 1989, §51, §56, §61–63). Thus, Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations turn into Leibnizian reflections and reconceptualize the transcendental ego as a member of transcendental intersubjectivity.


Own body, other selves, and the world

The most important result of the Fifth Meditation is an account of the constitutive order and the dependence relations that hold between four intentional senses, central to all our worldly experiencing. These are the senses of embodiment, other selves, intersubjectivity, and the objective world. Husserl argues that the constitution of the objective world and objective nature essentially depends on the constitution of intersubjectivity and other selves, and the latter further depends on the constitution of one’s own embodiment. Thus, he distinguishes the sense of the environing world (Umwelt) from that of the objective world, given to and shared by all subjects equally. The latter is a constitutive achievement by a community of transcendental selves, but other transcendental selves are constituted through embodiment by my own transcendental self in acts of empathy and communication. The self is not an axiom from which the existence of the world could be deduced, nor is it a plinth on which a monolithic construct of world-sense would stand; rather, the self is a node of constitutive activity which combines with other nodes having equal powers, and is thus, by this very combination, capable of participating in the communal constitution of the full sense of the world.

In order to argue for this insight and to illuminate the constitutive underpinnings of the sense of other selves, Husserl introduces a thematically specific abstractive reduction which he calls the reduction to the sphere of ownness (Eigenheitssphäre) (Husserl 1960, 93–120). He emphasizes that this methodic move must be carried out within the field of transcendentally purified experiences. Its task is to artificially isolate one of the layers of sense constantly operative within this field (see Ströker 2012, xvi). So, whereas the transcendental-phenomenological reduction discloses a whole new area of investigation, the subsequent abstractive reduction allows us to focus on specific structures by setting them apart from others.

The main idea is to set aside all sense of other selves and everything that constitutionally depends on such sense. Thus, we disregard all possible others, be they animal, human, personal, collective, or other. We also disregard all that depends on such others: their living bodies and the common cultural products that we share with them, from practical utensils and instruments to artworks, religious symbols, and scientific objects. Moreover, all philosophical conceptualizations of such selves – such as psyches, souls, spirits, minds, and neural networks – need to be bracketed. Finally, we remove from consideration the senses “objective thing” and “objective world” insofar as these objectivities are shared by several experiencing selves. The abstractive reduction thus shuts out all sense of otherness and prevents us from using such senses in our descriptions and analyses of whatever is left to study (Husserl 1960, 96; 1973d, 46–50, 57–58; 1993, 151). The point is not that we could live in such a reduced “world” but that we must think its possibility in order to understand the composition of our common world – the only one that exists and can exist for us (see Husserl 1962, 136–137; 2002, 402–403; see Ricoeur 1967, 119–120).

What is left is not a world in any everyday sense of the term; all other egos are gone and everything that carries the label of their alterity. We find ourselves in an artificial field of perceptually appearing material things without historical, cultural, or communal significations. Moreover, things present themselves to us in a peculiar way within this field: they cannot be given from different angles at the same time since there are no others in our environment, actual or possible, who could occupy alternative positions and open complementary perspectives on things. The material objects that now appear to us disclose themselves by adumbrations but merely in a serial fashion, not simultaneously from different viewpoints.

The next step in Husserl’s argumentation is crucial for our understanding of his conception of the constitution of the sense of other selves. He points out that in this artificially reduced perceptual environment, one thing – and only one – immediately sets itself apart from all the other things. This is our own living body (Leib). It stands out exactly as living, that is, as having sensations of different sorts, most crucially, sensations of touch and movement, and being freely and directly movable by us. No other thing can have the sense of living within this artificially isolated environment since all other conscious selves are temporarily reduced, including those that can sense (Husserl 1960, 97).

This shows that the fundamental sense of conscious embodiment is not dependent on the constitution of the sense of other selves. Thus, a consciousness completely deprived of all others would still be able to constitute itself as an embodied being operating in a reduced world of things. We are not such consciousnesses, but the exercise of thinking through the possibility of such a consciousness allows us to realize the dependence relations between the sense of our own embodiment and that of another self. Moreover, some of our own variants, for example, ourselves as young infants or as seriously demented patients, may have principled difficulties in relating to other selves. Husserl’s constitutional result shows that these variants of ourselves would not thereby be deprived from conscious embodiment but would still be able to sense environing things and operate on them.

Husserl thus argues that the sense of conscious body is originally established in our own case, independent of the givenness of all other selves, and only secondarily instituted for others. More crucially, if I did not have the independent sense of my own consciously sensing and moving body, then I could not intend any other bodies as similarly conscious and consciously operating.

Together, embodied selves are able to constitute the world in its fullness, populated by selves of different sorts and structured by an open-ended reservoir of their cultural products. This possibility depends on three forms of relation that we have with other selves: empathetic, communicative, and generative. Husserl sketched a preliminary account of all these relations in the Fifth Meditation. He remained unsatisfied with its formulations and continued working on these topics in the 1930s until his death. So fully developed explications and analyses of intersubjectivity can be found only in subsequent manuscripts and essays (Husserl 1973c; see also 1988; 1973b; 2013; forthcoming).


An idealism of a new sort?

For Husserl, transcendental idealism equates with the phenomenological reformulation of Leibnizian monadology: the objective world is a common horizon of the intentional activities of all transcendental selves operating in concert. The worldly objects are not immanent to any selves but are intentional correlates of egoic activities and in such a manner that other selves in an open plurality are able to direct their activities toward them equally (Husserl 1960, 139; see also 1971, 1–2). This conception overrules traditional realism but also traditional idealism in its diverse forms – Platonic, Kantian, and neo-Kantian (Husserl 1960, 86; see also 1962, 12–13; 1993, 151–152; forthcoming, 623; Zahavi 2008).

Understood in this way, transcendental idealism is not an ontological doctrine but results, in a new form, from phenomenological investigations into sense constitution. Thus, Husserl is able to state that the separation of phenomenology as a rigorous eidetic science from transcendental idealism betrays a misconception of the nature of the project and its methods: “Only those who misunderstand either the most profound sense of the intentional method, or that of the transcendental reduction, or even of both, may want to separate phenomenology from transcendental idealism” (Husserl 1960, 86, translation modified).12


Notes

1For Husserl, the a priori sciences of logic and mathematics are also naïve positive sciences insofar as they operate on the presumption of certain ideal objectivities and neglect the task of studying the constitutive grounds of these objectivities (e.g., Husserl 1960, 153; see also 1969, 184–189, 226–227).
2The lectures given in London in 1922 titled “The Phenomenological Method and Phenomenological Philosophy” already outlined the main contents of the Paris lectures (Husserl 1962, 22; see Spiegelberg 2014, 4; Welton 2000, 131–132).
3The invitation was issued by the Institute of Germanic Studies and the French Society of Philosophy, and the organization of the lectures involved professors Léon Brunschvicg and Xavier Léon in Paris and Jean Héring in Strasbourg.
4The original German edition of The Sixth Cartesian Meditation (VI. Cartesianische Meditation) was published in 1988, under Fink’s name. The English translation appeared in 1995 (Fink 1995).
5Husserl asked for comments from his previous student Roman Ingarden, who sent his critical remarks, a selection of which is included in the first Husserliana volume (Husserl 1973d, 203–218; see Strasser 1973, xxv–xxvi).
6The differences in the contents of the published French translation of Meditations and the revised and extended German manuscripts partly explain divergences in the reception of Husserl in France: for example, Emmanuel Levinas developed a highly influential critique of Husserl’s egology on the basis of the French translation of Meditations (Levinas 1995), while Merleau-Ponty, who studied the unpublished manuscripts at the Husserl Archives in Leuven in 1939 under Eugen Fink’s guidance (Toadvine 2002), proceeded to study the temporal genesis of the ego as well as intersubjectivity (e.g., Merleau-Ponty 1995).
7So, in Husserl’s reading, Descartes retained a residue of the world in his concept of res cogitans, a “tag end” of the world, as Husserl himself formulates it (1960, 24).
8Husserl called “the Cartesian way” the manner in which his first explicitly transcendental work, Ideas I, introduced the epoché and the transcendental-phenomenological reduction. This manner of approaching, he points out in The Crisis, had the advantage of immediately bringing the transcendental field and the transcendental ego into view, “in one leap,” so to speak. Its great disadvantage, however, is that it “brings this ego into view as apparently empty of content” (1988, 155; see Luft in Husserl 2019, xxiii–xxiv). Cartesian Meditations corrects this problem by providing a clear explication of the temporal and intentional structures of the transcendental ego: the ego is not an empty pole but has strata and “dimensions” (see Heinämaa forthcoming). Husserl distinguished the Cartesian way from two other ways which also lead to the entry into the transcendental field but require the performance of the epoché for the proper disclosure of this field: the way through psychology and the way through the lifeworld (e.g., Husserl 1988, 152–157, 191–203; 2019, 480–505; see also Kern 1977; Zahavi 2003, 47–52; Luft 2004; Luft in Husserl 2019, xxiii–xxiv, liii–lviii). In addition to these three ways, we can also speak about the way through logic, taken in Formal and Transcendental Logic (and Logical Investigations). The way through logic and the way through the lifeworld can both be characterized as “ways through ontology” insofar as the former proceeds through formal ontology (and formal apophantics) and the latter through the material ontology of psychology (Husserl 1973d, 63–64, 137–139, 155; 1993, 415–416; forthcoming , 620).
9Compare to Frege’s and Carnap’s explicitly deductive idea of cognitive systems (Carnap 1967, 6–9; see Leitgeb and Carus 2020).
10Husserl gives a compact account of the method of eidetic variation in section §87 of Experience and Judgment (Husserl 1973d, 340–348). On Husserl’s theory of essences, see Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume.
11These three structures of selfhood are already discussed in the second and third volumes of Ideas that contrived from the 1910s to 1920s (Husserl 1971; 1993; forthcoming). See also Zahavi, Chapter 21 in this volume.
12Despite Husserl’s explicit statements, debate continues on the question whether he is able to back up his “idealism” by transcendental-phenomenological arguments or needs to resort to ontological presuppositions of some sort (see Zahavi 2008; Loidolt 2015; Jansen 2017).
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Formal and Transcendental Logic

 Husserl’s most mature reflection on mathematics and logic

Mirja Hartimo

In 1937, less than a year before his death, Husserl wrote in a letter to a friend that he (Husserl himself) should study Formal and Transcendental Logic regularly. He explained that he found the work difficult, although overall he claimed to be rather satisfied with it. And he added, “it is my most mature work, even if too concentrated” (Schuhmann 1977, 484–485). Husserl seems to have thought that he had managed to capture something precious that kept slipping away from him, so that he had to keep studying his own text.

Unfortunately, Husserl’s own self-assessment about the value of the work has not been commonly shared among the philosophers, not even the most faithful Husserlians. Suzanne Bachelard is a rare exception. In her study of Husserl’s Formal and Transcendental Logic, she writes that the work is “the most revealing book on the method and intent of phenomenology,” and she continues: “Investigations, provisional exposition of the broad lines of phenomenology, meditations, lectures – these are Husserl’s other works. Formal and Transcendental Logic is a book – the book by Husserl” (Bachelard 1968, xxx). I agree and will here try to give at least a glimpse of what an inexhaustible, even if not easily succumbing, gem that the work is.

Formal and Transcendental Logic was published in 1929, a year following Husserl’s retirement from Freiburg. During the previous year, Husserl still lectured on phenomenological psychology (in particular on Dilthey’s views) and then on empathy (Schuhmann 1977, 332, 334, 338). Formal and Transcendental Logic was written in a few months, essentially between November of 1928 and January 23, 1929 (Husserl 1973, 5; Schuhmann 1977, 339–341). Husserl did not have time to work on it for more than that – immediately after having finished Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl started to work on the lectures entitled, “Cartesian Meditations,” to be delivered in Paris the following February.

Even though it was written in a short period of time, Formal and Transcendental Logic draws from years of thinking about logic and mathematics. It presents Husserl’s view of logic and mathematics within the framework of his mature phenomenology. He had developed its themes in earlier lectures on logic and especially in his analyses on passive synthesis (1918–1926, published in Husserl 2001a). While it retains much of what is already familiar from Logical Investigations (e.g., the structuralist approach to mathematical objects and the conception of grammar), in Husserl’s own view it presents four novelties in comparison to his early work. They are: 1) the three-fold stratification of logic that he claims was not yet completely clear in Logical Investigations; 2) the radical clarification of the relationship between formal logic and formal mathematics; and with this 3) the definitive clarification of the sense of pure formal mathematics; and connected therewith 4) the genuine sense of formal ontology (Husserl 1969, 11–12). While these are explained in the first part of the work, the second part on transcendental logic thematizes the “subjective-logical” and provides transcendental criticism for formal logic. Its task is to show how formal logic can be truly understood as an “ultimate theory of science, an ultimate, deepest, and most universal, theory of the principles and norms of all the sciences” (Husserl 1969, 16).

The role of transcendental logic in Formal and Transcendental Logic places Husserl’s more formal clarifications of logic into the framework of his mature phenomenology. It sees logic as what guides the scientists who have deep personal vocations to strive for truth. Thus, Formal and Transcendental Logic witnesses a kind of “personalistic” turn in Husserl’s approach to logic. In so doing, it also offers a detailed example of a historical reflection or sense-investigation (Besinnung) of the proper sense of logic and its radical criticism by means of transcendental clarification. These result in a historical and critical approach with which Husserl aims to clarify and revise the concepts used in them so that critical reflection can take its leading role with respect to science. All this is, in the end, related to the universal transcendental phenomenological task of clarifying the constitution of a sensuous intersubjective object in the world. Hence, it grows up “in the nexus of a transcendental phenomenology” as Husserl puts it (Husserl 1969, 13).

This chapter presents Husserl’s Formal and Transcendental Logic in three sections following the layout of the work itself. The first section will focus on Husserl’s introduction where he explains the method and the aim of the essay. The method used in Formal and Transcendental Logic is radical Besinnung, and with it he seeks an intentional explication of the proper sense of formal logic (Husserl 1969, 10). The second section will be on formal logic. I will focus on clarifying the novelties listed above. The third section focuses on Husserl’s “transcendental logic,” which is needed to make Husserl’s conception complete, i.e., to understand what makes Besinnung radical, how the proper sense of formal logic is reached, and how all this relates to the transcendental constitution of an object in the world. I will try to do this by connecting Husserl’s work to his context (in the exact sciences) and also by suggesting the relevance of his views for contemporary approaches.


Husserl’s method

Husserl begins the introduction to Formal and Transcendental Logic with a reference to Plato, claiming that the origin of logic is in Plato’s philosophy. Since the origin of logic in terms of syllogisms is in Aristotle’s work, the opening already suggests that, for Husserl, logic is something other than the theory of syllogisms or any theory of deduction for that matter. Indeed, as Husserl puts it, for Plato, logic was “a place for exploring the essential requirements of ‘genuine’ knowledge and ‘genuine’ science and thus discovering norms, in conformity with which a science […] consciously justifying its method and theory by norms, might be built” (Husserl 1969, 1). Logic for Husserl is about scientific knowledge and especially of its norms. The reference to Plato suggests further that science should not be a naïve activity but something that is continually critically reflected and renewed. Echoing his later lamentation in The Crisis, Husserl complains that in modern times sciences have grown to be independent of the critical self-justification because logic has lost its guiding role. Logic as discussed in Formal and Transcendental Logic thus has the task of reflecting philosophically on the sciences as Husserl calls for in The Crisis (1970).

Critical reflection and renewal demand a new method. Husserl explicitly claims that the method used in the essay is radical Besinnung (“sense-investigation” as translated by Dorion Cairns) – a term that frequents Husserl’s texts from 1923–1924 onwards. The term captures, for the first time in a publication, Husserl’s attempts at investigating historically and intersubjectively developed teleological practices. Besinnung, he claims, is used to investigate the historically developed goals of the practices (of exact sciences):


Sense-investigation [Besinnung] signifies nothing but the attempt actually to produce the sense “itself,” which, in the mere meaning, is a meant, a presupposed, sense; or equivalently, it is the attempt to convert the “intentive sense” […], the sense “vaguely floating before us” in our unclear aiming, into the fulfilled, the clear, sense, and thus to procure for it the evidence of its clear possibility.

Husserl 1969, 9


Besinnung means giving a functional explication for a practice in terms of its goals or purpose, or, as Husserl puts it, sense. In other words, it demands making explicit the goals of the given practice that are typically only “vaguely floating before us.” Later in the book, it becomes obvious that pursuing these goals (in mathematics for example, abstract and complete theories) is the way to strive for certain values such as truth and/or non-contradictoriness. This goal-directedness makes the practices purposeful, and thus it gives the practices their sense.

In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl has already developed his notion of historicity sometimes ascribed to The Crisis: these goals were originally established by the first scientists in antiquity and then passed on and refined by the subsequent generations. They emerge as enduring unified aims in the intergenerational practices of individual scientists.

The investigation of the sense of logic takes place in a “community of empathy” with the scientists – thus Husserl claims that “standing in, or entering, a community of empathy with the scientists, we can follow and understand – and carry on ‘sense-investigation’” (Husserl 1969, 9). This suggests that the starting point of Besinnung of the intentional explication of logic is in the existing practices of the scientists. Another starting point for the investigation is given by the preliminary study of the significations of the word Logos in the section called “Preparatory Considerations” (Husserl 1969, 18–47), yet a third is the consideration of the traditional view of logic in Part I of the book. As Husserl puts it in The Crisis, the investigation proceeds in a zig-zag fashion, while it necessarily starts from the present situation, this cannot be understood without understanding its tradition, which in turn cannot be understood without the present state (Husserl 1970, 58; Husserl 1973, 12–13). Be that as it may, it is notable that Husserl does not start with an a priori normative construal of what logic or a scientific theory should look like – what classical philosophers of science from the logical positivists to Kuhn have tried to do or the defenders of the so-called “philosophy-first” approach in philosophy of mathematics – but he emphasizes scientific practice in the spirit of many philosophers of science and mathematics of the twenty-first century.

In Husserl’s picture, the scientists are the carriers of the teleology that is realized in the scientific progress that goes on ad infinitum. Later on (in the same work) Husserl explains that the scientists work with one another, criticize each other’s results, and the results of one investigator are taken over as works that pave the way for others. Exact scientists are assumed to be personally committed to their goals, and these goals are ultimately subservient to hyper theoretical goals, namely the all-embracing ethical life (Husserl 1969, 32–33). It has been suggested that Husserl’s view of ethics takes a “personal turn” in the 1920s. Husserl’s discussion of scientists’ vocations shows that the turn can also be found in his view of logic, which is thereby subservient to the “highest practical idea” (Husserl 1969, 33).

So, Husserl wants to glean the sense of logic from the goal directed practices of scientists from antiquity onwards to the present day, and he wants to do it “in a community of empathy” with the scientists. The markings in Husserl’s books suggest that among the mathematicians and the exact scientists, the most important were David Hilbert and Hermann Weyl (Hartimo 2018b).1 His student, and later assistant, Oskar Becker is also undoubtedly a central source for Husserl’s knowledge about exact sciences. It is not known what is the role of the set theorist Ernst Zermelo, who likewise was in Freiburg at the time. In any case, using Besinnung as his method, Husserl then engages in intentional explication of formal logic by studying the aims and goals of at least these people with respect to the tradition they are part of.2


Formal logic versus mathematics

One of the main novelties of Formal and Transcendental Logic – the second in the above list – is that in fact the development of the exact sciences bifurcates: while mathematicians construct pure, abstract theories and aim at non-contradiction, the logicians strive for a theory of truth and hence they strive for theories that could be fulfilled by an engagement with the world. In Husserl’s historical examination of the exact sciences, the development of mathematics culminates in the abstract structural theories of Riemann and Hilbert. According to him, the goal, continually guiding mathematics from within, is the Euclidean ideal, which he claims to have clarified with his notion of definite manifold already in his Double Lecture held in two lectures of the Mathematical Society of Göttingen in 1901 (Husserl 1969, §31). The notion, tantamount to what Hilbert attempted to capture with his axiom of completeness, is conceived as an ideal towards which mathematicians strive.3

In contrast, Husserl’s Besinnung of the final sense of formal logic proves that it aims at applicability. As opposed to pure mathematics, logic aims at truth that is acquired by verifying an experience of a state of affairs in the world. As Husserl states in the introduction, he was led to this distinction by examining the evidence of those disciplines that make up formal mathematics:


It struck me that the evidence of truths comprised in formal mathematics (and also of truths comprised in syllogistics) is entirely different from that of other apriori truths, in that the former do not need any intuition of objects or predicatively formed affair-complexes as concrete examples, even though they do relate to these, albeit with the universality of empty forms.

Husserl 1969, 12


Looking at the history of logic, or what Husserl calls apophantic analytics, in turn, Husserl found it to be guided by three different kinds of evidences. This results in Husserl’s threefold stratification of logic (number 1 on Husserl’s list) that importantly deviates from the three tasks of logic that he identified earlier in the Prolegomena (Husserl 2001b). In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl points out that logic is divided into grammar, logic of non-contradiction, and logic of truth, and corresponding to these three strata, there are three different kinds of evidence at stake in logic: evidence related to grammaticality, distinctness, and clarity. In other words, as Husserl’s discussion of logic is ultimately about the norms for which the exact sciences strive, the threefold stratification can be phrased as the scientists aiming at theories that would be simultaneously: 1) grammatically perspicuous; 2) coherent and unified; and 3) confirmed by perception.4

Husserl then realizes that ultimately the first two levels, grammatical perspicuity and coherence, are shared by both traditions. So formal theories, whether logical or mathematical, are indistinguishable on the level of non-contradiction. If the formal theories, such as syllogistics, are developed purely, “with mathematicians’ interest,” they are solely characterized by the norm of evidence of distinctness and grammaticality, and then they belong to the logic of non-contradiction (which presupposes the grammatical correctness) within Husserl’s threefold division. For mathematicians, the applicability of their theories does not matter at all – mathematicians only care about the non-contradictoriness of their theories.5 But, if the formal theories are constructed with possible application in mind, the scientists have been striving for truth and hence for evidence of clarity.6 The aim of logic (of truth) is thus to obtain a critically verified judgment, which has no role for mathematics (except for applied mathematics, which belongs to the logic of truth, too). In other words, in order to determine whether a given formal theory counts as logic or as mathematics in Husserl’s view, one has to find out whether the purpose of the theory is to study formal structures themselves or as applied to the world.

As expected from Husserl’s attempt at deriving the goals of logic in a community of empathy with the exact scientists, this result follows the more general development of the formal sciences (see Maddy 2008). Whereas in Göttingen, the mathematicians believed in the “pre-established harmony” between mathematics and the exact sciences in the early decades of the twentieth century, especially after the invention of the general theory of relativity, pure mathematics started to be separated from applied mathematics. The notion of a “pre-established harmony” was a term used by many Göttingen mathematicians (Minkowski, Klein, and Hilbert) to refer to the view that the structure of the world is mathematical, and hence the primary method of physics is mathematics rather than empirical experimentation (Pyenson 1982).7 Husserl’s distinction between mathematics and logic, or applied mathematics, can be viewed as a criticism of Göttingen mathematicians’ idea of a “pre-established harmony” in demarcating between pure mathematics and applied mathematics. From Husserl’s perspective, Göttingen mathematicians were amalgamating two goals that should be separated from each other.

The distinction between pure, formal mathematics and logic (of truth) enables Husserl to definitively clarify the sense of pure formal mathematics (number 3 on Husserl’s list of the novelties of Formal and Transcendental Logic). Pure formal mathematics, in Husserl’s view, is a theory of pure structures in which the mathematical objects are defined solely by means of the theories. As in the Prolegomena, Husserl espouses in Formal and Transcendental Logic a modern structuralist view of mathematics and existence of mathematical objects. (For this reason, Charles Parsons has claimed that Husserl’s characterization is the most developed and clearest statement of a structuralist view of mathematical objects before World War II, see Parsons 2008, 41). The new element is that structuralist mathematics is clearly distinguished from applied mathematics. Husserl also isolates a new kind of evidence that is striven for in structuralist mathematics. The evidence is evidence of distinctness, and the later parts of Formal and Transcendental Logic suggest that the existence of a model for a theory gives rise to this type of evidence.8 In any case, Husserl’s approach to pure mathematics at the time was very much state-of-the-art.

Oskar Becker credits Husserl in Mathematische Existenz (Mathematical Existence, from 1927) for the distinction between the logic of non-contradiction and truth and uses it to distinguish the notions of mathematical existence in Hilbertian formalism as opposed to that in Brouwer’s intuitionism (Becker 1973, 69ff.). While Husserl’s discussion of truth-logic emphasizes the empirical applicability of the exact sciences, it is possible to read the evidence of clarity to result from perceiving, not a physical object, but an ideal object. This opens the door for intuitionistic interpretations of the logic of truth (see van Atten 2015). To be sure, Husserl never mentions intuitionism in the book, even though he is aware of it through Oskar Becker’s and Hermann Weyl’s work. He had also met Brouwer in Amsterdam the year before he wrote it (Hartimo 2018b; Schuhmann 1977, 330).

The distinction between pure, formal (i.e., structural) mathematics and logic with an interest in truth also gives rise to the fourth novelty mentioned by Husserl, namely that Husserl’s earlier view of formal ontology had to be revised. Whereas in Logical Investigations he held that formal ontology is obtained from mathematicians’ structural theories (see Smith 1989), in Formal and Transcendental Logic, he realizes that this cannot be viewed as formal ontology in the proper sense of the term – for pure abstract theories of mathematics do not necessarily apply to the world at all. “The aforesaid pure mathematics of non-contradiction, in its detachment from logic as theory of science, does not deserve to be called a formal ontology,” he writes (Husserl 1969, 144). Instead, Husserl takes logic and especially the theory of judgments as portraying the formal structure of the world (for further details, see Hartimo 2020).

To connect the logic of non-contradiction to truth, Husserl devises a “transitional link,” a judgment theory, which has a property that its complex forms of judgments can be mechanically reduced to elementary judgments (this property is called “normalizability” in logic, see Hartimo 2020 for details). The transitional link gives “the clue of sense genesis” that brings us to (primitive) judgments about individual objects, and consequently to the evidences of the experiential judgments, “judgments about data of possible perception and memory, which give norms for the correctness of categorical judicial meanings at the lowest level concerning individuals” (Husserl 1969, 208–209). Husserl’s judgment theory uses the Aristotelian account of judgments as subject-predicate formations; thus, his new formal ontology bears a resemblance to Aristotelian accounts of metaphysics. In Husserl’s view, the basic categories of the world are the objects, states of affairs, predicates, relations, etc., in accordance to his theory of judgments.


Transcendental logic

Husserl claims that he came up with these novelties thanks to his transcendental clarifications of the evidences involved in mathematics. Such clarifications are the topic of the second part of Formal and Transcendental Logic, which concerns “a criticism turned in a different direction” (Husserl 1969, 170). It concerns the constituting subjectivity corresponding to each domain of investigation and the research practices related to them, that is, a “transcendental criticism of cognition” for short (Husserl 1969, 171). This is not a relapse to psychology since the


[t]heory of cardinal numbers [...] has to do, not with mental processes of collecting and counting, but with numbers; the theory of ordered sets and ordinal numbers has to do, not with mental processes of ordering, but with ordered sets themselves and their forms; and, in like manner, syllogistics does not have to do with the psychic processes of judging and inferring.

Husserl 1969, 151–152


Transcendental logic does not seek out the subjective building blocks from which to construct formal logic. On the contrary, formal logic remains objective, and the task of transcendental logic is to examine the conditions of possibility of its objectivity, that is, it examines how it has been constituted in its objectivity. Whereas formal logic thematized logicians’ naïve actions, the transcendental logician now turns to reflect on it:


Turning reflectively from the only themes given straightforwardly (which may become importantly shifted) to the activity of constituting them with its aiming and fulfilment – the activity that is hidden (or, as we may also say, “anonymous”) throughout the naïve doing and only now becomes a theme in its own right – we examine that activity after the fact. That is to say we examine the evidence awakened by our reflection, we ask it what it was aiming at and what it acquired; and, in the evidence belonging to a higher level, we identify and fix, or we trace, the possible variations owing to vacillations of theme that had previously gone unnoticed, and distinguish the corresponding aimings and actualizations, – in other words, the shifting processes of forming concepts that pertain to logic.

Husserl 1969, 177


Transcendental reflection completes Husserl’s functional analysis of the exact sciences (i.e., the historical analysis in terms of the goals of the activities) and evaluates whether the activity in question was able to reach its goals. It makes Besinnung of logicians’ activities radical by uncovering the evidences and the confusions, possible shifts, and emptying of meaning. These shifts are a matter of internal shifts of intentionality (such as, say, the way Göttingen mathematicians seemed to confuse mathematics and applied mathematics), and they lead to verbal equivocations (Husserl 1969, 177). The logicians’ incompetence to distinguish between the three different evidences guiding logic is a case in point (Husserl 1969, 178).

The purpose of transcendental logic is to be critical and suggest revisions: “evidence of every sort – should be reflectively considered, reshaped, analyzed, purified, and improved; and that afterwards it can be, and ought to be, taken as an exemplary pattern, a norm” (Husserl 1969, 176). It thus helps Husserl to engage in, in contemporary terms, conceptual engineering. Without such clarification and criticism, Husserl writes, sciences are not genuine sciences. Transcendental logic is thus the examination of the presuppositions and the evidences of formal logic for the purposes of criticism. Uncovering these takes Husserl gradually, in chapter seven, back to full-fledged transcendental phenomenology and to issues such as intersubjectivity.

The criticism of logic makes us conscious of a number of idealizing presuppositions at work in logic. The first one that Husserl points out is the presupposition of the ideal identity of the judgments of logic – the same judgment can be made time and again. This presupposes an identity that endures from the time of its first constitution. Such abiding formations can be reactivated and identified again and again (Husserl 1969, 185). Thus, for example, the judgment made in the earlier course of a proof is expected to be the same later on in the same proof (Husserl 1969, 186). Obviously, there can be shifts and mix-ups of meaning in recalling the judgments, which is a possibility that is not traditionally recognized (Husserl 1969, 186). Indeed, the constitution of objective identity is ultimately a normative ideal provided by logic (Husserl 1969, 188).

Another interesting presupposition is the fundamental form “and so forth,” “the form of reiterational ‘infinity’.” According to Husserl, “[t]his is plainly an idealization, since de facto no one can always again” (Husserl 1969, 188). Yet, it is assumed, for example, that one can always add one to an existing number and thus form an infinite series of cardinal numbers. The way in which the method “and so forth,” in its various senses, becomes evident is thematized in transcendental logic (Husserl 1969, 188–189).

Husserl moves on to discuss logical principles (e.g., the law of contradiction and the law of excluded middle) and the idealizing presuppositions contained in them for the logic of non-contradiction and the logic of truth separately. For the sake of brevity, I cannot discuss them individually, but let me point out that Husserl discusses these as idealizing presuppositions that should be examined separately regarding the pursuit of evidence in question. The difference, say to Frege’s view, is drastic – logical laws are not necessarily universally applicable, but are, in Husserl’s words, “in need of the intentional criticism that prescribes the sense and limits of their fruitful application” (1969, 200). However, somewhat frustratingly he only points to the need of such criticism without concluding whether the applicability of logical laws should be limited or not. One way of taking this is to think that the conclusion depends on the situation and domain of application and cannot be decreed in advance. This suggests openness to pluralism about logical laws.

In a similar vein, later in the chapter, Husserl criticizes Kant for having not raised transcendental questions about logic, but ascribing it an extraordinary a priority (Husserl 1969, 258, 260; I have discussed Husserl’s criticism of Kant in detail in 2019). This kind of apriority has then been defended most famously by Frege. Indeed, Kant and Frege have been called “exceptionalists” because they thought that logic has a kind of priority that sets it apart from other sciences. In recent debates about the philosophy of logic, increasingly many defend “anti-exceptionalism” about logic (e.g., Hjortland 2017, following Williamson’s 2007 use of the term “anti-exceptionalism”). Husserl’s position in this debate and the related one about the normativity of logic is extremely interesting: instead of claiming that logic should be revisable according to some external or empirical evidence (like Quine), Husserl’s claim is that the revisions should be based on a transcendental examination of the intentional aims of the logicians.9

Husserl’s examination does not remain on the level of the logicians’ presuppositions, but it leads deeper into the “universal constitutional Apriori, embracing all intentionalities” (Husserl 1969, 246), and ultimately to the presuppositions of the inquiring transcendental reason. Husserl writes, “All criticism of logical cognition […] is […] a self-explication on the part of subjectivity, as it investigates the sense of its own transcendental functions” (Husserl 1969, 274). At this point, the radical Besinnung transforms itself into transcendental Besinnung and turns from the third person plural to the first person singular. On this level, the aim of questioning is not revision but clarification:


The transcendent world; human beings; their intercourse with one another, and with me, as human beings; their experiencing, thinking, doing, and making, with one another: these are not annulled by my phenomenological reflection, not devalued, not altered, but only understood. And, in the same manner, positive science, as having also been achieved by such labors, a phenomenology that finally understands itself as a reflective functional activity in transcendental intersubjectivity.

Husserl 1969, 275


In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl thus follows the so-called scientific path to the reduction, the one that starts from the exact sciences and leads back to the subjectivity constituting them. While the so-called Cartesian way (familiar from Ideas I and Cartesian Meditations) proceeds through epoché and phenomenological reduction, here Husserl starts from the idea of logic, then, examining its evidence and presuppositions, he eventually reaches full-fledged transcendental phenomenology. He does not perform the reduction at once in one fell swoop like in the case of the Cartesian way but more gradually, step by step. The result is transcendentally examined logic that then “should take the lead” for the sake of philosophers’ scientific responsibility. Ultimately Formal and Transcendental Logic shows how Husserl’s critical-historical approach and the call for self-responsibility lies on a contemplative basis and an attempt to understand the constitution of one’s self in the world among the others.


Conclusion

I have tried to show how Formal and Transcendental Logic offers several perceptive insights to the then state of the exact sciences. It also reveals several idealizing presuppositions of logic and science, many of which are only now beginning to be investigated in mainstream philosophy of mathematics, logic, and science. However, its most valuable contribution in my view is in its rigorous formulation and application of the historical critical method, Besinnung, with which to evaluate the exact sciences. Thus, on its basis, one should be able to formulate a phenomenological view of the sciences as they exist today. Presumably, the method could be generalized to a critical examination of any social practice. Finally, in Formal and Transcendental Logic all this is portrayed in the framework of full-fledged transcendental phenomenology, thus showing how Husserl’s various, more specialized, investigations hang together. Indeed, as Suzanne Bachelard put it, Formal and Transcendental Logic is the book by Husserl.


Notes

1For a more detailed account of Husserl’s method of Besinnung see Hartimo 2018a.
2For Husserl’s relation to Weyl, see also Wiltsche, Chapter 36 in this volume.
3The exact nature of Husserl’s notion of definiteness has been debated in the secondary literature. See Hartimo 2018c and 2017 and van Atten 2019 for the most recent contributions. In 1931, Gödel published a proof of the so-called Incompleteness theorem according to which in any (adequately rich) theory one can construct sentences so that they or their negations are not provable in the theory. To be sure, Gödel’s Incompleteness theorem (which Husserl eventually knew of) does not undercut Husserl’s view primarily because Husserl does not specify what he means by deduction (or proof). This leaves it open to be construed as non-mechanical inference, and in this case, Gödel’s result would not be applicable. Furthermore, it is unclear whether the notion, held as an ideal, even has to be realizable. For discussion of this matter see Bachelard 1968, 52–53.
4In the Prolegomena, Husserl likewise distinguished between three tasks of logic: grammar, non-contradiction, and theory of theories. The difference is that in the Prolegomena the theory of theories forms the third task of logic, not truth-logic. In Prolegomena, Husserl thus confuses the evidence of distinctness and evidence of clarity.
5Husserl claims, e.g., that “the mathematician as such need not be at all concerned with the fact that there actually are multiplicities in concrete ‘actuality’” (Husserl 1969, 138).
6For further details of Husserl’s rather intricate argument, see Bachelard 1968, esp. 80–89; Lohmar 2000, esp. 104–112; Sokolowski 1974, 271–288.
7Husserl’s discussion of Galileo in The Crisis embodies this “Göttingen pre-established harmony”; Husserl notoriously does not present Galileo as an experimenter or even the developer of the telescope. For him, Galileo’s primary achievement is the mathematization of nature.
8This is how I read Husserl’s discussion of systematic unities of possible experiences in §89b and §98—admittedly Husserl is not crystal clear on this matter.
9Thus, Husserl defends a critical view of logic (for more details, see Hartimo 2019).
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 5

Husserl’s Crisis of the European Sciences

 The “teleological-historical way” into transcendental philosophy

Dermot Moran


The development of The Crisis of the European Sciences

Husserl’s last work, entitled The Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental Philosophy (German edition, Husserl 1954; English translation, Husserl 1970),1 was his most ambitious and sweeping project, and, although it had a disrupted history, it went on to have a significant, posthumous impact on mid-twentieth-century European philosophy. The subtitle states that it is “an introduction to phenomenological philosophy,” and, as such, it ranks alongside Husserl’s other introductions, most notably Ideas I (published in 1913), and Cartesian Meditations (published in French in Husserl 1931). Indeed, Husserl’s intention was for The Crisis to replace his Cartesian Meditations, which has appeared only in French, as the introduction to transcendental phenomenology. The Crisis is designed to complement the “egological self-reflection,” as he calls it (Husserl 1970, 259), of the earlier Cartesian Meditations. Whereas Cartesian Meditations introduced the transcendental ego “in one blow” (mit einem Schlage; Husserl 1970, 77, 150, 239), in The Crisis he wants to proceed through an examination of the intersubjective lifeworld.

In the early 1930s, Husserl abandoned his attempt to complete the German edition of Cartesian Meditations (only the French translation had been published in 1931) and began The Crisis as the ultimate statement of his vision for phenomenology. Already, on June 11, 1932, Husserl wrote to his former student Roman Ingarden to say that he now believed that transcendental phenomenology needed to begin from the “natural possession of the world and of being” (Bruzina 2004, 214). The Crisis will offer a new intersubjective approach to transcendental phenomenology, correcting the one-sided “Cartesian way” of Cartesian Meditations. In The Crisis, Husserl also addresses his critics – both the Neo-Kantians (Heinrich Rickert) and the followers of life-philosophy and phenomenology (Max Scheler, Martin Heidegger) – who thought that his phenomenology of consciousness was outmoded. Thus, in his 1937 “Foreword to the Continuation of the Crisis,” Husserl regrets that readers have taken him as an old conservative, “schlerotically” stuck in his ways, and merely regurgitating his old themes rather than facing up to the new criticisms (Husserl 1954, 439–440). Quite the reverse is true: he proclaims himself the most radical philosopher of the present age, rethinking the meaning of philosophy and phenomenology as the ultimately grounded science.

The Crisis project unfolded from around 1933 to mid 1937, in the form of essays, lectures, and working notes. In late 1937, Husserl became ill and he died in April 1938. Husserl was, at the time, facing extremely difficult circumstances in National Socialist Germany (from January 1933 to his death), in which, classified as a Jew, he suffered victimization and exclusion as his professorship was revoked and he was forbidden from publishing. According to a short outline (circa 1936) for the continuation of the work prepared by his young assistant Eugen Fink (1905–1975), The Crisis was planned in five parts (Husserl 1970, 397–400). Husserl managed to publish the first two parts in 1936 in a journal, Philosophia, edited by Arthur Liebert, another German Jewish philosopher, who was in exile in Belgrade. Husserl completed a third part in a typescript that he continually reworked, but it remained unpublished until Walter Biemel’s Husserliana edition (Husserl 1954). As Husserl wrote: “Insurmountable complications, as a result of my fluctuating health, had forced me to leave aside some of the already prepared drafts” (Husserl 1954, 435, my translation). Husserl’s “Foreword to the Continuation of the Crisis” outlines plans for continuing the work, with emphasis on what he calls a “teleological-historical way” (teleologisch-historischen Weg; Husserl 1954, 435) or “royal road” (Emporleitung; Husserl 1954, 438) into transcendental phenomenology. Clearly, the reflection on the historical evolution of modern philosophy in The Crisis, then, is not a mere supplement to transcendental phenomenology but is supposed to reveal its deepest meaning through an interrogation of “origins.”

Besides the three written parts of The Crisis, Husserl also left behind a large collection of draft research manuscripts in shorthand and sorted roughly into bundles (“convolutes” – manuscripts gathered together in one binding), labelled the “K-series” (“K” stands for “Krisis”). These were essentially working notes that Fink had assembled in cooperation with Husserl himself. Biemel’s edition of The Crisis collects 32 of these manuscripts, including the 1935 Vienna Lecture, entitled “Philosophy in the Crisis of European Humanity” (Husserl 1970, 269), which is an important addition to the historical reflection Husserl was carrying out in The Crisis. According to his draft plan, Part Five was to cover “The indispensable task of philosophy: humanity’s responsibility for itself,” and one can find elements of this theme in the Vienna Lecture as well as in 34 further supplementary texts collected by Reinhold Smid in the supplemental Husserliana Volume XXIX to The Crisis (Husserl 1993).

An important text included by Biemel in the Husserliana edition is the fragmentary essay, “The Origin of Geometry” (Husserl 1970, 353–378), edited by Eugen Fink, and first published in the French journal Revue internationale de philosophie (Husserl 1939). This essay was translated in 1962 with a long commentary by Jacques Derrida (1930–2004, Derrida 1978). It is significant because of the status Husserl attributes to the written sign (e.g., Pythagorean theorem) in the fixing of ideal meanings for the transmission of scientific knowledge through exact repetition.

A related text – not included in Biemel or Smid – is the crucially important fragment “The Earth Does Not Move,” written in 1934 and published by Marvin Farber in 1940 (Husserl 1940 and 1981). This text discusses the phenomenological experience of being on the ground that does not move, despite Galileo’s science stating the opposite. Although not strictly speaking part of The Crisis bundle, it was quickly associated with The Crisis by Merleau-Ponty, Derrida, and others.

To summarize, then, Husserl’s The Crisis should be understood as a loosely connected series of manuscripts composed by Husserl between 1934 and the Autumn of 1937 around the themes of science, culture, the nature of psychology, the inner teleology of the history of philosophy, and the true meaning of transcendental phenomenology.

Husserl presents The Crisis overall as a self-reflection on the aims and methods of philosophy and specifically transcendental philosophy as inaugurated by Descartes and made canonical by Kant. Husserl aims at nothing less than the “rebirth” (Wiedergeburt) of Europe “from the spirit of philosophy” (Husserl 1970, 299), in part through a historical-conceptual reflection on the “original sense” (Ursprungssinn, Husserl 1970, 58) of the new sciences that burst onto and transformed the world in the seventeenth century. He wants to develop “a critique of Kant that refers back to the Cartesian primary establishment of the whole of philosophical modernity” (Husserl 1954, 438, my translation). Husserl’s overall aim is to secure philosophy as a genuine science “in times of danger”: “Reflection is required in every sense in order to right ourselves” (Husserl 1970, 392). This backward reflection (Rückbesinnung) involves a sustained critique of modern philosophy from Descartes through Kant and German Idealism to the rise of positivism. In The Crisis, to the surprise of his readers, the elderly Husserl introduced several new themes, including his rich concept of the intuitively experienced “lifeworld” (Lebenswelt – a concept unknown to Logical Investigations, published in 1900/1901, and Ideas I, but which receives brief mention in Cartesian Meditations), as well as a critical reflection on Galileo’s radical transformation of scientific method that led to the naturalization of the sciences, and finally, a reflection on the meaning of historical culture and historicity in general (see Husserl 1993, 1–17, for a text explicitly on historicity [Geschichtlichkeit]).

The Crisis is the first work to introduce the specific themes of history and the development of culture from a phenomenological perspective. At the outset of The Crisis, he asks rhetorically whether history has nothing to teach us but the contingency of human events, a meaningless cycle of progress and disappointment (Husserl 1970, 7). Or, as Husserl will maintain, is there meaning and reason in history (Husserl 1970, 9)? To address these questions, he proposes a methodological approach of “questioning back” (Rückfragen), or “backwards reflection” (Rückbesinnung) that he believes will allow him to penetrate through to the essential meaning at the heart of various forms of historically evolving cultural institution.

Another innovation is Husserl’s discussion of “functioning subjectivity” (fungierende Subjektivität, Husserl 1954, 265, 310, 416; see also Husserl 1993, 60), the pre-reflective anonymous or collective intentionality that constitutes our latent sense of the world as such, that would later strongly influence Merleau-Ponty, who, in his Phenomenology of Perception, translated it as “intentionnalité opérante” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, lxxxii, 472), and contrasted it with Husserl’s more explicit “act intentionality,” and which he compared to Heidegger’s concept of the transcendence of Dasein. Other new themes in the Crisis include the idea of historical interpretation as a kind of “poetizing” (Dichtung) of history (according to which each person selects subjectively what motivates them in the tradition); and the notion of “streaming-in” (Einströmen), the manner in which transcendental life shapes natural life (Husserl 1970, §§59–60 and Husserl 1993, 77–83; see also Dodd 2004, 215). Preeminently, The Crisis offers a new way of thinking about reason and rationality. Philosophers, for Husserl, are “functionaries of humankind,” with the duty to promote and protect reason and to oppose all forms of irrationalism threatening the progress of humanity.


The crisis of both the natural and the human sciences

Husserl opens The Crisis with the claim that a crisis in a science means that its whole scientific approach has become questionable (Husserl 1970, 3). Despite the undeniable progress of the natural sciences, there is a one-sided distortion at the heart of the modern scientific enterprise itself. Husserl’s critique of the “European sciences” addresses both the natural sciences (chiefly physics), founded in mathematics, and, later, the human sciences (chiefly psychology, but also philosophy and, tangentially, history). Thus, in Part One, he treats Galileo and mathematical physics. The modern revolution in the natural sciences, exemplified by Galileo, brought forward the “mathematization of nature” (Mathematisierung der Natur; Husserl 1970, §9), involving the idealization of space and time, the application of causality to the whole of nature, and the emergence of the new concept of infinity (Husserl 1970, §9). In consequence, the modern natural sciences have essentially reified and objectified a methodological, mathematical construction, changing the very concept of objectivity, and obscuring (if not distorting) the lifeworld in which humans have traditionally lived. The scientific enterprise has devolved into a distorted scientism (with its commitment to what he calls “objectivism”) and naturalism, that ultimately leads to skepticism, relativism, and irrationalism that threatens all humanity.

Husserl’s proposed solution requires first and foremost “clarification,” bringing to clarity (Klärung or Klarheit) through reflection the meaning of the modern scientific achievement (and its implications for the development of modern philosophy). This reflection needs to be transcendentally clarified through a radical “full transcendental epoché” (Husserl 1970, 263).

In Part Two of The Crisis, Husserl analyzes the nature of the opposition between objectivity and subjectivity as it emerged in modern philosophy from Descartes to Kant. In Part Three (itself divided into two parts – A and B), Husserl introduces his novel conception of the pregiven, always taken-for-granted, “lifeworld” (Lebenswelt), that, he claims has never before been a topic of systematic scientific inquiry, even for Kant. In The Crisis Part Three B, he offers an extended analysis of the problematic status of empirical psychology, which for him has illegitimately naturalized the domain of subjectivity. In Part Three, also, Husserl renews the task of transcendental philosophy through a radicalization of Kant’s project. Here he addresses directly what he calls the paradox or “riddle” (Rätsel) of transcendental philosophy, namely that humans are both natural objects in the world and also transcendental “subjects for the world,” constituting the world as such and hence not part of the constituted world.

In the supplementary essays (e.g., Vienna Lecture, “The Origin of Geometry”), Husserl addresses larger topics including the shift from mythic thought to rationality brought about by philosophy, the meaning of human temporality and “historicity,” cultural development (the “shapes of the spiritual world,” Husserl 1970, 7), the inbuilt teleology of Western civilization towards universal rationality and the threats facing it, intercultural understanding, and the concept of nationality, internationality, and “supranationality” (Übernationalität, Husserl 1970, 276), a theme Husserl also discusses in his letter to the anthropologist Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (Husserl 2008a). Do different cultural and spiritual forms simply appear and pass away, or is there an inner rationality? Furthermore, and parallel to this scientific crisis, there was a growing crisis in modern philosophy and in the human sciences generally. Philosophy also needs self-reflection, a reflection that includes thinking seriously about the meaning both of its Greek origins and its ultimate directedness towards its goal, what Husserl calls its hidden, inner “teleology” (Husserl 1970, 18, 70, 74, 273).

In The Crisis, then, Husserl wants to uncover the “inner sense” of history and the teleology inherent in philosophical tradition of European modernity. Human life is oriented towards goals. Husserl proclaims: “being human is teleological being and an ought-to-be [ein Teleologischsein und Sein-sollen], and that this teleology holds sway in each and every activity and project of an ego” (Husserl 1970, 341). But living a life is also a communal act, carried out in a “we-community” (Wir-Gemeinschaft, Husserl 1954, 416) where the historical dynamic is uppermost.

In previous works, Husserl’s main approach to phenomenology had employed a more static form of constitutional analysis, examining the “levels and strata” (Stufen und Schichten, Husserl 1970, 168) of meaning involved in constitution, but not particularly addressing issues of temporal and historical development. Husserl now specifically addresses historical and temporal development through a kind of “genetic” phenomenology. Husserl’s “The Origin of Geometry” text discusses the need to understand the “genetic origin” (genetische Ursprung, Husserl 1970, 370) of concepts.

Husserl had been addressing the themes of the meaning of history, tradition, and what he broadly called “generativity” (Generativität, the manner in which cultural meanings become established, laid down in sedimentations, and then handed on from one generation to another) from around 1911 onward, and specifically in reaction to Dilthey, as well as to the neo-Kantian discussion of the appropriate methodology for the human sciences. Husserl, too, has his own version of the “destruction” – or “reconstruction” – of the history of philosophy from Descartes to Kant. The Crisis is the first work to bring together the analysis of the history of philosophy with a deepened account of the meaning and importance of transcendental phenomenology.


Transcendental phenomenology as self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung) in the epoché

Husserl’s Crisis is a sustained exercise in phenomenological “self-reflection” (Selbstbesinnung, Husserl 1954, 437) or “self-understanding” (Selbstverständigung, Husserl 1954, 435). Husserl employs several variations of the notion of “reflection.” He frequently characterizes his reflection as a “backwards reflection” (Rückbesinnung, Husserl 1970, 17) or “questioning back” (Rückfragen, or Zurückfragen; see Husserl 1970, 56, 69), a regressive inquiry into the “original motivation” (Ursprungsmotivation, Husserl 1970, 57) that gave rise to modernity. This concept of reflecting or questioning back is central to what he calls “genetic” or “genetic-historical” inquiry. Thus, in The Crisis §9, he speaks of the “task of self-reflection which grows out of the ‘breakdown’ situation of our time” (Husserl 1970, 58).

Husserl intends The Crisis as a work of critical and historical reflection that looks backwards over the cultural development of modern science and culture since its Greek origins. In his 1936 letter to the Professor Dr. Rádl, President of Eighth International Congress of Philosophy in Prague (Husserliana XXVII, Husserl 1989, 240–245) (Husserl sent a letter to this International Congress of Philosophy that was read out by his student Jan Patočka, a key text that announces the new themes to be investigated in the planned Crisis), he says his “self-reflection” is in the radical spirit of Descartes (Husserl 1989, 24), continuing a theme he had earlier developed in his 1929 Paris lectures that became Cartesian Meditations. As in the Cartesian way, radical, transcendental self-reflection requires performance of a suspension of commitment or epoché towards all existing tradition and all naïve concepts in order to uncover transcendental subjectivity that functions in hiddenness. As Husserl says at the end of The Crisis Part Three:


But great difficulties had to be overcome in order not only to begin the method of epochē and reduction but also to bring it to full understanding of itself and thus for the first time to discover the absolutely functioning subjectivity, not as human subjectivity, but as the subjectivity that objectifies itself, [at least] at first, in human subjectivity.

Husserl 1970, 262


The Crisis differs from Cartesian Meditations in that Husserl now wants to uncover the hidden subjectivity that constitutes the world, culture, and tradition.

Phenomenology begins from the intentional relationship between constituting subjectivity and its correlated constituted object. Thus, Husserl states in The Crisis that “[I]ntentionality is the title which stands for the only actual and genuine way of explaining, making intelligible” (Husserl 1970, 168). Phenomenology is to be understood as sense-investigation or clarification of sense, an inquiry into how any kind of object of state of affairs has the kind of sense or meaning that it has as an achievement of subjective intentionality. In Cartesian Meditations, Husserl states, “every sense that any existent whatever has or can have for me – in respect of its ‘what’ and its ‘it exists and actually is’—is a sense in and arising from my intentional life” (Husserl 1967, 91).

Husserl always links “sense” with “validity” (Sinn und Geltung, Husserl 1970, 76, 96, 199, 204, 278). The sense something has is intrinsically normative; it sets up a system of values and validities for the manner in which it is to be treated, chains of “intentional implication.” As Husserl writes in The Crisis: “And meaning is never anything but meaning in modes of validity [Geltungsmodi], that is, as related to intending ego-subjects which effect validity” (Husserl 1970, 168). The sense something has determines its being. Hence Husserl speaks of “being-sense” (Seinssinn, Husserl 1954, 124) – which David Carr translates as “ontic sense” (Husserl 1970, 122) or “ontic meaning” (Husserl 1970, 100) – or “ontic validity” (Seinsgeltung, Husserl 1970, 77). As Husserl asserts: “[A]ll real, mundane objectivity is constituted accomplishment” (Husserl 1970, 204). He writes in a crucial passage that sums up his understanding of intentional constitution:


In this regard we speak of the “intersubjective constitution” [intersubjektiven Konstitution] of the world, meaning by this the total system of manners of givenness, however hidden, and also of modes of validity [Geltungsmodi] for egos; through this constitution, if we systematically uncover it, the world as it is for us becomes understandable as a structure of meaning [Sinngebilde] formed out of elementary intentionalities. The being of these intentionalities themselves is nothing but one meaning formation operating together with another, “constituting” new meaning through synthesis. And meaning is never anything but meaning in modes of validity, that is, as related to intending ego-subjects which effect validity. Intentionality is the title which stands for the only actual and genuine way of explaining, making intelligible. To go back to the intentional origins [Ursprünge] and unities of the formation of meaning is to proceed toward a comprehension which, once achieved (which is of course an ideal case), would leave no meaningful question unanswered.

Husserl 1970, 168


Husserl speaks of the need to go back to the “intentional origins” and attempt to follow the buildup of “sense-formations” which we eventually experience in a completely immediate way what Husserl calls here “the world as it is for us,” i.e., the whole intuited lifeworld, understood as a “nexus” or “integrated framework of sense” (Sinnzusammenhang, Husserl 1970, 284) or unified “sense formation” (Sinnbildung, Husserl 1970, 378). The greatest puzzle of phenomenology is the givenness of the world as such, a givenness that is intrinsically and essentially historical.


The dawn of the theoretical attitude (die theoretische Einstellung)

In the late 1930s, Husserl frequently reflected on the “ingress” or “breakthrough into” (Einbruch, Husserl 1970, 283) philosophy and the life of reason that occurred in ancient Greece and set up Western science through the discovery of the “theoretical attitude.” According to Husserl, “spiritual” Europe has a birth place in ancient Greece and specifically in a new form of life ushered in by a “few Greek eccentrics” (ein Paar griechischen Sonderingen, Husserl 1954, 336; 1970, 289), i.e., the Pre-Socratic philosophers, who singlehandedly developed “a new sort of attitude” (Husserl 1970, 276) – the theoretical attitude – towards life and the surrounding world, thereby inaugurating philosophy (through wonder) and with it science (as detached theoretical understanding) with a universal outlook. Building on this Greek foundation, contemporary Western culture (now made universal by the expansion of techno-science) has a “mission” (Sendung) to accomplish nothing less than the development of universal “humanity” (Menschheit) itself (Husserl 1970, 299).

Husserl’s conception of this “spiritual Europe,” characterized by its theoretical attitude with its inherent universality, transcendence of all limit, and commitment to the ideal of infinite inquiry, leads him to distinguish this universalist culture from other cultural forms (he calls them “empirical types”), even within geographical Europe, that do not embrace the ideal of universality. Most notoriously, in his Vienna Lecture, he casually instances the European Roma Gypsies (die Zigeuner), who constantly “wander around” (herumvagabondieren, Husserl 1954, 319; 1970, 273), as not contributing to this ideal. Similarly, other “types” (Typen) of humanity, even such rich and ancient civilizations as China and India, also, for Husserl, lack this “absolute idea” of European universality and remain “empirical anthropological types” (Husserl 1970, 16).2 The global domination of Western science, in fact, has led to the “Europeanization” of the world. However, its current narrow technicized nature (techno-science) means that this scientific culture is distorted and flattened because it has ignored the subjective and intersubjective lifeworld from which it has emerged. Therefore, Husserl’s Crisis presents transcendental phenomenology as the science that restores the true sense of human, subjective, intentional participation in the communally shared lifeworld. Universal science must be grounded in the science of accomplishing subjectivity.


Transcendental subjectivity and intersubjectivity

In The Crisis, Husserl explicitly begins from the “pregiven” (vorgegeben) public world of the natural attitude (indeed part of his project is to recover this world from the scientific world that has been overlayed on it) rather than from the inner consciousness of the solitary meditating subject. Thereby, The Crisis is in a position to open up phenomenology to engage with the meaning of different and broader phenomena, including the modern scientific revolution, the meaning of “nature” as defined by the exact natural sciences (especially physics), the meaning of culture and historical tradition, the nature of the relation of European cultures to non-European cultures, which raises problems of interculturality, as well as raising penetrating questions concerning the nature and vitality of philosophy and psychology (as a misconstrual of the true nature of subjectivity).

Husserl proposes a meditative return to the ineliminable roles of human subjectivity and intersubjectivity, hitherto neglected in this pursuit of scientific objectivity, not just to set the newly emerged science of empirical psychology on a proper footing, but also to address issues of central relevance to human existence as the free exercise of reason. In terms of subjectivity, Husserl insists it must be recognized as a transcendental condition for the possibility of objectivity (and hence a condition for the very possibility of there being anything like a world as such). Husserl writes of the ontological primacy of subjectivity:


Only a radical inquiry [ein radikales Zurückfragen] back into subjectivity – and specifically the subjectivity which ultimately brings about all world-validity [Weltgeltung], with its content and in all its prescientific and scientific modes, and into the “what” and the “how” of the rational accomplishments – can make objective truth comprehensible and arrive at the ultimate ontic meaning of the world [letzten Seinssinn der Welt]. Thus it is not the being of the world as unquestioned, taken for granted [das Sein der Welt in seiner fraglosen Selbstverständlichkeit], which is primary in itself; […] rather what is primary in itself is subjectivity, understood as that which naïvely pregives the being of the world and then rationalizes or (what is the same thing) objectifies it.

Husserl 1970, 69


But the problem of understanding subjectivity also raises the issue of the relation between subjects in this world-constitution. How can my ego also belong to what Husserl calls “transcendental intersubjectivity”? Husserl states: “The consciousness of intersubjectivity, then, must become a transcendental problem” (Husserl 1970, 202). The concept of intersubjectivity is introduced in The Crisis initially and primarily in terms of the manner in which the objectivity of the experienced world is achieved through intersubjective confirmation and validation (see Husserl 1970, 128). But Husserl also raises the issue of how subjects (“ego subjects”) communicate and agree with one another and form larger communities united with common purpose (see, e.g., Husserl 1970, 163). The phenomenon of cooperating intersubjectivity is read back from the experience of a common world “for all”: “Constantly functioning in wakeful life, we also function together, in the manifold ways of considering, together, valuing, planning, acting together” (Husserl 1970, 109). This is the domain of what Husserl calls “we-subjectivity” (Wir-Subjektivität; Husserl 1970, 109) and which he regards as inaccessible to traditional psychological reflection since it is always presumed by the psychological approach (Husserl 1970, §59).

In The Crisis Part Three, Husserl offers a deep and important analysis of what he calls the “paradox” or “enigma” (Rätsel) of subjectivity (e.g., Husserl 1970, 5), according to which human subjects must be considered both as transcendental subjects “for the world” as well as embodied subjects objectified “in the world.” Husserl’s struggle to articulate and resolve this paradox is one of the most significant philosophical achievements of The Crisis. In fact, this discussion leads Husserl to a consideration of Kant’s achievement and to reflect on the meaning of transcendental philosophy in general.

Husserl’s solution is to propose that the given world be understood not as a world in itself (Welt an sich, for him an idealized abstraction, Husserl 1970, 265) but as the world for us, i.e., world as correlated to the “natural attitude” (die natürliche Einstellung, a notion that is first discussed in print in Ideas I §27 but was already being discussed as early as Husserl’s 1906/1907 lectures, see Husserl 2008b). The natural attitude, however, carries within it the danger that it can deteriorate into what Husserl terms the naturalistic attitude which both reifies and absolutizes this world. The natural attitude is a complex constellation of attitudes that presents the world as “pregiven” (vorgegeben) and simply is “there” for me, spread out in space and time, and so on. All sciences take place within the natural attitude; they simply assume the existence of the world. These sciences are “naïve,” as Husserl puts it, precisely because they accept the world as “present” or “on-hand” (vorhanden), “actual” (wirklich), and “there” (da). But, how should this mode of givenness of the world be understood? To understand the givenness of the world is already to transcend the natural attitude and to raise a transcendental question concerning the “being” of the world. This is Husserl’s version of the question made canonical by Heidegger in Being and Time (published in 1927) – the question of the meaning of being. In a certain sense, The Crisis is Husserl’s answer to Heidegger. For Husserl, however, being is always correlated with transcendental subjectivity and intersubjectivity. It is only the transcendental attitude (an attitude Husserl particularly characterizes in the Crisis and in the associated Vienna Lecture as the attitude of the “disinterested” or “disengaged spectator”) that highlights the true nature of the natural attitude. The natural attitude is, as it were, unknown to itself until one applies the transcendental epoché (bracketing, or exclusion), whose very function it is to break with the world and transcend the natural attitude. As Husserl writes:


Philosophy as universal objective science – and this is what all philosophy of the ancient tradition was – together with all the objective sciences, is not universal science at all. It brings into its sphere only constituted object-poles and remains blind to the full concrete being and life that constitutes them transcendentally.

Husserl 1970, 176; 1954, 179


For Husserl, the focus of the phenomenologist is not on the ready-made world (die fertige Welt, Husserl 1970, 177) but rather on the constituting function of intentional life as “accomplishing life” (Husserl 1970, 177) to which we are simply “blind” (1970, 205) in the natural attitude.


The problematic science of the lifeworld

Part Three A (IIIA) of The Crisis is focused on the “lifeworld” in critical confrontation with Kant. Kant, too, seeks to account for the constitution of the objective world, but, according to Husserl, Kant naively assumes that the real world is the one revelated by modern science with its specific notions of space, time, causation, continuity, identity, and so on. Kant did acknowledge the need to project a conception of the world as an unconditioned whole and as having a certain continuous and harmonious flow, but he neglected the lifeworld, understood as the world experienced by embodied, fleshly subjects who act with the assumption that their world is shared intersubjectively. A new Kantian transcendental critique, therefore, must be undertaken, one that reveals the lifeworld as the “fundament” for the scientific world.3


Philosophy and the project for a new humanity of reason

For Husserl, philosophy was once the source of the sciences but has now become separated from the scientific enterprise and thereby philosophy is in danger of becoming irrational. Faith in reason must be restored by making philosophy truly scientific. Reason, logos, is the enduring legacy of the Greek philosophical tradition. He confidently reasserts his faith in a transformed and expensed version of what were traditional Enlightenment values. Husserl does write that the rationalism of the Enlightenment itself is now out of the question as it contains an inner absurdity but claims nevertheless that “true and genuine philosophy or science and true and genuine rationalism are one” (Husserl 1970, 197). Husserl maintains that the current crisis has been brought about because, since the Enlightenment, we have lost faith in this reason:


Now, if the new humanity [Menschentum], animated and blessed with such an exalted spirit, did not hold its own, it must have been because it lost the inspiring belief in its ideal of a universal philosophy and in the scope of the new method.

Husserl 1970, 10; 1954, 8


Husserl’s defense of so-called “European” values has been criticized, by Jacques Derrida and others, as a form of “Eurocentrism” (Derrida 2003, 154–157). Husserl insists, however, that what he means by “Europe” is not a geographically or politically defined place but rather a certain constellation of intellectual and spiritual achievements, and outlooks and values that, moreover, have universal significance and set “infinite tasks.” For him, “Europe” signifies the commitment to rational life as first discovered in the “breakthrough” (Durchbruch) of ancient Greek philosophy. For Husserl, the “primal establishment” (Urstiftung) of philosophy is, at the same time, the primal establishment of modern European humanity (Husserl 1970, 12). Husserl believes that ancient Greek philosophy made an extraordinary breakthrough with its discovery of the logos, the infinite and the detached theoretical attitude which eventually, with Galileo, unleashed the overwhelming force that is modern mathematical science. No other culture defining itself in terms of finite ends (which mytho-religious societies all do – for Husserl) was capable of making this breakthrough. The fact that it happened in the West is part of the mysterious facticity of history. Other cultures remained embedded in the “mythical-practical attitude” (Husserl 1970, 285) and were unable to universalize their local knowledge systems.

The allegation from some critics that Husserl’s view amounts to an ethnocentric chauvinism sits somewhat uneasily with the recognition that he himself was explicitly struggling against the appeals to race, “blood and soil” (Blut und Boden) being propagated by the National Socialists and their fellow travelers during the 1930s. Husserl’s careless remarks about Gypsies “wandering” (using the pejorative term “vagabonding”) around Europe and not contributing to the ideal of universal humanity, and his condescending remarks about the humanity of Papuan natives, sound out of place for someone who, as a Jew, was himself subjected to discrimination. As I have argued elsewhere (Moran 2011), in opposition to the particularist claims of the National Socialists, Husserl was struggling to defend a certain universalist version of culture. Husserl’s assertion in the Vienna Lecture that “there is, for essential reasons, no zoology of peoples” (Husserl 1970, 275) is clearly a repudiation of race-based doctrines. On the other hand, Husserl was by no means alone in emphasizing the uniqueness and universality of European scientific culture; such views were commonplace among German academics of the time, especially in the writings of Max Weber, for instance (see Weber 1930).

Husserl is sharply aware of the complex relationships, both dependencies and separations, between different cultures and traditions. There are, in his terms, different “historicities” (Geschichtlichkeiten, Husserl 1970, 274) and indeed there are, as Husserl indicates in his 1935 letter to Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, even cultures which as self-enclosed unities do not know history (Husserl 2008). But he is also acutely aware of the new kind of universality and globalization brought about by the modern scientific and technological attitudes. This has been a “revolution,” brought about by the breakthrough to ideality, in the historicity of European culture (Husserl 1970, 279). The effects of this revolutionary transformation have not completely worked themselves out, but by no means have they been understood. The turn to history, then, is an inevitable part of any phenomenology that seeks to understand humanity as such.


Reason in history and life in tradition

Husserl, especially after his reading of Dilthey in 1910/1911 (Husserl 2002), as well as his exposure to the neo-Kantians, notably Heinrich Rickert, became preoccupied with the problem of the relations between the natural and the human or cultural sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), including the status of philosophy as a science, and the inner significance of the history of philosophy (see his First Philosophy lectures of 1923/1924 for example, Husserl 2019). The explicitly historical orientation Husserl offers with his narrative about the evolution of modernity is different from his earlier introductions to phenomenology, as even Hans-Georg Gadamer (1989) and Paul Ricoeur (1967, 143–174) have recognized.

In The Crisis, Husserl offers a sustained meditation on what the concept of “tradition” itself involves, how past philosophy achieves a continuation in present thinking, and what the meaning of modernity itself is, themes also prominent in Heidegger, Gadamer, Hannah Arendt (who does not mention The Crisis in The Human Condition), and Hans Blumenberg (1987). Husserl talks about the manner in which in developing a history, we are acting creatively, in the manner of poets. He speaks of history as a kind of “poetic invention” or “poeticizing” (Dichtung, Husserl 1970, 394), which might be understood as a kind of narrative reconstruction of the story of history to address current concerns. For Husserl, history should not be approached as a “storehouse” of facts about the past. Rather we must find the inner rationale that makes sense of the dynamic development of culture:


We shall attempt to strike through the crust of the externalized “historical facts” of philosophical history, interrogating, exhibiting, and testing their inner meaning and hidden teleology.

Husserl 1970, 18


This concept of a kind of fictive poetic narrative of philosophy is very similar to what is to be found also in Heidegger and Gadamer. We are in a creative dialogue with the past, and our conversation brings Plato and the tradition to life and sustains its vitality.


The ongoing influence of The Crisis

The Crisis had considerable impact on European philosophers in the latter part of the twentieth century. Maurice Merleau-Ponty read the typescript of The Crisis in the Husserl Archives in Leuven, Belgium, on his week-long visit there in 1939, and it deeply influenced his 1945 Phenomenology of Perception (Merleau-Ponty 2012). It also influenced Aron Gurwitsch, who reviewed Biemel’s Husserliana edition in two long articles (Gurwitsch 1956, 1957), as well as Hans-Georg Gadamer, who discussed The Crisis in depth in his Truth and Method (Gadamer 1989). Alfred Schutz’s overall philosophy of the lifeworld was also deeply influenced by Husserl’s Crisis and, indeed, Schutz wrote an interesting assessment of The Crisis in his 1943 letter to Eric Voegelin (see Schutz 1996). Through Schutz, Husserl’s Crisis influenced Habermas. Habermas, in his Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas 1984, 1987), acknowledges that he borrowed his concept of the lifeworld from Husserl and Schutz. He defines lifeworld as the “horizon within which communicative actions are ‘always already’ moving” (Habermas 1987, 119). Following Husserl, Habermas emphasizes the “always already there” (immer schon da) character of immediate certainty that belongs to this world (Habermas 1998, 243). Similarly, for Habermas, as for Husserl, the lifeworld is the overall “horizon” within which human agents act. It is the culturally transmitted and linguistically structured backdrop of all meaningfulness in our human lives. For Habermas, Husserl’s lifeworld “forms a counter-concept to those idealizations that first constitute the object domain of the natural sciences” (Habermas 1998, 239). It is an explicitly concrete notion. However, Habermas criticizes Husserl for not recognizing (due to what Habermas claims is Husserl’s blindness to “linguistic intersubjectivity”) that the lifeworld itself demands certain idealizations, namely the validity claims that transcend local circumstances, and are carried by the linguistic practices of the community. Lifeworld, for Habermas, is made possible only through intersubjective communicative action. Nevertheless, Habermas remains deeply indebted to Husserl’s Crisis for the conception of the lifeworld. Finally, Husserl’s critique of one-dimensional technicized reason remains a powerful diagnosis of modernity that stands credibly alongside the well-known positions of Heidegger, Marcuse, Adorno, and others.


Notes

1Husserl’s Crisis of the European Sciences was published in part (Parts One and Two) in 1936 in the journal Philosophia. The full German text, including appendices and supplementary articles, was published in the Husserliana series in 1954 edited by Walter Biemel (Husserl 1954). A partial English translation by David Carr was published in 1970 (Husserl 1970).
2For a critical engagement with this idea, see the chapter by Marín-Ávila, Chapter 32 in this volume.
3See Pradelle and Crowell, Chapters 6 and 11 in this volume for a discussion of the relation between Kant and Husserl.
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 PART 2

Phenomenological method






 6

Transcendental idealism and the Copernican turn in Kant and Husserl

Dominique Pradelle

How should we characterize Husserl’s phenomenological idealism in relation to Kant’s transcendental idealism? These two forms of transcendental idealism both seem to address the question of the critique of knowledge, namely, starting from sensations and acts of determination, how can consciousness reach objects that are nevertheless in themselves what they are (Husserl 1964, 15). How can consciousness be of objects and have objective validity, or also, how can consciousness have a universally valid relation to an object?

Specifically, after he converts to transcendental idealism in 1907, Husserl takes it to be his fundamental task to develop a “theory of knowledge,” a “critique of natural knowledge,” or “a critique of theoretical reason” (Husserl 1964, 17–18). How can acts of knowledge that are internal to the sphere of consciousness transcend themselves so as to reach objects that correspond to them and guarantee in this way their being adequate to the latter (Husserl 1964, 15)?

Similarly, in the famous letter to M. Herz in 1772, Kant poses the following fundamental question: How can our pure concepts apply to objects and provide them with a determination that has necessary validity even while they are included in the subjective sphere? We know the answer that Kant provides: our pure intuitions and our pure concepts can only determine objects a priori if these objects are not things in themselves considered in their ontological independence and in abstraction from any relation to the knowing subject. Instead, objects are simple phenomena, that is, appearing objects considered in their relation to our sensitivity and to our faculty of conceptual determination. These phenomena are simple subjective representations that, beyond themselves, refer to things in themselves that are not knowable by us (Kant 1998, A 248–253). Phenomenal objects hence fall under the legislation of the Copernican revolution: if they are temporal, spatial, and determinable according to mathematical magnitude and the principle of causality, this is because the pure intuitions of time and space, as well as the categories of quantity, quality, and relation, belong universally to the finite knowing subject (Kant 1998, B xvi–xvii).

Does Husserl’s phenomenological idealism amount to the same? Does he subscribe to the fundamental thesis that our knowledge is limited to objects that appear in a sensible manner, while the things in themselves remain inaccessible? Does he also conform to the Copernican turn, i.e., that the determination of phenomena is guided by the a priori structures of any finite subject?


The Copernican revolution as phenomenological reduction: a transcendental idealism without things in themselves

Husserl’s attitude to Kant’s ontological position is marked by an essential ambiguity. In a lecture from 1924, Husserl gives a raving tribute to Kant. Underlining the essential connection between Kantian philosophy and phenomenology, he considers the Copernican revolution to provide Kant with eternal glory and interprets this revolution as an overcoming of the naïve realist attitude towards consciousness that leads to the transcendental attitude:


The lasting meaning [of Kant’s philosophy] lies in the frequently discussed and little understood “Copernican” turn to a fundamentally new and strictly scientific interpretation of the world as well as in the first articulation of the “entirely new” transcendental science that belongs to it.

Husserl 1956, 240


Likewise, in a letter to R. Pannwitz from April 14, 1937, Husserl likens the Copernican revolution to the phenomenological reduction:


the topic of the second article: starting out from a critique of “presuppositions” in Kant’s theories, to point out the problem of the pre-scientific lifeworld and from there the motivation for the true “Copernican revolution” – the “phenomenological reduction” that has never been understood.

Husserl 1994b, 227


Kant’s thought should thus be measured to that of Descartes, who in Husserl’s view is the founder of philosophical modernity and the main precursor to transcendental phenomenology. It is in fact Descartes who introduces into philosophy the requirement of radicality and the absence of presuppositions and who, thanks to his methodological doubt, has discovered at once the sense of the transcendental epoché and the new ontological sphere of pure, non-worldly consciousness. It is likewise Descartes who poses the question regarding the principle of the transcendental constitution of objects, that is, the question of the possibility for consciousness to leave behind its immanent and closed sphere of its own cogitationes in order to reach the transcendent sphere of worldly objects (Husserl 1960, 1–6; 2019, 65–72; 1970, 73–77). But Descartes in turn covers over, or better, falsifies the philosophical sense of his own discovery: on the one hand, by leaving behind description in order to deductively prove the existence of God and the exterior world; on the other hand, by interpreting the transcendental ego as a pure intra-worldly mind, which leads to a nonsensical transcendental realism, which makes a part of the world the foundation of the being of the world (Husserl 1960, 23–24; 1970, 78–82).

How do things stand with regard to Kant? In the 27th lecture on the “Critical History of Ideas,” Husserl writes “that in point of fact Kant’s entire investigations play out on the absolute ground of transcendental subjectivity” (Husserl 2019, 202). This statement means two things and is marked by the aforementioned ambivalence with regard to Kant’s position. On the one hand, Kant rediscovers the Cartesian sphere of pure and non-worldly subjectivity which can serve as an absolute ground of pure description. By accomplishing the Copernican revolution in the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant has neutralized metaphysical realism and proposed transcendental idealism in the form of a hypothesis while limiting this idealism to the objects of sensible experience: we assume “that the objects must conform to our cognition” (Kant 1998, B xvi). Kant allows in this way that the ontic features of appearing objects are governed by the a priori structures of the knowing finite (sensible) subject, which amounts to the neutralization of metaphysical realism by bracketing things in themselves, which, in principle, remain inaccessible to the finite subject. And, by stating that the first task of a transcendental philosophy is to determine the a priori structures of an infra-worldly subjectivity, of its faculties and its objectifying acts, Kant “discovers a new scientific domain” or “gain[s] a new region of being, one that has not previously been circumscribed in its distinctiveness” (Husserl 2014, 55 and 57). That is, Kant discovers the region of pure consciousness or subjectivity, which is not intra-worldly but supra-worldly, which is not objective but constitutes all objectivity, and which is not inserted in the spatio-temporality or causality of the world but is fundamentally different from any worldly entity. In this respect, the Copernican revolution has the same sense as the Husserlian thesis of an idealism of constitution: “Precisely thereby every sort of existent itself, real or ideal, becomes understandable as a ‘product’ of transcendental subjectivity” (Husserl 1960, 85).

The assimilation of these two bodies of thought nevertheless reaches an essential limit: that the external objects are constituted by the knowing subject is for the one just a claim that pertains to the phenomena, i.e., the objects that appear in a sensible manner to a receptive subject. However, this claim does not pertain to the things that exist in themselves and when abstraction is made of any relation to the receptive subject. Kant’s transcendental idealism allows, beyond the phenomenon, for a non-sensible object that is the true ontological substrate but remains non-appearing in principle: the transcendental object understood as “the merely intelligible cause of appearances” (Kant 1998, A494; B522). On the contrary, due to the phenomenological reduction, Husserl’s transcendental idealism does not allow for things in themselves, which would be independent from a constituting subject in their being. If Husserl sometimes characterizes the transcendental sphere as a one of “pure interiority,” this sphere has nevertheless no outside, no ontological exteriority, and is not limited by any regions of being by which it could be affected from the outside: it is not


a Kantian idealism, which believes it can keep open, at least as a limiting concept, the possibility of a world of things in themselves.

Husserl 1960, 86



But experience is not an opening through which a world, existing prior to all experience, shines into a room of consciousness; is it not a mere taking of something alien to consciousness into consciousness.

Husserl 1978, 232



Consciousness, considered in “purity,” has to hold as a connection of being that is, for itself, closed off, i.e., as a context of absolute being into which nothing can penetrate and from which nothing can slip away.

Husserl 2014, 90


Hence, Kant’s Copernican hypothesis needs to be corrected by the Leibnizian thesis according to which “The monads have no windows through which something can enter or leave […] Thus, neither substance nor accident can enter a monad from without” (Leibniz 1991, 68). To the extent that the reduction is not simply a provisional methodological step that has to be followed by a reinstatement of a primitive realism, but rather a definitive suspension of any being in itself, transcendental idealism becomes an absolute idealism in which any being has the sense of an objectivity constituted by the pure subject, of a unity of sense due to the donation of sense (Husserl 2014, 102–103). Transcendental subjectivity’s sphere of being is thus not only thought of as the foundation of the being of phenomena (ontologically limited by the things in themselves), but as the origin of the being of all other beings. That is, whatever the ontological status, every other being is beholden in its being to the donation of sense and to the evidences of pure consciousness. Hence, the other transcendental subject, even if absolute and constituting, is constituted as alter ego by my acts of consciousness and “even God is for me what he is, in consequence of my own productivity of consciousness” (Husserl 1978, 251).

Let us spell out the consequences of this transformation of the meaning of transcendental idealism:


1.Phenomenological idealism is not a classical idealism according to which the objects are actually included in consciousness in the form of subjective representations: there is on the contrary an ontological difference between immanent experiences, which are absolutely given, and transcendent objects, which show themselves in profiles and are the ideal poles of an indefinite process of fulfillment (Husserl 2014, 74 and 284–285). The meaning itself of transcendence is fundamentally modified: the term “transcendent” does not refer to things existing in themselves outside of and independent from consciousness, which are not susceptible to any adequate and complete donation.

2.The Copernican turn from now on implies that worldly objects cannot be equated with being, pure and simple, but are rather unities of sense that refer to a donation of sense by consciousness. Pure consciousness is a sphere that is without limit and without an “outside,” which means that each being reduces to a sense validated in evidence: Husserlian idealism is an idealism of sense.

3.That each being is reducible to sense and can be lead back to a donation of sense does not at all mean that it is somehow produced or fabricated by the productive spontaneity of consciousness: because even if the objective sense is posited by consciousness, it is on the one hand suggested or motivated by the donation of the sensuous hyle, and on the other hand, it always awaits further confirmation through evidence. Whatever is first, the positing of sense is hence framed by the donation of something that is foreign to the self.

4.Given that God himself, by virtue of being an absolute being, nevertheless has to be intended by consciousness and appear in subjective evidence, there is no onto-theological structure that governs Husserlian idealism; this structure is replaced by an onto-egological structure. The foundation of the being of beings presents itself from now on in a double form: pure ego and transcendental intersubjectivity. Phenomenology rejects the onto-theological structure of metaphysics.



The Copernican revolution as a slide towards relativism and anthropology

In a letter addressed to A. Metzger on September 4, 1919, Husserl writes that the slogan “back to Kant” has always remained foreign to him and acknowledges that he “had learned incomparably more from Hume than from Kant, against whom [Husserl] had the deepest antipathies and who has not (if I judge correctly) influenced [Husserl] at all” (Husserl 1994a, 411–412). How can this be the case if Kant anticipates the phenomenological reduction by means of his Copernican revolution? This is possible because the Copernican turn has a second sense that is entirely negative, the sense of a “turn to relativism and anthropologism” that likens it to Humean skepticism:


Kant loathed the grounding of epistemology on psychology as the mere empirical science of the operations of the soul. That is certainly justified. But his doctrine of forms [Formenlehre] does seems to entail a kind of psychology. Certain forms of function belong to the nature of the human intellect – indeed not of an individual human being, nor of a people or a race but of humanity in general – and the legality [Gesetzmäßigkeit] of these forms of function is such that they obtain for all human beings as such. That is exactly what Hume would also say: the laws of custom belong to the essence of human nature and these are the sources of empirical sciences. […] When Kant introduces, instead of the principle of custom, other general human principles of experience formation [Erfahrungsbildung] that are equally subjective – does that make such a fundamental difference? Isn’t the Copernican revolution also to be found in Hume’s teaching according to which all unity of experience is guided by thinking?

Husserl 1956, 354


Let us aim to understand this analogy between the theses of Hume and Kant. The Humean doctrine is for Husserl an immanent idealism and fictionalism. Hume’s problem is the identity and permanence of exterior objects and his solution calls on the principles of association and the laws of habit that belong to human nature: the impressions and ideas associate in fact according to the principles of resemblance and contiguity, leading the imagination to produce the fiction of a world of objects subsisting outside of consciousness (Husserl 1970, 87–88; 2019, 178–179). The Copernican turn of Kant possesses the same ontological meaning: the Kantian thesis according to which objects are governed by our knowledge means in fact that the a priori structures of known objects (time, space, magnitude, causality, force) have their foundation in the universal structures of the finite knowing subject (a priori forms of sensibility, pure concepts of the understanding, pure schemata of the productive imagination). The invariant structures of finite subjectivity are the foundation of the possibility of the relation of consciousness to an object, which nevertheless reduce to “mere forms of human consciousness in general” (Husserl 1956, 355). This is the reason why the Copernican turn leads to an anthropologism: “the universal fact of human subjectivity,” “the general human constitution,” or “factual constitution of human subjectivity” (Husserl 1956, 357, 379, 397) is the foundation of all objectivation. Finite subjectivity is thought of as having inductively invariant structures as “a subject of mental [psychischer] faculties” (Husserl 1956, 401), which are endowed with a priori structures. In fact, as Kant recognizes himself in section 21 of the transcendental deduction, it is impossible to give an account of the fact that the subject has space and time as its a priori forms of sensibility and the twelve categories that he has determined as pure concepts (Kant 1998, B 145–146).

The main Kantian method thus consists in the transcendental consideration as presented in the Amphiboly chapter (Kant 1998, A 260; B 316), which is nothing else than a constructive method (konstruktives Verfahren) proceeding in a regressive manner (Husserl 1956, 356, 370; 2019, 202–203): starting from a given piece of knowledge, one regresses towards its transcendental location, i.e., towards the faculty in which it has its subjective origin. This is carried out while presupposing the existence of the constitutive faculties of the subject.

For Husserl, that “the human subject is always presumed to be the subject of mental [psychische] faculties” is a dogmatic presupposition (Husserl 1956, 401): the psychological human faculties and their a priori forms are in effect transcendences that fall under the phenomenological reduction. To accomplish the reduction in its radicalism implies suspending all faculties (Husserl 1956, 397). The phenomenological requirement that a philosophy rids itself of any presupposition applies also to the transcendental subject: this subject should in no case be interpreted by taking a clue from a worldly entity in that the pure ego should not be conceived as a substrate with permanent properties, human faculties, or anthropological invariant structures. It is for this reason that the transcendental I cannot be described – that it is “pure ego and nothing further” (Husserl 2014, 154). There is no pre-constituted nature of the transcendental subject, and the pure I is a “subject without qualities” of which the essence has to be deciphered by starting from its possible intentional relations to objects as a clue. Under the regime of the phenomenological reduction, the trajectory is anti-Copernican.


Neutralization of the difference between finite and infinite subjectivity: de-subjectifying the a priori

In §5 of Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, Heidegger lays out one of Kant’s essential theses: the distinction between finite and infinite subjectivity. Divine intuition is an originary intuition, which means that there is an origin of being insofar as it is in itself. This origin possesses being in the unique manner of a letting it come into being (Entstehenlassen), and it is insofar as it is a having come into being (Ent-Stand) that what exists has its constancy in relation to divine creation (Heidegger 1990, 21–22). In contrast, that finite or human intuition is a derivative intuition means that it is incapable of producing and giving being and that being “has to be given to it,” in the sense of being a receptivity which relates itself necessarily to something pre-existing or pregiven – that is, an object (Gegenstand) (Heidegger 1990, 16–17 and 21–22). Moreover, the originary intuition is an intellectual intuition that is at the same time an intuition and an archetypical intellect that possesses the essence or archetype of the thing that it creates, while derivative intuition is necessarily linked to an ectypal intellect, which is an understanding that determines objects that are intuitively given by way of concepts or general representation (Heidegger 1990, 20).

It is precisely this metaphysical distinction between originary intuition and derivative intuition and the related distinction between archetypical and ectypical intellect that Husserl neutralizes. But why? It follows from this double distinction that the difference between truths of fact and truths of reason is only valid “for us human beings;” hence, this difference has only an anthropological meaning. In such a perspective, God knows everything a priori, given that his spirit is creator of all beings. His thought of a thing (Ding-Gedanke) precedes and founds the being of the thing, which is necessarily governed by it. God simultaneously creates at once the things in themselves and the universal laws that govern them in the way that any divine knowledge of these things would be by necessity a priori (Husserl 1956, 361). As humans, however, we can only create the nomological structure of nature while the material and sensible features of this nature are given and cannot be created by to us. The distinction between the a priori and a posteriori, formal legality and material content, does not hold with respect to the absolute but only for a finite subject or a human receptivity.

This anthropological reduction of the difference between a priori and a posteriori is what Husserl considers to be “a groundless metaphysics:” “The difference […] between truths about facts and rational truths […] pertains to God no less than for us and is not a metaphysical difference but one belonging to the essence of truths themselves […]” (Husserl 1956, 362). What does the distinction between the truths of fact and truths of reason in fact amount to? On this point: a judgment makes a claim either about an existing individual by a single positing of its being or about pure possibilities and eidetic relations and this without any positing of individual existences. In the first case, one makes a judgment about an individual factually existing object and one can relate to it in a creative mode or in a receptive mode; in the second case, by contrast, one makes a judgment about connections or laws of essences that possesses a validity in any possible world and the necessity of which is independent from any individual or factual actuality. One can only do the latter in the mode of discovery and not of creation. Between sound and duration, as well as between color and extension, there is an essential connection which possesses an a priori necessity: “A God cannot change that;” “God cannot create these essential laws” (Husserl 1956, 362–363). The distinction between a priori truths and a posteriori truths is hence an absolute one, and it does not have its foundation in the metaphysical difference between a creative and receptive, finite and infinite, or human and divine intuition. The foundation of this distinction is to be found in the difference between individual and general objects, laws that govern individual existent objects and laws that govern idealities. That is why, also for God, the a priori is necessarily an intentional object of an insight, i.e., an evidence of generalities and their connections.

This neutralization of the metaphysical distinction between finite and infinite intuition implies a redefinition of the distinction between a priori and a posteriori cognition, which goes hand in hand with the radical de-subjectivation of the a priori. Kant in fact confuses in a general and principal way “the psychological sense and epistemological sense of necessity and generality” (Husserl 1956, 381) and the ground of this confusion resides in the “fundamental error […]: necessity as a ‘mark [Kennzeichen]’ of the a priori” (Husserl 1956, 357). What does it mean to assimilate the necessity and universality as distinctive and characteristic of the a priori and what is the fundamental error therein? If necessity and universality are not distinctive in this way, how should one conceive of the a priori?

Why exactly are necessity and universality without exception the distinctive characteristics of [a priori knowledge] for Kant? Because this knowledge has its exclusive origin in pure subjectivity, that is, subjectivity insofar as it is not affected from the outside by objects. In this way, the characterization of the a priori is tied to the question of the origin (internal or external to the subject) and to the formal or material character of knowledge: all knowledge that has its origin outside the subject is a posteriori and relates to sensations and material contents; a priori knowledge, in contrast, is all the knowledge of which the origin resides exclusively in the subject and hence has a formal character and is related to the invariant forms of sensibility and the understanding (Husserl 1956, 402). The opposition between a posteriori and a priori would hence be exclusively linked to the external or internal, sensible or non-sensible, material or formal origin of the knowledge in question. According to Husserl this is a “transcendental-psychological construction” (Husserl 1956, 402) – that is, a confusion between the psychological question of the origin of knowledge and the logical problem of its validity. The a priori character of knowledge has nothing to do with the question of its origin, but solely with its validity and the mode of evidence that gives access to it. A priori knowledge possesses a necessary validity for any thinking being and is the correlate of an eidetic intuition:


Kant misses the idea of genuine [echter] rationality, which is to say that he is missing the genuine concept of the a priori as the eidetic necessity or eidetic generality that is absolutely given in eidetic intuition. […] No, the genuine a priori has absolutely nothing to do with the question as to whether the subject is affected or not, or whether or not it has faculties.

Husserl 1956, 402



But the genuine a priori of cognition [des Erkennens] means apodictic insight into an essential connection, and correlatively speaking, corresponds to the a priori of states of affairs which is known: essential relation.

Husserl 1956, 364



Evidence means insight into necessity – as the inconceivability of a contrary.

Husserl 1956, 357–358




What is the essential difference here? For Husserl, necessity and universality are not subjective, but objective. That is, they do not accrue to the intuiting or thinking subject, but its intuited or thought intentional correlates. When a state of affairs is taken to be necessary, this means that it is impossible that things could be otherwise. But that things could not be otherwise does not refer to the “the subjective incapacity to represent-things-otherwise, but to the objectively ideal necessity of an inability-to-be-otherwise,” the impossibility of the things themselves to be and to present themselves differently (Husserl 2001, 12). In this way, Husserl, in order to characterize the a priori, takes up the characteristics that Hume ascribed to relations of ideas. What is considered to be a priori is a connection of essences that shows forth in the consciousness of the impossibility of its opposite. That is why the concept of the a priori in general divides into the synthetic and analytic a priori. The synthetic a priori is a truth that has its foundation in a connection between material essences and which shows forth in the impossibility of intuiting a counterexample. So, for example, the connection between sound and duration, as well as the connection between color and extension, which are material eidetic connections that manifests themselves in the consciousness of the impossibility of being able to represent a sound without duration, or a color without extension (Husserl 2001, 6–9; see also Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume). The analytic a priori is, on the contrary, a pure formal a priori, i.e., a necessary connection between that which is left indeterminate.

From this, two things follow. First, the a priori character of knowledge is independent of the question of its origin. That grey is to be found, chromatically speaking, between white and black and not between red and green; that three distinct sounds are fixed with respect to their pitch; or, finally, that color is in a relation of covering to what is extended (Husserl 1988, 403): these are truths that concern sensible contents that have their empirical source in sensory affections. And still, these are truths of essence, which are given in an eidetic intuition. The a priori truth is only in a relation of being founded on sensible qualities in that it is the correlate of an intuition that is not sensible but eidetic.

Second, not every a priori necessarily has a formal character. Only the analytic a priori has a purely formal character insofar as it abstracts from any material content and is only concerned with pure syntactical forms. The synthetic a priori, in contrast, consists in a connection between material contents and has a material character. There is hence an a priori lawfulness that is immanent to sensible materiality as well as affective, practical, and aesthetic materiality.

Husserl hence enlarges the sphere of the a priori: the a priori is desubjectivized and found at the level of objects; and instead of limiting itself to the sphere of formality, it encompasses all kinds of relations between contents in general.


Application to the sphere of the subjective or constitutive a priori: the object as a transcendental clue of constitution

In addition to the distinction between analytic and synthetic a priori, the notion of the a priori is differentiated with respect to the two poles of the transcendental correlation, i.e., between subjective acts and intentional correlates. There is an objective (noematic) a priori proper to the intuited contents and objects and a noetic a priori proper to the subjective acts, as well as an a priori of the noetic-noematic correlation, which is relative to the laws of correlation between subjective acts and appearing correlates. In this way, what has been said about the a priori can be applied to the sphere of the subjective a priori, i.e., the a priori structures of acts of knowing and constituting.

For Kant the a priori structure of sensibility and understanding in fact reduces to anthropological invariants, which means that his doctrine slides into an anthropologism and a skepticism that is disguised as apriorism:


“Kant’s theory leads to the same absurdity [as Hume’s theory] and is, thought through to its end, just as skeptical; indeed even to a higher degree. He subjectivizes not only the forms of intuition but also the forms of understanding. Even they [….] are merely forms of human consciousness.

Husserl 1956, 354–355


Why does the finite subject perceive phenomenal objects in a spatial and temporal manner? Because space and time are the modes of receptivity, that is “we are acquainted with nothing except our way of perceiving them, which is peculiar to us, and which therefore does not necessarily pertain to every being, though to be sure it pertains to every human being” (Kant 1998, A 42, B 59). Whether these modes of human receptivity characterize every finite being in general, while certainly a possibility, is not a necessity we can demonstrate (Kant 1998, B 72). On the contrary “It may be that some beings in the world might intuit the same objects under another form” (Kant 2002, 20, 267). Hence, the spatial and temporal modes of intuition are anthropological and non-universalizable invariants. The distinction between aprioricity and innateness is in this way erased when it comes to forms of receptivity.

Is it the same for the categories of the understanding? At first sight, from a strict Kantian view, that is not the case. Kant leans toward the hypothesis of an epigenesis of pure reason over and against preformation (Kant 1998, B 167–168) insofar as they correspond to “types of compounding (synthesis) with consciousness” and “types of synthetic unity of apperception of the manifold given in intuition” (Kant 2002, 20, 271). The pure concepts of the understanding are not forms of subjective thought that are innate and constitutive of the factual structure of the human understanding, but rather forms of unification of objects, i.e., necessary for the determination of an object. Thus, insofar as Kant writes, “we cannot think any object except through categories” (Kant 1998, B 165), the word “can” does not mean the subjective incapacity of thinking objects without categories, but rather the objective impossibility that objects would be determined without them. Nevertheless, even if this is Kant’s thesis, it proves hard to defend because here we need to distinguish between prescientific and scientific thought. Even if it is true that scientific thinking can only determine the laws of nature by means of the postulate of the principle of causality (of a phenomenal succession that is governed by constant laws), it is nevertheless possible to imagine a world of prescientific experience that is not governed by the principle of causality or constant laws, but rather is governed by chance or by a form of inexact regulation (Husserl 1956, 392). Consequently, if it is impossible to imagine a prescientific relation to the object without the category of substance, this relation remains nevertheless entirely conceivable without the category of causality. That is the eidetic variation operated on the world of perceptual experience, which allows for a reduction of certain categories of what is imaginable.

Kant’s Copernican principle is hence substituted by a phenomenological anti-Copernican principle: “any objective object, any object whatever, points to a structure of the transcendental ego that is governed by a rule” (Husserl 1960, 54). Even God himself cannot change anything about the subjective a priori of the transcendental constitution of objects, and the mode of appearing of an object does not depend in any way on the metaphysical essence of a subject of experience (God or finite subject) but exclusively on the essence of the object of experience in question. For the constitutive a priori, there is no difference in principle between a finite and infinite, human or divine subject. By means of a neutralization of the distinction between divine infinity and finitude, the constitutive a priori is hence made absolute: the object’s way of being given is exclusively prescribed by the essence of this object and imposes itself on any experiencing subject in general “regardless of what being may be judging or cognizing” (Husserl 1956, 355).

For example, the essence of experiences is that they have no adumbrations, are given adequately, and can only be given in reflection on the basis of actual impressions, retentions, and protentions; the essence of a spatial thing is that it can only be given in adumbrations and in an inadequate manner; the essence of others is that their psychological life is inaccessible in an original way and can only be given through co-presentification (Mitvergegenwärtigung): “No God can change anything in regard to the case of ‘1 + 2 = 3’ or that of any other essential truth” (Husserl 2014, 78). Every consciousness in general, whether finite or infinite, leads back to an anonymous and absolutely necessary constitutive a priori which possesses a validity for anybody. That is why the elucidation of the transcendental constitution does not have the sense of an analytic of finitude. On the contrary, it is the description of the eidetic structures of a field of consciousness that is anonymous and absolute.

It is in this way that the object is from now on the transcendental clue (Husserl 1960, 50; 1978, 245). Every region or category of object can be taken as a clue for transcendental reflection, i.e., an intentional analysis that regresses from the objective sense towards its modes of being intended and its modes of evidence or givenness which belong to the experience of such an object, i.e., the manifestation of that kind of objective sense to consciousness (Husserl 1980, 31–32; 2014, 276, 283–284, and 296). The a priori of transcendental constitution is regulated by the ontological a priori. Hence, it is clear what should be the methodological order of the phenomenological enterprise: first one executes an ideation on the objective orientation, on the world of possible experience, and then one elucidates the structural universal forms that belong to the essence of a world of experience in general. That is the logos of the aesthetic world, the layers of worldly objectivity insofar as they are ordered by the relation of foundation (Husserl 1978, 271–272, 292). Then, by effectuating the phenomenological reduction to suspend the being in itself of worldly objects, and by following the order of founding (or stratification) of layers, one takes as a guiding clue every objective eidetic layer (res temporalis, res extensa, res materialis, animalia, etc.) and one regresses from them towards different subjective modes of intending and having evidence that posit and attest to the sense. In that way, the idea of a phenomenological system is developed, that is, a universal methodological program of the transcendental constitution of the world of pre-scientific experience and of scientific thought in general. It is an elucidation of the constituting operations that belongs to every layer of the sense of worldly objectivity, by progressing from the bottom up, through founding layers, in order to go towards objects of a higher order (social objectivities, juridical objectivities, cultural formations, scientific idealities, logico-mathematical idealities) (Husserl 1960, 54). The method is to follow, in the transcendental elucidation, the a priori layered buildup of the world that is “to begin with the lowest level and investigate the levels that build on them” (Husserl 2002, 150).

Hence, the essential difference between Husserlian constitutive elucidation and Kantian transcendental reflection is clear. Kant discovers a system of categories of the understanding by way of the clue of the table of judgments: it is hence the logico-mathematical sphere that serves as a transcendental clue for the discovery of objectifying functions. This method of elucidation relies on a specific commitment: the functions that provide predicative unity to the representations in judgment are the same as the functions that unify the intuitive multiplicity in the experience of an object (Kant 1998, B 104–105). In other words, the logico-grammatical syntheses that constitute propositional forms are the same as those that constitute the objects of perceptual and scientific experience. The a priori of the constitution of things is governed by the logical forms. That is a presupposition that for Husserl does not pass muster. If synthesis is the fundamental form of consciousness as such, one nevertheless has to distinguish between the syntheses of the pre-predicative and predicative sphere respectively: the syntheses of unification that constitute a perceptual object are continuous syntheses and passive, while those that govern the sphere of logical or propositional are active or articulated (Husserl 2014, 235–238). While the first are immanent to the sensible contents of which they are constrained to follow the course, i.e., its modifications, and its relations of homogeneity and heterogeneity, fusion and contrast, the second are in contrast purely syntactical or formal, i.e., indifferent to the nature of the contents or objects on which they rely.


Foundation of the aprioricity of the a priori form of the sensible

We will finish with some questions: how does the a priori character of the forms of perceptual or sensuous objectivity present itself if it does not have its foundation in the invariant structure of the receptivity of the perceiving subject? How does one prove the a priori necessity of space and time if not by recourse to the anthropological invariance of sensibility?

We take as the clue of the mode of phenomenological rationality the following lapidary statement of Husserl: “In a transcendental philosophy, anything and everything is transcendental” (Husserl 1956, 373). What does it mean?

First, it means that in transcendental phenomenology, any recourse to anthropological facticity is in principle forbidden. Hence, it is no longer possible to allow that it is impossible to account for the fact that space and time are the two sole a priori forms of sensibility, nor that those forms have a validity “for us humans at least,” “only from the human standpoint” (Kant 1998, A 19, 42 and 26; B 33, 59, 42). How, in these conditions, can one overcome all anthropological contingency? Only the intuition of essences can surpass this contingency by grasping the forms of the sensible by way of their connection to sensible contents. But here we have to make distinctions. First, we have to make a “clear distinction between intuitions and that which is intuited [Angeschautem], between forms of appearances as modes of consciousness and forms of appearing objectivity [Gegenständlichkeit]” (Husserl 1956, 387). If space can be called a form, it is not in the sense of a form of a perceiving subject that is a modality of subjective apprehension but rather a form of the perceived objectivity. On the other hand, and consequently, the concept of sensibility is by necessity equivocal: it refers to the sensory sphere of affections or impressions experienced by the subject (e.g., the color or the haptic felt impression) and the sphere of perceived sensible qualities characteristic to objects of experience (e.g., the color of the wall, the haptic quality of the table that touches my thumbs). While the concept of the sensory corresponds to the empiricist notion of sensible impression, the concept of a sensible quality is inscribed in the Aristotelean conceptuality of sensible traits that belong to things. In order to provide evidence for the a priori forms of the sensible, the important consequence is that it is not by starting from the sensory space of felt impressions, but by starting from the perceived sensible qualities that one can access space and time. Kant understood that “sensible material is not necessarily spatially formed, but rather that sensible qualities of a sensibly given thing must necessarily, in variation, be spatially given” (Husserl 1956, 358).

This is a striking example of the anti-Copernican character of the phenomenological method because it is the perceptual object that serves as a transcendental clue. Eidetic variation is what makes it possible to show the connection of essence between certain sensible qualities and certain a priori forms (sound and duration, color or haptic quality and extension, etc.). It is only afterwards that one can regress from these forms of intuited objectivity (space and time) to the subjective modalities of intuition (spatialization and temporalization).

Second, if in transcendental philosophy everything is transcendental, then this means that everything is constituted (starting from the sensuous hyle). Specifically, rather than admitting space and time as factual forms of perceived nature, they have to be constituted, that is, they lead back to syntheses understood as the fundamental form of consciousness. Hence Husserl sees in “the theory of the constitution of nature via synthesis” the main positive aspect of Kant’s theory (Husserl 1956, 404). However, this mode of constitution has to be extended to all objective qualities in such a way that all the objects of sensible nature that one believes to be passively given have to be grasped as products of a synthesis (Husserl 1956, 398–399, 404). Kant himself should have noticed that “space and time are products of a synthesis of a lower level and that the synthesis of objectivating understanding is just a higher one” (Husserl 1956, 405). Starting from sensuous impressions, nothing is absolutely pregiven, but everything is constituted by synthesis: the pre-objective sensuous unities (visualia, tactilia), time, space. The conceptions of synthesis as activity of the imagination or understanding is substituted by the idea of a synthesis that is a universal form of consciousness, that is polymorphous, and can be extended to all degrees of intentionality. That universalization of constituting activity purifies transcendental philosophy from any residual innateness.

 

Translated from French by Hanne Jacobs.
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The transcendental and the eidetic dimensions of Husserl’s phenomenology

 A look at the early reception of Ideas I

Andrea Staiti

Husserl presents his mature phenomenology as an eidetic science of transcendental consciousness. In so doing he invokes two levels of “purity” in the phenomenological analysis (Husserl 1987, 112): the purity of essences as opposed to facts and the purity of transcendental lived experiences [Erlebnisse] as opposed to “real,” i.e., naturalistically understood mental processes. The purity of essences is achieved through the eidetic reduction and the purity of transcendental lived experiences is achieved through the phenomenological reduction. While Husserl often presents the two reductions as mutually independent, the early reception of Ideas I shows that their relationship is more complicated. The goal of this chapter is to determine the correct relationship between the eidetic and the transcendental dimensions of phenomenology on the basis of Husserl’s explanations in his replies to critics of Ideas I. Before we turn to the two key objections to Husserl’s method in the first section, in order to then present Husserl’s clarifications in the second section and conclude with some of their consequences for contemporary phenomenology, a preliminary remark is apropos.

The correct determination of the relationship between the eidetic and the transcendental dimension of Husserl’s method has rarely been identified as a key issue for an adequate understanding of phenomenology. There are arguably two reasons for this neglect. First, self-styled phenomenologists such as Max Scheler, Adolf Reinach, and Paul Ferdinand Linke, to name just a few, simply collapsed the distinction between the transcendental and the eidetic dimensions and construed the phenomenological reduction as a practice of suspension of being that immediately discloses essences. When we suspend the factual being of the world, so the story goes, what displays itself before our eyes is a landscape of essences and essential relations (e.g., Reinach 1969; Scheler 2008, 35–38; Linke 2018, 413–415). This is an interesting view in its own right that we will not discuss in any detail, but it certainly is not what Husserl thinks. If I suspend the being of the cup in front of me, the cup is and continues to be an individual, factual entity, as much as the perception through which it is given to me. Suspending worldly being, for Husserl, does not yield essences. It yields further being, which he sometimes calls phenomenological or “transcendental being” (e.g., Husserl 2002, 290; see Staiti 2016a for further detail). The decision to investigate the essences of transcendental being (i.e., phenomenologically reduced consciousness) is an additional methodological step that is, indeed, distinct from the performance of the phenomenological reduction. Collapsing the distinction between the eidetic and phenomenological reduction is, thus, a first reason for failing to recognize the correct determination of the eidetic and the transcendental dimensions of phenomenology as a problem.

Second, Husserl’s insistence that the phenomenological and the eidetic reductions have to be kept distinct gave rise to the false idea that they are, so to speak, disjecta membra, such that they can be conjoined and disjoined as one wishes. Thus, so-called realist phenomenologists like Reinach helped themselves to the eidetic method without subscribing to what they considered Husserl’s unpalatable turn to idealism to the point, as we have just seen, of identifying the eidetic and the phenomenological reductions tout court. By contrast, contemporary thinkers who reconsidered the value of transcendental phenomenology (e.g., Zahavi 2003, 37) tend to downplay the eidetic dimension of phenomenology, probably because they consider it suspiciously bound up with an objectionable form of essentialism. Thus, one often reads that some layers of consciousness are impervious to the eidetic attitude (e.g., Schnell 2008, 9) or that there can and should be, as Rudolf Bernet puts it, a “transcendental phenomenology that is not an eidetic science […] of pure consciousness” (Bernet 2015, 132), but rather an investigation of factual sense-formations in irreducibly contingent domains like history. We will return to these proposals and their viability in the concluding part of this chapter. At this juncture, let us just note that if the phenomenological and the eidetic reduction are considered as two separate methods that are merely contingently conjoined in Husserl’s phenomenology, then the determination of their correct relationship loses its centrality. Their relationship is implicitly construed as loose enough to allow for multiple configurations and even selective exclusion depending on the philosophical project one is invested in.

Contrary to these views, in this chapter I want to argue that, to echo a famous Kantian adage, the eidetic reduction without the phenomenological (transcendental) reduction is mythical and the phenomenological (transcendental) reduction without the eidetic reduction is mute. In other words, for eidetic phenomenology there is no way to positively rebut the charge of Platonism without invoking the transcendental notion of constitution and therefore introducing the phenomenological reduction, and for transcendental phenomenology there is nothing that could possibly be said (i.e., articulated conceptually) about its domain of inquiry without implementing the eidetic method. If this is correct, then to pick and choose between the eidetic and the transcendental dimensions of phenomenology depending on one’s philosophical inclinations is not really a viable option and both dimensions are, despite their undeniable distinction, part of one indissoluble philosophical package.


Two objections to Husserl’s method

Let us now turn to two objections that have been raised by various critics of Husserl’s phenomenology in the late 1910s. They have different formulations in different texts so what I will offer here is a schematic version of both objections that can be broadly ascribed to multiple philosophers engaged in the controversy surrounding Husserl’s Ideas I.

The first objection can be labeled the production vs. discovery objection (PvDO) and it is found in writings by Theodore Elsenhans (2018a) and Paul Natorp (2018). The objection hinges on a vexed and antiquated issue that, as Stanley Rosen has put it, can be considered “the fundamental theme of Platonism” (Rosen 2007, 28): are Plato’s forms or ideas discovered or produced by our thinking? This is not the place to even begin to outline the long history of this problem, suffice to say that neo-Kantian interpretations of Plato typically favor production, while more traditional readings insist on discovery (see Kim 2010). If we look at Husserl’s eidetics through the prism of discovery vs. production, a difficulty seems to arise. Husserl maintains that essences can be grasped, seen, or intuited as much as individual beings, but at the same time he claims to reject Platonism (Husserl 2014, 40–42); however, these two claims, so the PvDO goes, are incompatible. If essences are there to be discovered, then some form of Platonism is unavoidable, despite protestations to the contrary (Elsenhans 2018a, 347). If, by contrast, Platonism is rejected, then essences must be in some way or the other produced by the noetic activity of the subject. On the PvDO, then, Husserl’s eidetics is flawed because it is committed to two mutually exclusive claims about essences. From the PvDO’s Kantian perspective, terms like “given,” “intuited,” “grasped,” etc. are either out of place when it comes to essences and ideal relations (Elsenhans 2018a, 348–349) or they characterize at best an initial and superficial approach to the phenomenon of ideality, which further inquiry should teach to dissolve into a productive process of thinking (Natorp 2018, 323–324).

The second objection could be labeled the psychology vs. mathematics objection (PvMO): Husserl argues that in order to access the field of inquiry of phenomenology we need to carry out the phenomenological reduction, i.e., we need to first suspend the being of the world via epoché and look at consciousness as a domain of being in its own right. The phenomenological reduction thus grants access to the properly transcendental dimension of consciousness (see Staiti 2020 for further details). Subsequently, phenomenology proceeds to study the essences of transcendentally reduced consciousness. The PvMO does not dispute that we can set out to study consciousness as a domain of reality in its own right and thereby bracket assumptions about its causal intertwinement with physical nature, but it points out that: (1) whatever we are going to say about “transcendentally reduced” consciousness, as Husserl calls it, will be mediated by the cognitions that we have previously acquired through both common sense and scientific empirical psychology (Elsenhans 2018a, 351–352); and, (2) the field of consciousness does not lend itself to allegedly a priori insights into essences because it is a thoroughly empirical domain of reality. Thus, we can very well try to figure out what is essential about consciousness and do so in a way that brackets all causal stories about how conscious phenomena originate in the brain; however, those “essences” will be a posteriori and their content will be determined by empirical experiences. Proponents of the PvMO argue that Husserl is blinded by the analogy with geometry and the other mathematical disciplines (Elsenhans 2018a, 344–350; Elsenhans 2018b, 442–444; Maier 2018, 238). In geometry and mathematics, we can, indeed, have insights into relations that are both a priori (i.e., independent from factual experience) and intuitive (i.e., given as opposed to constructed conceptually), but this is because of the unique status of our experience of space and time. Following Kant, proponents of the PvMO argue that a priori intuitions are possible, for instance, in geometry because space is nothing but a pure form, rather than a particular content of experience. The shapes and relations of geometry enjoy a peculiar epistemic status, which permits their characterization as both intuitive and a priori. Geometrical shapes and relations can be mastered conceptually without any particular input from sensory experience because they constitute the framework in which all sensory experience takes place. By contrast, the phenomena of consciousness (i.e., Kant’s inner sense) belong in a natural domain that does not differ substantially from the more familiar domain of physical nature: it is governed by empirical laws that, as such, need to be discovered empirically. Unlike Kant, who doubted that such empirical psychological laws could ever be discerned due to the ephemeral nature of inner sense, empirical psychologists from the late nineteenth century onwards thought that with the appropriate methodological toolkit and some additional aid from physiology, psychology could reach the status of a genuine (i.e., mathematical) natural science.

In sum, the PvMO holds that there can be no fundamental methodological gulf between empirical psychology and phenomenology (Elsenhans 2018a, 358–359) because the laws and structures of consciousness can only be ascertained empirically. Perhaps phenomenology can aspire to become “the most fundamental part of psychology” (Messer 2018, 221) due to its unbiased approach to conscious phenomena prior to all naturalization and inductive theorizing, but it remains nonetheless a psychological enterprise: it is in the business of finding out truths about consciousness, and since consciousness is an empirical domain of inquiry, phenomenology’s method must be essentially continuous with empirical methods. The fact that the being of the world can be suspended is at best a “methodological fiction” (Steinmann 2018, 281) that allows to adopt a particular theoretical stance toward consciousness, but in no way does it disclose some special domain of being that falls outside the purview of psychology. If that is the case, then, psychological discoveries can rectify or even falsify phenomenological claims, and phenomenological eidetics does not rely on a special ability to discern essences intuitively but on the very same processes of observation and generalization that are at work in empirical research.


Husserl’s replies

The PvDO touches on a crucially important issue that is still very much alive in the present. A recent commentator of Kantian bent echoes the PvDO raised by Elsenhans and Natorp some hundred years earlier when he writes: “The theme of essence remains unclear. In line with his refusal of Kantian constructivism, Husserl insists that we identify and hence, reveal, uncover, or discover essences, which we do not make, create, produce, or construct” (Rockmore 2011, 127). But if that is the case, again, then essences must at least have “the measure of reality that makes them able to be discovered” (Elsenhans 2018a, 347), and once this is granted, it remains unclear how to avoid “the boldest of all metaphysical hypotheses” (Elsenhans 2018a, 352), namely, Platonism.

Husserl’s replies to accusations of Platonism are often disappointingly brief and limit themselves to the statement that talk of essences needs not be interpreted in Platonic terms because essences are not taken to be realities, i.e., spatiotemporal and causal entities (Husserl 2014, 40). Elsewhere he expresses irritation at the association of phenomenology with Platonism and dismisses the PvDO with a series of rhetorical questions:


What do theories – be they rational or non-rational – that were elaborated over millennia about the objectivities that I have presented as Ideas have to do with us? Have I theorized here? Have I not limited myself to recognizing objects that are given to us as subjects of evident statements as just that and to describing their general features just as they were to be grasped in absolute givenness? I have not spoken about theories, but about what is prior to all theories.

Husserl 2019, 35


But can something be there, readily available to our conceptual grasp without being, in some sense, real? In both Ideas I and the lecture course from which the quote above is taken, Husserl’s strategy to reject the charge of Platonism is to invoke the formal-logical definition of “object” as anything about which true or false predication is possible and to reclaim the right to talk about essences in this sense, without therefore attributing reality to them. This move, however, is not entirely convincing. Talk of essences as objects in the formal-logical sense would be justified even if they were reduced to class-concepts for mental facts generated by abstraction, as is the case in the statement “class-concepts for mental facts generated by abstraction are not genuine essences,” which, on Husserl’s view, would be a true statement about the object (in a formal-logical sense) “class-concept for mental facts generated by abstraction.” In other words, to be an object in the formal-logical sense does not suffice to be an object that can be given intuitively in a way analogous to sensory experience. In order to fully vindicate his talk of essences as given intuitively, Husserl needs a more robust notion of objectivity, one that justifies the attribution of ideal being to essences.

Readers familiar with early twentieth-century German philosophy may wonder if Lotze’s famous interpretation of Platonic ideas in terms of validity (Geltung) as opposed to being (Sein) would not offer an easy way out (Lotze 1884). Husserl himself refers to Lotze as a major source of inspiration for his own “Platonism” (Husserl 1994, 460; on Husserl and Lotze, see Staiti 2016b). Husserl’s refusal to engage in controversies about his alleged Platonism and to provide a serious response to the PvDO might be motivated by the belief that Lotze already provided a satisfactory theory of ideality that dispenses with a metaphysical interpretation of ideas. This, however, is not a live option for Husserl. It is important to remember that Lotze does distinguish between being and validity, but that distinction is internal to his overarching category of reality (Wirklichkeit; see Vagnetti 2018 for an illuminating exposition). Thus, for Lotze, ideas are, indeed, realities, but they are the sort of realities that are either valid or invalid, without therefore having to be or exist in any empirical sense.

Husserl, by contrast, cannot help himself to any overarching category of reality elaborated along speculative lines, as Lotze does. He limits himself to denying any kind of reality to ideas, given that in his ontological framework the category of reality is restricted to the spatiotemporal and causal world, and he often reacts to charges of metaphysical Platonism with rhetorical statements about expressing faithfully what one sees. So-called realist phenomenologists tend to follow suit and usually do not engage explicitly in disputes about metaphysical Platonism: they either happily accept the label or else reiterate Husserl’s statements about essences being intuitable without therefore having to be existing realities (see De Santis 2015 for a discussion of Platonism in the work of realist phenomenologists Hering and Ingarden). Fair enough, one is tempted to reply, but how?

Thankfully, Husserl has more to offer on this important issue. The crucial source on this matter is an unduly neglected text written in reply to Elsenhans and edited by Edith Stein for potential publication in the journal Kant-Studien, a project that Husserl unfortunately decided to set aside. Here, in just a few brushstrokes, Husserl invokes the notion of constitution to justify his talk of essences as given in intuition. He begins by questioning Elsenhans’ sharp distinction between the passivity of sensory experience as opposed to the spontaneity or activity of thought. The absolute passivity that Elsenhans attributes to sensation is by no means sufficient to characterize the full-blown experience of physical objects in space: “mere impressions do not in any sense give objects” (Husserl 2018, 461). In order to have full-blown experiences of objects, the sensory materials must be apprehended, i.e., they have to be taken up by synthetic functions that involve thinking in the Kantian sense. This fact, however, does not seem to create problems for talk of givenness in the case of physical objects:


Elsenhans does not deny that objects are given in sensuous perception, that we discover therein the proximate things of nature. On the other hand, he maintains, along with Kant, that such experiences are bound up with functions of the understanding. Givenness and spontaneity must not be understood as mutually exclusive.

Husserl 2018, 462


But if that is the case, then the strategy to undermine the PvDO is to reject the false notion of givenness on which the PvDO is implicitly based, namely, that in order for something to be possibly given, it needs to be merely passively registered. Husserl, following Kant’s lead, insists that this is not even the case for what Elsenhans considers the epitome of mere passive givenness, namely, the perception of physical things in space:


In experience, things are given to us. They are simply there. If we reflect, however, on our empirical consciousness, we encounter the manifold of “appearances” “in” which these unified objects are brought to givenness (in which they are “constituted”), and correlatively, manifold “actions” of the subject united synthetically in the simple intuitive act.

Husserl 2018, 462


But if that is the case, then “the whole argument against eidetic intuition is already invalid” (Husserl 2018, 462). Husserl is rejecting the alternative between discovery and production. Essences, just like physical things, are both discovered and produced. They are discovered insofar as they are produced and produced insofar as they are discovered:


thought for us is a free act; it does “generate” new objects (through concept formation, for example). It should be noted, however, that the objects that result from these free acts are not “subjective products” of thought […]; rather, they are “objective” constructions, objects that can be “given” anew in simple intuitive acts, just like sensuous things.

Husserl 2018, 463


If that is the case, then the real philosophical task does not consist in counterposing the spontaneity of thinking and the passivity of sensation, as a superficial reading of Kant would suggest, but rather in the investigation of the multifarious ways in which subjective forms of synthesis give rise to the objective construction of different kinds of objects. Husserl continues:


we can invoke the “being” of categorial objects (independently of whatever subject is occupied with them) with just as much right as we invoke the being of nature, since the giving consciousness corresponding to the former is just as rich as the giving consciousness corresponding to the latter. We therefore have two kinds of existing objects and correlatively, two kinds of originally giving consciousness: nature, constituted in sensuous perception, and categorial (or logical) objects constituted in theoretical thought.

Husserl 2018, 463


What is remarkable about these passages is that Husserl is invoking the notion of constitution in order to justify and legitimatize the notion of intuition in the context of eidetics. In these passages Husserl is not relying on a merely formal-logical notion of object in order to justify his talk of essences as intuitable, as he does elsewhere. Rather, he is resorting to a genuinely transcendental notion of object, i.e., one that explicates objects as identities-in-manifolds unified by synthetic functions (see Majolino 2013 for an excellent explication of the meaning of constitution and objects as identities-in-manifolds). Both physical things and essences, as well as other categorial objects, are identities-in-manifolds. The fact that they are synthetically constituted does not prevent identities-in-manifolds from being intuitively given upon certain conditions, as the case of physical things clearly demonstrates. Therefore, nothing prevents essences qua identities-in-manifolds from being intuitively given upon certain conditions.

There remains, to be sure, an important difference between simple perceptual objects and categorial objects. The sensory manifolds whose synthetic unification creates the condition for the givenness of physical things come about passively in consciousness, as it were. Sensory manifolds impose themselves or “drängen sich auf,” as the German language effectively expresses the situation. By contrast, the manifolds whose synthetic unification creates the conditions for the givenness of essences must be actively orchestrated in consciousness, they do not just happen. From a transcendental perspective, Husserl’s famous talk of eidetic variation, which I cannot expand upon here, can be interpreted as the intellectual process that actively orchestrates the manifolds whose synthetic unification gives rise to the consciousness of essence. Such manifolds, i.e., the series of freely fantasized variants of a given example, entirely presuppose the sensory manifolds that constitute simple perceptual objects.

Before turning to the PvMO, let us pause and take stock. Husserl’s reply to the PvDO shows that a full justification of the concept of eidetic intuition must rely on the transcendental notion of constitution, which is famously disclosed by the phenomenological reduction. The transcendental notion of object as identity-in-a-manifold presupposes the suspension of being that lets the object appear in correlation with processes of consciousness. If this is correct, however, then the eidetic dimension of phenomenology is not independent from the transcendental dimension. Unless it accepts to remain entrapped in a mythical form of Platonism, eidetics needs to resort to the phenomenological reduction and the ensuing notion of constitution. Thanks to the phenomenological reduction, both simple perceptual objects and essences are plausibly interpreted in light of a transcendental notion of object as identity-in-a-manifold and in so doing the legitimacy of talk of eidetic intuition is established.

Let us now turn to the PvMO. How can Husserl reply to the objection that phenomenology cannot be divorced from empirical psychology and that talk of a priori and essences in the domain of consciousness relies on a misguiding analogy with mathematical disciplines? The text written in reply to Elsenhans is, again, particularly helpful, even though Husserl already addressed this matter in earlier works. Husserl rejects the view that the concepts we use in a science, such as psychology, necessarily need to be influenced by our previous experience. We can try to clarify the concepts we employ by tracing them back to the actual experiences that they are meant to express: “All original concept formation is the formation of an expression for something seen” (Husserl 2018, 450). But what are the challenges that the phenomena that are seen in psychology pose to the task of scientific concept-formation? If we look at natural science, we realize that the concepts we use to designate what we see in the world never exhaust the full content, i.e., the full what of the things that they refer to. We usually conceptualize the things we encounter by referring to the general type that they exemplify: this is a dog, a swan, etc. In doing so, we are implicitly setting up standards for what we will be prepared to recognize as a dog or a swan in the future, and the classificatory or descriptive natural sciences, such as botany, do nothing but refine and articulate pre-scientific type-concepts. Moreover, types are fluid: when I encounter a black swan or a chihuahua for the first time, my types “swan” and “dog” are modified and expanded. In addition to recognizing and classifying things, in the experience of physical nature we can proceed to further explore intuited individuals and discover the empirical causal laws that determine their states and interrelation. I can measure the exact temperature of an iron stick in a furnace and determine precisely at how many degrees it starts to melt.

Is the same kind of operation possible in the sphere of conscious experience? Husserl comes much closer to Kant’s original skepticism about the possibility of an empirical psychology than his self-styled Kantian opponents. He writes:


A perception, a feeling of joy, a simple sensation, flows away; and once it has decayed, it has irretrievably disappeared. I cannot hold them fast and inspect them, so as to give some determinacy to the fluid descriptive concepts corresponding to them; I cannot hold them up to each other, so as to isolate common attributes and, with their help, to form classificational concepts. If I remain in the domain of purely immanent experience, I have nothing but a flux of unrepeatable and incomparable individualities, which mock any kind of conceptual grasp. A pure empirical science of the psychic is absolutely impossible.

Husserl 2018, 455


If it is possible to say anything about psychic phenomena, this is because we can counteract their intrinsic fleetingness by way of pinning them down to definite and well-determined essences, which they exemplify. I cannot refine my fluid empirical type “perception” by way of studying more carefully and from all sides a novel, individually occurring perception in the same way in which I can study more carefully a perceived black swan in order to refine the empirical type “swan.” Perceptions, like all lived experiences, are fleeting and ephemeral. If it is possible to say anything scientifically relevant about perception, this is because we can view perceptions as exemplifying a fundamental and unchangeable essence of subjective experience, which we can study as such. To be sure, there are facts about perceptions that can and must be established empirically, such as the fact that humans cannot perceive sounds above or below certain frequencies. This fact, however, is clearly due to the physiological constitution of the inner ear in humans. It is a mere reverberation at the psychical level of a fact that is entirely grounded in our physiology and therefore has nothing to do with the purely psychical dimension that should be of concern to psychology. All the empirical regularities that we find in the domain of psyche are, according to Husserl, nothing but reverberations of the physical and therefore ultimately foreign to the domain of inquiry of psychology as a science in its own right. The picture of psyche that Husserl offers is thus significantly different from his picture of physical nature. In the physical world we have factual individuals with their spatiotemporal individuation and their causal properties, empirical laws that must be ascertained inductively and essential laws that must be grasped with the aid of eidetic intuition. In the psychical world, there are no empirical laws, but only individuals (i.e., in this case, factually occurring lived experiences with all their parts and components) standing under strict eidetic laws (Husserl 2001, 254–255).1 Empirical regularities in the domain of psyche are, as Husserl often puts the point, Äußerlichkeiten, i.e., extrinsic facts (e.g., Husserl 2004, 306). Their presence is due to the fact that psyche is also part of a psychophysical whole that includes the body, which, in turn, is part of physical nature. Considered in its own essential makeup, in its interiority (Innerlichkeit), however, the psyche is exclusively regulated by eidetic laws and structures.

These considerations also hold if we bracket the world’s being via the phenomenological reduction and set out to study transcendental consciousness as opposed to worldly psyche. In his lecture course on logic and the theory of knowledge from 1906/1907, Husserl writes: “scientific determinations with respect to phenomena are not to be made after the phenomenological reduction, nota bene, if we want to fix and conceptually determine these phenomena as unique and absolute particulars” (Husserl 2008, 220).2 The possibility of a science of consciousness, be it empirical or transcendental, is thus entirely dependent upon our ability to view occurring phenomena as exemplifications of essences. Otherwise we could only stare speechless at the ongoing and ever-changing flow of our conscious life.

If this is correct, then the analogy between geometry and phenomenology as eidetic sciences is entirely justified and has nothing to do with Kantian speculations about space being a pure form of intuition and therefore construable a priori. The point of the analogy is that both the geometer and the phenomenologist disregard the individuality of their objects of study and view them merely as examples of a general essences. For instance, in the case of the geometer the circle drawn on the board is just an example for the ideal circle; however, the geometer could potentially redirect her line of interest and devote her undivided attention to the individual circle drawn on the board as such, setting out to determine progressively the unsurveyable wealth of its individual properties. This option is not available for the phenomenologist. The individual conscious experience is not accessible and determinable as such but only as the exemplification of an essence. All appearances to the contrary, Husserl thus turns out to be the staunchest opponent of introspection in psychology, a method that experimental psychologists in his days often lightheartedly invoked (e.g., Anschütz 1911). Introspective psychology is impossible because there is nothing there to introspect in the first place: our conscious experiences flow away much too fast for us to be able to seize upon them individually and describe them. All we can do is view them as examples of ideal essences that possess the necessary stability for description and conceptual determination.

If the above is correct, then transcendental phenomenology needs eidetics in order to be able to speak.3 While it is true that the phenomenological reduction does not disclose a field of eide, as the realist phenomenologists misleadingly think, but only a factual field of conscious phenomena that are no longer interpreted as occurrences in the spatiotemporal and causal world, it is also true that nothing at all could be said about transcendentally reduced phenomena if we did not implement an eidetic reduction that views them as mere examples of invariable essences.


Conclusion

Let us summarize the results of this chapter. In order to respond convincingly to the PvDO, Husserl needs to connect his eidetics with his transcendental phenomenology, and in order to respond convincingly to the PvMO he needs to connect his transcendental phenomenology with his eidetics. Therefore, we can conclude that these two methodological dimensions of phenomenology, while distinct, are inextricably related. What do these results imply for contemporary phenomenology? As for realist phenomenology focused exclusively on eidetics, we have shown that unless one wants to embrace a murky Platonist metaphysics, one needs to supplement talk of essences with a reference to transcendental constitution, which pertains to both simple perceptual objects, and categorial objects. It is certainly possible to engage in eidetic research without questioning the ontological status of the ideal objects under scrutiny, as geometers and mathematicians have done for centuries; however, the moment eidetic research decides to overcome its initial naivete and clarify the meaning of its attribution of being to ideal entities, a transcendental consideration becomes necessary. As for speculations about forms or dimensions of transcendental phenomenology that elude eidetics, if Husserl is right about the fleeting nature of the psychical and the conditions for its conceptual determination, then they are unwarranted. We can only speak meaningfully and rigorously about conscious phenomena to the extent that we view them as exemplifications of essences that, unlike them, are stable enough to be determined conceptually.

Maybe there are, indeed, subjective phenomena that are inaccessible to our eidetic grasp, but if there were such phenomena, then they would be unknowable, and if they were knowable, then they would be incommunicable. Even the darkest and most intractable recesses of consciousness, such as the ones explored by psychoanalysis, can only be grasped in terms of essences and eidetic laws. This does not mean that we cannot address contingent episodes of sense-formation and sense-making, as it happens, for instance, when we are interested in the unique personal history of an individual in a clinical context or in the complex shifts of values and human self-understanding in the digital age. These are all perfectly legitimate and supremely interesting lines of inquiry, but it is unclear why the kind of discourse that characterizes them, which is thoroughly empirical and does not focus on conscious experiences as such, should be labeled as phenomenology. The human sciences offer plenty of examples and insightful explorations of contingent and historical phenomena. Phenomenology does not seem to be entitled to claim a special right or expertise in the investigation of such phenomena, even though individual phenomenologists can be excellent investigators of sociological, psychoanalytical, historical, and all sorts of other phenomena, too. No doubt, with its strictly descriptive and non-naturalistic stance, phenomenology can offer groundbreaking contributions in these fields. For the sake of clarity, however, it seems desirable to circumscribe the field of phenomenology qua specifically philosophical intellectual endeavor in a rigorous way. Husserl has shown that in order to do that correctly, both methodological dimensions, the transcendental, and the eidetic reduction, need to be in place.4


Notes

1The view that there are no empirical laws over and above a priori eidetic laws in the domain of psyche, and therefore all empirical regularities in the flow of experience originate in the body is put forward as a hypothesis in the appendix to the Natur und Geist lecture, but it is more clearly expressed and justified in manuscripts from the 1920s. A particularly interesting text in this regard is unpublished manuscript M III 3 IX, titled “On the Problem of the Possibility of a Parallelistic Psychology” (Husserl 1921).
2I am thankful to Andrea Cimino for calling my attention to this section of the lecture course on logic and the theory of knowledge as a particularly clear formulation of Husserl’s views on the impossibility to grasp individual lived experiences.
3One may wonder whether the noema, i.e., the intentional object qua intended, has the same fleeting and ephemeral character that Husserl attributes to lived experiences. The noema seems to be as stable and potentially determinable in its individuality as the corresponding objects that we address and categorize in the natural attitude. I cannot expand upon the notion of the noema here, suffice to say that I favor the so-called East Coast interpretation of the noema as the intentional object itself qua intended, rather than a special intensional entity that mediates between mental experiences and outer objects, as the so-called West Coast interpretation has it (see Drummond 1992 for a concise presentation of the East Coast interpretation). In line with the East Coast interpretation, I believe that the noema should be considered primarily as part of the description of something, namely, intentional experiences, rather than something to be described in its own right. The noema is a part, albeit not a really inherent part, of the structure of an intentional experience, and not a separable entity whose description could constitute as a scientifically viable and relevant task. Thus, on my reading, the noema, too, is nothing but a descriptive element in the eidos “intentional experience,” which, in turn, is instantiated exclusively in fleeting and ephemeral individual Erlebnisse. If that is the case, then the individual noema qua noema (i.e., qua intentional object considered as such) has no more stability than the intentional experiences of which it is a part. To be sure, phenomenology can and must develop a line of inquiry that focuses specifically on the noematic side of experience, but that remains through and through eidetic inquiry. Moreover, if the noema is nothing but the ordinary object considered abstractly as intentional correlate, I am not sure how the description of an individual noema, if such a thing were at all possible, would differ from the description of the corresponding ordinary object in the natural attitude. Thus, the only “noematic phenomenology” that is possible as a scientific discipline is an eidetic investigation of objects qua intentional correlates of experiences as part of a more general eidetic investigation of transcendental consciousness. A phenomenology that describes individual noemata is either impossible (because the individual noema is part of the individual intentional experience, which is fleeting), or trivial (because it would verbally present itself as a description of noemata but it would be de facto indistinguishable from a description of the individual ordinary objects). My gratitude to Hanne Jacobs for asking me to address this issue.
4I would like to thank Andrea Cimino, Hanne Jacobs, Steven De Lay, and Niall Keane for their helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.
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Eidetic description in Husserl’s phenomenology

Rochus Sowa

Husserl characterizes phenomenology in Ideas I as “a purely descriptive discipline” (Husserl 2014, 108), as an “eidetic science,” and further as “a purely descriptive doctrine of essences of immanent configurations of consciousness, of the occurences that can be apprehended in the stream of experiences in the framework of the phenomenological suspension” (Husserl 2014, 109–110). Phenomenology is, above all, a scientific endeavor. Like every scientific undertaking it is articulated in propositions that consolidate its results in an intersubjectively accessible form (see Husserl 2014, 120). Husserl’s phenomenology is articulated in the propositions that we find in his own books, essays, and manuscripts and specifically in the form of those propositions that have a non-empirical general descriptive character and which he calls descriptive eidetic laws (Wesensgesetze). Husserl’s phenomenology is articulated as a science especially in those propositions that claim to be general a priori truths. Hence, a methodological account of Husserl’s descriptive eidetic science should focus on these propositions and answer the following questions: What characterizes these propositions in general? How does one arrive at their formulation in the course of phenomenological work? And how can we test the validity of these propositions?

In what follows I deal first with Husserl’s general concept of description insofar as it can be derived from his scattered claims about description and describing. After doing so, I will give an account of Husserl’s method of eidetic description, starting from the concept of a descriptive eidetic law, since Husserl considered valid descriptive eidetic laws as the “substantial results” (Husserl 2014, 173) of his descriptive analyses. In the third part of the chapter, I show that eidetic descriptions that are specifically phenomenological eidetic descriptions are made possible by a reflective turn towards consciousness and by the so-called phenomenological epoché as a suspension of all judgments about the world.


Description in general

According to Husserl’s first and most narrow concept of description, what is described or to be described is experienced and belongs to the actual world. This concept of description is characterized by Husserl as follows:


In every sphere of reality there is description, and description ascertains factual existence, real factual existence. That is: all description expresses in words and word-significations what is experienced, whether in the singular case or as universality of the experience, with which is connected the presumption that future experience would establish something similar again as actually occurring in the world.

Husserl 1980, 39–40


Acts of judgments are “in the specific and actual sense descriptive when they […] operate in relation to […] real experience” (Husserl 1974, 405, my translation). A descriptive judgment consists in the “determination of objects [...] through concepts” (Husserl 1974, 406, my translation). This determination can occur in singular, particular, or universal propositions, which have in the simplest cases the following forms: “This A is B,” “Some As are B,” or “All As are B,” respectively. In everyday life and in the descriptive sciences propositions of these forms describe objects (in the broadest sense) that even include, for example, historical events (e.g., the battle of Waterloo) or natural kinds (e.g., the species “wolf”) on the basis of one’s own perceptions, recollections of what one perceives, or the testimony of others.1

Husserl contrasts descriptive sciences and “exact” sciences that operate with “ideal substructions” (see Husserl 2014, 134), such as the substruction of an exact ideal geometrical ellipse for the inexact real trajectory of the earth around the sun. Exact sciences, in particular, contemporary physics, are in another respect different from descriptive sciences: they explain facts and events. Such an explanation is different from a mere description insofar as it “as a higher-level accomplishment [...] surpasses the descriptive realm, a realm which is realizable through actually experiencing intuition” (Husserl 1970, 223). A solar eclipse, for example, is explained by means of laws that are in themselves not observable. In this sense of “explaining,” descriptive sciences do not explain but merely describe, and this is implied in Husserl’s concept of description.2

Husserl’s first and most narrow concept of description ties description to experience and to what is experienced, but what is more important than this connection for Husserl is the relation between description and intuition (Anschauung) since: “description refers back to intuition” (Husserl 1968, 65, my translation).3 When Husserl speaks of “intuition” he is not, as the term is commonly understood, referring to a direct and methodologically unmediated grasping of a state of affairs. Instead, for Husserl, intuition is a genus of, on the one hand, intuitions that posit being, such as perception and recollection, and on the other hand, those that do not (i.e., the imagination of phantasy). Both kinds of intuition are to be contrasted to mere signifying ways of referring to something by means of mere conceptual signs that are intuitively empty. What can only be thought by means of signs and concepts, such as ideal geometrical figures (e.g., the ideal exact circle), does not belong to the sphere of intuition. Geometrical thinking might have its support in intuitive analogues of these ideal figures (e.g., drawings of circles) but they are not the objects of geometrical propositions. The concepts that refer to these kinds of ideal objects are likewise different from those that can be directly applied to what is intuited. The former are what Husserl calls “exact concepts:” they are only applicable to what is ideal and exact. The concepts that directly apply to what is intuited, whether it belongs to the real external world that is accessible through external perception or to an “internal world” that is accessible only through inner perception and reflection, are what Husserl calls “concepts of types” (Typenbegriffe). Only intuited objects can be subsumed under this kind of concepts. Judgments of the form “this is (an) A” are only possible if “A” expresses an inexact concept (e.g., “circle” in the non-geometrical sense) and if “this” refers to a sensually given A; if “A” expresses an exact concept (e.g., “circle” in the geometrical sense) then such a judgment is either not to be understood literally or it is meaningless.

Concepts of types, “that are essentially and not contingently inexact, and hence unmathematical” (Husserl 2014, 133), are descriptive concepts (Beschreibungsbegriffe) (Husserl 1987, 238) for what is intuited and make description in the sphere of intuition possible. On the lowest level of the hierarchical ordering of concepts, where under a concept no further concepts can be subsumed but only objects (in the broadest sense), these concepts are vague concepts. They are applied to intuitively given things which are not strictly delineated from and very similar to one another and which fall under neighboring concepts. The color concepts of “vermillion” and “orange” are, for example, vague concepts, like all color concepts of the lowest level. In a similar manner, many psychological concepts such as “rage” and “anger” are also vague. The borders of their domains of application are not sharply drawn, the transitions between them is fluid, and the application of such concepts is not certain.

What falls under higher level concepts of types, such as “color” and “spatial form” or “perception” and “recollection” is not ambiguous in this way, and there are no fluid transitions between colors and shapes or between perceptions and recollections. On this level and on higher levels, one finds “pluralities of rigorously apprehensible differences that can hardly be overlooked, and also, where lower concretenesses are typically differentiable only in flow, we nevertheless find everywhere in higher universality fixed, even though not mathematical, differences, concepts” (Husserl 1980, 127). So, for example, the concept of the perception of a thing refers to “something absolutely fixed and to be described in its universality” (Husserl 1980, 127). And concepts such as “judgment” and “joy” are as clearly separate as “color” and “tone.” It is easily decided whether something falls under these concepts or not. Such unambiguous concepts of types are what Husserl calls “rigorous” or “strict” concepts of types (“strenge” Typenbegriffe) (see Husserl 1960, 48; Husserl 2012, 284; see also Sowa 2009). It is these concepts that make scientific descriptions and descriptive sciences possible. Husserl’s phenomenology is also a descriptive science, but its descriptive concepts require, as I will show below, in addition to rigor (Strenge) additional features that make these concepts appropriate for eidetic descriptions and for phenomenology as an eidetic descriptive science.

The descriptions in Husserl’s work are analytic in that they analytically describe what is intuitively given. That is, description is for Husserl


not only the pure expression of what is seen in concepts which are derived originally from what is seen itself, but is also an as extensive as possible analysis of what is seen in its moments that can and have to be unfolded intuitively.

Husserl 1968, 29, my translation


Generally speaking, description entails analysis, highlighting parts (pieces or moments) of wholes, classifying and relating these parts, as well as conceptual fixation and expression. According to this concept of analysis, descriptions are analytic, and analyses are descriptive. Husserl speaks both of analytical description and descriptive analysis.

The written acquired results of analytic descriptions should be a “true expression” in “univocal terms” of what is given (Hussserl 2014, §66). The terms that are necessary for a descriptive science usually have to be created first with an eye toward what is given. In Husserl’s phenomenology, the starting point is our everyday language, which is pre-scientific and aimed at communication in the lifeworld; it has available a rich vocabulary for the data that belong to the realm of specifically phenomenological descriptions, including a sophisticated “psychological” vocabulary for mental acts and states from which novelists such as Tolstoy or Proust benefited for their subtle descriptions of the human psychic life:


The words used [in a description] may stem from the general language, they may be equivocal, they may be vague in keeping with the changing sense of them. Just as, in the manner typical of a current expression, they “coincide” with something intuitively given, they take on a definite sense as their current and clear sense hic et nunc; and starting from here they can be pinned down scientifically.

Husserl 2014, 120


Apt words become terms that are univocal, intersubjectively understandable, and useful for scientific aims if they are developed on the basis of “well practiced individual intuitions” with “clear and singular meanings” and when the other meanings that are awakened by the words that are used are erased (ibid.). That a description of consciousness is possible at all is, according to Husserl, due to consciousness being in principle expressible, since belonging “to the essence of each consciousness is […] the ideal possibility of specific evident expressions, that express what is conscious in them […] Consciousness has a content of sense that can be taken from it with evidence and adequately expressed” (Husserl 2009, 397, my translation).

Scientific descriptions claim to be true or adequate. Mistakes that occur in scientific descriptions do not question their possibility or their value. Husserl himself asks rhetorically, “Is description without value because there exist mistakes in description?” (2002a, 321, my translation). Just like with descriptions in general, phenomenological descriptions can contain mistakes. Husserl gives examples of mistakes that can happen in phenomenological description, such as “inadmissible generalization” and “imperfect differentiation” (2002a, 322, my translation). In the latter case, for example, “two phenomenological levels, that do not clearly enough differentiate themselves from one another, are taken for one” (ibid.). One makes this type of mistake when one does not differentiate in a description of object perception between subjective color appearances and the objective color of the thing that appears. Husserl compares such a case of imperfect diffentiation to the mistake a traveling geographer makes when he takes two different rivers as parts of one: even though he follows the principle of experiencing seeing, his experiencing seeing is incomplete and the resulting descriptive judgment wrong (compare ibid.). But the mistake can only be discovered and corrected through further visual perceptual experiences because such seeing is the “only possible authority” here (ibid.). This applies likewise to phenomenological intuition and description. Phenomenology as a descriptive science can and has to correct the concepts that are developed as terms and the propositions that are put forth as laws before the tribunal of intuition. This is the locus of their confirmation or their failure, and their correction respectively, for “all phenomenological concepts and propositions require direct demonstration by the phenomena themselves” (Husserl 1968, 262).


Eidetic description

Against the background of Husserl’s general concept of description, I will develop in what follows Husserl’s concept of eidetic description starting from an explication of those propositions that Husserl calls “descriptive eidetic laws” since “all phenomenological insights are insights into eidetic laws” (Husserl 2008b, 327).4 Descriptive eidetic laws are the “substantial results” (Husserl 2014, 173) toward which Husserl’s phenomenology as a descriptive science aims. In Husserl’s phenomenology, the description and analysis of single cases prepares the formulation of descriptive eidetic laws or serves to elucidate them. Given the importance of descriptive eidetic laws for Husserl’s phenomenology as a descriptive eidetics and for the kind of scientific description it makes possible, the following focuses on the concept of descriptive eidetic law which determines the specific concept of phenomenological eidetic description as description by means of phenomenological eidetic laws.


Descriptive eidetic laws

Like laws in general, descriptive eidetic laws have the characteristic form of universal propositions. In the most simple case they have the form of “for all x, if x is (an) F, then x is (a) G” (for example: “for all x, if x is a volitional self, than x is a valuing self”), where F and G express concepts that make up the law.5 These kinds of universal propositions make up sciences that construct laws, whether they are empirical sciences such as physics or non-empirical sciences such as mathematics, and they all have the logical properties that propositions of this form have. Eidetic laws are non-empirical laws or “pure laws” (reine Gesetze) and are to be contrasted to empirical laws or laws of fact (Husserl 2001b, 12; Husserl 2019a, 234–235).6

Husserl defines pure laws as “unconditionally universal propositions, which are accordingly free from all explicit or implicit association of individual existence” (Husserl 2001b, 20). They are general laws, whose generality is “not limited by any overt or hidden individual-positing and particular positing” (Husserl 2019a, 235; see also Husserl 2001b, 12). Since such positings only figure in a law through concepts that make up the law (the aforementioned F and G), eidetic laws are pure in virtue of the pure concepts that compose it.

A concept is, according to Husserl, pure when it does not posit or co-posit, explicitly or implicitly, something factual in the factual world or the factual world itself. A concept such as “a perception of this house” is explicitly not pure, since the concept of perception (of something) is in this case limited and hence made impure due to the explicit positing of a determinate house that exists in the factual world. In a similar way, concepts such as “my perception” and “human perception” are impure, in which the extension of the concept of perception is explicitly limited to the perception of a determinate and existing individual or to the perceptions of existing or possibly existing human beings, that is, limited to perceptions of a natural kind on earth. That a descriptive concept is impure, due to positings of something factual, can also, and this is of high importance for Husserl’s eidetic descriptive methodology, be hidden and hence remain unnoticed. So, for example, when the descriptive concept of an act of judgment is implicitly limited to human acts of judgment and one uses this concept to judge about acts of judgments as such, one does not make, as intended, a general eidetic proposition about acts of judgments as such, but only a universal empirical proposition about human acts of judgments. Descriptive concepts that either explicitly or implicitly posit or co-posit something factual, are what Husserl calls empirical concepts or “experiential concepts” (Erfahrungsbegriffe) (Husserl 1987, 238).7 Propositions in which empirical concepts occur are consequently empirical propositions.8

There are a lot of descriptive concepts that are only accidentally empirical concepts; purified from the implicit positings of what is factual that restrict their application to things of this world, they prove to be concepts that are pure in themselves like in the case of the concept of an act of judgment, which is not necessarily connected to a terrestrial or extraterrestrial species of this world insofar as this concept also applies to acts of judgment of creatures in a fairytale world (see Sowa 2007). Purification from any connection to this world is not possible for any descriptive concept. Concepts for naturals kinds do not allow for such purification. They are essentially empirical concepts in the Husserlian sense because they refer to something factual in this world and co-posit implicitly this world. This belongs to the very sense of this kind of descriptive concepts. And because there are no pure concepts for natural kinds, there are no eidetic laws pertaining to them (see Sowa 2007). For natural kinds only trivial eidetic necessities are possible, such as, “all african elephants are corporeal things” that correspond to trivial eidetic laws such as “all thinkable animals are corporeal things.” This will become clearer in what follows, where the concept of an eidetic necessity and its relation to eidetic laws is elucidated.

Eidetic laws contain only pure concepts; due to these concepts their validity is not limited to things of this world like the so-called laws of thought of psychologistic logic, which are limited to human thoughts and judgments. The laws of Husserl’s phenomenology are eidetic laws. The concepts which occur in these laws (such as “intentional experience” or “act-matter”) are – from the outset or as a result of purification – pure descriptive concepts because their application is neither explicitly nor impicitly restricted to things or species in this world like it is the case with the descriptive concepts of descriptive natural sciences and the descriptive concepts of empirical psychology. Therefore the concepts which are necessary for a descriptive eidetic science not only have the characteristics of rigor and of direct applicability to objects of intuition, but additionally the characteristic of purity that is required of concepts that figure in pure descriptive laws.

The purity of pure descriptive concepts is connected with a property of these concepts which is relevant for the form of eidetic laws. When one understands the “extension” of a concept to be the totality of the objects that can be subsumed under a concept, then the extensions of empirical concepts and pure descriptive concepts differ essentially. An empirical concept, in Husserl’s sense, posits in its conceptual content either explicitly or implicitly something factual. Hence its extension is limited to actual and really possible objects of (an area of) this world (e.g., the concepts “blue whale” or “street in Berlin”). A pure descriptive concept has an infinite extension of merely possible or, as Husserl likes to phrase it, merely thinkable objects. Its application is not limited to a determinate world. More precisely: in the extension of a pure descriptive concept, factual and fictive objectivities are on a par, factual objectivities are taken as merely possible objectivities (see 1960, §34; 1989, 409). So, for example, the extension of the pure concept “tool” contains all thinkable tools, whether they belong to the actual world or to the fictive world of Cinderella. Likewise, the extension of the concept “intentional experience” contains all possible and thinkable intentional experiences, whether they are my own or those of Anna Karenina. It belongs to the form of descriptive eidetic laws that their pure descriptive concepts have an extension of pure possibilities because these laws are laws for mere possibilities and have in the simplest case the following form: “for all possible x, if x is (an) F, then x is (a) G” (less technical: “any thinkable F is (a) G”). Since F and G stand for pure descriptive concepts, one can also say the following: “for any possible x: If x falls under the pure concept F, then x also falls under the pure concept G.”9 A methodologically important characteristic of statements of this form is that they can be tested by means of merely fictional counterexamples. This distinguishes them from universal empirical scientific statements, which can be tested only by means of factual counterexamples. That eidetic laws can be tested by means of both fictional and factual counterexamples makes them scientific in an eminent sense. What Husserl calls “eidetic variation” can play an important role in finding counterexamples for a proposed descriptive eidetic law (see Sowa 2007).

There is another respect in which the particular form of descriptive eidetic laws is methodologically important. It is due to this form that a special relationship is established between a descriptive eidetic law and an instance of such a law. An instance of the form “b is (an) F and b is (a) G,” where “b” refers to an object, is due to its relation to an eidetic law of the aforementioned form, an eidetically necessary state of affairs or, in short, an eidetic necessity (see Husserl 2001b, 12; Husserl 2014, §6).10 If a factual state of affairs is an instance of an eidetic law, the following holds: “the factual, in its descriptive make-up, has validity not only factually but also as a matter of eidetic necessity” (Husserl 1980, 41). In other words, a fact that is a singular case of a valid eidetic law is an eidetic necessity. In Ideas I Husserl expresses this connection, which is important for his entire descriptive eidetics, as follows: if we apply the eidetic law to an actual state of affairs, then the “state of affairs posited as actual is a fact insofar as it is an individual state of actuality, but it is an eidetic necessity insofar as it is an individual instance of an essential universality [= an eidetic law]” (Husserl 2014, 17). In order to be an eidetic necessity, an “instance of an eidetically universal state of affairs” (ibid.), a state of affairs has to have a particular form. That, for example, a determinate part of my actual perceptual field is qualified in determinate extensions of brown and green (I am currently seeing a tree in a meadow) is not an eidetic necessity, but just a matter of fact. However, that this part of my visual field in this moment has any color and any extension is not just a matter of fact.11 This matter of fact is at the same time an eidetic necessity – namely as an individual instance of the eidetic law that each thinkable part of a visual field is in some way chromatically qualified and appears as such with some extension. Once I have grasped that necessity, I can be led to this eidetic law. Husserl generalizes this relation: “It is a law that any necessity leads to a law into which I have insight” (Husserl manuscript A IV 5, 106 a, 1924).12 In the course of descriptive eidetic analyses, we can come across eidetic necessities that lead us to descriptive eidetic laws, and it is these analyses, ending in establishing eidetic laws, that make up the bulk of the phenomenological work.


Eidetic analytical description and eidetic descriptive analysis

How to go about a descriptive eidetic analysis in the context of a phenomenological eidetic analysis is characterized by Husserl as follows:


It [the descriptive eidetic science] has to place before its eyes pure occurrences of consciousness as exemplars; it has to bring them to ever more perfect clarity; within this clarity it has to analyze them and apprehend their essences, it has to pursue the patently discernible connections among the essences and take up what is respectively seen into faithful conceptual expressions that allow them to dictate their sense purely through what is seen or generally discerned, and so forth.

Husserl 2014, 119; see also Husserl 1980, 19


When we eidetically analyze and describe, we do so in view of an object (or state of affairs), that serves as an example. The example can be perceived or remembered or represented in an image; it can also be presented in free phantasy since we are not interested in empirical laws which would restrict us to facts and factual objects as objects of our analysis;13 rather, we are interested in eidetic laws, which are laws for mere possibilities. The object or state of affairs that functions as an example in a descriptive eidetic analysis (e.g., an intentional experience that I just had) is not really the theme of the analysis or description. It is not this object or state of affairs that is intended or talked about in the general descriptive eidetic propositions. The theme is rather the exemplified pure essence (e.g., “act” or “intentional experience”) as well as the relation of pure essences (e.g., the relation between “act,” “act matter,” and “act quality”) that are expressed in an eidetic law (e.g., “each thinkable act has some act matter and some act quality”). The individual objects and states of affairs that are intuitively present as examples are conscious, but not thematically conscious; they only provide the intuitive grounds for the grasping of the relation of essences or the eidetic law respectively.

This kind of analytic “‘pure’ description” “on a basis of exemplary individual intuition of experiences (often freely imagined ones)” uses “pure concepts” and refers to “perceptions, judgments, feelings as such, and what pertains to them a priori with unlimited generality, as pure instances of pure species, of what may be seen through a purely intuitive apprehension of essence, whether generic or specific” (Husserl 2001a, 175–176). As result of a descriptive analysis or an analytic description we gain insight into a relation between pure essences and articulate it in a clear eidetic law.

The eidetic descriptions that Husserl provides fall either under a narrow or broad concept of eidetic description. Since eidetic descriptions are always analytic descriptions and an analytic description is determined by the kind of descriptive analysis it is, eidetic descriptions are differentiated in virtue of the kind of descriptive analysis. Husserl provides at least three kinds of descriptive analyses to which three kinds of eidetic description correspond.

Eidetic description in the narrow sense is primarily found in Husserl’s early work. There he speaks of “description of essence” (Wesensbeschreibung) and “analysis of essence” (Wesensanalyse). Eidetic analysis is here analysis of pure essences, that is, the decomposition of complex pure essences (i.e., complex pure universals) into the partial pure essences that go into these wholes, and this analysis ends up pointing out the relations of these pure essences (Wesenszusammenhänge) and in articulating them in evident eidetic laws (Wesensgesetze). What guides this form of analysis is the theory of the third Logical Investigation of wholes and their independent and dependent parts as well as the relations of foundation that obtain between them (see Husserl 1980, 35–36). A descriptive eidetic analysis that is carried out in this way, for example, analyzes the pure essence “tone” in its components “quality,” “pitch,” and “intensity” and articulates their connection in the eidetic law: “Any thinkable tone has quality, pitch, and intensity.” There is a tight connection between descriptions of essence and eidetic laws given in insight: in the course of an eidetic descriptive analysis


the cognition of the rational essential interconnection […] is as a matter of course connected simultaneously with the description of essence. […] Description of essence does not yet in itself produce eidetic law. On the other hand, however, the cognition of eidetic interconnections attaches itself immediately to the description of essence (namely, grasping of essence in Intution and conceptual fixation of them) and in each one there already lies concealed a lawfulness in itself of an apriori sort.

Husserl 1980, 59–60; see also 67–68


A priori laws are just eidetic laws since for Husserl the concept of the a priori is determined by means of the concepts of eidos (pure essence) and eidetic law. Eidetic laws “are all a priori. And, here is the only genuine sense of a priori. A priori is everything grounded in pure essence” (Husserl 2008b, 231). I have an immediate – that is, not mediated through deduction – apriori insight if


in pure beholding I see the state of affairs as irrevocably grounded in the immanent essence of the concepts concerned. I must in so doing have in view the conceptual essences, directly behold and grasp them. I may not make assertions about them on the basis of confused presentation, for example, on the basis of merely unintuitive or partially unituitive meanings of words.

Husserl 2008b, 231


The demanded intuitive basis can, for example, be provided in relation to the aforementioned law regarding tones when I, starting from a tone which I vary in the three aforementioned respects, make clear by means of an example what belongs to a tone as such. When I pronounce the corresponding eidetic law, I do not only judge verbally (signitively), but with insight (intuitively).

The concepts that occur in intuitively grasped eidetic laws are clear because they are clarified by means of what is intuitively given. And this completes the list of properties of concepts that function in eidetic scientific descriptions. In addition to being pure, rigorous, and descriptive, they also have to be clear. Only then do these concepts make possible an eidetic description by means of eidetic laws that is enacted with insight.

The concept of description by means of eidetic laws is the full concept of eidetic description and the one that determines Husserl’s conception of a descriptive eidetic science. Not only are the concepts that occur in these descriptive eidetic laws descriptive (because they are directly related to individuals presented in perceptual intuition or imagined in phantasy) but these laws themselves are descriptive. That these laws are descriptive means that a whole area of (possibly) intuitively given entities of the same or similar kind are described by the eidetic law similar to how an area of experienced nature is “described” by means of a natural law, e.g., the law of gravitation. In this sense of description, one can say that the laws of physics describe our physical world. In contrast to these kinds of laws, which remain hypotheses that are to be confirmed indefinitely in experience, a descriptive eidetic law has the advantage that it is given in insight on account of its pure concepts alone. Such an eidetic law “scientificates” and “rationalizes” the sphere it describes in a eminent way because genuine rationatity is achieved through eidetic insights (see Husserl 1960, § 34).

Corresponding to the concept of eidetic description in the broad sense is a new and wider concept of analysis. Description in the broad sense is not bound to the analysis that is prominent in the Logical Investigations and consists in the decomposition of a whole in its dependent and independent parts. After the Investigations at least two forms of analysis are added and determine from then onward the eidetic-descriptive work for Husserl.

First, there is the form of analysis that Husserl calls intentional analysis or intentional interpretation (Auslegung). This analysis is guided by the


fundamental cognition that, as a consciousness, every cogito is indeed (in the broadest sense) a meaning of its meant [Meinung seines Gemeinten], but that, at any moment, this something meant [dieses Vermeinte] is more – something meant with something more – than what is meant at that moment explicitly.14

Husserl 1960, 46


These are analyses of a “meaning more” (Mehrmeinung) or intentional “horizons” are analyses that articulate “implicit sense,” which co-determines the explicit sense with which an object is meant (47). So, for example, in the case of the spatial perception of things, Husserl shows what is necesserially “horizonally” and non-intuively co-intended when we see a thing (e.g., its back).15 These intentional analyses are, as Husserl makes clear in §34 of Cartesian Meditaitons, at the same time analyses and descriptions on the eidetic level, on the level of eidetic laws. The factual or fictive individual instances, which are the object of an intentional analysis, function only as examples; the aim is always to establish an eidetic law. Such a law is, for example, that “[n]o concrete object can be constituted for consciousness without the co-functioning of empty horizons; what is required is a constant intertwining of fullness and emptiness” (Husserl 2001c, 376). Whatever form the analyses and descriptions take on, the acquired “substantial results” are always eidetic general proprositions that consist of pure concepts.

Another form of analysis, which characterizes Husserl’s eidetic descriptions, is the “genetic analysis” that belongs to the method of his genetic phenomenology (Husserl 2001c, 627; see also Brudzińska, Chapter 10 in this volume). This analysis broadens the scope of eidetic description to include phenomena of genesis aiming at eidetic laws of genesis: “laws pertaining to the sequences of individual events in the stream of lived-experience” and particularly the “laws that regulate the formation of apperceptions” (624), such as the formation of apperceptive types, which makes up the familiar set of types (Bekanntheitstypik) of a familiar lifeworld. The “‘history’ of consciousness (the history of all possible apperceptions)” is eidetically captured as a “genesis in accordance with eidetic laws” (339). Genetic descriptive eidetic laws are, for example, that “each ‘opinion’ is an instauration which remains a possession of the subject as long as motivations do not arise which require […] the former opinion abandoned” (Husserl 1989, 120) or the law: “every world that is given as a cultural world refers, genetically speaking, back to a world that is without culture and free from objective spirit (objektivem Geist)” (Husserl 2008a, 28).

These indications have to suffice here to make clear which forms of eidetic description show up in Husserl’s work and in which areas of phenomena they are used. Even if due to restrictions of space the provided examples have been primarily those that clearly belong to the domain of eidetic phenomenology, this by no means entails that the concept of eidetic description is a specifically phenomenological one. The concept of eidetic description concerns both phenomenological and non-phenomenological eidetic description (belonging to the latter are descriptions to be found in material ontologies which are to be understood as descriptive eidetics such as the ontology of a material thing, the ontology of a person, or the ontology of the lifeworld).16


Phenomenological eidetic descriptions

A phenomenological eidetic description has two essential features. The first one, the feature of being an eidetic description, determines its form. As discussed, eidetic descriptions are mainly descriptive eidetic laws and have the form of universal propositions which consist of solely pure descriptive concepts the extension of which are mere possibilities. The second feature that is the focus of what follows determines their content which makes them into specific phenomenological eidetic descriptions and differentiates them from other kinds of eidetic descriptions.


Reflective descriptions

As elaborated, descriptions are related to something intuited or experienced. Husserl divides the realm of what can be intuited or experienced corresponding to two different kinds of judging. The first kind of judging is straightforward judging or judging in the straightforward attitude, while the second kind of judging is reflective judging or judging in the reflective attitude. The straightforward attitude is the attitude towards objects and states of affairs simpliciter (schlechthin), whether they belong to the real world of outer perception and intuition or to an ideal world such as mathematical objects and states of affairs. This is the attitude that characterizes our everyday lives in which we are directed toward houses, people, as well as states of affairs such as the state of affair that it is raining. This straightforward attitude is also characteristic of most sciences: in the natural science, that, e.g., investigate germs or galaxies, or in the human sciences that are concerned with, e.g., painting in the renaissance or the epoch of absolutism. When we are engaged in description in this attitude, we describe something in our present or past world. When we engage in description in the reflective attitude however and make reflective judgments, we have redirected our gaze from the objects and states of affairs simpliciter that appear in the straightforward attitude to the consciousness of objects and states of affairs, that is, towards the intentional experiences, in which they appear. Belonging to this attitude is re-presentation (Vergegenwärtigung) because reflection and reflective description requires either the active recollection of earlier experiences or, as passive recollection, the retention of just past experiences (see Husserl 2019b, 292–293). What was previously only “pre-reflectively” experienced, but not the object of an intentional experience, is now the object of acts of grasping, description, and analysis. This is only possible in reflective acts, which consist in a consciousness of consciousness and make descriptive knowledge of consciousness possible. It is an eidetic law that “something like consciousness and the content of consciousness […] are recognizable only through reflections of this kind,” which is why also God “could only acquire knowledge of his consciousness and its content reflectively” (Husserl 2014, 151). Hence, “Reflection is […] the name for consciousness’ method of knowing consciousness at all” (Husserl 2014, 142). And, consequently, “the phenomenological method moves entirely in acts of reflection” (Husserl 2014, 139). Under the general and initially empty title of “consciousness” a new domain of intuition and experience, and hence description, is opened up in acts of reflection, it is the domain of intentional experiences such as perceiving, judging, feeling, valuing, and wanting, which are all forms of consciousness of something in that they are “directed at” something objective. The experiences that are characterized by intentionality have three non-self-sufficient parts: the respective I (ego) as the subjective center of the act and as the subject of acquired habitual convictions, interests, and attitudes; the objectivity (object or state of affairs) taken insofar and as how it is conscious in the intentional experience (cogitatum qua cogitatum); and the consciousness of the objectivity, its appearing in the widest sense. The latter, under the Cartesian denominator of “cogito” is the central part of the general structure of consciousness, which Husserl formulates in the following way along Cartesian lines: “ego – cogito – cogitatum qua cogitatum” (see Husserl 1960, §§16 und 21). The three non-self-sufficient parts of this structure indicate the general respects of phenomenological descriptions of intentional experiences. Hence, an individual intentional experience is only concretely described when these parts are described in the way in which they occur in the intentional experience under consideration. The same goes for intentional habitualities like belief and love.

In order to describe intentional experiences and habitualities, the phenomenologist already has to have available descriptive concepts for the sphere of what is reflectively given. Everyday language provides expressions for psychological entities which can be used in phenomenology, such as the different expressions for different kinds of cogito: in English, expressions such as “perceiving,” “feeling joy,” and “judging” for fleeting intentional experiences as well as “love,” “belief,” and “fear” for habitual states such as attitudes and interests, the subject of which is the I, which is not just the subjective pole of intentional experiences but also always a “substrate of habitualities” (Husserl 1960, 66). Phenomenology can and has to rely on this arsenal of descriptive psychological concepts when it introduces new descriptive concepts. The very possibility of a description of experiences that show up as fast as they disappear and are replaced by others depends on the fact that the Heracleitian flow of intentional experiences – which as individually fleeting and flowingly passing into one another, do not allow for their intersubjective spatiotemporal determination – is characterized by a set of eidetic types (wesenmäßige Typik) which “can be apprehended in strict concepts” and therefore allows for a intersubjective determination of a different kind (Husserl 1960, 49). The general kinds of intentional experiences such as thing-perception, recollection, imagination, or judgment and the general genus of intentional experience as such are not something fleeting and do not pass into one another; they are fixed and clearly distinct general types that are expressed by strict, clear, pure, descriptive concepts that can make up eidetic laws (see Husserl 1987, 230–236; Husserl 2008b, §37).

Intentional objectivities (objects and states of affairs) at which intentional experiences are directed also fall within what can be described reflectively and so within the “phenomenological realm” because intentional experiences, insofar as they are a consciousness-of-something, cannot be described without concerning oneself also with that which the experience is directed at. They do so, however, insofar as they have taken on a “change of sense” (Husserl 2001a, 171). This modification of sense is that the objectivity toward which one is directed in the straightforward attitude (e.g., the house that one perceives), is turned into something that only shows up in a reflective act and that only can be described in a reflective attitude: the intentional object as such. In this attitude, the intentional objectivity is described insofar as and how it appears in the intentional experiences for the I of this experience.17 To describe an intentional objectivity as a component of an intentional experience is not to descibe the objectivity of the intentional experience in a straightforward attitude in its objective features (e.g., the objective shape and location of the house I perceive). Instead, in the reflective attitude, one describes the intentional objectivity of the intentional experiences “as such”: one describes as what and how this objectivity was conscious in my thematic intentional experience. So, for example, while remembering the perception of the house I just had, I can ask as what (e.g., as a rowhouse), with which features (e.g., as painted yellow), in which perspectival orientation, etc., it appeared to me. I can find that and much more in the intentional experience itself, when I do not straightforwardly describe the perceived object simpliciter but reflectively describe the perceived object as such (see, for example, the instructive analyses of perception in Husserl 2001c, §§1–4). What shows in reflective description is something to which I have direct access and about which I cannot be wrong insofar as it is conscious in retention or recent recollection. In recent recollection, for example, I can be sure of having just imagined an angel with black wings and not a hippopotamus (see Husserl 2008b, 227). What is described in reflective descriptions are the intentional objectivities as intentional objectivities of particular intentional acts and habitualities – and only as such. The truth of such a “noematic” description does not depend on whether the corresponding objectivities exist or not or whether they are such or different in reality, since we are just concerned with describing the particular intention of the intentional experience or with describing “in a perfectly evident way, ‘what is appearing as such’” (Husserl 2014, 176). Like when we quote a statement, either one’s own or someone else’s, it only matters that we cite correctly and not whether what is stated is true or false. Reflective descriptions of intentional experiences and their intentional objectivities as such are in a manner of speaking cogitographies, in the sense that it only matters that the current cogitationes and their cogitatum qua cogitatum are truthfully rendered and the objective cogitatum (object or state of affairs simpliciter) is completely irrelevant.18


Purely reflective descriptions

Due to the possibility of describing intentional objectivities as such, not only an important dimension of reflective description but also the possibility of purely reflective descriptions is disclosed: the possibility of specifically phenomenological as well as transcendental-phenomenological descriptions. The purity in question, which is to be distinguished from eidetic purity, is the specifically phenomenological purity that is established by means of the method of “phenomenological epoché.” The epoché can be understood as a suspension of certain judgments when engaged in phenomenological description as I will discuss in what follows with the aim of showing how phenomenological descriptions can be pure in both respects.19

When we describe in everyday life an intentional experience and its object in the reflective attitude, we, as the one doing the description, co-posit the object as being that the I of the described intentional experience posits as being (e.g., the moon), and our reflective description can be in this way infused with a positing in which our acquired knowledge about the object is actualized. In descriptions of this kind, things might be addressed that do not belong to the intentional object in the way in which it was conscious in the intentional experience that is being described. Hence, the intentional experience is not reflectively described in a pure manner but straightforward knowledge of the describing I is mixed in. In a purely reflective description, nothing is posited that is actually or habitually posited in the straightforward attitude. Positively stated, such a description only captures what is given in reflection, that is, consciousness, the objectivity of which one is conscious just in the way one is conscious of it, and the respective subject, which is conscious of it, as being conscious of it.

Husserl’s idea of a purely reflective description originated in his theoretical interest to capture what essentially characterizes intentional consciousness and in his deep occupation with the structural features of intentional experiences. The purity in question requires that one refrains from “the falsifying intrusion of all assertions based on the naïve acceptance and assessment of objects, whose existence has been posited in the acts now receiving phenomenological treatment” (Husserl 2001a, 171). This requirement is the suspension of judgment that Husserl calls the “phenomenological epoché.”

The aim of this phenomenological epoché is to describe a “pure act experience,” which is, according to Husserl, something that “is at any time positable and cognizeable, if I, in reflection put out of validity all that holds valid straightforwardly” (Husserl 2019b, 313) and when I, as the one that reflectively describes, suspend all judgments in which something is straightforwardly given or when I solely judge reflectively about the intentional experience and what belongs to it necessarily. When I judge phenomenologically, that is purely reflectively, then I make in my judgments no use of what is posited straightforwardly in everyday life and in the sciences, which is, as Husserl puts it, “bracketed” and recieves the “index of that which cannot be used [Nichtbenützbarkeit]” (Husserl 2002b, 88, my translation). By judging reflectively in this pure manner, I generate the purity of the thematic experiences through the phenomenological epoché: “When I inhibit any judgment as such about objectivities, I judge about consciousness, which is in this sense pure consciousness” (Husserl 1973, 200).20

Whatever the self of the pure consciousness that is reflectively described takes to be the case, actually or habitually, is its concern; my concern, the concern of the reflecting and describing self, is to truthfully describe these acts and habitualities, its self, and the current cogitatum qua cogitatum, aiming at a description of it in its full concretion, including the implicit horizons that determine its sense. So, for example, what belongs to the full concretion of a perception of a thing is not only its surrounding appearing as a background, but additionally a non-appearing surrounding: the world. The non-appearing world lends the thing and the appearing surrounding the implicit sense of being a part of the world. The world which is the correlate of the subject’s habitualities – its pre-scientific and scientific beliefs and convictions – is described as and only insofar as it is this correlate. My belief, the belief of the describing subject, in the existence of the world, my knowledge about the world stays what it is. It remains unchanged because I do not have any reasons to change it, but nothing of my pre-scientific and scientific straightforward knowledge about the world is allowed to be slipped into my description. The judgmental use (Urteilsgebrauch) of this knowledge is suspended (inhibiert). I try to keep to this suspension while doing phenomenology in light of my decision and ensuing commitment to the phenomenological epoché by virtue of my insight into the structure of intentional experiences and their possible purely reflective description. This decision first concerns individual convictions about objects and states of affairs but then also extends in particular to the belief in the existence of the world, insofar as this belief is implied in all intentional experiences of the natural attitude, it is the “general thesis of the natural attitude” (Husserl 2014, §30). This extension of the epoché becomes possible when one becomes conscious of that general thesis and frees it from its natural anonymity. As soon as one thematizes this general thesis and the world posited in it as posited in it, one has set foot on the actually phenomenological ground, the ground of transcendental phenomenology. Descriptions are pure in the transcendental-phenomenological sense when the general thesis of the natural attitude is thematized in them and if the actualization of this thesis in judgments is controlled while describing.

Descriptions in phenomenological psychology presuppose the unacknowledged and, in respect to its use, uncontrolled general thesis of the natural attitude, hence operating with an undiscovered and uninterrupted belief in the existence of the world. Transcendental phenomenology, in contrast, brings this habitual belief into view, and in its reflective descriptions all straight-forward judgments, in which this belief, this way of apperceiving the world is enduringly operative, are suspended. Husserl captures the transcendental-phenomenological attitude which is characterized by epoché as follows:


Under the epoché, I say: “It is my firm will to stick to a universal inhibition of any straightforwardly enacted apperception of the world, of any straightforward doxic-judging acting, instead I want to be and remain in the reflective attitude; what is real, what is valid for me as world, I only make thematic insofar as it is valid in my holding it to be valid […].” When I consider what is purely as it is valid for me, I redirect the gaze towards my concrete life of validity, towards my being subjective, in which the having-the-world-in-validity […] concretely consists.

Husserl 2008a, 46, my translation


This captures the transcendental-phenomenological epoché and reduction insofar as they are a habitual decision to the consequently reflective consideration and description of the life of world-constituting consciounsess and the world as such that is constituted by it.


The twofold purity of phenomenological descriptions

A scientific account of consciousness thus methodologically disclosed requires a descriptive eidetics. Phenomenogical description requires a habitual attitude towards and interest in what is eidetic and more precisely towards eidetic laws. Description on the eidetic level is necessary because the realm that is disclosed by phenomenological epoché and reduction is a realm of fleeting phenomena of pure consciousness; with regard to myself it is my own Heracleitean stream of consciousness and its flowing and fleeting individual experiences which are, in contrast to individual entities in the scientific and pre-scientifically experienced world of realities, not intersubjectively determinable in their spatiotemporal individuality (Husserl 2008b, §37). As discussed, only by means of rigorous pure concepts of types of a higher order can they be captured in descriptive eidetic laws that describe them scientifically. Such descriptions are phenomenological eidetic descriptions, they are pure as phenomenological and as eidetic descriptions. Hence, the purity of a pure phenomenology is two-fold:


Pure phenomenology was not established as a empirical science and its purity […] is not just the purity of pure reflexion, but also that completely different purity that we encounter in the heading of other sciences […] [such as] pure mathematics, pure arithmetic, pure geometry […]. Sciences that are in this sense pure or a priori are pure of all claims about empirical reality. According to their own sense, they are dealing not with realities but with ideal possibilities and pure laws relating to them. […] Precisely in this way, pure phenomenology aims to investigate the realm of pure consciousness not in its factual being, but rather with respect to pure possibilities and laws.

Husserl 1987, 79, my translation


Husserl’s numerous eidetic descriptions executed “on the ground of pure reflection” (ibid.), show that this aim is achievable. These descriptions also show that Husserl’s phenomenology as a “science of pure consciousness” is only possible as a descriptive eidetics (Husserl 2014, §64).

Translated from German by Hanne Jacobs.


Notes

1For an account of the way descriptive sciences proceed see Husserl 1987, 226–240.
2Husserl’s concept of description could also to be contrasted with the concept of construction and deduction, but it is not necessary to elaborate these contrasts here.
3On the intimate connection between description and intuition see also Mohanty 1984, 37–39.
4The frequent expression, “essential law” has to be avoided. Unlike “eidetic law” it has the misleading connotation of a law that is essential or necessary for something. Eidetic laws are, as I will show in the following section, pure laws (reine Gesetze), due to the pure concepts involved.
5Husserl calls pure laws that do not have the form of universal propositions but the form of singular propositions (“The F is (a) G” such as “the unilateral triangle is an equiangular”) “general propositions” (generelle Urteile). In general propositions, we judge about pure essenses (pure universals) such as the unilateral triangle. These propositions can easily be transformed into universal propositions, which are propositions about objects that exemplify pure essences (expressed by pure concepts) (see Husserl 2014, §5 and Husserl 2019a, 236–238).
6The axioms and theorems of arithmetic and geometry, which are for Husserl the models for eidetic (non-empirical) sciences, are pure laws.
7What distinguishes an empirical concept from a pure descriptive concept is only its content, that is, whether it entails explicit or implicit positings of something factual or not. How these concepts are acquired, through experience or otherwise acquired, is irrelevant.
8There are, however, empirical propositions which are at the same time eidetic necessities (see below).
9The pure concepts in eidetic universal propositions correspond to pure essences (pure universals) in the corresponding universal states of affairs. Therefore, Husserl can say that these propositions express “what is valid for all that falls under such essences as such” (compare Husserl 1980, 41). On the relation of concepts and essences see Sowa 2012, 261–263.
10Equivocally we call, as Husserl says, a law that is the “source of necessity” “itself a necessity” (Husserl 2019a, 231). That’s why when Husserl’s distinction is neglected, eidetic laws are often called eidetic necessities.
11Not only matters of fact (of a particular form), but also fictional states of affairs (of a particular form) can be eidetic necessities, such as the fictional state of affairs that the violin tone that Madame Bovary hears has some pitch, because every thinkable tone has some pitch. More eidetic laws concerning “tones as such” can be found in Husserl 2008b, §37b and §39. It is easy to construct the corresponding eidetic necessities for them. As the examples show (see also note 12 below), propositions that express eidetic necessities can consist, besides out of expression for pure concepts, also out of names for individuals and even deictic expressions, which is excluded in the case of eidetic laws.
12The German reads: “Es ist ein Gesetz, dass jede eingesehene Notwendigkeit auf ein eingesehenes Gesetz führt.” This is an important insight for the method of descriptive eidetics since we usually first notice not eidetic laws but eidetic necessities. When we say in everyday life “this happened and I can, unfortunately, not undo it” or when we hear the Beatles sing “Can’t buy me love” then we grasp necessities which are eidetic necessities, and with little effort we can formulate the corresponding eidetic laws. When we do not take this latter step, we are left with the unclear feeling that we are dealing with a state of affairs that cannot be different.
13If we want to make general empirical claims about blue whales, we have to investigate actual blue whales; it would be absurd to investigate fictional blue whales in this context.
14“Meaning more” indicates the “horizon structure belonging to every intentionality” which “prescribes for phenomenological analysis and description methods of a totally new kind” (Ibid.).
15On the concept of horizon see Husserl 1960, §19, and Erhard and Doyon, Chapters 12 and 13 in this volume.
16On Husserl’s ontology see also Cavallaro and Majolino, Chapters 33 and 38 in this volume.
17The expression “as such” (als solches) refers in expressions such as “the intentional meant as such” or “what is valid for me as such” to a perspective of consideration and description that is reflective. Such expressions are incomplete and to be completed with expressions such as “considering” or “describing.” To describe the meant objectivity as such at a certain point in time hence does not mean to describe a special entity (a “noema”), but rather to describe the objectivity that is meant at this point in time by me as it was meant by me and to describe exactly how it was meant. That I can in principle do this is due to my being pre-reflectively conscious of as what and how I meant this meant objectivity. So, for example, that I was perceiving what I took to be my desk and that it appeared in a particular perspectival orientation. That I can in principle do this is also due to my being able to sufficiently remember my intentional experience. The term “noema” as Husserl introduces it in Ideas I is actually only a name for a collection of or list of descriptive aspects for the description of something objective of which one is conscious in an intentional experience insofar as one is conscious of it.
18These cogitographies of single intentional experiences (and habituallities) serve, this should be stressed in advance, only as examples for reflective descriptions on the eidetic level; the phenomenologist does not proceed idiographically but as it were eidographically (see Husserl 1984, §38 and §39).
19For a further discussion of the epoché, see Pradelle, Rump, and Crowell, Chapters 6, 9, and 11 in this volume.
20“Pure consciousness” is the title for the field of operation of Husserl’s phenomenology; therefore “Pure phenomenology is science of pure consciousness” (Husserl 1987, 75, my translation).
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Reduction and reflection after the continental-analytic divide

Jacob Rump

In this chapter, I discuss some lesser-known aspects of Husserl’s concept of the phenomenological reduction in relation to his use of the notion of reflection and indicate how these topics connect to concerns in contemporary philosophy after the analytic-continental divide.1 While closely tied, the terms are not synonymous. “Reduction” has a narrower, technical meaning, as the core component of the phenomenological method, and a wider meaning which Husserl sometimes equates with the method of his phenomenology altogether. Husserl also uses “reflection” with a rather broad meaning according to which phenomenology in general is a “reflective enterprise,” but also in a more circumscribed way under the guise of what he calls “radical reflection.” My primary focus in this chapter is the narrower, more technical sense of each term. The reduction explicitly opens up the unique dimension of phenomenological analysis, and the radical reflection that occurs within this dimension reveals the subject as historical, social, and embodied.


Radical reflection and the reduction as method

Husserl’s frequent appeal to reflection should not be understood – as, e.g., in Gadamer’s critique of “reflective philosophy” (Gadamer 1989, 335–341) – as the attempt to reflect oneself out of one’s circumstances or the historical setting of one’s lifeworld to focus instead on a Cartesian, individual, and ahistorical subject. Rather, as I show below, it was Husserl’s intention, especially in his later work, to explicitly clear the path for an investigation of our setting as historical and social creatures.

Reflection in Husserl’s sense is not a lofty, abstract, theoretical enterprise, but nor is it simply a procedure or operation; it is rather the central activity of a concrete method, centered on the concept of the reduction, that defines phenomenology. While we can describe this method for others, we cannot actually undertake it for them; nor can we rest content to provide others with its “results,” like the head scientist of the laboratory who summarizes her findings for the general public. One cannot undertake reflection or the reduction for another. This point is made both by Husserl (2002a, 320) and by Fink, in the context of his problematization of phenomenological language:


Phenomenological sentences can therefore only be understood in any moment [aktuell] if the situation of giving sense to the transcendental sentence is always repeated, that is, if the epoché as the withholding of the usual worldliness is actively sustained and if the predicative explicating terms are always confirmed again by transcendental phenomenologizing intuition in the moment [aktuell]. There is thus no phenomenological understanding that comes simply by reading reports of phenomenological research; these can only be “read” at all by actually re-performing the reduction itself and the investigations themselves in it. Whoever fails to do that just does not read phenomenological sentences; he reads queer sentences in natural language, taking the mere reflection [Reflex] of transcendental theory in the natural world for the thing itself to his own self-deception.

Fink 1995, 92, Husserl’s alterations inserted, translation modified


The reduction is part of a transcendental method that takes giving or making sense as the paradigmatic activity of the subject; to perform the reduction is to reflect on the conditions through which we make sense of experience – to reveal the world as first and foremost a world of meaning. And the phenomenological investigator has to re-perform the reduction or actively sustain it moment to moment: she cannot simply live in it or accomplish it once and for all (Luft 2004, 199).

But Husserl conceives this performance as more than an act of reflection in the ordinary sense. The reflection involved in the phenomenological reduction is different in kind, and is associated with “transcendental phenomenologizing intuition,” not mere natural intuition.2 The phenomenological reduction names the radical form of reflection through which we come to recognize the natural attitude – and its corresponding, merely natural type of reflection – as an attitude by stepping outside of it and reflecting on it ever anew (see Jacobs 2013). We bracket metaphysical commitments implicit in the natural attitude and instead carry out acts of reflection that highlight those otherwise unnoticed commitments, thereby focusing on the underlying process of constitution or sense-making in experience.

To step outside the natural attitude is not, however, to remove all considerations of one’s circumstances, historical setting, or lifeworld; since this sort of reflection ipso facto preserves the meaning of experience, Husserl insists that, in the reduction, “we have actually lost nothing but acquired the complete, absolute being that, correctly understood, contains every instance of worldly transcendence in itself, ‘constituting’ them in itself” (Husserl 2014, 91). The method of phenomenological reduction thus allows us to understand the world as a horizon of possibly constituted meanings for the subject – meanings whose constitution is irreducibly intersubjective and historical.

Such radical, ongoing reflection would even seem to demand the reconsideration of the meaning of the reduction itself, in light of changing historical-philosophical context (Husserl 2002, 59; see Jacobs 2013, 361). It is thus not only open to us, but indeed required of us, in the very spirit of Husserl’s conception of phenomenology as method, to update our conception of the reduction in light of the different situation in which we find ourselves as philosophers today.

Interpretations of the reduction in Husserl in the secondary literature are extensive and complex, and in this chapter I will not attempt to survey them or to rehash longstanding debates.3 However, it will be useful to briefly note Iso Kern’s (1977) now-canonical positing of three different “ways into” the reduction: the “Cartesian,” the “psychological,” and the “ontological.” For Kern, these different ways into the reduction are more or less prominent at different points in the development of Husserl’s thinking, but the latest-developing and least problematic is the ontological way – the way that is most fully developed alongside Husserl’s conception of the lifeworld, as discussed prominently in later writings such as The Crisis.

An obvious place to start with an updated account of the reduction is thus in Husserl’s Crisis period, where his own radical reflections suggest that the phenomenological reduction would need to be applied to the method of philosophizing itself, not only for a higher-level self-critique of phenomenology, but also to transcend our particular historical circumstance and to extend our analysis from the individual ego-subject to the community. In that text, Husserl describes transcendental phenomenology, with its method of phenomenological reduction, as “incipient philosophy of […] phenomenological-transcendental radicalism.” This radical philosophy “possess[es] no formed logic and methodology in advance and can achieve its method and even the genuine sense of its accomplishments only through ever renewed self-reflections” (Husserl 1970, 182). Taken at face value, this radical methodological claim should even lead us to ask whether there can really be such a thing as the phenomenological reduction at all, as opposed to a continuous process of radical reflection and self-reflection.

In light of this, in what follows I do not claim to give an exhaustive account of the reduction as a technical aspect of Husserl’s method. Instead, I focus on some interrelated aspects of the reduction of special relevance for issues of contemporary interest in theoretical philosophy. The paradigmatic as well as problematic presupposition identified for reduction in Husserl’s Crisis is a characteristically Modern scientistic naturalism that seeks to explain all phenomena in mathematizing terms. This tendency persists, but we can now see, with hindsight, that two other complexly intertwined preconceptions dominated alongside naturalism in the twentieth century: the turn to language and the focus on the isolated subject as the source of knowledge. Thus, if we are to update our conception of the reduction for a changing twenty-first century philosophical landscape that is not only wary of a default naturalism4 but also beginning to question long-held presuppositions related to the analytic-continental divide, we should expect our renewed conception of the reduction to single out not only scientistic presuppositions, but also linguistic ones (the focus of the third section), and to focus not merely on individual, I-subjectivity, but also we-subjectivity (the focus of the fourth section). These correspond to the two problems of sense that Husserl argues in The Crisis must be dealt with in order that “the transcendental reduction is brought to realization”: language taken over from the natural attitude; and the “essential ego forms” of subjects and communities of subjects through which meaning is constituted (Husserl 1970, 174). In both cases, the need to make sense of the philosophical landscape anew is bolstered by recognition of the important problematic of historicity, from which perspective all of these presuppositions appear as products of a particular period of philosophical consciousness (the focus of the second section).


The reduction and the problem of historicity

As Husserl further developed the program of his transcendental philosophy in the twenties and into the thirties, alongside the recognition of a distinct genetic dimension to phenomenology, he began to recognize the need to account for the historical situatedness of consciousness itself (see Carr, Chapter 35 in this volume).5 The products of consciousness in, e.g., natural scientific theorizing (in the naturalistic attitude), are not falsifications, but they are, to an important degree, contextually pre-determined by intersecting intentional horizons of possible meaning arising from particular historical circumstances, prejudices, and interests – products of the lifeworld understood as a horizon of horizons (Luft 2004, 203). If the phenomenological reduction names the form of radical reflection through which we come to recognize the natural attitude as an attitude by stepping outside of it and reflecting on it ever anew, a specifically historical version of the reduction amounts to a radical reflection focused on the historical developments of consciousness as historically situated (Carr 1974, 241) and even – in more contemporary terms – theory laden.

Husserl’s treatment of historicity in relation to the phenomenological reduction in later works such as The Crisis at once raises the sophistication of his account, extends the scope of the notion of the reduction, and foregrounds a problematic tension between the reduction and another important component of his method: its eidetic pretensions (see Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume). Once we admit that consciousness and its constitutional correlates are themselves historical structures (at least to the extent that they arose in the course and context of a history), we can no longer understand the phenomenological reduction as an unproblematic revealing of a- or omni-temporal essences. At the same time, in order to guard against a lapse into historical relativism or mere Weltanschaaungsphilosophie, it seems, the historical reduction must be grounded via some fixed (if necessarily historical) substratum, some a priori of history (Husserl 1970, 349–350). The underlying precondition for historical sedimentations of meaning revealed via the historical reduction is a part of what Husserl came to call the lifeworld.6

In The Crisis, where the notion of the lifeworld is most fully developed, Husserl’s paradigm example of an historically situated attitude toward the world that needs to be revealed as such is that of mathematizing natural science, beginning with Galileo and developing in the Modern period. Since Kant represents the first attempt at “a truly universal transcendental philosophy meant to be a rigorous science,” Husserl contrasts his own attempt to provide an objective grounding for the natural sciences with that of the first Critique. His claim is not that Kant completely failed to objectively ground the sciences, but that Kant’s grounding missed the deeper, ultimately embodied and intersubjective “sense fundament” [Sinnesfundament] of the lifeworld (Husserl 1970, 48–53, 123–126, translation modified). When we ask what was still taken for granted in Kant’s account and recognize in these presuppositions


their own universal and theoretical interest, there opens up to us […] an infinity of ever new phenomena belonging to a new dimension, coming to light only through consistent penetration into the sense- and validity-implications of what was thus taken for granted – an infinity, because continued penetration shows that every phenomenon attained through this unfolding of sense, given at first in the life-world as obviously existing, itself contains sense- and validity-implications whose exposition leads again to new phenomena, and so on. These are purely subjective phenomena throughout, but not merely facts involving psychological processes of sense-data; rather, they are mental processes which, as such, exercise with essential necessity the function of constituting forms of sense [Sinnesgestalten].

Husserl 1970, 112, translation modified


It is only by uncovering this deeper layer of meaning, Husserl believes, that we can see the results of scientific theory not merely as empirical facts but also as historical products of consciousness systematically constituted as meaningful for and by the subject. This uncovering of the lifeworld’s constituting forms of sense as historically developed is presented as the antidote for the crisis of the loss of meaning that Husserl felt characterized his age, a crisis resulting from the fact that mathematizing Modern preconceptions, while not false, no longer have the “dignity of actual self-evidence” in intuition (Husserl 1970, 174).

This critique from The Crisis is already presaged in the more ego-oriented presentations of the reduction via what Kern called the “Cartesian way” in Ideas I and Cartesian Meditations. In both works, Husserl notes that, in attempting to account for the role of the mental in human life, natural reflection tends to begin problematically with “sensualism” or sense-data theory, according to which the data presented in the natural attitude are taken as naturally existing givens (Husserl 1960, 38–39).7 On such views, the data are simply there, independent of consciousness in what is conceived as an exclusively external perception and only subsequently represented in an internal perception that is itself interpreted from within the natural attitude.8 A supposedly inner psychological process – still on the explanatory model of natural science – is then posited as providing form to merely factual matter, thus accounting for our consciousness of a meaningful world as the mere re-presentation of something that was already present independent of consciousness or intentionality.

While these sensualistic accounts are arrived at via reflection, Husserl insists that such reflection is not radical; the ego may take a stance that is disinterested with regard to the world, but it still reflects from a standpoint that participates in it and does not take the world itself to be at issue (Husserl 1960, 33–39). Put differently, for sensualistic or sense-data theories, the mind merely re-presents the world that it supposes to exist independently of intentionality, and the nature of our representations of it – despite the fact that the latter are bearers of intentionality – are themselves assumed to be explainable in those same worldly, ultimately non-intentional terms. Representations are thus accounted for without the radical reflection required to suspend the natural attitude. This implicit critique of representationalism is one respect in which Husserl’s account of reduction and reflection anticipates more recent philosophical concerns.9

For Husserl, radical reflection, by contrast, “has before it no such data […] except perhaps as prejudices. Its beginning is the pure – and, so to speak, still mute [noch stumme]—psychological experience, which now must be made to utter its own sense [Sinn] with no adulteration” (Husserl 1960, 38–39; 1973, 77). Traditional, merely naturally reflective theories of consciousness have missed the “work of uncovering and describing” (ibid.) what occurs at this constitutional level – a level that, on Husserl’s account, as his later analyses of the lifeworld show, is always already intentional, always already imbued with “the function of constituting forms of sense” (Husserl 1970, 112; cited above) but which is only revealed as such via phenomenological reduction.

Thus, only radical reflection can reveal the ultimate foundation of “self-evidence” that makes the very meaningfulness and validity of natural-scientific claims possible (Husserl 2002b, 226). In this light, Husserl’s reduction via the appeal to historicity in The Crisis, though it holds to a very different thesis, anticipates later twentieth-century critiques of positivism and scientific methodology from philosophers of science such as Kuhn and Feyerabend. It also anticipates, in its notion of the intersubjective reduction (discussed in the fourth section, below), the radical social-scientific critiques of later continental figures such as Foucault and Bourdieu.10


The reduction as method of uncovering sense

Husserl’s above-cited discussion of an experience possessing a sense that is unadulterated but “still mute” reveals another aspect in which the historical reduction is even more at odds with dominant philosophical trends of the twentieth century, an aspect that anticipates contemporary philosophical concerns more broadly: Husserl held to a more radical conception of meaning vis-à-vis language and never fully took the linguistic turn (Rump 2018). The question of the role of language in the reduction was taken up by later phenomenologists such as Heidegger, hermeneuticists such as Gadamer, and deconstructionists such as Derrida in the Continental tradition, where the emphasis tended to be on meaning in terms of expression, signification, and discourse.11 And after the linguistic turn, Husserlian accounts of reflection and reduction were treated in the analytic tradition – if at all – via a linguistically and conceptually oriented analysis of intentionality against the backdrop of broadly Fregean assumptions in the theory of meaning.12 However, the relevance of the historical reduction for more recent philosophical concerns does not fit neatly into either of these previous paradigms, since that relevance is not adequately accounted for via analyses focused on linguistic meaning.

While it does not neglect such linguistic considerations, Husserl’s later work takes the project of historical reduction to call for “the genetical tracing of predicative evidences back to the non-predicative evidence called experience” (Husserl 1969, 209), and careful analysis of the relevant texts shows that this non-predicative domain is not taken by Husserl to be exclusively linguistically mediated (Rump 2018). Language is part of the “crust” of sedimentation to be broken through in order to reach the “original lifeworld,” which has been covered over by the “garb of ideas” of mathematizing natural science. This well-known image from The Crisis is also cited in the introductory section of Experience and Judgment, in the context of introducing the task of the analysis of the origin of judgment in pre-predicative experience (Husserl 1973). Here, the “garb” consists not simply in natural-scientific idealizations, but in the more general historical sedimentations of linguistic form (in a critique closely related to that of representationalism, as noted above).13 Husserl thus at once recognizes the crucial insight of the linguistic turn – that language unavoidably influences not only expression, but our very judgments, thought, and experience of the world – and at the same time seeks to move beyond this insight via a more radical reduction not to language but to meaning as such. The version of the reduction that appears in Husserl’s later work does this by uncovering another missed aspect of the lifeworld: in order to “trace the historicity already deposited in it to its source,” we must analyze a level of experience prior to the level of predicative judgments (Husserl 1970, 51; 1973, 45, 47).14

Husserl says that the intentionality operative at this level “does not lie open to the view of reflection but is only implied in the sedimentations which refer to it” (Husserl 1973, 48; see Carr 1974, 224–231). There is a sense in which, as reflecting phenomenologists, we cannot escape the mediation of lifeworld sedimentation, just as we cannot describe the lifeworld without the use of language or some other mode of representation. But this is not because, once we have accomplished the reduction, we can never stop reflecting. Though the reduction reveals reflection as a necessarily condition for the ego (Husserl 2002b, 193, 221, 225), that condition need not and indeed cannot be continually in operation.15 It is not as if, post-reduction, I maintain a fully reflective stance for the rest of my life without ever returning to my pre-reflective life or to the natural attitude (Jacobs 2013, 360). What the reduction to pre-predicative experience in its historical guise reveals is rather the founding role of sense for sedimentations of predicative meaning (Husserl 2002b, 221–222; 1970, 111ff.), even as this experience itself is understood to be unmediated by the “cognitive activity [Erkenntnisbetätigung]” of reflection and thus not directly (thematically) available to phenomenological description (Husserl 1973, 52).

It also follows from this that the constituting forms of sense revealed via such a radical phenomenological reduction to the pre-predicative need not be limited to the terms of the reflective operation through which those forms are discovered, thematized, or described. Even if, on the basis of the close relationship Husserl posits between reflection and thematization, we assume that reflection necessarily involves language, we err if we take this to further imply that the content revealed by all subsequent phenomenological analysis will be limited to the reflective register of a theoretical interest (Husserl 2002b, 227), or even that the senses made thematic in reflection must be themselves predicatively or linguistically mediated.16 (This mistaken further inference is, in a nutshell, the error of the linguistic turn, from which much of contemporary philosophy is currently struggling to extricate itself.)

The fact that he does not make this further inference explains how Husserl can say, in the passage from Cartesian Meditations cited above, that pure experience is reflectively available only in a “mute” way; if reflection is intimately tied to language, then a pure experience is not directly available to reflection as something thematized and expressed. We can only arrive at it reflectively via “sedimentations which refer to it.” Husserl’s call for such experience “to utter its own sense [Sinn] with no adulteration” is, thus, one that we cannot fully achieve – at least at the level of reflective phenomenological description – since no such utterance can be fully unadulterated. However, despite this reaching beyond the limits of reflection, we can still take this regressive “dismantling” [Abbau] (Husserl 1973, 47) or stripping away of the historical sedimentation left by language to constitute a specifically historical form of the phenomenological reduction in that it unearths, as phenomenological residuum, a founding layer of the lifeworld.


The intersubjective reduction

In accessing this layer via a “regressive inquiry which goes from the life-world to the subjective operations from which it itself arises,” we also recognize the founding role played by basic, embodied aspects of lived experience such as “affective experiences,” “manual activity,” and “evaluating” – the latter a term Husserl explicitly contrasts with higher-level, reflective, cognitive activities such as judgment and explication: “this commonplace, familiar, and concrete sense of the word ‘experience’ points much more to a mode of behavior which is practically active and evaluative than specifically to one that is cognitive and judicative” (Husserl 1973, 50–52). This contrast presages critiques of cognitivism in the philosophy of mind in recent decades,17 and is yet another respect in which Husserl’s views anticipate recent trends. In its emphasis on the role of our embodied ways of being in the world, it also demonstrates the falsity of persistent caricatures of Husserl’s phenomenology as “introspectionism” – critiques that arise from an over-emphasis on the “Cartesian way” into the reduction.

From the standpoint of the natural attitude, the above characterization of sense-making in terms of behavior, affect, and activity would amount to a form of behaviorism. But from the more radically reflective standpoint of the phenomenological attitude, an analysis of behavior cannot be read as the interpretation of data representing natural-scientific bodies from a third-personal, objective standpoint, in line with the sort of sensualism critiqued above; it instead points toward the crucial role played by habits of the lived body in the historical process of sense-constitution, from the first-person standpoint of the subject. From this perspective, the body is not simply a physical object whose movements can be represented in data sets for further inferences to the best (naturalistic) explanation, but always also a constituting subject of “living, not logicio-mathematical” spatiotemporality available for phenomenological description (Husserl 1970, 168). It is at this embodied level, outside of our language, that experience can be said to utter its own sense. Husserl’s later work suggests, for example, that this form of sense-making is accessed directly and non-reflectively via habitualities of bodily movement or kinaesthesis (Rump 2018).

This helps to explain the insistence, noted in the first section above, that the reduction must be undertaken for oneself: while not a form of introspectionism, the radical reflection which reveals my own embodiment as a form of sense-making cannot be outsourced to another, any more than I can ask someone else to learn how to ride a bike for me. Though expressed in a different idiom, this is a familiar point from contemporary anti-intellectualist discussions of the epistemology of knowing-how: another may describe the procedures of successful bike-riding for me, but mastery of this shareable, propositional knowledge is phenomenologically distinct from my first-personal knowledge-how.18 Furthermore, if at least some of the sense-constituting habitualities of the lived body outside of language can be taken to be a-historical, this may also help to address the tension between Husserl’s concern for historicity and his eidetics, and thus speak to the above-noted issue of the a priori of history (further discussion of these points is beyond my scope here).

But Husserl’s reappraisal of the reduction in light of the lifeworld not only shows how meaningful experience has a temporal-historical structure arising from the lived body; it also implies that this structure is in large part communal. If the phenomenological reduction thematizes consciousness via intentionality and constitution – via the experience of the world as a product of sense-making – then it must be clarified that the world as experienced is not just the private world of my experience: we live in a communal world that we make sense of in large part collectively, through contributions in the form of culture, civilization, and its various “cultural predicates” (Husserl 2019, 377) and in which these are produced according to certain shared interests and values. Consequently, a radically reflective transcendental analysis, from the perspective of the phenomenological rather than the natural attitude, shows that the consciousness which constitutes the world in the fullest sense cannot be an exclusively individual consciousness. The subjectivity that constitutes the lifeworld in its full complexity is intersubjectivity.19

Although the notion of the intersubjective reduction is emphasized in Husserl’s later lifeworld phenomenology, the roots of this idea are present as early as 1910/1911–three years before his programmatic Ideas I (1913) (see Husserl 1969, 243, note 1; Husserl 2019, 375, note 1). It is the Ideas that are primarily responsible for the “Cartesian” reading of phenomenology, and Kern and others have suggested that there is no reaching of legitimate intersubjectivity via the Cartesian path to the reduction (1977, 131a). Much of Husserl’s philosophy after Ideas I can be read as striving to rebuff the misunderstanding of phenomenology as a form of solipsism that resulted largely from the reception of that work, while holding on to important developments in, e.g., his theory of intentionality.

This increasing turn toward intersubjectivity after the Ideas has been seen by some commentators to mirror (and indeed anticipate) the highly influential mid-century shift in the history of analytic philosophy marked by the later Wittgenstein’s pronouncements against the notion of a private language. Since, from a phenomenological perspective, the lifeworld is “always already” a shared world, just as there can be no private language according to Wittgenstein, there can be no private lifeworld for Husserl (see Cunningham 1976, 19ff.).

It is certainly clear that Husserl takes intersubjective considerations of the reduction to include considerations of shared language:


The problem of constitution is again broadened when we recall that verbal expression, which we excluded from our considerations of logic, is an essential presupposition for intersubjective thinking and for an intersubjectivity of the theory accepted as ideally existing; and that accordingly an ideal identifiability of the expression, as expression, must likewise raise a problem of constitution.

Husserl 1969, 188


This appeal to language as an intersubjective structure is closely intertwined with Husserl’s growing historical preoccupations as discussed in the second section above. Language, qua shared and historical system of meaning, plays a special role in the reduction: as Reeder notes,


since each moment of reduced experience is embedded in the Erlebnisstrom through temporal horizonality, each moment provides a pragmatic check on how words were used before. […] Although the reduction alters all naive metaphysical commitment and results in the intuition of essential structure, language-use under the reduction is still subject to intersubjective verification.

1979, 43


Spiegelberg has similarly argued that an analysis of linguistic usage, while it cannot replace phenomenology, should lead phenomenologists to shift focus from an exclusively “I”-based conception of consciousness and its phenomena to one based in a generic “we,” and to recognize the ways in which these phenomena are themselves historically situated (1975, 225–226).

Cunningham, Reeder, and Spiegelberg are right about the importance of language for a conception of the intersubjective reduction, but the third section above showed that a radically reflective, transcendental-phenomenological analysis covering the full breadth of phenomena that make up the historicized lifeworld will also demand looking beyond the level of language. In line with Husserl’s above-noted rejections of representationalism, cognitivism, and behaviorism and his turn to a notion of sense as undergirding linguistic meaning, his analysis of the lifeworld’s shared meaningfulness contains but is not limited to an analysis of shared language or social patterns of linguistic usage; it extends more broadly to our shared, sense-constituting habitualities as embodied subjects.20 If experience can be analyzed as “a mode of behavior which is practically active and evaluative” (Husserl 1973, 50–52, cited above), then the move from I to We occurs not only at the level of language, but also at the level of shared embodied practices (Carr 2019; De los Reyes Melero 2013). In this sense, Husserl’s conception of we-intentionality or “intentionalities of a higher order” (Husserl 1960, 132) as a structure revealed by the phenomenological reduction anticipates the current burgeoning interest in collective intentionality.21

In a discussion of intersubjectivity from the First Philosophy lecture course, Husserl makes this point with regard to what analytic philosophers traditionally refer to as the “problem of other minds”:


How do things stand, now, concerning the alien conscious life and its expression in alien lived-bodies? To pose the question already means answering it. The alien lived-bodies are, as things, realities for me, and are such so long [as they exist], so long as they are indubitable certainties for me, never to be surrendered, the experiential style predelineates the concordant courses [of experience] and the continual course of this style. […] I have, together with my universe of living appearances encompassed in the title Ego Cogito, mediately co-experienced [miterfahren] in the indication of empathy [Einfühlung] a second transcendental life, and so in general many other [transcendental lives]. The transcendental reduction, accordingly, yields directly my Ego, mediately this alter Ego, and, as such, in general, an open manifold of alien subjects indicated or to be indicated through experienceable lived bodies.

Husserl 2019, 281, translator’s interpolations altered


To ask the question of alien conscious life is already to recognize it as conscious life; from the phenomenological standpoint, other minds are not so much a “problem” to be solved as a source of phenomenological evidence for the fact that the “concretely full and true sense” of the lifeworld is always already intersubjectively constituted (Husserl 2019, 280, translation modified). This is not just a shift to a deeper level of meaning, but a shift in the entire way that we conceive meaning with regard to our supposedly interior mental lives – a form of radical reflection.

Interpreted in this way, with an emphasis on embodiment, the intersubjective reduction not only anticipates recent work on collective intentionality; Husserl’s own accounts of intersubjectivity – even prior to Ideas I – already suggest that reconceptualizing the reduction at an intersubjective, embodied level can only occur against the backdrop of a recognition of empathy as a fundamental component of our lived experience as social creatures – empathy based not primarily in what others say, but in what and how they as embodied beings do.22 This phenomenological conception of empathy as further developed in later works of Husserl, especially the fifth Cartesian Meditation (1960) and later refined by Edith Stein and Max Scheler, has been increasingly important in the resurgence of interest in empathy in recent post-divide philosophy.23


Conclusion

Empathy, collective intentionality, non-representationalism, non-cognitivism, and the focus on the lived body as a source of sense-making and knowing-how are not simply varied domains in which Husserl’s conception of the reduction anticipates recent philosophical trends after the analytic-continental divide. They are also interconnected parts of a larger whole; a unified description of conscious life that arises from the phenomenological reduction when we reflect radically on experience in its full breadth – an embodied phenomenon, both historical and communal – as the key to understanding ourselves and our ways of making sense.


Notes

1Thanks to Sebastian Luft, David Carr, and Hanne Jacobs for their comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
2The term “phenomenologizing intuition” appears in Fink’s original text of the passage cited above. Husserl adds the modifiers “transcendental […] in the moment” (my translation), reinforcing the distinction I emphasize here.
3For a useful recent overview and taxonomy see Perkins 2017.
4See, for example, the essays collected in De Caro and MacArthur 2008.
5For the genetic dimension of phenomenology, see Brudzińska, Chapter 10 in this volume.
6There is a remaining problem concerning the exact status of the most basic and presumably non-historically relative level of the lifeworld, which Husserl seems to recognize with a distinction between the “pre-given” lifeworld and an “original” lifeworld that is prior to all sedimentation and the idealizations of science (see Carr 1974, 225–231, 240; Rump 2017). The issue of the adequacy of reflection for accessing this most basic level is closely related to the issues discussed here but exceeds the scope of this essay.
7Compare the critique of sensualism in Ideas I: “Consciousness is thus toto coelo different from what sensualism would only have us see, from the material that is in fact in itself senseless, irrational – yet accessible, to be sure, to rationalization” (Husserl 2014, 169).
8See Husserl’s critique of such a view as resulting from Locke’s theory of abstraction in Husserl 2019, 137–138.
9See for example, the essays collected in Locatelli and Wilson 2017.
10For recent discussions of Husserl’s influence on the philosophy of science across these traditions, see the essays collected in Hyder and Rheinberger 2009.
11For a detailed overview see Colebrook 2010. For the linguistic turn with the phenomenological tradition more specifically see Langsdorf 1983, 167–168 and references therein.
12For example, in the interpretations of Husserl’s noema in Dagfinn Føllesdal (1990) and David Woodruff Smith and Ronald MacIntyre (1975).
13It should be noted that these opening sections of Experience and Judgment bear the heavy editorial hand of Ludwig Landgrebe, and the attribution of some of the claims of this section of the text to Husserl is contested.
14Nor is this idea unique to this last period of Husserl’s thought: the account of the reduction’s opening up of the transcendental field in the 1923/1924 First Philosophy lectures also uses the phrase “undressing my empirical-objective cloak” to explain the turn to a more originary or unmediated access to lifeworld experience (Husserl 2019, 282).
15See the translators’ introduction to Husserl 2019, liii.
16This is one way of characterizing the Derridean critique of Husserl: for Derrida, there is no “pure” experience. For a defense of Husserl on this point along the lines sketched in this essay see Rump 2018.
17See, for example, Descombes 2001.
18For a helpful recent discussion see Farkas 2018.
19It might be thought that this claim is in tension with the emphasis on the necessarily first-personal nature of knowledge of embodied sense-making expressed in the previous paragraph with reference to contemporary work on knowing-how. But the claim that sense-making revealed by the reduction is largely intersubjective is not equivalent to the claim that all specific acts of sense-making are communal acts. While my learning how to ride a bike is a necessarily individual accomplishment of embodied knowing, such accomplishment is made possible and made meaningful in large part by the shared, sense-constituting habitualities of a community of embodied subjects. While it is true that I must learn for myself, e.g., when to rise off the seat when pedaling and how to lean into curves, I am able to learn how to do these things only in the context of my experience of the embodied practices of others. I am not simply told about those practices; I co-experience them and later enact them (see Husserl’s discussion of co-experience [Miterfahrung] and “experiential style” in the passage from First Philosophy cited below).
20My analysis in the following paragraphs parallels the two levels of the intersubjective reduction identified by Depraz, the first being explicity “verbal,” the second of which can be non-verbal or more “directly” embodied (1999, 108).
21For an overview see Schweikard and Schmid 2013.
22Depraz writes: “If our flesh is our original praxis, this means that we are always working on it and that it is on this basis in us we practise the activity of reflective conversion, of a transcendental epoche and even of eidetic variation. It is also on the basis of this primordial practical incarnation that a possible intersubjective sharing of the reductive act becomes meaningful” (1999, 106).
23For an overview with close attention to contemporary debates in social cognition see Overgaard 2019.
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The genetic turn

 Husserl’s path toward the concreteness of experience

Jagna Brudzińska

The modern theory of subjectivity finds its most prominent expression in Husserlian phenomenology. Subjectivity as such is grasped as a structure of dynamic experience and undergoes a methodologically aware analysis. This implies a significant revaluation of the experienced inner perspective which becomes the crucial point of view for the inspection of consciousness. In this way, phenomenology provides a counterweight to the dominance of the externalist and positivistic approach to human experience. In the first stage of its development, phenomenology achieves this goal through the method of essential description of conscious acts, which leads to the development of the eidetic method (see also Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume). Husserl himself expected from this method an a priori foundation of philosophy and the sciences through the fundamental clarification of their hidden grounds and the purification from all prejudices (see Cavallaro, Chapter 33 in this volume). The success of phenomenology in the twentieth century bears on the capacity to provide a clarification of the fundamental notions of the sciences by means of the essential description of intentional acts. However, until today, within phenomenological research, and especially with regard to the application of the phenomenological method in an interdisciplinary context, the method of essential description is most of the time a static-descriptive analysis.

With respect to the theory of subjectivity, the striving towards the essential description of inner phenomena distinguishes Husserl’s analyses from the classical transcendental approaches. Consciousness appears here not as an abstract principle of formal deduction, but as a lived coherence of multiple experiences. The aim of phenomenology is to grasp consciousness as an interconnection of experiences. Consciousness then appears not to solely consist of isolated cognitive acts but complex developmental processes and dynamics. Taking seriously this discovery implies a profound change of paradigm which in turn influences the inner structure of phenomenology itself. This is the emerging moment of genetic phenomenology as different from a static phenomenology. Genetic phenomenology is in this sense not a specific and somehow odd variation of phenomenology which would negate and overturn the proper sense of phenomenology itself as eidetic science of consciousness. Neither is genetic phenomenology a particular branch of the phenomenological doctrine which would add something alien to Husserl’s original thought, nor is it a secondary application of a particular method in the context of special question. The genetic approach is rather a new and broader understanding of the whole of phenomenology as a theory of subjective experience.

In what follows, I show how, on the one hand, the development of genetic phenomenology goes along with the development of the intentional-genetic analysis, while, on the other hand, the application of this method to different areas of phenomenality discloses a completely new understanding of phenomenology itself. That is, phenomenology reveals its roots in the concrete lifeworld and even presents itself as a kind of anthropology of the lifeworld. Due to the awareness of the deep interdependency between subjective experience and the lifeworld, a genetic investigation distances itself from the abstract question about the identity of the object characteristic of a static investigation. Instead, genetic analysis concentrates on the concrete origin and the genesis of the object as well as of the experiencing subject. In what follows, I will illustrate the slow process of differentiation of the genetic approach from the static within the development of Husserl’s thought, which does not end in a rigid alternative between the two methods. My claim is rather that the two are complementary, or even more, that static phenomenology provides the template for genetic analyses. However, at the same time, I suggest that phenomenological investigation only arrives at its final form and elaboration by means of intentional-genetic analysis.


From static to genetic analysis

The terms “static” and “genetic” analysis are used in Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology to denote two different methods of investigation into the constitutive structures of the experience. The commonly accepted view, presented in 1996 by Kern, Bernet, and Marbach, identifies genetic phenomenology with the late phase of Husserl’s work starting with in the 1920s (181–182). Sakakibara (1997) has shown how such analysis already begins in Ideas II from 1912. I claim, more radically, that genetic motives can even be found at the beginning of phenomenology – already in the First Logical Investigation devoted to the topic of expression and meaning in the context of the analysis of the structure and function of indication (Anzeige) (see Husserl 2001a, 183–190), as well as in the Fifth Logical Investigation, where Husserl discusses the motivational moments of the intentionality of feelings (see Husserl 2001b, 106–112). Here, however, the genetic aspects have a merely descriptive character.1 In my view, it is crucial to acknowledge that the decisive turn towards the genetic approach in phenomenology takes place already before Ideas II, namely in the lectures on The Basic Problems of Phenomenology from 1910/1911 (Husserl 2006a).

Phenomenology begins as a description of intentional consciousness and uncovers such a consciousness as acts of object-giving intentionality (gegenstandsgebende Intentionalität) that can be grasped in themselves. The task of phenomenological research is set in Logical Investigations as the description of the correlation between the intentional lived experience (Erlebnis) and the appearing object. By focusing on the correlation between the intentional act and its object, Husserl’s approach opens up a special field of research.

Later, in transcendental phenomenology, such a correlation will be highlighted as the essential correlation between “noesis” and “noema.” This is the correlation between the subjective achievement of the intentional constitution of meaning and the objective, constituted sense of the object (Gegenstandssinn). Husserl states 1921: “I denote <as> static phenomenological investigations that attend to the correlations between constituting consciousness and the constituted objectivity and altogether exclude genetic problems” (Husserl 1973c, 38).2

In the descriptive phenomenology of Logical Investigations, the essential relationship between “noesis” and “noema” is still understood as the relation between the intentional meaning and the act that fulfils the meaning itself in the intentional experience (Husserl 2001a, 188). The investigation of such a relationship is the first goal of the static analysis of the intentional experience. Here, all empirical-psychological and causal-genetic conditions of the intentional experience are disregarded. In this sense, Husserl here decidedly distances himself from the empirical-psychological argumentations which still characterized his own pre-phenomenological, psychological analysis of the origin of logical concepts, understood as empirical genesis, presented in his Habilitation thesis (Husserl 1972 and 1973a). Following his early position, he notes in Logical Investigations that every mental experience, like any psychological experience, not only has its descriptive content, but also “its causal antecedents and consequents; it somehow reaches into the rush of life and exercises its genetic functions” (Husserl 2001a, 263). However, now, such material and causal conditions of the experience are from the very beginning excluded from consideration as irrelevant. What interests descriptive phenomenology “must be demonstrated exclusively in the content of the meaning-experiences and the fulfillment-experiences themselves, and be demonstrated as essential” (Husserl 2001a, 263–264).

In the Sixth Logical Investigation, the descriptive eidetic analyses are for the first time explicitly referred to as static. Accordingly, Husserl describes the correlation between the act of meaning and the object clearly given in the respective meaning as a “resting unity relationship”: “the sense-giving thought is grounded on intuition and is thereby related to its object” (Husserl 2001b, 201). This resting unity bearing on the synthesis between meaning and intuition is interpreted as a static coincidence (Deckung).

In a following passage of the Sixth Logical Investigation, Husserl distinguishes between such a “resting unity” and the dynamic form of coincidence, a dynamic sense of fulfilment in which “the act of pure meaning, in the manner of a goal-seeking intention, finds its fulfilment in the act which renders the matter intuitive” (Husserl 2001b, 206). By means of the fulfilling consciousness, the object is intuitively given, i.e., vividly visualized and not “merely thought,” as in the symbolic act (ibid.). The resting – and in this sense static – coincidence is put alongside the dynamic one: “where an expression first functions in merely symbolic fashion, and then is accompanied by a (more or less) corresponding intuition” (ibid.). In both cases, however, we are dealing with the constitution of unitary objects that are to be described in terms of their timeless identity. The aim of the static analysis, even if it takes into account the dynamic aspects of the constitution in the consciousness of fulfilment (Erfüllungsbewusstsein), remains the acquisition and structural determination of objective consciousness and object identity. The intentional experience is described as the quasi non-historical givenness of the intentional experience.

The static descriptions do not aim at differentiating the manifold properties of the intentional act, but at identifying its essential structure, the invariant or the essential element in the experience (see Husserl 2012, 29–40). In Logical Investigations as well as in his first years in Göttingen, phenomenology is characterized by meticulous descriptions of various intentional, object-giving acts and thus lays a foundation for phenomenological eidetic research and the success of phenomenology in the twentieth century. The best-known representatives of first-generation phenomenological research include Max Scheler, but also many of Edmund Husserl’s pupils from the Göttingen period, such as Adolf Reinach, Edith Stein, Dietrich von Hildebrand, Jean Hering, Wilhelm Schapp, Roman Ingarden, and the Munich phenomenologists such as Moritz Geiger or Alexander Pfänder.3

The overarching goal of the static-descriptive act-phenomenology is the clarification and foundation of scientific concepts by tracing them back to phenomena that bears great importance for interdisciplinary contexts. This procedure was particularly fruitful within psychology and psychopathology (as with Karl Jaspers, Ludwig Binswanger, Aron Gurwitsch, and others). Husserl himself initially uses the static-descriptive act analyses for the investigation of simple intentional experiences (especially perception). In the context of his evaluation of static phenomenology, Dieter Lohmar interprets static phenomenology as a 1-act-phenomenology (Lohmar 2017). On the contrary, I claim that the singularity of the act or act-complex (Akt-Komplexion) is not a sufficient criterion to characterize the static analysis. The decisive criterion is not whether we are dealing with one or more acts, but whether we consider the experience as a timeless and already completed (geworden) object or as a unitary flow of becoming (Werdungseinheit), a unity which is constantly becoming itself.

In fact, Husserl also takes into consideration more complex experiential contexts by focusing on fundamental relationships among intentional experiences, e.g., categorial acts of knowledge (see Husserl 2001b, 269–295), memory, or image consciousness (Husserl 2005). At the same time, he also progressively deepens his understanding of these intentional experiences by taking into account their basic time structure (Husserl 1991). However, such research is also mainly carried out using static descriptions. Even if the analysis is concerned with the structural moments of the duration of experience (primary impression, retention, protention; see Rodemeyer, Chapter 14 in this volume), the investigation still focuses on the structure of the experience as something that has already become, something that is already completed. Therefore, the historicity of the becoming process of the experience as well as the impulses of its emergence, its relevance, and potential remain disregarded. Static act-phenomenology as research of essences considers the experience as an object in a kind of temporal and historical vacuum. The motivations of the fulfilment process and the perceptual activity, the dynamics of arousing attention, the turning of the attention towards the object, etc., are not taken into account.

Even if bodily-kinesthetic or affective moments are captured in the experience, they are abstracted from the living and dynamic developmental context of subjective life (Husserl 1997, 139–157). It is only when those dynamics come into the focus of phenomenological research that it becomes necessary to differentiate between static and genetic processes.


The expansion of the phenomenological research field: subjectivity as a motivational coherence

The differentiation between static and genetic approach and shift of the focus toward the genetic aspects of experience implies a radical expansion of the research field of phenomenological analysis. This expansion explicitly takes place within transcendental phenomenology, but still in its pre-egological phase. In Lectures on the Basic Problems of Phenomenology from the winter semester 1910/1911, phenomenological description uncovers the holistic stream of consciousness as the proper field of phenomenological constitutional research. We witness here an essential expansion of the phenomenological research field and important differentiation of the types of experiential evidence.

In this context, it becomes possible to take into account not only present and immediately intuitive experiences. In addition to consciousness of the past, we also gain the possibility to consider alien and future consciousness. Phenomenology slowly learns to focus on the contextual intertwining from which experience emerges. Not only explicit intentional acts, but also implicit intentionality is unfolded in the analysis as an actual moment of subjective life. The goal is not to highlight abstract foundational relationships (Fundierungsverhältnisse), but to observe the becoming process implied by each complex experience. Husserl notes,


phenomenological experience does not depend on isolated cogitations that are presences (Gegenwärtigkeiten) noticed now, but, rather […] extends over the whole stream of consciousness, as a unique temporal context which, however, in its total breadth and length does not fall in the light of intuition.

Husserl 2006a, 72


The crucial discovery is that the stream of consciousness as a temporal connection underlies a lawfulness that requires a new method of exploration. This is the method of motivational analysis: motivation attains now the status of an intentional-genetic law binding the structure of experience (Husserl 2006a, 75; see also Husserl 1973b, 78; 2006a, 59–60 and 71–73; see also Pugliese 2018, 91–108).

Thanks to this new perspective, subjective reality is grasped as a temporal flow of experience, as a flowing present that encompasses both past and future, perceiving, fantasizing, remembering, and expecting consciousness. Phenomenology becomes able to describe the processes of experiencing oneself and others in their physical and mental, theoretical and, above all, practical features. The genetic approach discovers the flow of consciousness, the flow of experience, as it is shown to us in inner experience, before any scientific interpretation and explanation, evaluation, and assessment, before any tracing back to physical-causal, naturalizing, or metaphysical-speculative assumptions. The flow is conceived in its different modes of occurrence as an experienceable, infinite field of subjective life and achievement, namely as a temporal, motivational, relational field of genetic analysis (see Brudzińska 2012, 211–212).

In this context, subjective life is grasped as life embedded in history and at the same time as life emerging from history. The focus of the investigation is no longer the identity of the experiences and their objects, explained from a timeless perspective, but the history of the experience itself. Both a complex interconnection of experiences or a single experience can only be understood in the light of their specific historical individuation. In 1929, Husserl emphasizes that while the


“static” analysis is guided by the unity of the meant object. It starts from the unclear manners of givenness and, following the reference made by them as intentional modifications, it strives toward what is clear. Genetical intentional analysis, on the other hand, is directed toward the whole concrete nexus in which each particular consciousness and its intentional object stands as such in each case.

Husserl 1969, 316


Within the genetic intentional analysis, the object is anchored in a concrete and historically determined situation. For this reason, a variety of intentional references (Verweisungen) and interactions belonging to the experiential situation must be investigated. The intentional genetic inquiry no longer ignores the inherent unity of the temporality of life. On the contrary, it aims at taking into account the fact that experiential life has its history in the immanent temporality, “in such a fashion that every single experience of consciousness, as occurring temporally, has its own ‘history’—that is, its temporal genesis” (Husserl 1969, 316).

When it comes to genetic intentional analysis, the important thing is to reveal the intentional implications, to reconstruct the course of the enrichment of sense in the process of individuation, and to reveal the hidden moments of the sense (Aguirre 1970, 142–173). The genetic intentional analysis demands that we pursue the sedimentation of sense in the processes of experience. This means that we look at the transitions from activity to passivity in the life of consciousness and thus disclose the motivation of our apperception. Again, phenomenology gets close to psychology. Husserl means here however a new, no longer empirical-causal psychology, but also a not merely a priori psychology: he strives toward a unique transcendental psychology.4


Egology and monadology from the genetic perspective – the effort of individuation

In Ideas II, the intentional-genetic perspective is deepened and further differentiated with respect to the egological structure. Here, Husserl sheds light on the historicity of egological experience. The genetic process as the process of the becoming of the I is no longer understood merely as an empirical development and thus as causal determination of the mundane subject; rather, the immanent motivational connection comes into the foreground as the legality of the egological stream of consciousness (Husserl 1989, 223–226). In the intentional-genetic perspective, the egological experiences can no longer be viewed as static, separated, anonymous acts; rather, we focus on the way the acts belong together and refer to each other.

The acts can only be understood as emerging from a determinate context. They are no longer self-explanatory mental states. The egological experience is then interpreted as intertwined with its concrete motivational context; the understanding of egological life depends on the exploration of its motivational, historical context. In contrast to the static analyses, which focus on an ahistorical identity structure of the intentional experience, the intentional-genetic analysis aims at interpreting the developmental processes and the individuation dynamics of the egological experience in terms of their horizon.

Husserl introduces the concept of horizon already in his 1907 lectures on Thing and Space (Husserl 1997). In the lectures on The Basic Problems of phenomenology from 1910/1911, he further develops it in the context of the well-known transcendental analysis in order to investigate the stream of consciousness (Husserl 2006a). But it is with the unfolding of the concept of the life world that this notion will become of paramount importance (see Geniusas 2012). From the very beginning, he distinguishes between an outer horizon, which consists in the interconnection of things in the spatial perspective and an inner horizon connected with the temporal interrelation of the lived experiences (Husserl 1973d, 32–39, see also Erhard and Doyon, Chapters 12 and 13 in this volume).

The inner horizon should not be comprehended as a static inner landscape, but as a complex interconnection of experiences animated by an immanent teleology (on teleology see also Miettinen, Chapter 39 in this volume). The intrinsic teleology is disclosed by the genetic approach as the character of the motivational process that binds the subjective experience to personal goals and aims. Thereby, motivation reveals itself not as the general and abstract rule of the succession of inner experiences, but rather as an always individually determined relationship, lively connected to personal experiential contents. Such contents should be intended, more precisely, as experiential gains (Erwerbe). This means that each content has been acquired on the path of the personal history and bears such a history in itself. Personal gains always correspond to personal aims and goals. On this basis, motivation is what makes personal life understandable and meaningful.5

Exploring the idea of the peculiar historicity of the subject, Husserl in Ideas II also discovers within the ego permanent structures, or “habitualities.” Habitualities arise in the history of experience and play a crucial role in the constitution of the subject since they characterize the transcendental subject as an individual (Husserl 1989, 324 and 119; see also Sakakibara 1997). Experience is here examined with regard to the structures of its immanent temporality. In this context, not only the past moment acquires great importance. According to the results of the analyses of the Bernau Manuscripts from 1917/1918, the future dimension of egological experience is as important as the past (Husserl 2001c, 8–11). This brings into the foreground a new dynamic aspect of the relationship between the ego’s past and future. While the meaning of the past is grasped as retention and sedimentation within consciousness, the future is revaluated in terms of expectation within the egological history. Expectations are not just valid per se, they rather reveal our motivations and disclose a lot of our actual inner life, including our individual way to make decisions or even only to perceive the world.6

In the 1920s, Husserl turned again to perceptual experience. Now he is trying to discover the genetic connections that characterize this experience. The analysis of the passive dimensions of the experience of perception comes to the fore. This is the pre-reflexive synthesis of association, which is already evident here as the lawful character of motivation (see Holenstein 1972, 187–192). In this context, affection is no longer interpreted as an abstract moment of irritability (Reizbarkeit) of the subject, but as a meaningful response irradiating from the bodily and affectively experiencing ego, which is at the center of its history (Husserl 2001d, 211). The phenomena that could not previously be dealt with in transcendental analysis, such as awakening interests, devoting attention, but also conflict, ambivalence, and passive decision-making, can finally be considered here (Husserl 2001d, 215–216, 234). Association, which until now was understood in epistemology as a merely formal and primarily empirical legality of subjective sensuality, is reinterpreted. It is considered as the basic law of passive genesis and thus as the fundamental genetic law:


The universal principle of passive genesis, for the constitution of all objectivities given completely prior to the products of activity, bears the title association. Association, it should be clearly noted, is a title of intentionality […]. Association is a fundamental concept belonging to transcendental phenomenology (and in the psychological parallel, a fundamental concept belonging to a purely intentional psychology).

Husserl 1960, 80


Analyses Concerning Passive Synthesis involves a systematic differentiation of the genetic method. Here it becomes clear in what way a singular intentional act can be genetically examined. Husserl applies in a genetic way the previously static methods of analysis, namely the methods of construction (Aufbau) and deconstruction (Abbau) (see Lee 1993, 74–78). In the case of the deconstructive analysis, we start with an already developed experience and use the reconstructive path to investigate the previous forms of experience and dynamics, right down to the elementary passive syntheses, their sources and motivations. In the case of the construction analysis, we start with the depth of passivity (Husserl 2006b, 70–73). Here we try to track down the elementary tendencies within the stream of consciousness in order to investigate their effects in building up experiences. In doing so, we take into account the teleological moments, i.e., the direction towards goals. Motivational moments are recognized not only in the higher-level aims of reason or the merely formal connections between associative unities (similarity, contrast, coexistence, succession), but also in the field of instinctive drives and affective tendencies (Husserl 2001d, 179–189).

The research about perception is not isolated in Husserl’s work. Rather, they must be viewed in connection with the further investigations on egological subjectivity and its genesis. At the beginning of the 1920s, Husserl worked intensively on the subject of monadic individuality. In his analysis of monadic subjectivity from 1921, he differentiates between static and genetic methods. The goal of genetic analysis is to clearly proclaim a phenomenology of monadic individuality: “Finally, we have the phenomenology of monadic individuality, including a phenomenology of a cohering genesis, in which the unity of the monad arises, in which the monad is, insofar as and while it becomes” (Husserl 1973c, 38). In this context, Husserl calls for research into laws that:


enter into laws of experience and determine what the individual unity and closure demands, what necessarily belongs to an individual monad in its own being, which universal form it necessarily has, which kinds of elements or moments this form necessarily contains in itself, and what in this form guarantees unity and closure.

Husserl 1973c, 33


In his 1925 lectures on phenomenological psychology, in the context of a discussion with Dilthey, Husserl deepened the thesis of the individuality of the ego as concrete subjectivity (monad). Here he shows that while we first have to proceed statically when analyzing subjectivity, genetic analyses are then necessary to understand the development of personal unity. This is the only way to understand how the concrete ego develops into the subject of its environment and ultimately into the subject of a history.

The genetic analysis also makes it understandable that pure subjectivity is not a solus ipse, but always functions in the context of intersubjectivity (Husserl 1968, 216). This topic is first systematically dealt with in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation, which uses both static and genetic analysis (Lohmar 2017) and will be deepened in the 1930s in the analyses published in Husserliana XV (Husserl 1973e). However, the status of genetic analysis for the understanding of egological subjectivity is particularly emphasized in the Fourth Cartesian Meditation. Here, Husserl summarizes his previous results on the individuality of egological subjectivity (Husserl 1960, 67–68). The ego appears as the subject of its history in its habitual characters, its persistent style, its willingness to confirm its statements as its personal and historical position (Husserl 1960, 66–67).


The genetic turn in the theory of judgment

The new egological, monadological, and intersubjective focus of phenomenological research does not imply a break in Husserl’s thought. The guiding goal of Husserl’s phenomenology remains the foundation of the objectivity of knowledge, and this implies first of all the clarification of the possibility of logic. Formal and Transcendental Logic published in 1929 is aimed at this objective. The methodological differentiation with respect to genetic analysis grounds a new approach to the question of the justification of logic (Husserl 1969, 244–250). This is where Husserl for the first time designs the project of a genetic judgment theory, in which he formulates very clearly that the theory of judgment should trace back predicative evidence to non-predicative evidence (Husserl 1969, 244–250).

Husserl understands non-predicative evidence as evidence that is gained at a pre-predicative, yet intuitive level. It is evidence that lies before any explication and leads us back to the basis of life world experience. Yet, Formal and Transcendental Logic provides only an introduction to the issues that are carried out in Experience and Judgment, completed in 1936. Since Husserl could not see this book all the way to publication on his own, this was published by his long-time assistant Ludwig Landgrebe. Here, the topic of pre-predicative experience is broadly explored (Husserl 1973d, Section I) and the method of genetic analysis is uniquely demonstrated in its mature form to justify the formation of judgment.

First and foremost, in Experience and Judgment the focus lies on the role of the pre-predicative experience in the genesis of judgment. The pre-predicative genesis essentially relies on the subject’s receptive activities. However, receptivity takes on a new meaning here as the lowest level of egoic activity (Husserl 1973d, 76). This means that subjective passivity already describes a field of specific activities that result from the physical and emotional structures of the subject as well as from its experience. As such, these activities always express subjective interests. These interests already determine the most elementary affections and benefits of the ego in the course of experience, which is now interpreted as a process of typifying apperception. Husserl emphasizes that both affection and attention in the process of typifying apperception can only be understood in the context of the interests of the concrete ego (Husserl 2008, 483).

Once again, in the genetic dimension perception is not interpreted as an isolated act, but rather as a process of apperception, which gains typical shapes and always remains embedded in the entire context of subjective experience. The concept of type and thus the concept of typifying apperception are of particular importance here. The type in the sense of the Husserlian genetic phenomenology is not a category and not an innate schema in the Kantian sense. Rather, it is to be understood as a kind of subjective possession (Habe) that arises in experience, and in experience it changes, and becomes enriched or impoverished (see Lohmar 2008, 103–156).

We must understand this possession as a willingness to awaken (Bereitschaft zur Weckung), which is motivated by experience. It is the organization of our intentional expectations, which are not accidental and do not belong a priori to an object. Rather, the intentions of expectation are formed in dealing with the objects during our life of experience and thus enable us to focus on objects and anticipate them. All of this constantly happens in the course of concrete experiences, well before any explication of their objective meaning.

In Experience and Judgment, the application of the genetic analysis is primarily carried out with regard to the example of perception and with the exclusion of intersubjectivity. But it is precisely the intersubjective context that requires consideration if the experience is to be interpreted in its full sense as a historical motivational context (see Steinbock 1995). The first typifying process takes place in the intersubjective context of everyday life. The meaning and the concrete structure of these experiences are the subject of extensive studies on intersubjectivity and also on the life world, to which Husserl devoted himself in particular in the 1930s (see Husserl 1970, 1973e, and 2008).


Conclusion

In conclusion, it should be emphasized that even if the use of the genetic method acquires paramount importance, especially in late transcendental phenomenology, this approach does not replace the method of static analysis (see Welton 2003). Rather, Husserl sees a necessary connection between the genetic and the static examination process. It is a complex methodological connection that should always be considered in our further concrete research as well as in interdisciplinary fields relying on the phenomenological methods. Genetic analysis requires that I first use the static description to highlight an object of investigation. This then provides the clue for genetic analysis. Accordingly, although the genetic approach promises new and particularly fruitful research perspectives regarding the process like character of human experience, the method of static analysis continues to provide the starting point for genetic research (Husserl 1973c, 40–41).

Genetic phenomenology represents a culmination of the development of Husserl’s phenomenological theory. As such, it has not lost any of its importance. On the contrary, it is desirable that the potential of this approach be explored and further mined. Genetic phenomenology is to be understood as a modern philosophy of experience which, especially today, can play an important role in the interdisciplinary cooperation of the human sciences and contribute to the revision of the dominant naturalistic paradigm.


Notes

1The claim of the descriptive origin of genetic phenomenology in Husserl’s Logical Investigations has not only a historiographical meaning for Husserl research. Rather, the early descriptions of genetic connections among intentional experiences and the related evaluation of the mechanism of association reveal structures which are highly significant for the study of consciousness. However, their full meaning can only be assessed with the unfolding of transcendental phenomenology. I have extensively investigated this topic in Brudzińska 2019.
2I would like to thank Andrew Krema for his translations of the citations from Husserl 1973c.
3For an overview of these phenomenologists see Spiegelberg 1994, 166–304.
4Genetic laws are a priori but the concept of the transcendental psychology reaches over the limits of a priori psychology. I have extensively dealt with the topic of transcendental psychology in Brudzińska 2018.
5Don Welton has explored the function of motivation in relation to the personal subject as subject of a personal history in Welton 2000. See also Zahavi and Loidolt, Chapters 21 and 30 in this volume.
6I explore the question of expectation with regard to the function of passive-conservative and progressive expectation in the process of typifying apperception (typisierende Apperzeption) in Brudzińska 2015.
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Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology

Steven Crowell

This essay discusses some significant features of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology.1 The guiding thread will be the transcendental reduction, which involves an ambiguity that Husserl never ceased to ponder and has continued to engage Husserl scholars. On the one hand, Husserl held that transcendental phenomenology is something radically new, “not merely the old [philosophical] problems interpreted transcendentally” (Husserl 1981, 322). On the other hand, he saw it as the “secret yearning” of all previous philosophy (Husserl 1983, 142), able to answer all philosophical questions, including “metaphysical questions, insofar as they have meaning in the first place” (Husserl 1989, 408). The ambiguity appears when Husserl attributes “absolute” status to consciousness – the “correlation” between intentional act and object – and it concerns the meaning and scope of the evidence to which phenomenological reflection appeals in this attribution.

I will mainly draw on texts where Husserl explains how his transcendental phenomenology differs from Kant’s critical philosophy, and I will generally let Husserl speak for himself. I will take no stand on the adequacy of Husserl’s Kant-interpretation, but I will try to clarify what is at stake. The first section introduces the issue with a look at Husserl’s “breakthrough” to phenomenology in Logical Investigations (published in 1900–1901). Section two discusses the phenomenological reduction, highlighting Husserl’s “Cartesian way” of motivating it. This will lead us to consider the relation between transcendental phenomenology and ontology in the third section. Finally, section four elucidates the fundamental ambiguity of the reduction: the relation between transcendental phenomenology and metaphysics.


Phenomenology as descriptive psychology

Husserl’s phenomenology began as “descriptive psychology,” part of a theory of knowledge that sought to defend the ideality of logical concepts by examining the conscious acts (ideation, categorial intuition) in which they are given. Husserl’s target was psychologism, the view that such concepts are to be explained by facts of human psychology. For Husserl, psychologism entails skepticism and relativism: if logical laws are matters of human psychology, they are subject to change with a change in psychology. The ideal necessity and universality of logic could be defended, however, if, instead of drawing on psychology to explain the genesis of logic, one clarifies logic’s genuine sense through reflective description of the essence of the conscious acts involved in logical thinking, together with their “intentional content.” Doing so provides an intuitive demonstration (Aufweisung) of the “ideas” of concept, truth, judgment, and inference. Husserl’s approach thus partly overlaps with the psychologistic program and can be seen as a modification of the intentionality-based psychology of his teacher, Franz Brentano.

For Husserl, such a “pure” or descriptive psychology is not empirical but eidetic, that is, it serves the theory of knowledge by showing how the meanings of the logical notions making up the formal edifice of knowledge are correlates of specific types of intentional act – e.g., conceiving, signifying, judging, inferring. Where empirical psychology explains knowledge in terms of factual occurrences between mind and world, phenomenology focuses exclusively on the essential relations between intentional acts. The status of the objects of such acts, taken as existing in one way or another, is of no concern; phenomenological method is “metaphysically neutral” (Husserl 1970b, 249, 264).

For example, in grasping the meaning (valid “being”) of the “universal” given in acts of ideation, phenomenology takes no stand on whether this being is in re or ante rem. Its descriptive concern with meaning already suffices to block the “absurd” consequences of explaining logic psychologistically. Similarly, a descriptive eidetic account of perception distinguishes between the object as presented in perception – the “intentional object” of the act – and the object as it really is. Were my perception to prove hallucinatory, these would come apart, but this introduces no metaphysical distinction: in veridical perception, Husserl insists, “it is absurd to distinguish between them” by (e.g.) positing another thing in the mind, a “representation,” ontologically distinct from the real thing (Husserl 1970b, 595). In any case, it is not phenomenology’s business to determine whether some perceptual act is veridical.

This leaves an opening for skepticism.2 Between 1901 and 1907 Husserl’s struggle with skepticism yielded the “transcendental reduction” and a new attitude toward his neo-Kantian contemporaries, Heinrich Rickert and Paul Natorp, who had been critical of the Brentano school and were advancing their own versions of transcendental philosophy. Somewhat paradoxically, Husserl responded to the threat by doubling down on the subjective turn which he shared with psychologistic logicians, advocating a transcendental “idealism” that cost him almost all of his earlier followers.3

In “Kant und die Idee der Transzendentalphilosophie” (“Kant and the Idea of Transcendental Philosophy” from 1923), Husserl claimed that he was motivated to adopt the term “transcendental” by the conviction that Kant’s “revolution in the natural way of thinking” is the path to solving “all meaningful problems” in philosophy (Husserl 1956, 237, 230, my translation). Here phenomenology is no longer conceived as a mere prolegomenon to pure logic but as a full-blown “first philosophy” (1956, 234). In Logical Investigations, phenomenology was to provide “pure [eidetic] intuitive description” of acts in which logical forms (Geltungsphänomene) are given – “ideal objectivities in their genuine being” and the “essential laws” deriving from them, the building-blocks of theory. Husserl now highlights what makes such descriptions possible: the philosopher’s free turn from “direct” to “reflexive givenness” (1956, 232).

The givenness of essences in reflection is only “the first element in the clarification of reason”; as transcendental, reflective description of “phenomena” – “whatever is given precisely as it is given” – has universal scope (Husserl 1956, 233, 231). For instance, while natural-scientific theory rests on logical forms (Geltungsphänomene), science demands empirical evidence, and such evidence itself involves Geltungsphänomene. Natural science is a practice whose data is gathered through observation, experimental set-ups, and outputs from machinery – perceptual objects that are taken as valid, i.e., as containing a claim to “true being” that subsequent perceptions can either confirm or disconfirm. Transcendental phenomenology, then, is tasked with clarifying the intentional “constitution” of “meaning and validity” wherever such validity claims are found in experience.

Husserl had anticipated this idea in Logical Investigations, but the philosophical significance of the “method of intentional analysis” as an approach to the “constitution” of every sort valid objectivity or meaning (Husserl 1956, 233) required a more radical break with Brentano’s descriptive psychology than was achieved there. When this break was finally made public in Ideas I – an outline of the “grounding of phenomenology” as an “eidetic transcendental philosophy” – it became a stumbling block (1956, 233).

This stumbling block was the phenomenological reduction, which “revealed the deepest sense of the Cartesian turn of modern philosophy” and with it the possibility of an “absolute, self-contained eidetic science of pure consciousness” (Husserl 1956, 234). Though the reduction yields a domain of phenomena “never before delimited in its own peculiarity” (Husserl 1983, 63), Husserl maintains that exploration of this domain is “undoubtedly a transcendental philosophy” (1956, 234). And though he rejects Kantian “metaphysics,” Husserl views Kant’s work with “phenomenological eyes,” recognizing a “transcendental subjectivism” akin to the one opened up by the reduction, where “subjectivity” is the “primordial source of all meaning-giving and achieving of truth, and therewith of all true objectivities and true worlds” (1956, 235). This leaves no room for “‘metaphysical’ substructions” such as a “being behind the being” constituted in phenomenologically reduced consciousness. Traditional metaphysics, concerned with “transcendences that are in principle trans-subjective,” is an “infinite realm […] of counter-sense” (1956, 235–236).

Kant moves “de facto within the phenomenological attitude” but “naively,” without “radical self-reflection” on the essence of that attitude (Husserl 1956, 236). His account of “synthesis” contains in nuce “what is distinctive about [...] consciousness” but does not explore it reflectively and intuitively, since Kant fails to grasp the “ultimate sense” of the Cartesian turn to the ego cogito (1956, 237). Husserl tries to illuminate this ultimate sense in his “Cartesian way” of motivating the reduction, which facilitates intuitively guided reflection on the transcendental “attitude” and its “mode of cognition of a completely new type” (1956, 237).


Ways to the reduction

For Husserl, the core meaning of “transcendental” is determined by Erkenntnistheorie, a critical investigation of knowledge.4 Epistemology does not exhaust philosophy, but it does target its character as a knowledge-seeking project. Thus, Husserl held that Descartes pioneered the transcendental turn, and he couched his initial presentation of the reduction in Cartesian terms. However, he also offered two further “ways” to the reduction – a way through psychology and a way through ontology. The former hinges on Husserl’s claim that if one investigates psychological subjectivity through an abstraction parallel to the one employed by physics when it abstracts from all non-physical aspects of the experienced world, one can transform psychological findings into theses about transcendental subjectivity through a mere “change of attitude” (Husserl 1969, 86). The way through ontology, in turn, leads from object-theory, which specifies the essence of various regions of being, to the insight that all objective being depends on transcendental subjectivity. Thus, formal and regional ontology require a “transcendental logic” pertaining to this new “subjective” mode of being.

We will examine the relation between transcendental phenomenology and ontology in the next section, but it is the “Cartesian way” that provides the deepest insight into Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. Though Husserl expressed reservations about this approach in The Crisis, he never renounced it;5 indeed, as Husserl explained in his 1931 lecture, “Phenomenology and Anthropology,” what motivated the Cartesian way was his view that it is demanded by the project of philosophy.

According to this lecture, Descartes’ regress from world to subjectivity opens up the transcendental “dimension” – if only through a glass darkly – because it recognizes that philosophy “comes into being in the solitary and radical attempt of the philosophizing individual to account for and be accountable to only himself” (Husserl 1981, 317). Such accountability means that philosophy must begin and remain a first-personal matter – including the first-person accusative and first-person plural modalities. It can take nothing for granted, can never build theories on something whose claim to validity is simply accepted. If one follows this first-person path, one discovers “an obvious belief never before made explicit,” namely, “universal belief” in “the world and its existence,” which arises from “universal [perceptual] experience with its constant certitude of existence” (1981, 318). But is this sort of evidence firm? In individual cases, we recognize that perceptual evidence is not apodictic but assertoric. In what sense, then, is the “world” certain? Have I ever sought to clarify its rational ground?

If the primary task of transcendental phenomenology is epistemological, it cannot be discharged without reflecting on the first-person experience of the one who is responsible for grounding their beliefs. In a text from 1924, Husserl explains that in contrast to all first-order (“naive”) theorizing, philosophy begins by reflecting on a “presuppositionless” beginning, and it only really “begins” when it sees this “necessary beginning as necessary” (Husserl 2019, 438). Though Descartes’ philosophy is dated, his “discovery of the true beginning” —an “orientation” toward the “goal, [itself set by reflection], of an absolutely grounded philosophy” – is “immortal.” And, perhaps paradoxically, this orientation entails that a new philosophy “cannot ground itself upon older ones” but “must always begin anew” (2019, 439; translation modified).

Neither Descartes nor Kant lives up to this radical demand. Descartes misconstrues the “ego” as a “tag-end of the world” (Husserl 1969, 24) that just happens to be given with apodictic evidence. Kant, in turn, fails to ground his thinking in first-person evidence and so ignores the self-referential character of epistemology, the demand that its analysis of how knowledge is possible apply to its own transcendental mode of cognition (Husserl 2019, 436–437). This apparent “circularity” cannot be escaped by postulating faculties but must be dissolved (gelöst) through epistemological insight (2019, 440) – that is, descriptively, by “bringing to clarity, within the presuppositionless sphere of absolute givenness, what knowledge is according to its essence or meaning” (1956, 377). The transcendental reduction is meant to facilitate this “dissolution” of the apparent impasse in naive epistemology.

In Ideas I, the locus classicus of his motivation and presentation of the reduction, Husserl begins by describing first-person experience in the “natural attitude” (Husserl 1983, 51). In everyday life, things are “simply there for me” against the background of the “world.” Such things are of diverse sorts: natural things, valued things, useful things, works of art – but also other people, customs, institutions, scientific practices, cultural formations, and so on – with all the properties they are taken to have. Each is experienced as having multiple dimensions that I can explore to gain further knowledge of them (their “inner” and “outer horizons”). Further, I experience myself as belonging among them with all my “spontaneities of consciousness” (my ability to inspect, explicate, infer, and so on), everything taking place within the world, a “never fully determinable horizon” that is “necessarily there,” remaining “one and the same, though changing with respect to its contents” (1983, 52–53). Doubts about particulars may arise within the world, but the world’s being is never doubted (1983, 57). This straightforward acceptance of what presents itself as “being” or validly existing – whether in individual cases or in regard to the world as a whole – is the “general positing” of the “natural attitude,” and all “positive” science operates within it (1983, 57).

Once I have recognized that the ground of my belief in the world requires epistemological examination, I can no longer take this general positing for granted. Here Husserl proposes to modify the Cartesian approach: instead of doubting the world – which I cannot do at will – I exercise my freedom to “refrain from judgment” concerning it (Husserl 1983, 58). This epoché (bracketing, suspension) “puts out of action the general positing which belongs to the natural attitude” and so encompasses “the whole natural world” and everything built upon it, including all the findings of the sciences (1983, 61). This changes nothing in my “unshaken conviction” of the world’s existence and the existence of things in the world (1983, 59), but as a philosopher I allow none of that to “give me a foundation.” Indeed, while engaged in my epistemological project I have an “obligation” to “practice a universal epoché” (Husserl 1981, 318).

Crucially, this epoché does not leave me with nothing; rather, I retain everything with which I began, only now as phenomena that merely claim objectively valid being. This negative gesture of abstaining from judgment is only the first step; the reduction proper has the positive goal of demonstrating that, after bracketing the natural attitude’s positing of being, I retain a “phenomenological residuum,” a “new region of being”: “transcendental consciousness” (Husserl 1983, 65–66).

Here the psychological concept of intentionality becomes transcendental. If everything experienced in the natural attitude is experienced as something (putatively valid meaning), reflection shows that this “as” is precisely correlated to the conscious acts in which it is experienced. At first, such correlation is simply a descriptive feature of experience: neither consciousness nor the things it is conscious of show up as isolated atoms but as synthetically unified in various complex ways. In the natural attitude, these connections are generally understood psycho-physically, as a part of the world, and so must fall to the epoché. But the reduction purports to show that even if we make no use of the positing of the natural attitude, the connections remain as a web of “intentional implications” untouched by the epoché. In short, the psychological correlation between act and object is more than it knows; from an epistemological point of view, it is “absolute being” (Husserl 1983, 113).

Husserl’s argument, in which this meaning of “absolute” is specified, runs like this: If, in the natural attitude, I reflect eidetically on the way a perceptual thing presents itself in my stream of conscious experience, I recognize that the thing is not a “part” of that stream; indeed, that it has “no essential unity” with my act of perceiving. This is what Husserl calls experiencing a “transcendent” thing. In contrast, when I reflect on the mental process of perceiving, I see that it belongs necessarily to this stream of conscious experiences and is unified with other mental processes solely through “the essences proper to the mental processes themselves;” that is, “a mental process can be combined only with mental processes” (Husserl 1983, 80). This is what Husserl calls experiencing something “immanent.” This descriptive distinction shows that the evidence in which something immanent and something transcendent is given is radically different: while the evidence for the existence of the transcendent object is inadequate, never complete, the evidence for the existence of a mental process (be its further features what they may) is adequate, apodictic. On this basis, Husserl argues that there is “a fundamentally essential difference between being as a mental process and being as physical thing” (1983, 89). Among modes of being, this difference between “consciousness and reality” is “the most cardinal of them all,” and – be it noted – the difference is based entirely on the “difference between the corresponding kinds of givenness” or evidence (1983, 90). Thus, as far as “their respective meanings are concerned, a veritable abyss yawns between consciousness and reality” (1983, 111).

What philosophical implications does Husserl discern in these eidetic descriptions? He concludes his argument for the reduction in §44, entitled “Merely Phenomenal Being of Something Transcendent, Absolute Being of Something Immanent.” In his own copy A of Ideas I, Husserl emended the title, substituting “Givenness” for “Being.” This change reveals the ambiguity in the reduction that interests us.6

On the one hand, distinguishing between “absolute” and “phenomenal” being seems to invite a metaphysical interpretation. This impression is reinforced when, some sections later, Husserl introduces his “annihilation of the world” thought experiment. There he argues that if we imagine that the orderly world we experience were to lose its order altogether – becoming, in William James’s phrase, a “blooming buzzing confusion” – there would be no more physical things for us, but the “existence” of consciousness “would not be touched.” Thus, Husserl concludes that “no real [i.e., transcendent] being is necessary to the being of consciousness.” Or again, “immanent being” is “absolute being,” whereas transcendent being (reality) is “entirely referred to consciousness” (Husserl 1983, 110).

On this interpretation, when we bracket the general positing of the natural attitude, there nevertheless remains a region of being that can be posited “absolutely.” Intentional correlation is not an abstraction from psychological subjectivity but belongs to a region of “individual” being unsuspected in the natural attitude and so untouched by the epoché. Further, this interpretation entails that “the whole spatio-temporal world,” the real, is “according to its meaning a merely intentional being,” a “being for consciousness,” something “constituted” in the course of conscious experiences. “[B]eyond that it is nothing.” Reality “is not in itself something absolute [...]; in the absolute sense it is nothing at all” (Husserl 1983, 112–113). The metaphysical neutrality of Logical Investigations here seems to give way to metaphysical idealism.7

On the other hand, Husserl’s use of the phrase, “according to its meaning,” and his substitution of “givenness” for “being” in the title of §44, suggest an alternative interpretation. The givenness of a real (transcendent) thing belongs to a web of intentional implications in which its “claim to being” this or that, being so and so characterized, is normatively “pre-delineated” and continually confirmed or disconfirmed in the course of experience (Husserl 1983, 94). The givenness of consciousness (immanent being) does not have this “anticipatory” structure; its Evidenz (self-givenness) is apodictic, “absolute.” This alternative “metaphysically neutral” interpretation (Carr 1999, 99–127) construes the epoché as bracketing all ontological positing in order to thematize “absolute” consciousness and its correlates as phenomena, focusing on how things show up and as what they show up. Here the notions of “relative being” and “absolute being” refer to ways of being given and so to the meaning determined in these ways. For instance, “if the meaning of the physical thing is determined by the data of physical thing-perception (and what else could determine it?), then that meaning [...] necessarily refers us to continuously unitary concatenations of possible perceptions” (Husserl 1983, 95). This sort of relativity carries no suggestion that physical things metaphysically depend on consciousness. Similarly, if the meaning of “immanent being” is determined by its mode of givenness – one that precludes the demand for ongoing confirmation – it can be called “absolute” being. But this carries no suggestion that consciousness is metaphysically independent of everything else.

On a metaphysically neutral reading, the reduction discloses the field of “transcendental self-experience” where the issue is not the metaphysical status of what appears but the distinctive “meaning-constituting” essence of consciousness. This yields a very different conception of transcendental phenomenology, one that might still be called transcendental “idealism” – if “idealism” just designates the asymmetry between consciousness and reality (absolute and relative “being”) with regard to the constitution of meaning and validity. Husserl expresses this asymmetry as follows: “all real unities are unities of ‘meaning’” correlated to a “meaning-bestowing consciousness” which, “for its part, exists absolutely and not by virtue of another meaning-bestowal” (1983, 128–129). The ambiguity lies in how this “meaning-bestowing” is to be understood.8

If a metaphysically neutral interpretation of correlational asymmetry might seem preferable on phenomenological grounds, it nevertheless conflicts with some of Husserl’s cherished aspirations, as we shall see. First, let us consider some conclusions Husserl draws from his Cartesian way to the reduction.

In “Phenomenology and Anthropology,” Husserl notes that the epoché “is not temporary” but a “deliberate abstention” which “I as a phenomenologist am bound to observe permanently” (Husserl 1981, 319). If we fail to understand this, then “everything is lost.” Now if, in practicing the epoché, my own existence is given with a kind of apodictic evidence, then that existence is “prior to the existence of the world because I exist as this ego whether or not the world’s existence can be accepted or accounted for.” Here, the notion of “this ego” has been “revolutionized”: in the natural attitude I am a human being among human beings, but the reduction shows that what I understand myself as – human being – “receives its existential meaning […] only in the life of the [transcendental] ego.” Thus, my true being can be defined by no sortal predicate drawn from the natural attitude; the reduction discloses my “transcendental solitude.” I am simply “the ego who questions the existence of the world,” and this world itself is “mere phenomenon […] possessing only phenomenal validity.” As such, it “is manifestly inseparable from transcendentally reduced consciousness” (1981, 318–319).

If this seems to make the world into a mere “picture” existing “inside me,” Husserl replies that terms like “inside” and “outside” have no absolute validity. Whatever meaning they have must be constituted in the transcendental sphere of absolute givenness. Appeal to mental images or pictures in a phenomenology of imagining or remembering might be appropriate, but the givenness of the world and of perceptual things is not like that. In their very meaning, such things are the Great Outdoors: nothing that one “could ever conceive as existing” in this way transcends the universal scope of conscious evidence (Husserl 1981, 320).

This also addresses the worry that if I make no use of worldly claims “I shall never return to the world and to all those problems that led me into philosophy” (Husserl 1981, 320). The reduction to transcendental subjectivity has a positive sense, thanks to which the world becomes “thematic in a more profound way because a whole new dimension has been added” (1981, 320). We therefore ask a new sort of question about the world – namely, about the meaning and validity that the world and everything in it has by virtue of this new dimension. The sortally undefined ego who inhabits it – the “absolutely responsible subject of whatever has existential validity for me” – contingently “apperceives” itself as a human being in the world, an apperception in which “the world and the human being are first constituted as existing.” So I have never left the world, and I now know “the world itself” as it in truth is: a “transcendental phenomenon.” Only “transcendental subjectivity,” the dimension disclosed by the reduction, “exists without qualification” (1981, 320).

Presented “formally” in this way, the transcendental “relativity” of the world seems “incomprehensible,” leading to baseless “speculative arguments” (Husserl 1981, 320). Only through phenomenological analysis – a “hermeneutic of the life of consciousness” that brings to light the constitutive achievements that are initially “anonymous and hidden” —can this initial incomprehensibility be overcome (1981, 321–322). Transcendental reflection focuses on “the correlation between consciousness as lived experience and that which it is conscious of,” taking the meaning of the thing as it presents itself in the natural attitude as a “guiding clue” for recovering the “origins” of that meaning in manifolds of intentional implications.9 Phenomenology thus interrogates the world – “the only one which has any meaning for us” – with regard to “its sources of meaning and validity.” The reduction does not leave the world behind; it discloses “what exists absolutely” – from which, “of course,” the “true existence” of the world “also flows” (1981, 322; my emphasis).

In a text from 1908, Husserl insists that correlation analysis cannot draw upon the positive sciences. Epistemology must proceed “as though we knew nothing at all” about such things (Husserl 1956, 378). Neither psychological nor teleological-evolutionary explanation can clarify how meaning and validity are constituted. What is “given” to epistemology is “ego-consciousness and consciousness of the outer world,” not “ego itself and outer world itself,” since initially “we do not understand the justified meaning” in which such things can be posited. But through the reduction we can determine “what it means to justifiably assert [in Anspruch nehmen] the existence of ego or external world,” and so also what “‘being’ in the genuine and justified sense means” (Husserl 1956, 379). With this, the Cartesian way to the reduction overlaps with the way from ontology, and consideration of Husserl’s conception of ontology leads us to the heart of the ambiguity in transcendental phenomenology.


Logic, ontology, and transcendental phenomenology

What is most novel about Husserl’s varied ontological reflections is his inclusion of transcendental subjectivity in ontology. For Husserl, ontology is an eidetic science of beings (Seienden; “what there is”) and so is epistemically grounded in transcendental subjectivity. This grounding relation shows that Husserl’s idealism is not initially a metaphysical idealism, since transcendental subjectivity belongs to ontology, and for Husserl, as we shall see in last section, ontology is not metaphysics.

In a text from 1924, Husserl writes that “ontology constructs the logos of a possible world in general”; that is, it is a theory and so is governed by logic as the “science of the apodictic logos which belongs to all beings [Seienden]” (Husserl 1959, 213–214, my translation). If formal logic abstracts from all distinctions among beings to determine the laws that hold of “anything whatever,” ontology takes the “world” into account as the possibility of various “contentful” manifolds of being. Ontology is thus an eidetic science that thematizes the “disjunctively necessary forms of possible worlds” (Husserl 1959, 214). These forms are disjunctively necessary because “world” is always a unique possibility of a contentful manifold of things, but the possible manifolds are many. To differentiate “the disjunctive fundamental types of [...] possible experiential worlds in general,” then, ontology requires an “aesthetic” (Husserl 1959, 213).

Since our actual world is one such manifold, the “logos of actuality [Wirklichkeit] can be found only by beginning from the factically empirical” (Husserl 1959, 213). The resulting ontology is the “complete nomological form of the world” – “nomological” because, as pertaining not merely to a logically possible (hence “real”) world but to the actual world, it must (ideally) take into account the empirical laws that actually obtain there. Thus, the ontology of the actual is “founded,” as Husserl puts it, in “nature and its firm logos (exact natural science).” At the same time, since “mind” (Geist) also belongs to this world, such ontology will also involve “nomological” consideration of the laws established by scientific psychology and related fields (1959, 213).

If logic is “the apodictic logos which belongs to all beings,” it must not only include the “material [sachlich] properties” such beings possess, but also any pertinent relations to mind (Husserl 1959, 214). In the natural attitude, such relations are taken to be psycho-physical, nomologically understood as “psycho-physical conditionalities” (Husserl 1989, 60–95). Under the reduction, however, we see that these conditionalities are founded in a “dimension,” transcendental subjectivity, with its own mode of being. Hence a “full concrete ontology” – one that includes this dimension – “is eo ipso transcendental philosophy” (1959, 215). If, as we saw, there is an abyss between consciousness and reality as regards their modes of givenness, at the ontological level there is a correlation between the two, whose apodictic logos is provided by transcendental logic.

In transcendental logic, ontology necessarily arrives at the insight that “the material world [Sachwelt] and subjectivity do not come together by chance”; subjectivity is “not a contingent content [Sachlichkeit] within some equally contingent world created by a watchmaker God” (Husserl 1959, 215). Rather, world is ontologically inseparable from its correlative subjectivity; indeed, it is “a determination arising from the latter’s own constitutive achievement.” The “leading thought of idealism” – sensed by Hume – comes to fruition in “transcendental idealism,” the claim that “subjectivity is prior to objectivity in ontological dignity [Seinsdignität]” (1959, 215).

What does Husserl mean by “ontological dignity”? He does not say, but we might understand it to mean that being comes in “degrees” and that (transcendental) subjectivity is ontologically “fundamental.”10

A transcendental-phenomenological account of degrees of being could draw upon Husserl’s concept of “founding” (Fundierung). Something is founded on another if it is impossible to conceive it without also conceiving the other, while the converse does not hold. A hammer, for instance, while not ontologically reducible to the material it is made of, cannot be conceived without it, whereas the material can be conceived without the hammer. The founding material, then, would be prior in ontological dignity, or fundamental – a thesis championed in various forms of physicalism.

If, in contrast, subjectivity is prior to objectivity in ontological dignity, then two things follow. First, transcendental phenomenology undertakes “an altogether extraordinary extension of the Idea of being” (Husserl 1959, 217). In addition to various regions of being (physical, mental, ideal, cultural, etc.) – all the Geltungsphänomene that are objects of experience – “being” also includes transcendental subjectivity, which founds such regions. Second, the resulting ontology is no “metaphysical ‘interpretation’ of ‘the’ world”; rather, it is “the structure-form that belongs to every world as world of possible experience and cognition” (1959, 215). If this is so, then transcendental idealism is not a metaphysical thesis but an ontological one, and “genuine ontology” is “nothing but the actual carrying out of transcendental idealism” as an “apriori science” (1959, 216–217). But here a question arises: What, for Husserl, is the relation between transcendental ontology, so understood, and metaphysics? A brief look at Husserl’s account of where Kant’s transcendental logic goes wrong will motivate some reflections on this question.


Transcendental ontology and metaphysics: the fundamental ambiguity

In Erste Philosophie (First Philosophy from 1923/1924), Husserl argues that while seventeenth-century rationalist metaphysics “could not ignore subjectivity,” it floundered in aporiae because it failed understand subjectivity as “a field of transcendental experience” (Husserl 2019, 197–198; translation modified). Locke’s empiricism, in turn, took its lead from the positive sciences, but by importing contingent scientific theories into epistemology – for instance, treating “psycho-physical science as a mediating link” —it just muddied the waters. Today, Husserl writes, this mud is everywhere: “philosophizing natural scientists and philosophers dabbling in natural science” (2019, 200, translation modified).

Kant and Leibniz recognized the problem. For them, all experiential and scientific cognition is “mere phenomenon,” and they made no philosophical use of such cognition. However, they failed to see that these are “phenomena of intentionality,” and on this point Leibniz is clearer than Kant. In Leibniz’s monadology, all “apriori insights” are expressions of “a conformity to law that belongs to the pure essence of subjectivity,” and even sensibility is drawn into this conformity to law (Husserl 2019, 201, translation modified). But Leibniz’s account remains a mere aperçu because he does not subject the monad to “systematic intentional analysis.” Kant’s approach, in turn, is “methodologically grounded” in a way that allows only for “regressive” and “constructive” arguments based on unexamined presuppositions. Further, his “concept of the apriori” is a “permanent embarrassment”: though it is supposed to possess genuine “universality and necessity,” it is a mere “anthropological Faktum” (2019, 204–205; translation modified). Kant attributes transcendental faculties to “us human beings,” but in thus “anthropologizing” the monad, he fails to see that all worldly beings, human beings included, are phenomena, “transcendences in the sphere of immanence” (2019, 432–433, translation modified). The transcendental turn, however, was supposed to clarify (progressively, von unten) the “meaning” of such transcendences (Geltungsphänomene), critically examining “the claim to legitimacy of the ‘evidence’ [Evidenz] for the confirmation and preservation of their supposed ‘being-in-themselves’” (2019, 432, translation modified).

From the “normative point of view” of Husserl’s own conception of the transcendental, then, Kant “in no way lives up to its demands” (Husserl 2019, 436, translation modified). For Kant, the world is the ultimate horizon; under the reduction, however, “fact” and “world” indicate “nothing more than intentional unities”; that is, they “are what they are” only in unity with “pure consciousness” – not as a “real connection or piece” but as something “intended according to the essence of this consciousness” (Husserl 2019, 435, translation modified). Despite Kant’s failure, however, Husserl embraces the demands articulated in Kant’s Transcendental Analytic. Transcendental phenomenology requires both a “transcendental aesthetic” – which determines how “the object is constituted in intuition [...]; how its in-itself is constituted in chains of perception, memories,” and so on – and a “transcendental logic” whose task is to clarify how “laws of thought are precisely laws of thought, while being conditions of possibility of objectively valid being in general” (Husserl 1956, 379).

In his Transcendental Dialectic, Kant’s take on this central demand of transcendental logic – namely, that such laws are valid “for phenomenal things, but not for things in themselves” – rests on the argument that, were it not so, reason would fall into antinomy. To this extent, traditional metaphysics is rendered cognitively impossible. Husserl rejects Kant’s restriction of laws of thought to “phenomenal things” because it is based on the faulty premise that our cognitive faculties are “anthropologically” subjective. Thus, Kant does not really show how synthetic apriori judgments are possible; instead, he “punts the question either into the metaphysical realm [practical “freedom”] or the psychological realm,” and nothing can be clarified this way (Husserl 1956, 381). With the reduction, Husserl dismisses the psychological approach; but what implications does his own transcendental logic (ontology) have for Kant’s strictures on metaphysics?

Husserl emphasizes that transcendental phenomenology “cuts off all false metaphysics,” but he also claims that it leads to “knowledge of the ‘Absolute’ that lies at the basis of nature” and to a “teleological metaphysics, the true ‘reconciliation’ of the mechanical conception of nature with the teleological” (Husserl 1956, 382). Further, he wonders whether “a fully developed teleological metaphysics” might authorize a “new meaning of ‘absolute’,” beyond the “absolute (in the sense of consciousness)” (1956, 382).11 What are we to make of these speculations?

Husserl criticizes Kant for failing to eliminate “factical” elements from transcendental philosophy, but transcendental phenomenology, too, encounters a kind of facticity along its path. For instance, Husserl remarks that “history is the great Faktum of absolute being,” the terrain of “ultimate metaphysical and teleological questions” (Husserl 1959, 506). Metaphysical questions, then, go beyond the eidetic mind-dependence which transcendental ontology establishes for any meaning of being; they concern a facticity revealed within the reduction to “absolute consciousness” itself. How are we to understand this?

Husserl distinguishes between “empirical” and “factical” (1956, 390): while the ontological apriori applies to both, a phenomenological metaphysics must follow the reduction and bracket everything empirical. This leaves what is formally factical, i.e., facticity without empirical specification. Factical consciousness is any “particular sequence of conscious experiences,” but even a sequence governed by strict laws leaves many facta open. “Nature” is such a Faktum. Many natures are possible, but only “one nature is actual nature, factic,” the correlate of an actual sequence in transcendental consciousness that constitutes it. “Our” empirically “given” nature is one such factum, constituted in our sense experience and our scientific ways of conceiving the real, but other types of sensibility and other ways of conceiving are possible (1956, 391–392).

When we say that “our” nature is “in-itself,” then, we mean that it is the correlate of conscious experiences which allow a genuine science of nature to arise. But nothing, it seems, guarantees that such science must “forevermore hold” (Husserl 1956, 393). The phenomenological apriori that “starts from factical nature and factical consciousness” is thus conditional because there is no guarantee that experience must go on in a way that can motivate scientific investigation: if factical experience yields a stable perceptual world that supports various cognitive achievements, then it is governed by the relevant essential laws.

Conditional though it be, however, there is “no other source of justification beyond the phenomenological apriori” (Husserl 1956, 394). While logic holds absolutely, it is no independent source of justification; pure logical possibility cannot, by itself, ground anything factual. This holds for transcendental logic as well: while it includes transcendental subjectivity and so contains the grounds for a possible nature, it contains “nothing of a factic one.” The “miracle here is a rationality” in which “a correlation obtains between factic consciousness and empirical science.” Thus, Husserl concludes, “facticity is not the terrain of phenomenology and logic” – that is, ontology – “but of metaphysics” (1956, 394). What, then, is metaphysics?

We may start with Husserl’s now-familiar ontological claim that the Seinssinn and Seinsgeltung of things is relative to (constituted in) transcendental subjectivity. Such “meaning and validity” falls within correlational analysis, but are things themselves relative to consciousness? Recall Husserl’s claim that consciousness has greater “ontological dignity” than real things. We interpreted this to mean that the “self-enclosed dimension” of transcendental subjectivity – the “monad” – is first in the order of phenomenological founding, since it is presupposed in the constitution of any other sort of being. A metaphysically neutral interpretation of constitution takes this to mean that since constitution discloses what things are, the being disclosed of things as what they are is relative to (or dependent on) consciousness. This entails no relativity of things themselves. A metaphysically idealist interpretation, however, might take “ontological dignity” to mean that only the monad “exists” in a metaphysical sense – that, for instance, the absolute being of consciousness is a factic “dimension” which (it is argued) exists necessarily because, eidetically, it can neither begin nor end (Husserl 2014, 145–153). Here we confront the fundamental ambiguity in Husserl’s transcendental idealism: if one argues that correlation analysis entails “metaphysical” idealism, does this entailment remain within the meaning and scope of the first-person Evidenz to which the phenomenological method is committed? How could Husserl establish that reality depends on consciousness such that, metaphysically, real things would not exist in the absence of consciousness?

Husserl rejects Kant’s Ding an sich on phenomenological grounds, but he also rejects the idea that phenomenal being is “subjective” in the psychological sense. If Kant wavered between a psychological and a metaphysical account of phenomenal being, Husserl seems to embrace something like Leibniz’s idea that phenomenal being is phenomenon bene fundatum, an objective meaning whose claim to validity is borne out in the course of factic experience.

Recent Kant literature has arrived at a similar view, but a problem remains. Rae Langton, for instance, argues that while Kant embraces a kind of phenomenal realism, the fact that what things are known to be always involves a correlational context means that, with respect to such things, we must adopt an attitude of cognitive “humility” akin to Husserl’s conditional apriori. Unlike Allison’s “deflationary” interpretation, Langton’s remains metaphysical: there is only one set of things, one “world,” but things have both intrinsic properties, of which we can know only that they have them, and relational properties that constitute them as phenomena (Langton 1998, 12–14). Thus, while a (transcendental) ontology of phenomenal being is possible, a metaphysical interpretation of such being, abstracted from the correlation, is ruled out. Lucy Allais, in turn, criticizes Langton for severing “manifest reality” (phenomenal being) too radically from things as they are in themselves. For Allais, a move from “empirical” to “metaphysical realism” is possible: beyond our knowledge that things have intrinsic properties or natures “entirely independent of us,” we also know that such intrinsic natures “ground” relational properties in a “metaphysically fundamental” sense. Though science cannot “explain” this, the grounding relation means that a “transcendental idealist” account of manifest reality is already a metaphysical account. We know that the “mind-dependence” of phenomenal being is neither phenomenalistic nor an opening for deflationary accounts of metaphysics, since it is a necessary consequence of this metaphysically fundamental grounding relation (Allais 2015, 248–258). Where might Husserl stand in this debate?

If we take Husserl at his word – namely, that “absolute being,” transcendental subjectivity, is a “monad” in which the world is constituted – the question becomes whether the monad is simply a distinctive kind of ontological “meaning and validity” (as in transcendental logic) or whether it also has “factic” or metaphysical status. Among all the entities that are constituted as existing, one will not find the monad, since it is the locus of all constitution. But does this mean that it alone exists while all constituted being, however well-founded, is “in an absolute sense, nothing at all” (Husserl 1983, 113)? Is the monad a metaphysical absolute, an eidetically necessary Faktum?

The contemporary metaphysical debate between “easy” ontology, defended by Amie Thomasson, and “hard” ontology, defended by Theodore Sider illuminates the stakes of this question. Thomasson holds that the existential quantifier has semantico-ontological import: In English, to say that “the table is well-set” authorizes the inference “there are tables,” an assertion whose validity is established in just the way Husserl describes: by following out the evidence demanded by what Thomasson calls the “application conditions” and “co-application conditions” of the term “table” (Thomasson 2009, 446–448). The scope of the quantifier will thus vary depending on the semantic context. Sider, in turn, denies that the quantifier has such import in natural language. Instead, if we wish to draw metaphysical conclusions from what we say, we must speak a language (“ontologese”) whose quantifier targets only those “fundamental” features of reality that “carve nature at the joints,” thus picking out the “structure” of reality (Sider 2011, 171–173). And because, on Sider’s physicalistic view, the ontologese quantifier picks out sets and space-time points only (2011, 292), the beings that easy ontology affirms – tables, artworks, etc.—do not “metaphysically” exist. This debate, I think, tracks Husserl’s distinction between ontology and metaphysics.

It seems clear that Husserl’s ontology – which is eidetic and to that extent metaphysically neutral—closely approximates the model of easy ontology. But as we have seen, Husserl distinguishes ontology from metaphysics. In doing so, he seems to embrace something like Sider’s ontologese: if we speak metaphysically, cutting nature at the joints, then only monads exist, while phenomenal being is merely intentional, relative to a certain state of the monad. If this is indeed Husserl’s view, what is the metaphysical meaning of the corresponding “relativity” of phenomenal being? Only an answer to this question will clarify how, in moving from an ontology of meaning to a metaphysics of the monad, transcendental phenomenology can avoid the topic of Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic: the Antinomy of reason.

Recently, Dan Zahavi has proposed an answer. Zahavi objects to the metaphysically neutral interpretation of transcendental phenomenology (which he equates with a “weak semantic reading”) according to which things “depend” on consciousness only in the sense that consciousness is a necessary condition for disclosing the meaning things have (Zahavi 2017, 207). Zahavi objects that this is not really metaphysically neutral since it “rules out metaphysical realism” (2017, 208), by which he means something like Sider’s position, where meaning and consciousness are bypassed altogether.12 As he sees it, Husserl’s “transcendental idealism” itself “entails substantial metaphysical commitments concerning the mind-dependence of reality” (2017, 208); it is a kind of “anti-realism” according to which it is impossible to move to a framework-free perspective such as Sider’s ontologese (2017, 183–185). According to Zahavi, transcendental idealism entails metaphysical mind-dependence because it demonstrates the “intertwining and interdependence of mind and world” (2017, 210, 114). It is the correlation itself that is fundamental, and it leaves nothing out.

This sort of metaphysical anti-realism is still a bit hard to distinguish from a metaphysically neutral phenomenology which – in its own voice, as it were – says nothing about the mind-dependence or independence of things in this metaphysical sense. On both views, things that show up as, and continually validate themselves as, mind-independent and transcendent must be (ontologically) understood as mind-independent and transcendent. But the metaphysically neutral view withholds judgment on arguments that purport to show that because the ontology of such things includes an asymmetrical “relativity” to consciousness, they are metaphysically dependent on consciousness, i.e., are part of a fundamental “intertwining” of mind and world without which they would not exist.

To suggest why this nuance matters we may return to Husserl, since he often seems to express the view that only monads “exist” in a metaphysical sense. When he says that transcendental phenomenology leads to “knowledge of the ‘Absolute’ that lies at the basis of nature” (Husserl 1956, 382), he seems to understand this basis in something like Sider’s sense: a fundamental structure of the world which alone metaphysically exists. Put otherwise, the monad is a specification of the “grounding relation” that Allais holds to be entailed by “manifest reality.” Though science, as Allais argues, cannot explain it, Husserl seems to think that phenomenology can. However hesitantly he expresses the supposed metaphysical implications of transcendental phenomenology, Husserl’s conviction seems clear: phenomenal being is real, but reality exists as a dependent stratum of the metaphysically fundamental monad. If this is indeed Husserl’s view about “dependence,” then transcendental idealism would seem to be something like the antinomical counterpart of Sider’s framework-free physicalistic realism. Though I cannot pursue the argument in detail here, the conclusion suggests that Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic may still have something to teach us: phenomenological metaphysics – not merely the traditional metaphysics that Husserl disdains – is antinomical, an “infinite realm [...] of counter-sense” (Husserl 1956, 236).


Notes

1But only some. Important developments which complicate Husserl’s fundamental view – such as “genetic” and “generative” transcendental phenomenology – must regrettably be omitted. See Brudzińska on genetic phenomenology, Chpater 10 in this volume.
2As De Boer (1978) puts it: because in descriptive psychology “no judgment about the actually existing world is possible, the theory of knowledge is caught in an impasse” (190).
3Herman Philipse (1995), in an extensive interpretation of Husserl’s transcendental idealism, draws on De Boer’s reconstruction of the motives that led Husserl to his transcendental turn. Central to his argument is that in his transcendental period Husserl retained the Auffassung/Inhalt analysis of perceptual meaning articulated in Logical Investigations, according to which the “constitution” of perceptual objects is “nothing but” a “projective interpretation” of conscious contents that “endows sensations with the illusory appearance of independent existence” (1995, 265–266). On this basis, statements in Husserl that appear to advocate direct realism are really expressions of an idealism akin to Berkeley’s (1995, 286–287, 298–299), and transcendental idealism is understood by Philipse as a metaphysical idealism. The thesis that Husserl held a “projective” theory of perceptual objects, however, is controversial, though we cannot explore the controversy here.
4This term has a wider meaning for Husserl than our current “epistemology,” since, as already noted, it covers all Geltungsphänomene (“experiences of object-consciousness” [Husserl 1956, 377]), which are at issue not only in epistemology, but in philosophy of mind, ethics, aesthetics, and philosophy of action – indeed, wherever normatively assessable meaning-structures (phenomena) are at issue. For convenience, however, we will here speak of “epistemology,” understood in this broad sense.
5Its “shortcoming” is that “it brings the ego into view as apparently [my emphasis] empty of content” (Husserl 1970a, 155). But the shortcoming is only apparent.
6In a marginal note to copy A Husserl also remarks that “none of §44 can be used,” presumably because it so clearly highlights the fundamental ambiguity (Husserl 1983, 94).
7A. D. Smith (2003) provides the most sustained reading of transcendental phenomenology as a metaphysical idealism. In contrast to Philipse’s approach to transcendental idealism, which does not distinguish between ontology and metaphysics, Smith takes Husserl’s own conception of metaphysics into account, which, as we shall see, rests on just such a distinction.
8Like Drummond (2012) and Zahavi (2017, 115, 207), I interpret Sinngebung as “disclosure” in the context of Husserl’s theory of constitution.
9In many texts (for instance Husserl 1965, 113) Husserl identifies Hume’s search for “origins” – e.g., of our idea of cause, substance, the self, and so on – as a precursor of phenomenology’s transcendental-regressive method.
10Kris McDaniel (2017, 1–11) ascribes this traditional metaphysical idea to Husserl and Heidegger, though he does not explain it in phenomenological terms.
11Five years later, in Ideas I, Husserl poses the same question when he “brackets” the “transcendence of God” (1983, 134).
12As Sider puts it, the sort of “knee-jerk realism” that he defends “requires that the physical description of reality be objectively privileged. And a natural account of the privilege is that physical notions carve at the joints” (2011, 20).
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Phenomenology of consciousness
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Husserlian intentionality

Christopher Erhard

Husserl can be fairly dubbed the philosopher of intentionality. Not only are most of his works related to this notion, Husserl (not his teacher Brentano) also coined the term “intentionality” as a terminus technicus and subjected it to systematic scrutiny. However, from a layman’s point of view, intentionality does not seem very exciting. As it is often put by phenomenologists, consciousness is by its very nature consciousness of something (Husserl 1983, §87).1 Intentionality is mental (conscious) of-ness, contentfulness, aboutness, directedness, targetedness. For instance, if you are enjoying visual experiences, it is always possible to specify what you are seeing – even if you are seeing nothing but sheer darkness. In one sense, thus, the phenomenological notion of intentionality seems trivial. But as we know from St. Augustine, commonsensical trivialities can easily turn into philosophical conundrums. For Husserl, this is definitely the case for intentionality: “‘Consciousness of something’ is […] something quite obvious [sehr Selbstverständliches] and, at the same time, highly enigmatic [höchst Unverständliches]” (Husserl 1983, 212).

But why should the fact that all (or many) conscious episodes are essentially conscious of something be deeply philosophically puzzling? In what follows, I will try to sketch an answer to this question by pointing out what I take to be the cornerstones of Husserl’s lifelong engagement with intentionality. In order to do so, my reflections revolve around three W-questions:


1.Why-Question: why does intentionality matter philosophically?

2.What-Question: what is intentionality?

3.What-Impact-Question: what is the lasting impact of Husserlian intentionality?



The Why-Question: why does intentionality matter philosophically?

I will address the Why-Question by means of a brief contrast between Brentano’s and Husserl’s respective approaches to intentionality.

One of Brentano’s main goals in his seminal Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, published in 1874, was to show that intentionality or, as he put it, “intentional inexistence” amounts to a unifying and defining “mark” of the mental. According to Brentano’s thesis, a phenomenon is a mental “act” if and only if it exhibits intentionality. In this spirit, Brentano hoped to establish “act-psychology” as an empirical and primarily descriptive science based on “inner perception” and associated with a specific realm of phenomena, especially in contrast to the basically explanatory physical sciences such as physics, chemistry, and biology.

However, in contrast to Brentano, Husserl is not primarily interested in finding a “mark” of the mental. To begin with, Husserl straightforwardly denies that every mental phenomenon is intentional: “Not all experiences are intentional experiences” (Husserl 2008a, 246).2 In particular, he claims that sensations or so-called “hyletic data” (e.g., color-sensations) and certain feelings (e.g., bodily pain, fatigue) are not intrinsically intentional.

However, despite the fact that intentionality and mentality are not coextensive, Husserl takes intentionality to be the central mental notion since it refers to the “fundamental property of consciousness” (Husserl 1983, 349) and characterizes “mental, conscious existence in a certain concise sense of these words” (Husserl 2001b, 94). Intentionality is, as it were, the center of gravity of mentality, since all mental phenomena are to some extent essentially connected to intentional phenomena. All experiences “share in” intentionality, although “we cannot say of each mental process that it has intentionality” (Husserl 1983, 199). Even if sensations and certain feelings are not intrinsically intentionally organized, they typically do not occur on their own, but rather as dependent parts or fragments of certain intentional wholes. For instance, a red sensation is usually integrated into an act of seeing a red thing on the basis of an “animating apprehension” (Husserl 1983, 204). Pure sensing redly is an abstraction, at best a borderline case or even a pathological phenomenon.

Besides his critical assessment of Brentano’s thesis, Husserl is primarily interested in intentionality because of its constitutive role, its most significant achievement being the constitution of objectivity. Husserl thinks that a systematic phenomenological exploration of this “functional role” is missing in previous accounts, Brentano’s included:


This state of affairs was not essentially changed even by Brentano’s discovery of intentionality. […] There was no unravelling of the intentionalities involved, no revelation of the “manifolds” in which the “unity” becomes constituted. […] Intentionality […] can be understood only within the synthetic unity that connects every single pulse of psychic life teleologically with regard to the unifying relation to objectivities.

Husserl 1969, 262


In this context, Husserl also refers to the “problem of transcendence,” which was not seriously taken into account by Brentano (Husserl 1991, 357): How can transcendent objects putatively existing in themselves (an sich) be experienced as such? How is this “step beyond ourselves,” whose very possibility Hume famously denied, possible? Husserl’s solution crucially relies on our capacity to perform various “syntheses of identification” (Husserl 2002a, 89), whose peculiar achievement consists in unifying or “polarizing” the stream of experiences. It is due to such syntheses that the flux of consciousness can experientially manifest identity and sameness on the object-side. Unless we have understood how such syntheses are possible, we will not have reached a philosophically justified understanding of the way how subjectivity (consciousness) and objectivity (being, world) can come together. More dramatically put: understanding the nature of intentionality is the key to a genuine philosophical understanding of the world: “Intentionality is the title which stands for the only real and genuine way of explaining, making intelligible” (Husserl 1970, 171).

Obviously, all of this goes far beyond Brentano’s search for a “mark” of the mental. In particular, Husserl is not primarily interested in mental phenomena for their own sake, but rather because of their objectifying and self-transcending function due to which an objective world can manifest itself to us. Thus, Husserlian intentionality is transcendental in nature, maybe even metaphysical or ontological, since it emphasizes the essential correlation between consciousness and being.

Up to now, I have sketched an answer to the first W-Question, i.e., why intentionality matters philosophically for Husserl. It is time to address the second question concerning the very essence of Husserlian intentionality.


The What-Question: what is intentionality?

To begin with a categorial consideration, intentionality is a structural property of (conscious) mental phenomena in virtue of which they are “directed” at or “about” something (else): intentionality thus injects mental directedness into the world.3 This might sound like obscurum per obscurius. However, it is important to note that Husserl is not aiming at an explicit (non-circular) definition or explanation of intentionality. This is because he takes intentionality to be a primitive notion that cannot be defined in non-intentional terms: “The concept of intentionality […] is a wholly and indispensable fundamental concept” (Husserl 1983, 202). More than that: intentionality is a “fundamental characteristic” (Husserl 1983, 75), a “primordial fact” (Husserl 1996, 342). For Husserl, intentionality is not only conceptually basic, but also ontologically fundamental and irreducible. But as often in philosophy, conceptual primitiveness and ontological fundamentality do not preclude further elucidation by means of paradigmatic examples, contrastive comparisons, and structural characterization. This is exactly what Husserl’s phenomenology offers.

Given that intentionality is a property, what kind of property is it? According to Husserl, intentionality is an occurrent (non-dispositional), intrinsic, essential (non-contingent), and original (non-derivative) property of conscious acts. Thus, what an experience is about and how it intends its object does not stem “from without,” so to speak, but is rather rooted in the very nature of the act in question. Intentional features of experiences are grounded in their essence, not in empirical facts: that a consciousness is “consciousness of something […]—this concerns, rather than the fact of the mental process in the world, […] the pure essence which is seized upon in ideation as a pure idea” (Husserl 1983, 74).

Besides, Husserl holds that intentional properties are original or underived in the sense that they are not essentially (or constitutively) dependent upon the intentional properties of other phenomena, mental or otherwise. In particular, the intentionality of consciousness does not stem from the representational powers of language, pictures, or Fregean senses; rather, consciousness itself (or, if one prefers, its essence) is the primordial source of all aboutness in the world. To use Laird Addis’ terminology, intentionality is a natural sign, i.e., a property that “by its very nature represents something else” (Addis 1989, ix).

It is against this general essentialist background that Husserl develops his unprecedently fine-grained analyses of acts. For Husserl, intentionality is not only an intrinsic, essential, and primordial property, but also inherently multidimensional. Husserl basically subscribes to a quadripartite account. Accordingly, intentionality necessarily has, as it were, four dimensions or axes. Thus, every intentional experience is performed or lived through by a subject in a certain way (1), comprises a “quality” or noetic structure (2), incorporates a “matter,” content, or noematic sense (3), and finally, is directed at an intentional object (4). In what follows, a secondary goal will be to show that all four dimensions have a phenomenal signature – what Husserl calls, using a pre-Nagelian wording, “mindedness” (Zumutesein) (Husserl 2001b, 99, 103).

In order to elucidate these four dimensions, I will refer to the following three examples:


a.I’m seeing a black pen (in front of me, lying on my desk).

b.I’m imagining a black pen.

c.I’m (merely) thinking of a black pen.


I begin with the first dimension (1), the subject of experiences, expressed by the use of the first-personal pronoun “I.” It is well known that the early Husserl did not pay particular attention to the ego. However, shortly after he had published Logical Investigations, he famously announced to have “found” the ego (2001b, §8). From now on, the nature of the subject is a constant topic of Husserl’s thinking.

For the (mature) Husserl, it is not just a grammatical fact that the word “I” is used in the three examples, but also a phenomenological necessity. This is because the subject can be involved or engaged in irreducibly different ways in its acts. These various ways of being engaged cannot be reduced to differences within the other three dimensions of intentionality. They rather refer to specific egological modalities. For instance, in seeing the black pen in front of me (a), I can, but need not be attentionally engaged. I can also see the pen peripherally while being focused on the words popping up on the screen. Now, contrast seeing with imagining (b). I close my eyes and try to imagine the black pen I just saw lying in front of me. I may succeed, but it takes some effort. If I get distracted only for a second, the pen disappears. Thus, while perception is (or rather can be) a more or less passive “act,” imagination seems to be intrinsically more active. Arguably, these differences between the passive and the active cannot be reduced to differences within the other three dimensions. Generalizing this example, one can say that all intentional acts in one way or another involve or engage the subject. There are peculiar egoic phenomenal characters since there is something “specifically egoic” (Husserl 2002a, 91) about intentionality. This is why the subject is phenomenologically indispensable.4

I now turn to the second axis of intentionality, i.e., its “quality” or noetic dimension.5 The noetic features are non-independent parts or aspects of intentional experiences taken as wholes – so-called “moments” (see Husserl 2001b). At a first approximation, the quality is the “general act-character, which stamps the act as merely presentative, judgmental, emotional, desiderative etc.” (Husserl 2001b, 119). The quality is intimately connected with the verbs we use in ordinary language to express intentional experiences. Our three examples from above express the act-qualities or act-kinds seeing, imagining, and (mere) thinking, respectively.

However, Husserl’s notion of quality is ambiguous and comprises further nuances. In what follows, I will pick out only two noetic sub-dimensions, namely the distinction between positional (thetic, doxic) and non-positional (neutral) modes, on the one hand, and the distinction between “originarity” or “presence ‘in person’” (Husserl 1983, 83), and more indirect and remote re-presentational modes, on the other hand. Accordingly, four noetic modes result, as shown in Table 12.1.

Table 12.1    


	
Act-quality (noetic character)

	
Positional

	
Non-positional (neutral)






	
Originary

	
E.g., perception, eidetic insight

	
E.g., (unmasked) hallucination




	
Non-originary

	
E.g., recollection

	
E.g., imagination, assumption






To begin, each act either has a certain positional character or comprises a neutralized modification thereof. Ordinary and unchallenged perception of my pen is “positional,” i.e., I pre-reflectively believe in its existence and “naïvely” take it to be as it presents itself to me. While this is still the case when I imagine the pen by recollecting it, imagination does not necessarily posit its object as existent. For instance, I can vividly imagine a blue panther sneaking into my office. However, by being engaged in this imaginary act, I do not “posit” a panther. Imaginary acts of “pure fantasy” are positionally “neutralized” experiences. This binary distinction between positionality and neutrality runs through all conscious acts (Husserl 1983, 271).6

Importantly, positionality is not restricted to propositionally (and conceptually) articulated beliefs, but rather comes in levels – the basic level being a form of non-propositional and “simple” (schlicht) but nonetheless “position-taking” perception (Husserl 2008a, 340). This primordial positional character is grounded in the perception’s originary mode of presentation. In general, positionality and originarity come as a package deal, ordinary perception being a paradigmatic instance of originarity which consists in the “presence ‘in person’ of an individual object” (Husserl 1983, 83). According to Husserl’s famous “principle of all principles” (Husserl 1983, §24) all acts instantiating originary modes of presentation are prima facie epistemically and doxastically supportive for explicit judgments based on them. Sometimes, however, it is possible that originarity comes without positionality. This happens, for instance, when you are knowingly hallucinating an object (Husserl 1997, §5).7 There are also acts which are not neutral through and through (like free phantasy), but sort of in-betweens, such as assumptions or suppositions.

As already indicated, positionality and originarity (and their contraries), though not being coextensive notions, are closely related to each other. According to Husserl, imagining the pen is a non-originary experience that only represents (vergegenwärtigen), but does not directly present (gegenwärtigen) the pen. Originary givenness is not restricted to sensory perception or reflective introspection of (mental) concreta since “ideal” abstracta like numbers or universals (“essences”) can also be originarily given by means of eidetic or categorial intuition (see Husserl 1983, §3).8 Structurally (though not necessarily genetically), non-originary modes are so-called “intentional modifications” of originary modes. For instance, imagining the pen is a modified form of perception, i.e., a quasi-perception: it is as if I perceived the pen in its bodily presence – the perception being intentionally implicated in the imagination (Husserl 2019, 375). Non-originary acts, especially intuitive (non-empty) acts like imagination and recollection, are thus internally related to originary acts that are more immediately targeted at their objects. But non-originary acts also comprise utterly empty “meaning-intentions” (Husserl 2001a, 192) such as episodes of merely thinking or talking about an object in absentia, thereby instantiating purely cognitive phenomenal features. For instance, I might be telling a friend about my new black pen without actually perceiving or imagining it. Although I am still intentionally directed at the pen, mere thinking is, epistemologically speaking, farthest away from it. Ideally, there is always a path of “fulfillment” (Erfüllung, see Husserl’s Sixth Logical Investigation) leading from non-originary modes to originary modes with respect to one and the same object, although this does not always hold since impossible objects like a round square can only be emptily intended (Husserl 2001b, 127). Thus, whether originary acts are possible or not, crucially depends on the nature of the intended object. Impossibilia such as the round square or ficta like Pegasus, for instance, cannot be given in originary acts.

All four noetic modes are experientially manifest, suffused with a certain “what-it-is-likeness” or “mindedness” (Zumutesein). For instance, there is something it is like to be positionally-cum-originarily directed at O as, e.g., in ordinary thing-perception.

I shall now address the final two dimensions of Husserlian intentionality, i.e., content (matter [Materie], noema, sense) and intentional object.

Quality and matter necessarily come as a package deal which Husserl calls the act’s “intentional essence” (Husserl 2001b, 122). But it is in virtue of the matter that we are directed in a contentful way towards the intentional object. In other words: objects never show up as bare objects, but always as more or less determined or characterized. The matter of an act is that moment “which confers […] reference so wholly definite that it not only fixes the object meant in a general way, but also the precise way in which it is meant” (Husserl 2001b, 122).9 This does not preclude the possibility of intending incompletely determined objects. For instance, I can just think about a black pen, not about the particular one referred to in the first example (a).

Two intentional experiences can instantiate the same noetic structure, engage the subject in the same way and also be directed at the same object – and yet be essentially different. Thus, noematic sense is a new and irreducible dimension of intentionality. For instance, I can take the pen in front of me to be a very reliable pen, and I might also think of it as the pen I bought in Rome last year. These two acts are directed in different “contentful” ways towards the same intentional object (the pen).

What exactly are contents? And is there a sense in which contents are “objective,” at least in the sense of being intra/intersubjectively shareable? Since contents, especially propositional ones, are often taken to be the ultimate bearers of truth and falsehood, these questions were of great importance for early twentieth-century philosophers, in particular for those struggling with psychologism. In sharp contrast to Frege, Russell, and others, on Husserl’s early view, defended in Logical Investigations, contents are (universal) properties, types or species of acts, not their objects. An episode of propositional thinking does not “grasp” or “entertain” a thought or proposition, but rather instantiates, exemplifies, or betokens it, thereby making us aware of states of affairs or worldly facts. To be more precise, the content of an act is the abstract “species” or pattern of a dependent part of the underlying individual experience. Husserl draws the following analogy: abstract and universal redness/concrete red coloring = matter in specie/matter in individuo (Husserl 2001a, 230). In other words: the relation between the universal property redness and its concrete instantiation is metaphysically identical with the relation between the matter of a concrete act A and an individual, non-repeatable, non-independent part (“moment”) of A. For the sake of brevity, I will call the former CU or CU (A), and the latter CI or CI (A). So, to repeat, CU relates to CI like redness relates to particular shades of red. This is Husserl’s early Species Theory (ST).

For various reasons, (ST) offers an attractive model of intentional content. First of all, (ST) is metaphysically parsimonious since it does not introduce novel entities beyond those already needed to understand the basic ontological structures of non-mental reality. Note that Husserl throughout his career emphatically rejected particularism, i.e., the view that only concreta, i.e., individual or particular spatio-temporal entities exist. By contrast, he always accepted abstracta, i.e., universals, species, genera, and other “ideal” beings.10 (ST) is just an application of this anti-particularist ontology to the realm of intentional experiences. Second, (ST) seems phenomenologically adequate and illuminating. This is because CI is a “moment” of acts, and as such it is pre-reflectively phenomenally conscious. Thus, the contentful way with which we are directed towards an object has a certain phenomenal character. (ST) thereby fits well with the contemporary position of “Anti-Separatism,” particularly with the “Phenomenology of Intentionality Thesis,” according to which acts have an experiential dimension that is not separable from their intentional content (see Horgan and Tienson 2002). Third, (ST) also is in line with Husserl’s lifelong commitment to anti-representationalism (Husserl 1983, §§43, 90; Husserl 2001b, Appendix to §§11 and 20). In seeing a pen, I am directed at a pen, i.e., a compact three-dimensional material thing spread out in space and time. In imagining or thinking about a pen, I am likewise directed at the pen. No mental images, sense data, Phaenomena, signs, contents, or whatever phenomenologically intervene. Moreover, contents conceived as universal properties of acts are not first-order thematic (focal) objects of the acts whose contents they are. Contents thus do not throw a veil of abstracta between acts and their objects.

However, Husserl was not entirely happy with (ST), and in works and lectures after the Investigations he arguably developed a rival theory, namely the Noema Theory (NT), according to which intentional contents are no longer conceived as properties of acts, but rather, to say the least, as “something else.” Without dwelling upon the vast literature,11 I will sketch what I call the Sight Analogy Reading (SAR) of (NT), which is supposed to be an enriched version of (ST). In particular, I claim that within the framework of (SAR), (ST) and (NT) are not only compatible, but also complementary.

One possible objection against (ST) goes like this: when we focus on the contentful way with which an object is presented to us in an act A, we do not seem to be directed in a second-order act of reflection towards A as it would have to be the case if (ST) were true. This is because (ST) entails that the content of A is a universal property of A, the thematic awareness of which requires what Husserl calls “ideational abstraction” (Husserl 2001b, 123), which in turn is based on “noetic reflection,” i.e., a higher-order act attentively directed towards A. In other words, if (ST) were true, awareness of CU (A) would come about by reflectively comparing concrete (actual or imagined) acts and subsequently abstracting the general property CU. This cognitive activity would be structurally analogous to the abstraction of the universal property redness from concrete instances of red. However, according to later Husserl, this is phenomenologically inadequate. In order to become explicitly aware of the content of A, he now argues, we do not have to reflect on A, but rather on the intentional object O of A. The act seems to be, to use Moore’s famous phrase, a diaphanous medium whose content is located on the object-side of intentionality. We do not perform “noetic reflection,” but rather “noematic reflection” (see Husserl 1973, §64d; Husserl 1983, §89). We describe O (not A) as it is given to us via A. The noema, thus, is O insofar as it appears to us: it is the “bracketed” object. As it is also notoriously put, the noema is the perceived as perceived, the remembered as remembered, the judged as judged, the willed as willed, etc. (Husserl 1983, §§88, 89).

Now, granting that this objection to (ST) makes sense, it leads to (NT), and in what follows I try to argue that according to the (SAR)-interpretation of the noema, (ST) and (NT) are compatible and complementary. I will use the following example to motivate my interpretation. Imagine yourself reaching the silent top of a mountain after a strenuous hiking trip. The weather is good, the sun is shining, only a few clouds are covering the bright blue sky. You can see far into the valley with its lake, houses, trees, etc. Now imagine yourself spontaneously saying out loud (S) “This is a beautiful sight!” According to (SAR), by uttering (S), you are explicitly referring to the noema of your visual perception of the valley. In other words, perceptual (visual) noemata can be understood as sights (Ansichten) or “appearances” (Husserl 1988, 310–331). Furthermore, according to (SAR), it is possible to generalize per analogiam from (visual) perception to all other kinds of acts, thereby pointing out the peculiar noematic “sights” of thoughts, judgments, emotions, evaluations, volitions, etc. (Husserl 1983, §§91, 93–95, 124).

But what are sights/noemata? Do they even exist? It seems plausible to hold that sights exist, that they are not nothing(s), and that talk about them is not mere façon de parler. One reason for this is that there are categorically true statements about them, such as (S). We can literally describe and compare sights, and we can easily quantify over them – they are objects (Gegenstände) in the logical sense. But if sights exist, they are neither identical with acts or their properties nor with their intentional objects. Obviously, the sight referred to in (S) is neither a perceptual experience nor a three-dimensional material object like the valley or the trees. Experiences are “flowing” events or processes, whereas sights are not event-like, and they are also not parts contained in the stream of consciousness. Sights can also be intra/intersubjectively shared: two people can share the same sight, and I can enjoy the same sight twice – at least in principle. And in contrast to the objects of vision, sights are, strictly speaking, not seen. In seeing the valley, I do not see its sight. In a sense, I see through the sight, although not in the same way I see through my glasses. In order to become attentively aware of the sight, a different kind of attitude is required – a reflective attitude that is similar to a primarily aesthetic attitude towards the world (sights can be pictured or painted). Focusing on the sight, I am no longer interested in the intentional objects simpliciter, but rather in the way they look to me. Finally, sights have representational properties: they are sights of something. But the lake, the houses, and the trees are not of or about anything. All this shows that sights/noemata, granted that they are not nothing(s), are neither identical with acts or their properties nor with their intentional objects.

According to (SAR), sights/noemata are twofold founded (or supervenient) entities, anchored both in experiences and their objects. Noemata emerge when subjects and objects intentionally interact, and in one sense of the term, they are mediators, somehow “in between” subject and object – not like veils or obstacles, but rather like handshakes: if I shake someone’s hand, a handshake comes into being. But the handshake cannot be reduced to the hands involved. Moreover, I do not shake a handshake, but a hand. And it would be absurd to argue that we never really shake hands because in order to do so, a handshake must obstructively mediate between two hands.

Thus, on my reading of (NT), noemata are neither numerically nor ontologically identical with the intentional object (like the famous East Coast interpretation of the noema holds), nor are they abstract or “ideal” (intensional) mediating entities analogous to Fregean senses (like the equally famous West Coast interpretation of the noema holds). Both of these interpretations are one-sided, although my reading is closer to the West than to the East. By contrast to these two classical readings, noemata are, again, analogous to sights, i.e., twofold founded, supervenient higher-order entities. And in one sense of the term, noemata are “ideal” since they are neither psychical nor physical (material) entities.

Let me finally substantiate (SAR) with reference to a couple of notoriously difficult passages in Husserl, especially in Ideas I. My claim is that if one replaces “noema” by “sight” in these passages, they become much clearer.

First, Husserl writes that noemata cannot burn up, do not consist of physical parts and chemical elements, never exert physical forces, etc. (Husserl 1970, 242; Husserl 1983, 216). This fits well with (SAR) since it makes no sense to say that a sight can burn, has a weight, or can be decomposed into physical parts. Sights are no material substances. Second, Husserl famously holds that Berkeley’s esse est percipi applies to noemata (Husserl 1983, 241). In the logical sense, the noema is an object, although an essentially “dependent” one. In other words: noemata are ontologically founded and epistemologically transparent. Again, this also holds true for sights since sights have no unseen or hidden parts that could exist without being experienced, and sights also do not exist independently of being incorporated into act-object correlations. Third, Husserl claims that in addition to noetic intentionality there is a second noematic intentionality, the latter “mirroring” the former (Husserl 1983, 243, 247). There is a primacy of noetic intentionality harboring noematic intentionality. Thus, noemata have representational features, they are essentially noemata of something, and again the same goes for sights. The sight from the top of the mountain is essentially a sight of the valley, of the lake, etc. Fourth, Husserl thinks that we have an implicit or unthematic (non-focal) awareness of noemata while we are absorbedly directed towards first-order intentional objects (Husserl 1969, 134–135). Something like this seems to go for sights as well. They are co-experienced, as it were, and they can be turned into focal objects. Although I do not literally or straightforwardly see sights, I can become aware of them in a perceptually informed way. Finally, Husserl argues that while there is a unitary highest genus of noemata (Husserl 1969 §48; Husserl 1983, 307), intentional objects do not constitute a homogenous category or region. This also fits well with (SAR) because all sights qua sights are ontologically on a par, independently of whether their objects belong to the same region or category.

Thus, I conclude that (SAR) is a plausible interpretation, both from a textual and a systematic perspective. To be sure, a thoroughgoing defense of (SAR) would have to justify the analogical generalization from the exemplary case of sights (visual perception) to all other kinds of intentional awareness, especially to other cognitive, emotive, and conative acts, all of which having their own “sights.”

Finally, let me turn to the fourth dimension of Husserlian intentionality – the idea of an intentional object.

To begin with, it is misleading to ask what intentional objects are. This is because the notion of an intentional object is primarily a functional notion grounded in a certain experiential role within the conscious life of a subject. To identify the intentional object means capturing what the subject in question takes herself to be directed at – intentional objects are therefore always bound to a subject’s point of view. There is also a sense in which everything can become an intentional object, even non-existent or impossible objects like unicorns or round triangles. There is no unified ontological region or category of intentional objects – in contrast, e.g., to the region of material beings or mental entities. As Crane aptly puts it, the idea of an intentional object is a “schematic idea of an object,” comparable to “object of attention” (Crane 2001, §5). Husserl clearly anticipates Crane’s notion of a schematic idea of an intentional object by holding that to be “an [intentional] object represents no positive mark, no possible species of content: it refers to the content only as intentionally correlated with a presentation” (Husserl 2001b, 239). This entails that intentional objects have nothing substantial in common – there is no “deep” metaphysical or empirical nature unifying all intentional objects. It is thus crucial to distinguish the notion of an intentional object from the notion of an existent object or entity since intentional objects as such neither have an intrinsic essence nor do they need to exist in order to be targeted by mental acts. Talk of “intentional objects” is therefore ontologically and existentially neutral. As Husserl puts it, an intentional experience “may be present in consciousness together with its intention, although its object does not exist at all, and is perhaps incapable of existence” (Husserl 2001b, 99). This also entails that intentionality, considered as a property of particular acts, is a monadic feature, an “inward peculiarity” (Husserl 2001b, 96), and does not behave like ordinary relations that can only obtain between existent relata.

Husserl further characterizes an intentional object in terms of its phenomenological function as a “pole of identity” (Husserl 1997, 26; Husserl 2002a, 91). Thus, the core phenomenological idea is that an intentional object is experienced as a common focus within a manifold of varying egoic, noetic, and/or noematic variations, all of which entering into dynamically complex “syntheses of identification.” We might call this the essentially polarizing phenomenal dimension of intentional objects. While some of these syntheses are relatively robust and stable, others are looser and instable. With reference to the former, think of mathematical (e.g., 17 X 23 = 391) or empirical identifications (e.g., the pen seen from the desk = the pen seen from the door, Hesperus = Phosphorus, etc.), with reference to the latter think of “weird” identities in dreams or fictions (“In my dream last night, I was a sloth.”). In the case of non-existent objects, typically, certain fulfillments and identifications are not even possible. For instance, impossiblia such as the greatest prime number can only be intended emptily since no “originary” acts of fulfillment are possible. The weaker the sense of identification, the less are we rationally entitled to “posit” the respective intentional object. It is thus possible to systematically correlate types of objects and entities with types of acts manifolds, depending on the strength and robustness of the possible identificatory and fulfilling syntheses.

Before closing this section on the fourfold essence of intentionality, I want to briefly refer to Husserl’s innovative notion of horizon. In particular, I want to argue that this notion can be used to mitigate the notorious problem of non-existent intentional objects.

On Husserl’s view, intentional objects, especially transcendent material objects, are given in an essentially one-sided or “adumbrated” manner, their other sides being implicitly intended via the act’s so-called horizontal intentionality. Take the pen again. We usually take it for granted that we see the whole pen (or the pen as a whole), although we do not (indeed never) see all of its parts or sides at once. Husserl concludes that ordinary thing-perception is a complexly structured whole that comprises both “filled” and “empty” components whose interlacement enables us to literally see things as wholes with currently unperceived parts: “[E]very intuitive intention is […] surrounded by a halo, a corona of empty intentions” (Husserl 2002b, 90–91). There are two kinds of horizons: the empty intentions directed towards the unseen sides of the pen constitute the act’s “inner horizon” (Husserl 1970, 162). This inner horizon is typically complemented by an “outer horizon” in virtue of which a material object is perceived within a “field of things” (ibid.).

An important implication of horizontal intentionality concerns the idea of the world, the “horizon of all horizons” (Smith 2003, 170), often characterized by Husserl as a certain overarching “style” (Husserl 2008b, 236) organizing the diachronic and synchronic entirety of the subject’s experiential life. Due to an act’s outer horizon, intentional objects do not appear in splendid isolation, but rather against the background of other currently non-thematic, but potentially focal objects of awareness. In seeing my pen right in front of me lying on the desk, I am simultaneously (though peripherally) aware of the iMac right behind the pen, but also of the wall in front of which the screen is placed, and also of the floor leading to my office, and so on and so forth. For Husserl, this “and so on and so forth” is not a mere linguistic device, but rather reflects the peculiar worldly phenomenal character of perception due to which we perceive ordinary objects as “in-existent” in the world (Husserl 1973, §8).

Now, if all of this is true, then there are two ways in which the word “intentionality” can be used. First, it applies to acts directed towards particular objects, which might be called act/A-intentionality. Second, intentionality also characterizes the subject’s (conscious) mind as a whole (see Drummond 2012), which can be called stream/S-intentionality. While A-intentionality, as I have already argued, is not essentially relational (since intentional objects need not exist), it is possible to hold that S-intentionality amounts to a “real” relation between consciousness and world. Both forms of intentionality are tied together through the act’s horizon. In other words, non-relational A-intentionality is grounded in relational S-intentionality. Phenomenologically speaking, non-existent objects are essentially local phenomena that necessarily show up against a global background of objects (warrantably) posited as existent.

Husserl hints at such a view in passages referring to the possibility of global illusion, reminiscent of the Cartesian genius malignus. However, Husserl hastens to add that global illusion is not a genuine possibility since illusions require some background of non-illusionary confirmation. Although each particular A-intentional act might be non-veridical, the S-intentionality of the subject’s conscious life as a whole must be veridical, even “apodictic.” Husserl writes that:


it is ridiculous to doubt the existence of the world. It is clear that the dignity of the experience of the world (Welterfahrung) [=S-intentionality] […], is characterized by an incomparably higher dignity of evidence than that of individual experience [=A-intentionality]. [...] There is something apodictic about the existence of the world.

Husserl 2008b, 236, my translation


While the non-existence of the world still remains a purely logical possibility (see Husserl 1983, §49), it does not follow that it is a real or motivated possibility, given our factual worldly experiences. In this context, Husserl points to an important difference between A-intentionality and S-intentionality. While it is possible to spell out conditions under which A-intentionality is non-veridical, i.e., conditions under which empty intentions are frustrated in the course of further experiences, this is not possible for S-intentionality. As Husserl writes, the world “has no constituted horizon of possible non-confirmation” (Husserl 2008b, 236, my translation). While a particular object of A-intentionality might turn out to be other than expected (illusion) or even be wholly non-existent (hallucination), this is not possible for the world conceived as an overarching “style”: “Every confirmation or refutation of certain things presupposes the being of other things, thus finally the being of the world” (Husserl 2008b, 255, my translation).

Against the background of horizontal intentionality, I thus tentatively claim that it is possible to reconcile a relational and a non-relational reading of intentionality by distinguishing between A-intentionality and S-intentionality, only the latter being strictly relational. If sound, such a reading would also entail that Husserlian intentionality is essentially world-involving.


The What-Impact-Question: what is the lasting impact of Husserlian intentionality?

In this last section, I want to highlight two important philosophical ideas flowing from Husserl’s account of intentionality. The first remark concerns the irreducibility and fundamentality of intentionality, the second Husserl’s transcendental-phenomenological idealism.

To begin with, Husserl is clearly committed to the view that intentionality is a fundamental and basic property. This entails that intentionality is irreducible, both conceptually and ontologically. However, as I hope to have shown, this does not mean that intentionality amounts to a brute monolithic and mysterious datum that cannot be further described and analyzed. Quite the contrary, Husserl offers by far the richest account of intentionality in the history of Western philosophy. The possibility of further description and analysis does not entail explicit definition or explanatory/ontological reduction. In particular, Husserl rejects approaches that try to “naturalize” intentionality by reducing it to a non-intentional (usually causal) tracking relation obtaining between a mental state A and an object O if and only if A is intentionally directed towards O. Put in Husserlian jargon, such a relation would be an empirical, factual, or “real relation,” which, in sharp contrast to intentionality, requires O’s real existence (Husserl 1983, §90; 1989, §55). However, it is absolutely essential for intentional experiences that they often do, but need not necessarily involve an existent second relatum. The fact that we can misrepresent objects and be intentionally directed towards non-existent (or non-real) objects still speaks forcefully against the possibility of physicalizing intentionality (see Crane 2003, Chapters 5–6). Importantly, the possibility of intending the non-existent is not restricted to non-veridical phenomena in which we fail to “hit” reality, so to speak. There is a huge number of conative phenomena such as expectations, fears, hopes, plans, goals, (practical) intentions, volitions, and decisions, all of which are by their very nature directed towards not (yet) existing correlates. In fact, consciousness of non-existent objects abounds and is far more common than usually assumed.

So, Husserl emphatically rejects reductive approaches of intentionality, defending the view that intentionality is a fundamental, intrinsic, irreducible, but also phenomenologically describable property of conscious minds. What needs to be recognized above all is that acts have an intrinsic “intentional essence.”

However, there are influential philosophers who doubt the very existence of intrinsic and essential intentionality. For them, this is pure magic. Hilary Putnam is one of them. He famously claims that nothing has “an intrinsic, built-in, magical connection with what it represents – a connection independent of how it was caused and what the dispositions of the speaker or thinker are” (1981, 5). For Putnam, the intentional nexus is always “contextual, contingent, conventional” (ibid., 3). Basically, his argument rests on the idea that there is no sharp line between the derived and founded intentionality of pictures, signs, and linguistic items, and the (allegedly) original and intrinsic intentionality of “mental representations.” Putnam uses several thought-experiments to support this view. In one of them, he imagines two people, one of whom has never seen a tree. Confronted with a picture of a tree, both people might have type-identical “inner lives.” However, only for the one familiar with trees “the picture is a representation of a tree,” while for the other:


the picture only represents a strange object, nature and function unknown. Suppose one of them has a mental image which is exactly like one of my mental images of a tree as a result of having seen the picture. His mental image is not a representation of a tree.

Ibid., 3–4


The picture of the tree qua physical object (qua Bildding, as Husserl would say), does not in and of itself refer to anything. In order to do so, it must be interpreted from the outside, so to speak. Putnam generalizes this idea by claiming that intentionality is not (sufficiently) determined by whatever might go on phenomenologically in our minds/heads:


What is important to realize is that what goes for physical pictures also goes for mental images, and for mental representations in general; mental representations no more have a necessary connection with what they represent than physical representations do.

Ibid., 3


External circumstances be they causal, conventional, or dispositional, ultimately and completely determine the intentional nexus. Putnam concludes: “The doctrine that there are mental presentations which necessarily refer to external things is not only bad natural science; it is also bad phenomenology and conceptual confusion” (ibid., 21).

So, has Putnam refuted Husserlian intentionality in one fell swoop, so to speak? At least three critical remarks are in order (see also Addis 1989, 87–94; Hopp 2011, 35–36). First, Husserl would perfectly agree that mental objects in consciousness, whatever they may turn out to be (sensations, sense data, mental images, signs, etc.), are not sufficient for intentional awareness. Indeed, this is what Husserl’s lifelong anti-representationalism and his critique of sense data/image/sign-theories of intentionality is all about. Besides qualia, “apperception” is needed, i.e., dynamic, enactive, embodied, and fulfilling syntheses of identification via empty horizons. However, contrary to what Putnam is suggesting, mental representations (contents) are properties of acts, not objects in the mind. And why should a psychological property like “being about prime numbers” or “being about a tree” be any more mysterious than a biological property like “being a tree”? Why should trees, but not perceptions of trees have essential properties? Only if one adopts a prior commitment to a reductive or rather eliminativist approach, such psychological properties will appear mysterious.

Second, Putnam seems to subscribe to a rather meagre empiricist Humean picture of the mind, when he writes: “Stop the stream of thought when or where we will, what we catch are words, images, sensations, feelings” (ibid., 17). Put in contemporary jargon, and in sharp contrast to Husserl, Putnam is an extreme “separatist” since he accepts various qualia in the mind without assigning them any intentional role. Not unlike Hume, Putnam obviously thinks that reflection on our experiential life reveals nothing but non-intentional sense data or qualia. But this is myopic, if not just “bad phenomenology” on Putnam’s side. To see this, consider what Putnam claims to have found upon introspection: “words, images, sensations, feelings.” However, it seems odd to suppose that we can introspectively discover words among our experiences. At best, there are experiences of words. Whatever and wherever words may be, they are no actual (reell) parts of consciousness. What about images? Again, it seems to be bad phenomenology to say that images are “objects” in our minds. There are imagining acts, e.g., acts of visualizing Pegasus, but no tiny imagelike things. In other words, “good” phenomenological reflection shows that “words, images,” and probably also “sensations, feelings,” are always already infused with intentionality. Thus, in contrast to Putnam, introspection delivers evidence for and not against intrinsic intentionality! Just like Hume, Putnam seems to ignore that unbiased reflection reveals intentional acts, actively or passively lived through by the subject, and not just anonymous impressions and ideas popping up and down.

Finally, Putnam seems to confuse two things. On the one hand, there is the question whether there are entities exhibiting intrinsic intentionality – in Husserl’s case, these are the intentional contents CU or the acts instantiating CU’s. On the other hand, there is the question under which factual circumstances an individual act instantiates CU. Even if external conditions of various sorts are causally or otherwise necessary for the instantiation of CU, this does not show that CU is not a “natural sign,” i.e., an entity exhibiting intrinsic intentionality. Causal or other triggering conditions for the instantiation of a property P are not per se constitutive conditions for P-ness. Wakefulness depends on various external conditions such as the amount of oxygen in the air, but this does not entail that being awake is not (partially) determined by what goes on phenomenologically.

Putnam’s denial of intrinsic intentionality brings me to my second and closing remark, namely Husserl’s transcendental-phenomenological idealism – a topic that is still highly controversial in scholarship.12 One way to formulate Husserl’s idealism is by claiming that, essentially speaking, intentional experiences and their objects (or more broadly: consciousness and world/being) are internally correlated with each other. This means that there are “essential laws” according to which acts of type X and objects of ty1pe Y are connected in a non-contingent and non-analytical, but rather synthetic a priori manner:


We also foresee […] that this […] manifold typology of correlations […] is not a mere […] fact, but rather that the factual indicates an essential necessity which […] can be translated […] into an immense system of […] a priori truths. No matter where we turn, every entity that is valid for me and every conceivable subject as existing in actuality is thus correlatively – and with essential necessity – an index of its systematic manifolds.

Husserl 1970, 166, my emphasis




Note that Husserl is not claiming that every entity as such (in its being) is nothing but, or reducible to, or even depend upon, a “systematic manifold” of experiences. This would amount to a strong form of (Berkeleyan) metaphysical idealism. What Husserl is rather hinting at is the view that every entity Y whose existence I can “posit” cannot be understood without taking my consciousness of Y into account. In this sense, Husserl’s idealism excludes reference to noumenal entities – if there is no constitutive story to be told about objects of type Y, it is rationally illegitimate to posit Ys: nothing can be “valid for me” without being (at least potentially) consciously intended by me. While this might sound rather trivial, there is also another, more substantial dimension of Husserl’s idealism hinted at in the passage just quoted.

According to this more substantial reading, Husserl’s idealism is not that reality is mind-dependent or mind-contained (pace Berkeley), or that we cannot know things (in) themselves but rather must resign ourselves to phaenomena (pace Kant). The crucial lesson is rather that being/objectivity in all its categorial and regional varieties and consciousness/subjectivity are internally, i.e., not merely empirically or causally, related. There are a synthetic a priori, “essential truths” according to which (existent) objects of type Y systematically correspond to manifolds of experiences of type X, where the latter are intentionally and (at least partly) “originally” directed at the former. Importantly, such essential truths concern both consciousness and its objects. In this spirit, Husserl holds that the very essence of physical objects prescribes inadequate givenness: “it is an essential property of the physical world that no perception, however perfect, affords anything absolute in its domain” (Husserl 1983, 102, my emphasis). This amounts to a form of idealism rooted in the essence of being – a sort of objectively grounded idealism. Accordingly, the essence of entities of various sorts prescribes certain a priori possibilities for being known by conscious subjects.

Husserlian intentionality thus manifests the deep metaphysical fact that, essentially speaking, mind and world are made for each other without being mutually reducible to each other: the essence of consciousness points towards the world, and the essence of the world prescribes possible ways of experiencing it.


Notes

1“Intentionality” in this technical sense comprises intentionality in the narrower sense of purposiveness, deliberateness, or voluntariness.
2Husserlian “experiences” (Erlebnisse) are occurrently and phenomenally but not necessarily reflectively (introspectively) conscious mental episodes. Furthermore, Erlebnisse are not restricted to sensory experiences, but also comprise thoughts, judgments, desires, feelings, volitions, and (bodily) actions (see Husserl 1983, §84).
3I won’t elaborate on non-conscious mentality in Husserl.
4For a further clarification of the Husserlian notions of activity and passivity, see Jacobs, Chapter 26 in this volume.
5The notion of quality resembles the contemporary notion of mode (see Crane 2001), although Husserl’s descriptions are far more nuanced.
6See also Summa on imaginative acts, Chapter 16 in this volume.
7However, even in such a case the originary character of the underlying experiences has still a positional “pull” on the perceiver, so to speak.
8See Sowa on essences, Chapter 8 in this volume.
9Husserl’s “matter” functionally resembles the contemporary notion of “aspectual shape” (see Crane 2001).
10For Husserl’s defense of anti-particularism see the Second Logical Investigation and Husserl 1983, §§1–26.
11For a short overview including important references see Smith 2007, 304–311.
12For a recent discussion see Hopp (2020, chapter 11). I am strongly relying on Hopp’s realist interpretation.
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The normative turn of perceptual intentionality and its metaphysical consequences (or why Husserl was neither a disjunctivist nor a conjunctivist)

Maxime Doyon


Husserl’s normative account of perceptual experience

One of the most important, albeit often overlooked, features of Husserl’s concept of intentionality resides in the normative motif that he locates at the heart of the intentional relation. This is perhaps most clearly visible in his account of perception. For Husserl, perceptual consciousness possesses a horizontal structure, which means that it is inscribed in a network of other experiences whose sense contributes to shape it. This is a consequence of the intrinsically temporal nature of consciousness (see Husserl 1991). Perception has a horizon of the before and after (retentions and protentions) thanks to which the perceiving act includes a more or less determinate reference both to other presentations of the object (inner horizon), and to its contextual background (outer horizon). As a result, perceptual consciousness always intends more than what is sensibly given in the momentary phase of experience.1 This “intending more” (Mehrmeinung) (Husserl 1960, 46) explains why it is the thing itself that I experience in perception, not just the aspect that is sensibly intuited. The intrinsic connection between intentionality and normativity is already apparent because thanks to this “intending-beyond-itself” (Über-sich-hinaus-meinen), which is “implicit in every consciousness” (Ibid.), perception amounts to setting expectations that may or may not be fulfilled by the further course of experience.

One helpful way of capturing what Husserl is getting at is to recognize that the perceived object is not a bare “given.” Without the synthetic work of consciousness, there would be no intentional unity and therefore no objectivity either. Thanks to the “hidden constitutive performance” (Husserl 1960, 47) of the ego, the perceived object always appears in the light of an aiming intention, which sets the standard of success or failure of perception’s progression. This is what Husserl has in view when he speaks of “pre-delineation” (Vorzeichnung) (Husserl 1960, 45), which describes consciousness’s tendency to anticipate intentional content in a more or less determinate way. As a consequence, any series of appearances is unavoidably caught up in a normative dialectics: its unfolding either confirms or disconfirms what consciousness has anticipated in the sense of matching or failing to match it. In the lectures on passive syntheses, Husserl makes this point in plain normative terms when he asserts that perceiving acts involve “a determining rule for the [further] course of perceptions” (Husserl 2001a, 266). The institution of this “rule of lived-experiencing” (Ibid.), which specifies the law for the interconnection of appearances, explains in turn why Husserl holds that “there are norms of verification” involved in every perception, that is, “originally prefigured ways of verification” that are “intrinsic to” and hence constitutive of “the sense of every objectivity being experienced” (Husserl 2001a, 266). Given the growing recognition of the centrality of this set of ideas for Husserl’s conception of experience and knowledge, an increasing number of interpreters have, in recent years, emphasized the fundamental importance of normativity in Husserl’s theory of intentionality (Benoist 2007; Crowell 2013) and of perception in particular (Heinämaa and Taipale 2018; Benoist 2016; Doyon 2015; 2018; Wehrle 2015).

The most basic perceptual norms that Husserl identifies are identity and recognition, which target the two poles of the intentional correlation that phenomenology has in view. If we consider the noematic pole of the correlation, the relevant norm is identity. What is tacitly expected in perception is that the object’s identity remains stable and confirms itself as experience unfolds. The phenomenological object is “a pole of identity” (Husserl 1960, 45) or an infinite series of concordant profiles (see Husserl 2014, §§ 41–46) that Husserl conceives of as “a unity of synthesis” (Husserl 1960, 41). For the constitution of objectivities, identification is regarded as “the fundamental form of synthesis” (Ibid.), and in this setting, it is a supposedly “normal” perception that plays the role of the norm. The norm is the perceived object as “normal.”

From the noetic point of view, the corresponding norm is a lived experience of recognition (Erkennen), which arises when a meaning-intention is intentionally related to its object in fulfilment. Stated simply, an “object” is something that I can recognize, viz. identify as such in an indefinite number of experiences. In perception, this means that objects “are constituted as intentional unities, as identifiable unities of actual and possible perception” (Husserl 2001a, 265; cf. 1997, 285). In this sense, repetition belongs essentially to the phenomenological concept of “objecthood” (cf. Husserl 1970, 365–369).

With this, I arrive at my main theme, for against this background, illusions and hallucinations are, phenomenologically speaking, conceived as experiences of deformation, disintegration, or crossing out of this identity. They are experiences of deception (Enttäuschung) in the sense that they fail to correspond to our anticipatory intentions. The experience of (partial) non-fulfilment that illusions and hallucinations consist in triggers a process of modalization where the belief that naturally accompanies every perception is transformed into a new modality (see Husserl 2001a, 5–9). Whereas perception is generally a seamless and unproblematic experience with the character of certainty, experiences of illusions and hallucinations challenge our implicit belief in the actual existence of the perceived object (hallucination), or of some of its properties (illusions). Whenever something is discordant with our expectations or reveals itself to be otherwise than expected, our initial certainty is shaken, and our belief is gradually transformed into a new one. The resulting transformation of our horizon of expectations is a gradual and dynamic process of meaning-reconfiguration that reorganizes the perceptual flow (see Husserl 1973, 12–13).

In the remaining space of the chapter, I will provide some more details concerning Husserl’s conception of illusions and hallucinations by considering it against the backdrop of the ongoing discussion around conjunctivism and disjunctivism in the philosophy of perception. In the main section of the chapter (section two), I develop a series of arguments that aim to show that Husserl’s account does not map very well onto this debate and that he is, accordingly, neither a conjunctivist nor a disjunctivist. The concluding third section follows the former and casts light on some core elements of Husserl’s metaphysics, thereby casting the normative account of Husserl’s phenomenology developed throughout the paper in a different light.


Was Husserl a conjunctivist or a disjunctivist?

Since its first formulation in the 1980s (see McDowell 1982; Snowdon 1981; Hinton 1980), the disjunctivist theory has slowly but steadily changed the way philosophers think about perception, so much so that is now often considered to be the dominant, if not the default position (see Martin 2004; Hinton 1973). Fundamentally, the disjunctivist view is a negative metaphysical thesis about the nature of perceptual experience: it is based on a refutation of the so-called “common kind claim,” that is to say, the conjunctivist claim (see Farkas 2006; Burge 2005; Robinson 1994) that perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations are conscious experiences of the same fundamental kind (see Snowdon 2005; Martin 2004; for a survey, see Soteriou 2020). There are a variety of disjunctivist theories, depending on how they cash out the metaphysics, but all disjunctivists agree on at least one epistemological point, namely, that illusions and hallucinations are non-veridical experiences, perceptual errors in that sense. While illusions are standardly held to be false perceptions in that they bear on real objects that they deform or distort, hallucinations are usually conceived as perceptual-like experiences that involve a reference to something that is not present or non-existent. Both types of experiences are then “false” because they involve a certain gap with respect to the layout of reality. They are, for this reason, commonly called “the bad cases,” whereas veridical perceptual experience represents “the good case.”

Given the importance granted to perceptual experience in the phenomenological tradition and its paradigmatic function in securing knowledge, it was a natural move for a few commentators to attempt to situate the phenomenological point of view vis-à-vis the disjunctivist position. In recent years, Claude Romano (2012) and Matt Bower (2020) have argued that Husserl’s conception of illusions and hallucinations entails a form of conjunctive analysis, while A. D. Smith (2008), Walter Hopp (2011), and Søren Overgaard (2018) attempted to show that Husserl’s theory of perception amounts to a kind of disjunctivism avant la lettre. In his critical response to Romano, Andrea Staiti (2015) argued against a conjunctivist interpretation of Husserl, adding that the very opposition between conjunctivism and disjunctivism is in fact hardly thinkable on Husserlian grounds. On the whole, Dan Zahavi (2017) has defended a relatively close position, adding in passing reasons to think that the related debate around internalism and externalism is also profoundly misleading (2008).2

The negative conclusion that Staiti and Zahavi have reached is largely correct. Staiti’s main claim is that illusions and hallucinations are essentially “unmasked (entlarvte) phenomena” (2015, 137–138), that is, they are the conscious outcome of a correction of conflicting beliefs. While Zahavi is certainly right to point out the limit of this paradigm, notably when it comes to explaining real hallucinations (2017, 88),3 both analyses converge in the way they reject the skeptical consequences associated with either view of this debate.4 For Husserl, the possibility of global illusions and/or hallucinations is a non-starter. The existence of the world is a fact; it is perhaps “an irrational fact” (Husserl 1997, 289), but it is still a fact. Perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations alike thus presuppose a reference to an indefeasible Urglaube concerning the existence of a world.5 Whether veridical, fictive, imaginary, oneiric, illusory, or hallucinatory, “experience” in the broadest sense “is the force which guarantees the existence of the world” (Ibid., 290). For Husserl, then, the kind of “anomalous appearances” that constitute illusions and hallucinations only make sense against the “background of continuously valid and believed realities” (Ibid., 288) that make up our world.6 For this reason, and regardless of how we may conceive of them, experiences of illusions and hallucinations can’t possibly entail the inexistence of the world. On the contrary, they are, to varying degrees and in diverse ways, world-involving (see Benoist 2018; Zahavi 2017; Drummond 2012; Hopp 2011). They are events of this world, both in the trivial sense that they appear in this world and in the less trivial sense that they tell us something about how we conceive our “world” (Jacobs 2018).7

In what follows, I will try to specify some of the implications of this claim for the debate between conjunctivism and disjunctivism. Precisely, my goal will be to provide additional reasons as to why Husserl’s model should not be understood as supporting either side, hoping thereby to throw more light on Husserl’s distinctively normative account of perception. I present my thoughts in the form of two arguments. The first argument – dubbed the metaphysical argument – targets one core metaphysical commitment of both conjunctivism and disjunctivism, namely their overt defense of metaphysical realism. In short, I argue that this commitment is incompatible with Husserl’s phenomenology, whether before or after the so-called transcendental turn, for which reason I suggest that Husserl cannot reasonably be held to defend either position. The second argument – called the phenomenological argument – targets another presupposition shared by both parties, namely the idea that “perfect hallucinations” are possible. I will lay out a series of reasons as to why this idea should be resisted, and then I explain how this impacts our interpretation of Husserl’s work along the disjunctivist-conjunctivist axis.


The metaphysical argument

There is little doubt that much of the current enthusiasm of contemporary philosophers of perception working on hallucination resides in their interest in figuring out its metaphysical nature, and by the same token, that of perceptions and illusions. Disjunctivism is an umbrella term that covers a number of theories, but in one of its most common versions – “fundamental kind disjunctivism” (see Snowdon 2005; Martin 2004) – hallucinations and perception are held to be fundamentally different in kind or nature.8 Crudely put, the standard difference is that veridical perception is object-dependent, whereas hallucinations aren’t. In other words, disjunctivists insist that having a perception or an illusion amounts to having a real relation to a mind-independent object, whereas hallucinations are devoid of any relevant relation to worldly particulars. The kind of direct realism that this analysis amounts to translates into a metaphysics: disjunctivists are not only externalists about the mind (in the sense that they believe that the targeted object of perceptions and illusions is constituent of that experience), but they are also metaphysical realists, for they conceive perceived objects as being real and existing mind-independently. On this score, and regardless of their otherwise important divergences, disjunctivists and conjunctivists are in fundamental agreement insofar as both endorse this metaphysical view.9

If one wants to know how Husserl fits into all of this, it might be useful, methodologically, to distinguish the position he espouses in the Logical Investigations from the one he will defend after the so-called transcendental turn.


The “metaphysical neutrality” of Logical Investigations 

In the fifth Investigation, Husserl asserts on a couple of occasions that the metaphysical questions concerning the existence and mind-independent reality of intentional objects lie outside the scope of phenomenological analysis. From the methodological point of view of the Investigations, “it makes no essential difference to an object presented and given to consciousness whether it exists, or is fictitious, or is perhaps completely absurd” (Husserl 1970, 387).10 This passage as well as other related passages have been quite justly interpreted – first by Jocelyn Benoist (1997) and most recently by Dan Zahavi (2017) – to imply a sort of agnosticism or neutrality with regard to the metaphysical question of whether or not the intentional object has any mind-independent reality. The point is methodological: phenomenology, as a purely descriptive discipline, precedes any possible metaphysics. Since metaphysical questions can neither be proven nor refuted solely on descriptive grounds, phenomenology suspends their validity. In this sense, phenomenology has no straightforward metaphysical implications.11 Notwithstanding Husserl’s first enthusiastic students and readers, it is not obviously clear that this metaphysical neutrality is a good thing,12 but it should be evident, however, that Husserl’s early view can hardly be understood as supporting or disavowing either the conjunctivist or disjunctivist view insofar as both positions support metaphysical realism.


The status of the “object” after the transcendental turn 

After the so-called “transcendental turn,” Husserl notoriously changed his mind on this issue, and now sees the questions concerning the existence and non-existence and the being and non-being of intentional objects as full-fledged topics of phenomenological research (Husserl 1960, 56). Again, however, the position Husserl reached after the effectuation of the reduction and the epoché does not vindicate the kind of reality that disjunctivists and conjunctivists want to secure. On the contrary, in the reduction, the metaphysical problem of securing our access to an independent “reality” is shoveled aside, since it is a conception that belongs to a naïve ontology stuck in the natural attitude. Upon performing the epoché, our natural inclination towards realism and our corresponding belief in an “independent” reality are both suspended.13 Through this methodological maneuver, reality as phenomenon becomes manifest. Reality (Wirklichkeit) is now phenomenologically grounded, and it is conceived as the correlate of a synthesis of verification (see Husserl 1960, §26). Husserl’s conception of the perceived object ensues a similar ontological change: as phenomenon, the reality of the object does not fall outside the scope of intentional consciousness, with which it is essentially correlated, but rather coincides with the possibility of validation and verification. This, in essence, is the core tenet of Husserl’s transcendental-phenomenological idealism.

In the conclusion, I will return to this claim and specify some of its implications for Husserl’s metaphysics. For the moment, it suffices to note that even if one were to show, as A. D. Smith (2008) did, that reality belongs essentially to the act,14 there is no doubt that Husserl’s conception of “the real” does not have much to do with the kind of reality that metaphysical realists are typically after. On the contrary, Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology demonstrates the philosophical irrelevance of the traditional problem of realism, which draws its meaning from the natural attitude. There is thus a considerable gap between the contemporary debates in philosophy of perception and the kind of problems Husserl had in view, and this is why Husserl provides no straightforward answer to the question opposing conjunctivism to disjunctivism. For better or worse, Husserl has redefined all the key concepts of the discussion. With the transcendental turn, Husserl does not in any way “solve” the traditional question of realism, but rather dissolves it, or radically transforms it. In a way, then, the illusion that interests Husserl the most is not so much the illusion of the thing, but rather the one that makes us believe that the problem of realism can be solved on the basis of our reflection on illusions and hallucinations.15


The phenomenological argument

The second argument I would like to put to test targets a second presupposition shared by both conjunctivism and disjunctivism, namely the idea that there are perfectly indistinguishable states of perception. Let’s call this the “Indistinguishability Thesis.” It is a view closely associated with Mike Martin’s (2004) concept of a “perfect hallucination” (47–52), but it is a conception that the conjunctivist also accepts. The point on which they part ways is whether such indistinguishability implies the presence, in both types of states, of a common element. While the conjunctivist considers that having a shared content is an indication that veridical perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations belong to the same (fundamental) kind, the disjunctivist standardly insists that the epistemological success of a perceptual episode cannot solely reside in (or be measured by) the phenomenal character of experience; whence the metaphysical move that she then makes by insisting that worldly facts are constituents of experience. The discriminating question between conjunctivism and disjunctivism is thus not whether there are indistinguishable states of perception, but whether or not this implies that they share a common element beyond their shared phenomenal character.

While some interpreters think that Husserl’s remarks to the effect that he accepts that there are perfectly indistinguishable states of perception “are too numerous and too unambiguous” to “be a point of contention” (Bower 2020, 571; see Overgaard 2018; Romano 2012), I think there are good reasons to doubt that this is the case when the supporting passages (which no doubt exist) are placed in the more general context of his phenomenological project. The real point of contention concerns the way we individuate perceptions. Contrary to the current orthodoxy in the Anglo-American philosophical landscape, Husserl did not conceive of perception as a mental state or episode, but rather as an intentional experience. As such, perception possesses a horizon, that is to say, it is inscribed in a network of other experiences that contribute to give it sense and reality.16 So while it may perhaps be impossible to distinguish a perception from a hallucination if we abstract from those experiences and the larger intentional context to which they belong, doing so would nevertheless amount to taking distance from the phenomenon, and thus also to blinding ourselves to the more primordial structure of experience that has always interested Husserl when analyzing perception. With that caveat, there are, as I see it, at least two clear criteria on the basis of which perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations can be distinguished. These two differences – which I take to be fundamental, viz. constitutive of their nature – concern the temporality of experience, as well as its relation to action and behavior.

To hold that perception possesses a horizon means, first and foremost, that it possesses a temporal extension. Thanks to the involvement of retentions and protentions in the constitution of perceptual consciousness, perception always includes a reference to other appearances of the object, which in their succession are expected to confirm the object’s identity (in the good case). Husserl’s occasional descriptions of illusions and hallucinations as “crossed out” or “corrected” perceptions illustrate this negatively: the experience of discordance (Umstimmigkeit) between the appearances leads to a conflict (Widerstreit) in consciousness, which reveals the illusory or hallucinatory character of experience.17

This consciousness of conflict (Streitbewusstsein) can manifest itself in various ways. Sometimes, one sense can “correct” another, as when one visually takes the stick to be bent until one manipulates it and realizes that it is in fact straight.18 Sometimes, it is the intentional link between perception and action that comes undone. Whereas perceived objects have a horizontal structure that opens onto almost infinite possibilities of exploration (Husserl 2014, 342; 1997, 112), hallucinations (and most illusions) eventually fade away, like the rainbow that vanishes (1989, §15b) or the woman who turns out to be a wax figure (Husserl 1970, 138). Since they are not sensuous things, but rather mere phantasms, illusory and hallucinatory things have no spatiality or materiality, and therefore no profile or depth either (Husserl 1989, §15b). They are, precisely for this reason, out of the causal loop: they prevent the agent from exploring or manipulating them durably. As empty phantoms, no lasting action with regard to them is possible; the feedback loop between perception and action is “broken,” so to speak. Sooner or later, the delusional or illusory subject thus finds herself in a practical deficit: she cannot skillfully (that is, normally) exercise her perceptual skills and act as she usually does on the basis of her perceptions.

This feeds in the kind of normative analysis sketched out earlier, for we see that in the larger intentional context in which they are inscribed all perceptual experiences are not equivalent: some, i.e., veridical perceptions, are more successful than others, that is to say, more in line with our activities or tasks, which they help to achieve or advance, while others, e.g., illusions, require certain adjustments. Yet others, i.e., hallucinations, are quite incompatible with the very idea of such an adjustment. While perceptions can (at least in principle) always be improved in light of certain objectives or expectations, hallucination seems to exclude any possibility of optimization.19 As I will argue later in the concluding section, these normative traits are not merely accidental; rather, they constitute what perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations are.20

While the above-mentioned descriptions certainly do not exhaust the phenomenology of illusions, hallucinations, and veridical perceptions, not even Husserl’s own descriptions, they should nevertheless suffice to convey the idea that there are important phenomenal differences between them. The Indistinguishability Thesis should therefore be rejected. In this context, the real question to ask is whether it is philosophically sound to individuate perceptions in the way Husserl did, and, as a corollary, whether it is legitimate to justify the demarcation line between the “good” and the “bad” cases on these experiential grounds. Shouldn’t we follow Miller’s advice instead and insist on the basis of the Indistinguishability Thesis presented earlier that the difference between these experiences is, in the end, factual? Matt Bower (2020) puts the point in the following words:


The fact that a given perceptual experience does or can turn out to be hallucinatory or illusory does not by itself entail that its eventual turning out that way is what makes it hallucinatory or illusory. Surely, you can fail to discover that you’ve suffered a non-veridical experience.
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Hence, he reminds us of “the important distinction between the event of misperception (hallucination or illusion) and the experience of misperception (see Miller 1984, 46–51)” (Ibid.). Whatever the merits of this view be, which would surely deserve its own discussion, it does not correspond to Husserl’s. In Husserl’s transcendental framework, this difference is unintelligible because it trades on a sharp divide between truth and experience. In Miller’s conception, which corresponds to a large extent to the standard metaphysical disjunctivist picture, the truth-makers of a certain perceptual episode are mind-independent in the sense of being determined by states of affairs that obtain independently of experience. For Husserl, however, being and consciousness “belong together essentially” (1960, 84), and this means that consciousness is necessary to justify, validate, and legitimize being, including the being of what we call “illusions” and “hallucinations.”21 Phenomenologically speaking, the widening of the temporal window that serves to account for what perceptual experiences are thus seems unavoidable.


Conclusion: the metaphysical implications

So far, I have argued that Husserl’s account of perceptual experience is not aligned with two core tenets of the conjunctivism-disjunctivism discussion, namely, their shared conception of reality as mind-independent and their acceptance of the Indistinguishability Thesis. For this reason, I have suggested that his view does not fit well with either sides of the debate. To conclude, I would like to sketch out in very rough strokes how the phenomenological argument defended supports and even strengthens the metaphysical argument. Specifically, I want to argue that, in Husserl’s view, the reality of perception, illusions, and hallucinations does not reside anywhere but in their experiential features (both actual and possible). Explaining what this means will provide me the occasion to specify the normative elements that lie at the heart of Husserl’s metaphysics.

Reality, for Husserl, is not a collection of mind-independent objects, but a constituted network of validity. As such, reality can only appear as real in a process of self-legitimization where its being is confirmed again and again in repeated acts of consciousness. Contrary to Kant, Husserl explicitly conceived this process as a collaborative or intersubjective achievement. Real existing objects must be accessible to others and lend themselves to intersubjective confirmation to count as “real.” They are “objective” precisely because they are intersubjectively constituted, that is to say, valid for everybody. The “irreal” character of hallucination only illustrates this negatively. Husserl’s numerous descriptions of hallucinations as implying a belief modification aims precisely at highlighting the fact that hallucinations are phenomena constituted by a deficit of validity.22

If the real, for Husserl, is not “mind-independent” in the way that the metaphysical realist thinks it is, but dependent on acts of consciousness, doesn’t this turn him into a metaphysical idealist of sorts? The answer is of course negative, and the reason is as follows: while the real must belong to the horizon of consciousness to legitimize itself, it must first be given to be experientially accessible. Hence, if reality is mind-dependent insofar as it belongs to a confirmation process, Husserl’s insistence on “facticity” in his analyses of constitution shows that reality can’t be regarded as a mere product or construction of consciousness either, for the sheer fact of givenness does not depend on the ego.

As I see it, the difficulty in interpreting Husserl’s idealism is to recognize that what is mind-independent – essentially the whole domain of the Urhyle – does not in any way correspond to his conception of “objective reality,” which crucially depends on the performance of synthetic acts of consciousness. Without the synthesis of confirmation, there would be no identity and therefore no objectivity either. Conversely, an “object” is not a bare given, but something that has already been taken up by consciousness. Objectivity is in that specific sense transcendentally structured reality, that is to say, the correlate of a process of validation.


The “object” of consciousness, the object as having identity “with itself” during the flowing subjective process, does not come into the process from outside; on the contrary, it is included as a sense in the subjective process itself and thus as an “intentional effect” produced by the synthesis of consciousness.

 Husserl 1960, 42




Herewith we’ve come full circle as the analysis shows that the correlation that Husserl has in view when describing his transcendental-phenomenological idealism is a normative structure. The idea, in sum, is that the real is what it is only insofar as it is measured by a sense-bestowing consciousness, which provides it with its norm of objectivity. At bottom, this is the meaning of the asymmetry between world and consciousness, for to hold, as Husserl famously does in Ideas I, that consciousness is capable of self-manifestation while being requires consciousness to appear amounts to saying that consciousness provides the standard by which the real can count as real. This statement should not come as a surprise insofar as it echoes Husserl’s conception of the thing, which displays the very same normative structure, only on a more local scale. When Husserl calls for a return to the “things themselves,” he does not aim at the things as bare things, for there are no such things. The “thing” is always the thing of a certain intention, the synthetic unity of a determinate intentional aiming. In other words, the “thing itself” belongs to a fulfilling structure (or to a synthesis), and this in turn means that it is a thing to which a norm or a standard is applied. This, in essence, is why Husserl’s understanding of intentionality yields a transcendental realism.
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Notes

1At times, Husserl describes this feat as a “contradiction”: “External perception is a constant pretension to accomplish something that, by its very nature, it is not in a position to accomplish. Thus, it harbours an essential contradiction, as it were” (Husserl 2001a, 3).
2For a powerful conjunctivist reading of Husserl and an excellent critical survey of the phenomenological literature on the topic see Bower (2020).
3Zahavi points out that “it is not obvious that hallucinations are only recognized as such after the fact, at least not if we are talking about real hallucinations” (2017, 88). In all fairness, one has to recognize that Husserl is not Merleau-Ponty, and that real (or clinical) hallucination was not Husserl’s main concern. In that sense, Zahavi’s critique does not necessarily alleviate the validity of Staiti’s interpretation, which was concerned with getting Husserl right. It does, however, point to the limit of Husserl’s analyses on this specific aspect of the question.
4To recall, this concern was central to Romano’s criticism of Husserl’s alleged conjunctivism since “the possibility of an isolated doubt entails the possibility of universal doubt” (2012, 437; see 442 as well), which is of course an unhappy outcome for any theory of perception. However, as virtually everyone involved in this debate so far have pointed out, this skeptical inference is not valid. I provide my own reasons for thinking so at the end of section 2.1.
5As the following passages from the Phenomenology of Perception testify, Husserl and Merleau-Ponty are on the same wavelength when it comes to seeing the world as the absolute norm of perception: “There is an absolute certainty of the world in general, but not of any particular thing” (2012, 311). Or again: “Our perception is entirely sustained by the certainty of the world” (Ibid., 326).
6In the very last section of Thing and Space, Husserl sums up his thought in this by asserting that the “non-being” of the hallucinatory thing “takes its measure from Being,” and only makes sense as a “conflict against pre-given Being” (Husserl 1997, 249).
7While McDowell’s epistemological disjunctivism was specifically designed to show us how to “remove a prop on which skeptical doubts depend” (McDowell 2008, 385) and thus provide us with reasons to resist global skepticism (1994, 111–113), it is not clear, at least from the phenomenological point of view, that this strategy is more successful than Martin’s metaphysical disjunctivism, which is the main target of this chapter. At least two problems can be mentioned with regard to McDowell’s position: like the other disjunctivists, McDowell is clearly committed to metaphysical realism, and he also accepts the idea that genuine perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations could be indistinguishable. I explain in section 2 why these two commitments are, from a Husserlian perspective, problematic. Hence, even if Husserl’s position may at times appear to be significantly close to McDowell’s, notably in the way they both insist on the fundamental difference between the justificatory status of genuine perceptions and hallucinations (more on this at the end of section 2), the disparities between the two views are still considerable.
8In this setting, illusion is usually conceived as a kind of perception.
9This is perhaps more evident in the disjunctivist camp, in particular in those who defend what Martin (2004) calls “naïve realism.”
10Or again: “In real [reell] phenomenological treatment, objectivity counts as nothing: in general, it transcends the act. It makes no difference what sort of being we give our object, or with what sense or justification we do so, whether this being is real [real] or ideal, genuine, possible or impossible, the act remains ‘directed upon’ its object” (Husserl 2001b, 120).
11This, of course, does not mean that metaphysics is incompatible with Husserl’s project. For a survey of Husserl’s metaphysics, see De Santis, Chapter 37 in this volume.
12According to Zahavi (2017, 48), this is not necessarily a very positive outcome because it implies that “phenomenology is incapable of distinguishing hallucination from veridical perception (Husserl 1970, 358).” This is incidentally one of the central reasons why Zahavi positively appraises Husserl’s transcendental turn.
13Husserl writes in this sense that “the experienced world must also be deprived of its naïve acceptance.” (Husserl 1960, 18)
14Much of A. D. Smith’s disjunctive reading of Husserl is based on this passage and other similar ones: “Each cogito, each conscious process, we may also say, ‘means’ something or other and bears in itself, in this manner peculiar to the meant, its peculiar cogitatum. Each does this, moreover, in its own fashion. The house-perception means a house – more precisely, as this individual house – and means it in the fashion peculiar to perception” (Husserl 1960, 33).
15A possible retort to this argument consists in reminding us that disjunctivism does not have to be committed to any metaphysical thesis. This position is rare, but it has been defended by A. Byrne and H. Logue (2014) recently. It is possible to reject the common kind claim, they hold, and to formulate the disjunctivist thesis such as the differences between veridical perception and hallucination boil down some significant mental features (not extra-mental features). I don’t have the time and space to argue against this, but I believe that disjunctivism is, fundamentally, a metaphysical thesis. Be that as it may, I develop in the following a second argument to the effect that Husserl should not be read as endorsing either of the two opposing views, and accepting one of those suffices to accept the thesis I defend.
16This is apparently what Staiti had in mind when we wrote that “only a span of experience can qualify as an illusion, and it can qualify as such only after certainty has been restored” (2015, 132).
17This does not mean, however, that illusory and hallucinatory experiences only appear as such after the fact, in retrospect. This view, which Staiti correctly attributes to Husserl, wrongly presupposes that the illusory or hallucinatory subject cannot be aware of the illusory or hallucinatory character of his experience as he has it. As Merleau-Ponty showed in the Phenomenology of Perception, this, however, does not correspond to the experience of delusional subjects that suffer from real hallucinations. On this score see K. Romdenh-Romluc (2009) and Jocelyn Benoist (2018).
18Here’s a revealing passage on this: “The bent stick in water is a fiction, an illusion: for in deceptive perception the visual apprehension is supplemented by certain tactile apprehensions. Actual investigation by touching and grasping yields a ‘straight’ stick, which, for its part, normally requires a different visual appearance” (Husserl 2005, 52).
19More details about Husserl’s conception of optimality can be found in Doyon (2018).
20Andrea Cimino (2019), who defines illusion and hallucination precisely in terms of their temporarily, horizontality, and invalidity, defends a converging thesis.
21Here is the occasion to further clarify Husserl’s position with regard to McDowell’s since the split between truth and experience is a point that McDowell denounces as well and motivates the adoption of a specifically epistemological form of disjunctivism. Like Husserl, McDowell thinks that factors that contribute to one’s epistemic position on some question cannot be “blankly external to one’s subjectivity” (1982, 476). While perception belongs to a distinguished class of experiences – those that are epistemically successful – in virtue of some worldly facts that obtain, McDowell thinks that these facts do make themselves perceptually manifest in genuine experience, thereby contributing to one’s epistemic standing. For reasons explained earlier, Husserl concurs, but this won’t suffice to turn him into a disjunctivist à la McDowell because disjunctivism is also committed to other claims that Husserl dismisses like metaphysical realism and the Indistinguishability Thesis criticized above in §2.1 and §2.2 respectively.
22Even if it is not universally sharable, the content of a hallucination can be shared by a community of subjects (e.g., we can both be high and hallucinate that there’s a pink elephant in the room). The content of delusions is therefore not necessarily private in the strict sense, even if, de facto, it often is. Still, delusional subjects cannot fully engage in shared practices or collaborative efforts because their experiences are not (not even in principle) accessible to everybody. For Husserl, they are, for this reason, “abnormal.”
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Back to basics

 Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness – what it does, and what it can do

Lanei M. Rodemeyer

Many phenomenologists have a general sense of Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness, but it is easy to get lost in his abstract analyses. There are several reasons for this. First, even Husserl admitted that this area is probably the most challenging of all phenomenological topics. He says famously in one of his early lectures on inner time-consciousness – a line often quoted – that the analysis of time is “the most difficult of all phenomenological problems” (Husserl 1991, 286). Second, Husserl’s own position on the structure of inner time-consciousness shifted significantly at least once, and possibly more often than that. We will touch on a few of his different perspectives on inner time-consciousness in this chapter. Third, while time-consciousness is presumed to be in the background of almost all (if not all) of Husserl’s analyses, he sometimes outright excluded it from consideration. In Ideas I, for example, Husserl admits that he was compelled to leave the question of temporality out of his analyses:


It will be shown that in order to avoid confusion our previous presentation has remained silent […], and must of necessity remain silent about what first of all is alone visible in the phenomenological attitude and which […] makes up a closed domain of investigation. […] Fortunately, we can leave out of account the enigma of consciousness of time in our preliminary analyses without endangering their rigor.

Husserl 1983, 193–1941


Finally, some of Husserl’s more significant advances in his understanding of inner time-consciousness took place under different headings, such as “passive synthesis.” The analyses of passive synthesis take the contents of our temporal experiences into account, rather than the structure alone, revealing new aspects of inner time-consciousness and further insights regarding its structure.

In this chapter, I will begin with a review of the “basics” of Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness. From there, I will deepen this basic structure by examining some of Husserl’s developments in his work on passive synthesis. Finally, I will consider the different levels of Husserl’s phenomenology of constitution. In doing so, I will point to how inner time-consciousness remains an essential player at each level, i.e., how it is integrated with our sensory experience, embodied habits, constitution of objects and time, and even intersubjectivity and community.


The basics: the structure of inner time-consciousness

Some of Husserl’s earliest work on inner time-consciousness begins with the observation that we experience change, such as the series of notes in a melody, by somehow attending to more than what is immediately present. We cannot notice change unless there is a comparison between something that takes place first and something else that takes place afterward; change does not consist in these two moments separately, but rather, in their comparison or relation to one another. In other words, it is only within the context of before and after together that we can recognize developments or changes in our experiences.2 A song or melody cannot have a sense of crescendo or climax, for example, if the individual notes are each taken up by themselves. We need to keep the prior notes in mind if we wish to notice an increase in volume or emphasis. However, since only one note (or perhaps a combined set of tones) is ever being heard at any one moment, then our appreciation of the melody cannot be reducible to the audible sounds. Thus, our experience of enduring temporal things relies upon something more than just their immediate sensory components. As Husserl points out, a melody is taken up as a “unity of a process of change” (Husserl 1991, 141).

Husserl realizes that certain structures of consciousness make possible our experiences of change. The first structure points to the fact that we hold onto what has just passed away from being immediately present. When a melody is played, we can only relate the current notes that we hear with notes already played if we hold onto the experiences of those former notes and keep them somehow present. When someone speaks to us, we hold onto the meanings that have just been expressed so that the current word makes sense in the context of the sentence. (In fact, we hold onto the experiences of the prior sounds of consonants and vowels in order to “hear” meaningful words.) Husserl calls this “fresh memory” in his earliest lectures on inner time-consciousness (see, for example, Husserl 1991, 157 and 169), although he later transitions to the term “retention” (Husserl 1991, 345).3 This retention is a structure of present consciousness that extends beyond the immediate sensory impression to what has just passed before it. It holds onto contents that have just passed so that we can experience such things as change, duration, and temporal unities. With regard to our musical example, retention makes possible our ability to hear melodies as melodies, rather than as individual, distinct notes.

But consciousness does not merely take in what is thrust upon us in the immediate present and retain it. Our attention is also always extended into the future in some way, open to what is “just-coming,” expecting one thing rather than another. Husserl refers to this generally as “expectation” or “intuitive expectation” in his earliest lectures (see, for example, Husserl 1991, 158 and 172), and then as “protention” later on (Husserl 1991, 308–317). Protention is the openness of consciousness toward the future; with regard to content that we expect, it enables us to fill in the rest of the word that is coming, and it is how we can do such things as finish each other’s sentences (or even finish our own sentences!). This openness also makes it possible for us to experience suspense and anticipation, and when the content of what we expect is remarkably different from what actually happens, we can be surprised. Without protention, without this extension of consciousness toward what is to come, we could not have any of these experiences.4

So consciousness is structured in a way that extends it beyond the immediate flow of sensory perception. It retains contents that have just passed through consciousness in order to give the immediate contents some context and sense, and it reaches toward contents that are just coming in a way that connects what is coming to the immediately present and also opens us up to unexpected changes. The structure of constituting consciousness, then, is often described as an extended present made up of three overlapping components: retention, an immediate (or primordial) impression, and protention. And this structure is in play in most, if not all, of our experiences. For this reason, inner time-consciousness remains in the background of Husserl’s analyses, even when he explicitly sets it aside. He sets it aside, however, precisely because this essential structure is itself quite complex.

One of the complexities of Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness is how it actually works. Husserl’s earliest analyses presume the function of a schema wherein consciousness actively apprehends some type of neutral, passive content, supplying it with a temporal modification. However, this structure faces the difficulty of infinite regress: if I apprehend a neutral content in order to provide it with its modification, then I must also apprehend that apprehension in order to relate it to the following apprehensions and contents, which must in turn be apprehended, etc. Husserl shifts away from this approach at the latest in 1909, when he suggests the notion of “absolute consciousness” as a way to address the problem (Husserl 1991, 296 and 338).5 Absolute consciousness acts as a final ground for its own activity of constitution. Sensory impressions are no longer grasped as neutral content requiring apprehension; rather, retentional and protentional contents are already intertwined with each other, and the functions of retention and protention modify our experiences by integrating them into the stream of consciousness as a whole. Retentional activity is a constant interrelation of prior experiences with those that have passed and those that are coming, and protentional activity relates anticipated contents with present and past experiences. Every experience immediately folds into the flow of retentions, flowing away and becoming part of the stream of past experiences. In this way, Husserl avoids the specter of infinite regress, but more importantly, he fundamentally revises his understanding of the structure of temporalizing consciousness. While he will return briefly to the schema of apprehension and apprehension-contents again in his later Bernau manuscripts, this structure of absolute consciousness will remain fairly consistent for Husserl for much of his subsequent work on temporality.6

The structures of retention and protention do not make up the totality of our temporal experiences, however; they are housed in the extended present, directly related to the primordial impression, and their focus is the constitution of present experiences as they flow through consciousness. Beyond this, we have more fully developed memories and anticipations which may have very little to do with our present experiences and context. Husserl realizes very early on that the recall of past events and the anticipation of future events require different activities of consciousness than those involved in present constitution: “‘Fresh memory’: the consciousness of just-having-been, of just-having-experienced […] Recollection: renewal of the perceived in phantasy as a new appearance” (Husserl 1991, 169–170). Recollection, he explains, is a “reproductive” activity that brings prior experiences back to present consciousness so that they can be re-experienced as past events or memories. And anticipation is also “re”-productive, bringing the anticipation of a future event into present experience in the form of something that might come to be. He says, for example, “what is immediately future in the temporal field is not the same as the more distant future, which is the object of phantasy-expectation” (Husserl 1991, 174).7 In this way, Husserl distinguishes himself from most, if not all, philosophers of time that place temporality in the mind rather than in the material world: rather than taking past consciousness simply to be a general notion of “remembering,” he recognizes the important differences between retention, which is involved in constituting the just-past aspects of objects and events that are presently being experienced, and recollection, which brings back objects and events that have already been constituted and are now re-experienced as past. He likewise recognizes a similar distinction in our consciousness that is directed toward the future. Thus, Husserl adds differentiation to our understanding of how we experience past and future events.

But what we have laid out here focuses primarily on the structure of temporalizing consciousness. While this structure is necessary for any experience of temporal objects, analyses of this structure do not demonstrate the different ways that experienced contents can relate to each other. Husserl’s early work is primarily a “static” approach to inner time-consciousness, analyzing the structures of consciousness that make possible our temporal experiences. To put it another way, it is like a “snapshot” of the functioning of consciousness – and no matter what we might happen to be experiencing, this snapshot should look essentially the same in each situation. In later work, Husserl does address the interrelations of experienced contents in more detail, and so we turn now to his work on “passive synthesis.”


Adding depth: shifting from structure to content in time-consciousness

In his Analyses Concerning Passive and Active Synthesis, Husserl moves from a relatively abstract approach to time-consciousness to one that specifically addresses the contents of our experiences. With this shift, he turns to what he will often call the “living present” or the “streaming present” in his later writings:8


But what gives unity to the particular object with respect to content, what makes up the differences between each of them with respect to content […] – the analysis of time alone cannot tell us, for it abstracts precisely from content. Thus it does not give us any idea of the necessary synthetic structures of the streaming present and of the unitary stream of the presents – which in some way concerns the particularity of content.

Husserl 2001a, 174


Within time-consciousness, in other words, there are additional “synthetic” structures that deal with the contents of our experiences, relating them and distinguishing them from one another. The most important of these are the structures of “association” and “affectivity.” These function to connect similar sensory data, relate objects and experiences with one another, identify contrast, and allow for the ego to be affected by specific contents of its experience.

Through association, our experiences can be connected to each other in several ways. One way is the connection of two similar perceived objects, for example, in my visual sphere. Another, which occupies Husserl quite a bit (especially in his analyses of passive synthesis), is the association between a present event and a past one. One situation can remind me of another one that I have already experienced, even when they at first appear unrelated. A painting of an ocean view, for example, can remind me of a seaside vacation last summer. Or a song on the radio can make me think of a night out with friends. As Husserl says, “A first group of pure phenomena and nexuses to which the traditional doctrine of association leads us concerns facts of actual and possible reproduction, or more clearly, of actual and possible rememberings” (Husserl 2001a, 164). This first set of associations, then, is often directly related to recollection, bringing forth specific memories that are associated with current events.

A second set of associations is related to the passive synthesis of general rememebering, rather than to reproductive recollections. These take place when general memories relate to tendencies in how I constitute things or how I make decisions. When I experience a similar situation or object after having already experienced it earlier, the current situation or object is associated with the earlier experience, giving me an inclination to repeat the same activity of constitution, decision, judgment, etc. When the same activity has taken place in the same way many times, then the next encounter can happen without much thought or reflection on my part.9 We can also apply this to embodied movement, since embodiment is infused with consciousness: when a particular movement is repeated in certain situations, it becomes almost reflexive, requiring hardly any thought to carry out. In this way, patterns become sedimented into consciousness, giving us embedded contexts when we approach new situations. Husserl describes this type of association less overtly than the prior one we addressed, but he does offer some account in his Analyses: “These rememberings have been muddled, as we say, such that the memorial images of separate pasts have blended to form a unity of an illusory image” (Husserl 2001a, 164). We also find descriptions of such repeated actions and how they become sedimented and habitualized in other texts, such as Ideas II and Cartesian Meditations.10 For Husserl, the structure of this type of association makes it possible for phenomenologists to describe the habitualization of a specific type of decision, judgment, or constitution.

The last type of association takes place at the hyletic level, where similar sensory data associate with one another and become unified through their similarity. Here we find the most passive level of association, where similar components already rise up together: “Multiple data that are prominent for themselves must emerge in wakeful conscious life; we have now described what gives unity to such sensibly impressional data in the living present” (Husserl 2001a, 184). For Husserl, this is how the different sense fields, such as the visual field, the tactual field, etc., are recognizable as distinct areas of experience, even when they overlap and coincide. The visual data will associate with other visual data to constitute the visual field, even as, within that visual field, specific data – the color red, for example – might also be coalescing in order to arise as a unified color-object. Both of these point to association at the hyletic level, or as Husserl sometimes refers to it, “primordial association” (see for example, Husserl 2001a, 199 and 230). We will discuss in the next section how each of these types of association indicate a different level of constituting consciousness as well as a different aspect of Husserl’s inner time-consciousness. They also correlate with similarly distinct types of affectivity, to which we now turn.

Affectivity describes how specific objects or contents call me to give them my attention, and how two objects or sets of contents can call to consciousness to constitute them together. In the former, affectivity describes how contents can affect consciousness itself: a brightly colored object or a sudden, loud sound will motivate me to turn to that object and constitute it more directly. “By affection we understand the allure given to consciousness, the peculiar pull that an object given to consciousness exercises on the ego” (Husserl 2001a, 196). Here affection works primarily in the present, through contrast with other present sensory contents: “Insofar as the most original affection is to be seen as the affection generated in the impressional present, contrast is then to be characterized as the most original condition of affection” (Husserl 2001a, 197). However, the protentional structure of consciousness is also important here, since the outcome of an affective call will take place in what consciousness is about to do: “[A]ffection has a unitary tendency toward the future where the orientation of the propagation is concerned, intentionality is predominantly oriented toward the future” (ibid., 204). Thus, the affective object that calls for consciousness to turn toward it requires both the present impressional and protentional aspects of inner time-consciousness. These types of affective objects are usually noematic objects that stand out from the others, calling for us to turn toward them.

However, affectivity also calls me to constitute more than one object together, revealing an important relation between affection and association. When affectivity works in conjunction with association, two similar objects will call me to constitute them together as a pair. “Only something that is grasped explicitly, that is, something that exercises an affection, can become connected in consciousness” (Husserl 2001a, 229). Here we see that association requires some type of affection in order for two objects or events to be associated at all. If two objects are associated, in other words, then those two objects must have already established an affective pull together. But while two objects or events that are constituted in relation to one another are often present together – say, in my visual field – they must not necessarily be so. Associations, as we have seen, also connect current objects and events with those experienced in my past. In this way, affection also takes place within retention and recollection. Current events can have an affective connection with past events or objects, so that they are associated with each other. And sedimented contents or habitualized constitutions can be awakened by a current situation, providing context to what I am experiencing. In these cases, we see affectivity functioning with the two types of association related to remembering that we just discussed – those that connect reproductive recollections to the present, and those that awaken general, habitualized experiences.

Finally, we find that affectivity also takes place at the hyletic level, where certain primordial data can become prominent for consciousness. Once again, affectivity works together with association, such that the prominent data is highlighted through the association of similar data with each other.


Affective unities must be constituted in order for a world of objects to be constituted in subjectivity at all. But for this to be possible, affective hyletic unities must become and must intertwine with one another homogeneously in essential necessity, initially in the hyletic sphere, that is, again, initially in the living present.

Husserl 2001a, 210


Here we see that, not only is affectivity necessary for the constitution of objects, but it is also working with association in the constitution of “unities” that “intertwine” with one another already at the hyletic level.

While association and affectivity describe the connection of contents in such a way that these functions appear distinct from the structure of inner time-consciousness, they are actually integrated into this structure and rely upon it. Associations to past experiences can only take place if prior experiences have already been modified through retention; those prior experiences must remain part of my temporal consciousness as a whole in order to connect with my current experiences. Similarly, affectivity relies upon inner time-consciousness in two ways: on the one hand, if I am affected by a striking sensory object (bright color, loud sound, etc.), then I am called to respond in my immediate future, which implicates the protentional aspects of my temporal consciousness. On the other hand, when a current experience calls to me through its connection with a past experience, or when a current experience awakens my attention because of its familiarity, then retentional content is in play. Either way, the structure of inner time-consciousness underlies these syntheses of contents, even as these syntheses add depth to the structure itself.

Husserl’s analyses of association and affectivity also reveal further possible developments in the structure of inner time-consciousness. In a prior work (Rodemeyer 2006, 86ff.), I argued that temporalizing consciousness requires yet another aspect beyond Husserl’s fundamental distinction between the immediate retentions related to the primordial impression, on the one hand, and recollection as a reproductive activity, on the other. The type of retention we have described thus far – with regard to our constitution of a melody, for example – would be “near retention,” following Husserl in his Analyses (Husserl 2001a, 422–423; Rodemeyer 2006, 88). However, while this “near” aspect of the streaming present is essential to the constitution of objects currently present to me, this structure does not fully explain how past, generalized experiences are retained, nor how they might be connected to the present through an affective awakening. Husserl also described these latter functions as “retention,” but the function of retaining multiple, generalized experiences in a fusion is quite different from that of holding onto the experiences of what has just passed. This different function, I suggested, should be called “far retention,” indicating a distinct activity related to general meanings and habitualization. Husserl actually offers several descriptions in his Analyses that show how retention extends from what is currently being constituted in the primordial impression, to a more distant aspect where the contents are no longer affective. As experiences flow further and further “away” from the primordial impression, they become less distinct, and they even appear to merge together. Thus it makes sense to distinguish retentions that are “near” to the primordial impression from those that are “far” from it – since both the functions and the contents are different in each case. Husserl describes these as near retention (Nahretention) and far retention (Fernretention) in two locations in his analyses of passive synthesis.11 In another analysis, he describes “fresh retention” as opposed to “empty retention” (Husserl 2001a, 218), and in yet another, he offers an analogy where the primordial impression is at the “head” of the retentional process, and sedimentation is at its “feet” (Husserl 2001a, 227). The “far” end of retention, he makes clear, is not yet recollection, but at the same time, it is no longer actively engaged with the primordial impression. Thus, I suggested, far retention might be that aspect of inner time-consciousness that retains the “general” experiences that allow for familiarity and the general associations of similar events and contents. I then extrapolated to protention, where “near” protention would indicate the type of protention we have described thus far, and “far” protention would be a general openness to familiar situations, a connection to past repetitions, and an anticipation of patterns and similarities. These “far” aspects of retention and protention would offer the main structural support for those associations and affections that have to do with general experiences and types, which we described above (see Rodemeyer 2006, 99, Figure No. 2.). The “near” aspects, as we have already seen, are directly involved in the constitution of current experiences. I still hold this to be the case, particularly because the temporal structures of far retention and far protention are able to support the sedimentations and habitualizations of passive synthesis so effectively.

It is clear that Husserl’s notions of association and affectivity add depth to his phenomenology of inner time-consciousness through their syntheses of contents. At the same time, they rely upon that structure for their own fulfillment. As we have already alluded, though, Husserl’s work on the passive synthesis of our temporal experiences points to different levels at which we carry out the accomplishments of constitution. For this reason, we turn now to a brief overview of the levels of constitution and their implications.


New dimensions: the levels of Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness

In a transitional moment during his analyses of association, Husserl explicitly describes the three types of association that we offered above. Even more interesting, however, is that he offers this description in the terms of “levels”:


The first level, which we addressed under the rubric of primordial association, was that systematic or systematizing affective awakening that makes possible the objectlike structure of the living present, all kinds of original syntheses proper to the formation of unity of manifolds. The second level […] was the awakening that radiates back, which illuminates once more the darkened empty presentations, bringing the contents of sense implicit in them affectively into relief. […] The third level is the level of the transition of such awakened empty presentations in reproductive intuitions, and that means here, rememberings.

Husserl 2001a, 230


Each of these “levels” of association describes a level of constitution. I find that these levels are rather consistently at work in Husserl’s middle and later periods, and that they reflect important distinctions within our activity of constitution – even though the accomplishments at each level also influence and filter into one another. I will describe the first three levels in connection with association and affectivity, and then offer a brief outline of two more levels beyond them. In each case, I will also indicate how inner time-consciousness is evident at that level.

The “lowest” level of consciousness relates to the “hyletic” flow of sensory material that grounds all of our perceptual experiences. At this level, as we have seen, we already find what Husserl calls “primordial” or “original associations” and “affective hyletic unities” (Husserl 2001a, 199 and 210). This lowest level also reveals the basic structure of inner time-consciousness: the groupings of prominent sensory data require a structure that maintains them beyond any immediate moment. Inner time-consciousness enables the content of the hyletic flow to arise and remain in its appearing. Temporally speaking, this level offers us our most basic experiences of simultaneity and duration. “We found special unifications arising from homogeneity within the all-encompassing forms of coexistence and succession” (Husserl 2001a, 184). The groupings that are prominent remain present in such a way that they are able to persist as objectlike formations, and they do so because inner time-consciousness constitutes them as enduring formations. They endure as having homogeneous content that is coexistent with itself. Thus this lowest level of constitution indicates the lowest level of temporal structure upon which it relies.

The next level is that of passive synthesis, which includes sedimentation, habitualization, and the retention of general experiences that can then engender habits and familiar constitutions. Further, it enables the constitution of uniformity in repetition.12 Here we find the temporal relations of similar, repeated, and uniform events and objects. Thus this level clearly relies upon more developed structures of retention and protention – and especially their aspects as far retention and far protention – in the retention of general types and our protention toward habitual experiences. In addition, the function of retention at this level enables the temporal “placing” of recollected experiences within the stream of experience as a whole (see Husserl 2001a, 231). Retentions extend into further retentions, modifying their contents in turn – and in doing so, they provide those contents with temporal relations within the stream of experiences. These temporal relations are maintained so that, when we recollect a specific past event – pulling it into the present to relive it – we experience it with a sense of when it took place in relation to other events in our past experience. This level of passive synthesis, then, provides us with temporal depth through associations (revealing repetition and uniform events) and through marking our past experiences as past. Thus we see the importance of our temporal structure at this level, especially the functioning of retention with regard to general memories and placing specific recollections.

The next level is the active13 level of constituting meanings. Here, objects present to me are constituted as unified meanings through their various profiles. This results in a recognition of temporal objects as objects for themselves, as well as a recognition of time itself. Indeed, we find here that constituted objects persist in time, maintaining their identity throughout their changed appearances. I also find my own identity as a subject as well as the constitution of events that flow through my stream of experiences. Thus, this level allows for more fully developed senses of simultaneity and duration, an awareness of how whole objects endure and appear coexistent with one another, and the constitution of objective and subjective identities. Even time itself becomes a meaning that can be constituted and examined. And when we turn our gaze to the functioning of temporal consciousness, we see that retention and protention are explicitly at work as we take up the various profiles of objects and the temporal existence of myself as a subject.

But even at the level of active constitution – which Husserl usually analyzes from a solipsistic perspective – time-consciousness does not yet give us truly objective objects, and thus we do not yet have an objective sense of time. For Husserl, we only attain objectivity in its true sense (as “there for everyone”) through intersubjective experience. “The ‘true thing’ is then the Object that maintains its identity within the manifolds of appearances belonging to a multiplicity of subjects, and specifically, again, it is the intuited Object, related to a community of normal subjects” (Husserl 1989, 87, emphasis in original). Thus we turn to the final two levels of Husserl’s phenomenological levels of constitution: the level of interpersonal intersubjectivity, and that of intersubjective community. Husserl works distinctively with each of these levels in his Cartesian Meditations and Ideas II, as well as in his many manuscripts on intersubjectivity.

At the interpersonal intersubjective level, we attain objectivity as “there for everyone,” where objects appear as fully transcendent. Here temporality attains its objective sense, where the present is no longer a solipsistic living present, but rather, it is shared with those individuals around me: “It is clear that the apprehension of the Body plays a special role for the intersubjectivity in which all objects are apprehended ‘Objectively’ as things in one Objective time and one Objective space of the one Objective world” (Husserl 1989, 86, emphases in original). When the present is experienced as shared, time gains its objective sense, and we can begin to understand simultaneity and duration as objectively experienced “by everyone.” It is through this shared sense of time that we can make plans together for the future, talk meaningfully about past events, and recognize mutual experiences in the present.

The highest level we will discuss is that of intersubjective community, where time transcends even my interpersonal relations, and it becomes formalized through clocks, temporal measurements, and scientific abstractions. “The determinations of space and time are common […] of the intersubjective community, which constitute the same thing and which must constitute it in rational mutual understanding” (Husserl 1989, 92). For Husserl, I move to abstract objectivities through my relations to intersubjective community beyond the individuals around me at this time. These abstractions point to communities other than my own:


Nature is an intersubjective reality and a reality not just for me and my companions of the moment but for us and for everyone who can have dealings with us and can come to a mutual understanding with us about things and about other people.

Husserl 1989, 91


Time at this level encompasses communities beyond my own, and further, it includes intergenerational histories and global events. Time is now an abstraction, beyond my life, beyond even the life of my specific community.

These levels of constitution – and of inner time-consciousness – build up in the following way: starting at the primordial level with the prominence of hyletic unities that endure and coexist in the flow of sensory material (and thus are constituted through primordial temporality), we move to the level of passive synthesis where experiences are sedimented, habitualized, and also interconnected with their temporal locations. In passive synthesis we see the importance of the extension of retention into passivity. The next level is that of active constitution, where individual objects are constituted as complete unities. Here retention and protention are seen as actively engaged with the primordial impression, constituting objects as temporal, and objects and subjects as identical through time. Beyond this, we have the intersubjective levels where, at the interpersonal level, we experience a shared time that is constituted as objective. This objective time allows us to understand objects and subjects as temporal in a way experienceable by everyone. Then we have intersubjective community, which constitutes temporality well beyond that experienced by individual groups of subjects, extending to the universe of objects and all possible subjects.14


Conclusion

Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness is thus justifiably described as challenging and complex. As we see here, the implications of Husserl’s levels of constitution indicate further complexity in his notion of time-consciousness, such that even our experience of temporality has multiple levels itself. But these levels of temporality make it possible to describe the different ways we experience and live in time – from inner senses of change, to individual experiences of temporal objects and different types of remembering, to objective time as a shared now or as a natural structure of the universe. Given this, it seems fitting to conclude with another, oft-cited quote from Husserl: “These are extremely important matters, perhaps the most important in the whole of phenomenology” (Husserl 1991, 346).


Notes

1See also a quite similar comment in Ideas II (Husserl 1989, 109).
2Husserl is certainly not the first philosopher to notice the importance of the “before” and “after” in our experience of time. Indeed, this is a primary insight already in Aristotle’s analysis of time in Physics, Book IV. Husserl moves away from Aristotle, though, by emphasizing the work done by consciousness in order to have this experience in the first place.
3The page reference here indicates the first known point in these lectures where Husserl uses the term “retention” in the original text. However, he inserted the term retroactively into several texts written earlier than this one. Also, Husserl’s shift to the term “retention” corresponds to a larger shift in Husserl’s thinking about consciousness in his inner time-consciousness lectures. I will be addressing this change in approach in this section.
4The move to understand time through an expanded present in the mind was famously introduced by Augustine, in chapter XI of his Confessions. Husserl also recognizes the importance of anticipation and remembering in our ability to experience time and temporal objects, but he makes an essential distinction beyond Augustine’s position, namely the differences between retention and recollection with regard to experiences of the past, and the differences between protention and anticipation with regard to the future. These distinctions are addressed below.
5See Brough (1972) and Bernet (1985) for two key texts that address the introduction of “absolute consciousness” in Husserl’s phenomenology of inner time-consciousness and how it indicates a shift in his approach.
6See Husserl 2001b. The significance of this return to the schema of apprehension and apprehension-contents has been discussed in the secondary literature. For a careful elaboration of how Husserl works again with the schema in his analyses of inner time-consciousness in the Bernau Manuscripts see Kortooms 2002, Chapter 4 (107–223). My description of the schema and the problem of infinite regress here actually collapses what Kortooms describes as a “first model” and “second model” that Husserl works through (again) in his Bernau manuscripts. I defer to Kortooms’ analyses as unquestionably more nuanced and detailed than what I must carry out as merely a quick review in this chapter.
7The activity of phantasy becomes later distinguished from the activities of recollection and expectation by Husserl, where the former is explicitly a production of contents that are not part of my lived, sensory experiences, and the latter are experienced as having been or going to be contents of my experience. See Summa, Chapter 16 in this volume, on phantasy.
8See Klaus Held’s Lebendige Gegenwart (1966) for the first extensive analysis of Husserl’s use of the term “living present” and its implications for his understanding of inner time-consciousness.
9Husserl makes it clear that habituations such as these are not determinations of my actions, but merely provide tendencies and context to similar situations. I am always capable of deciding otherwise, and in doing so, creating new associations and habituations. See Husserl 1999, 66–67.
10See for example, Husserl 1989, pp. 233ff., and Husserl 1999, 66–67.
11Husserl 2001a, 422–423 and 424. In the second text, Husserl is discussing near and far retention in relation to protention.
12Husserl says, “Awakening the obscure distance is initially an empty awakening. […] The fundamental condition is namely the ‘similarity’ of contrasting discrete matters, and everything belonging to it. One color can awaken a concealed color, a pronounced sound, a sound that has become masked” (Husserl 2001a, 229). The awakening of general or non-specific senses thus makes possible the constitution of patterns or “uniformity.”
13I should point out that what is “active” for Husserl is not necessarily what is more energetically in play, but rather, what is in awareness for consciousness, that toward which my attention is directed. Similarly, “passive” does not mean static or inactive, but rather, it indicates the synthetic work done by consciousness that goes unnoticed while consciousness is engaged in direct experiences. It is all the work done by consciousness to which we do not pay attention. See Jacobs, Chapter 26 in this volume.
14See also Walsh and Drummond, Chapters 20 and 25 in this volume, that address the relation between intersubjectivity and objectivity.
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Normality as embodied space

 The body as transcendental condition for experience

Maren Wehrle

While embodiment is crucial for Husserl’s theory of perception and his account of empathy, it is also the beating heart of his transcendental philosophy. For Husserl, there is neither a purely formal transcendental ego, nor pure forms of intuition. Transcendental subjectivity, as in every possible and thinkable consciousness, must necessarily be embodied to make spatially and temporally concordant experience possible and thereby guarantee an objective perception of the world and others. Consciousness is never merely for itself, but always about something other than itself; consciousness is intentional and must be open to the world. Although there are various modes of consciousness other than perception, all these modes (such as imagination, memory, judgment, and thought) are somehow linked to the primary mode of experiential access, namely, perception. In this sense, it would seem natural that the sensing and moving body, with its materiality and spatiality, functions as the entry point to our experiential access to this world, i.e., to the givenness of the “things themselves.” But, as one might ask, why can something supposedly as contingent and factual as our bodily makeup have such a central and even transcendental status? This seems especially strange in light of the fact that Husserl’s sharp critique of reductive naturalism is a central recurring theme in his writings – so, how can, and why does, the body play such a central role as well?

To understand the centrality of the body in Husserl’s thought, we must begin by revisiting the meaning and method of transcendental philosophy. Indeed, the transcendental ego is for Husserl nothing separate from the concrete worldly person. The empirical and the transcendental ego are not two different realities, nor do they differ in their qualitative content; rather, the difference lies in the (reflective philosophical) attitude that we take up in regard to ourselves and whether we can judge some aspects of subjectivity to have a necessary status. The transcendental lies thus, not beyond, but within the empirical ego (Heinämaa, Hartimo, and Miettinen 2014, 8–9). It is a minimal or reduced version of the concrete worldly person in that it only comprises of functions and aspects that are judged as necessary conditions of possible experience. The transcendental attitude does not merely reduce subjectivity to its essential features. It also brings its constitutional force, i.e., its sense-making abilities, to light. As I will show, this paradox or “double-sidedness” of subjectivity (Mohanty 1997, 25), as being in (and to) the world and as constituting it, is rooted in a human embodiment that is both simultaneously Leib and Körper (Wehrle 2019).

The transcendental status of the body can thereby be presented with a focus on Husserl’s theory of perception and the constitution of space. Contrary to Kant, who thought that the apperceptive unity of the manifold sensations is the result of the active synthesis of understanding, Husserl argues that (passive) synthesis is inherent to the process of perception itself. Rather than unifying and conceptualizing raw impressions top-down, coherent perception takes place bottom-up as a temporal and horizonal process of coinciding: it is the immanent tone that coincides with retentions of past tones; the current profile that coincides and is concordant with previous ones; or, the former (empty) perceptual intention of the backside that later finds its validation in actual presentation. What coincides is the object of perception as the “same” in manifold profiles (Jansen 2015, 63). Rather than a legitimization of transcendental arguments (i.e., a deduction), in Husserl we find a dynamic and pre-predicative process of validation through intuitive self-grasping. For such a lateral unity of apperception (Jansen 2015, 49), the body with its kinesthetic abilities is necessary to bring about a coherent and concordant givenness of objects and the world.

In Husserl’s theory of mind, we thus find a genuine philosophical way of addressing human embodiment, distinct from treating it from a merely physical, naturalistic, or psychological stance. A phenomenology of the body that describes how every experience of objects and space is related to the experiencing body also makes clear that our bodily constitution (through sensation and movement) and its capacities are crucial for any sense of individual or intersubjective normality (through concordant and optimal experience). The body is thus crucial for the experience of objectivity, shared meaning, and familiarity in relation to the external world as well as to ourselves.

In the following, I will discuss three dimensions of normality and objectivity as embodied space. With this I want to highlight the necessity of the body for both the constitution of normality and objectivity. I assume thereby that this necessity is expressed in the general and individual ways subjects embody, that is live, constitute, and inhabit space with and through their bodies. I will begin by introducing the double constitution of the body as both “Leib” and “Körper” that defines the primordial spatiality of embodiment. Subsequently, I will highlight the general necessity of a sensing and moving body for the constitution of space and a concordant and optimal disclosure of the world. In the third part of this chapter, I will describe embodiment in terms of concrete subjectivity so as to understand the relevance of the body for habitually inhabiting the world and for developing a concordant and stable identity. In all three parts, embodiment plays a crucial role for the construction of individual and intersubjective normality and thus of objectivity. Embodiment, as I will argue, can be understood first as a general transcendental condition of every possible experience and of objectivity, and second as a genetic condition of individual (and intersubjective) experience, i.e., as “concrete a priori” (Husserl 1960, 81; Jansen 2015, 70). Thus, embodiment governs the experience of individual subjects and corresponds to a habitual style of experience.


The original spatiality of embodiment: Leib and Körper

The most prominent treatment of the lived or, more precisely, living body1 (Leib) and material body (Körper) can be found in Husserl’s Ideas II, written as early as 1912. The body appears here as central for a philosophy of science. Detailed analyses of the constitution of specific ontological regions (i.e., nature, soul, body, spirit) facilitates Husserl’s aim to provide clarification on how and why we need different means of access to different aspects or regions of being, including ourselves. Husserl asserts that we are able to address the respective regions with different attitudes that are either naturalistic (i.e., with regard to nature and physical body) or personal (i.e., with regard to subjects and culture). These different attitudes, the naturalistic and the personal, are moreover characteristic of the division of the sciences into the natural sciences and the humanities (Geisteswissenschaften). The fact that we are able to take different attitudes towards the world, as expressed in the different orientations of various scientific approaches, has its source in the very structure and essence of human embodiment as constituted in a double way, namely, as Leib and Körper.

This two-sidedness is illustrated in Husserl’s famous description of the so-called “double sensation” of the body: when touching my own hands, my hands both touch and are touched. In that instance, I can conceive one hand as an object and thereby perceive its physical or objective attributes like smoothness or roughness; at the same time, I can attend to the localized sensations of my other hand which is touching. This change of attention does not function merely by adding to the experience of the body as a physical thing (Körper); rather, in this very moment the body functions as a living body (Leib), a body that senses (Husserl 1989, 152). This does not mean however that our sensing remains an inner occurrence or a mere awareness of an expanding quality: “the sensing ‘here’, in one part of our body, is at the same time experienced in another part of the body as a sensed ‘there’” (Heinämaa forthcoming). Our own body, in contrast to other bodies, is thus given to us from the interior as well as from the exterior depending on our attitude in that moment (Husserl 1989, 168, 299).

As Sara Heinämaa rightly points out, these alternative attitudes should not be mistaken for different perspectives. Perspectives disclose objects from a plurality of different locations, and this is not the case with our own body, from which we cannot step aside to take a “better look.” Rather, our body and its current location in space determines our respective perspective on the world and other objects. Attitudes are more comprehensive manners by which one accesses the world; that is to say, “they give us the whole world” and, in this case, our body “in different manners” (Heinämaa forthcoming). It would thus also be imprecise to relate these two attitudes, in which we can address our body as either Leib (which senses) or Körper (which is extended), to a first-person perspective and third-person perspective respectively. Within this double sensation, one’s body is experienced primarily as subjectively “living” and as a spatial and material object.2 One could therefore argue that the possibility to develop a third-person perspective, as detached from “I” and “you,” lies in the double constitution of embodiment which enables us in turn to address worldly things or organisms either as “causal-thingly” parts (i.e., the naturalistic attitude) or as “motivational-expressive” wholes (i.e., the personalistic attitude) (Heinämaa 2012, 230).3

Contrary to other worldly things, our body appears in the first-person perspective to be an “imperfectly constituted” object precisely because we cannot perceive it from different perspectives as we do perceive other material objects (Husserl 1989, 167). Although the living body is not a full-fledged constituted object with simultaneous sides and aspects (because, for this, one would need the possible perspectives of other perceivers), it appears nonetheless to us as a spatial thing (Husserl 1973b, 6–9, 14, 57, 60–63, 77; Husserl 1973c, 127–128, 268; Husserl 1989, 167; Mattens 2006; Lotz 2007, 88–89). One must distinguish between two senses of objectivity here: namely, spatial givenness and intersubjective givenness. Only the latter can be called “objectivity” in the full sense, i.e., something that is experienceable as identical and valid for all (Husserl 1973a, 240, 116–117; Heinämaa forthcoming). As such, our body will never be experienced as a mere thing either. The very fact that I can experience myself as physical and spatial Körper presupposes that I live in and as this very body. Thus, Husserl explicitly depicts the living body as sensing thing, describing it in one word as Leibkörper (Husserl 1989, 121, 138, 144, 155).4 Although the sensing Leib as subject is taken as phenomenologically prior to the sensed one (Leib hence comes first in Leibkörper), this very sensing is in turn only made possible because it is bound to an extended Körper – because it is embodied. Human embodiment, with its two “faces,” is thus the “point of conversion from spiritual to natural causality” (Husserl 1989, 299).

Nevertheless, by way of phenomenology, we can endeavor to distinguish between aspects that belong more to Leib than to the Körper, and vice versa. From within, the body appears as field of localized sensations, indeed, as the organ of the will and thereby as the seat of free movement. Moreover, bodies comprise of general and specific practical capabilities (Vermögen), such as skills and habits. This is why Husserl coins the expression of the living body as an “I can” (Husserl 1989, 178) that provides our practical horizon of freedom (Husserl 1973b, 456). The Leib, or better, the Leibkörper is furthermore our “zero-point of orientation” (Husserl 1989, 166). Here, the intertwinement of Leib and Körper becomes more apparent. If the living body were merely a sensing system (and so, without extension or materiality), it could not provide us with perspective nor with orientation in the world. But, if it were merely a thing, it could neither provide us with a perspective because its position would be equally relative with regard to other things. As the zero-point of orientation, however, it is the reference point to which all other spatial objects are oriented: as either left or right, above or beneath, near or far, etc.

Alternatively, from without, the human body appears as the permanent, material, extended presence that is embedded in the causal relations of nature. Here as well, however, the description exceeds the merely physical dimension: we cannot indifferently observe causal effects on our bodies from a distance, but we also feel them from the inside as sensations, for instance, as pleasure, pain, etc. (Al Saji 2010). We experience our bodies as sensing, perceiving as well as moving subjects and simultaneously as visible, touchable, measurable, and localizable objects. This duality – the simultaneity of interior and exterior, subjective and objective aspects – is thereby not something we can dialectically overcome; it remains essential for embodiment and the constitution of full-fledged objectivity itself. Husserl’s theory of embodiment is therefore not primarily a move away from the Cartesian notion of res extensa, nor does it merely point to the difference between life and the material world. Rather, with the term Leibkörper, Husserl seeks to demonstrate how both ontological layers or regions and their respective attitudes are intertwined so as to ensure any kind of experience, i.e., a coherent and comprehensive perception of objects. Moreover, it allows us to credit other perceived physical bodies with a subjectivity (inner life, sensations, etc.), the very subjectivity, we experience first-hand. The double-sidedness of the body can thus be seen as a presupposition for concrete acts of empathy (see Zahavi 1997).


The body as transcendental condition for normal spatial perception

Prior to Husserl’s actual thematization of the body as a phenomenological topic, he already begins to broach its relevance in his analyses of the intuition of numbers and later that of external objects. In investigating the concept of numbers, Husserl is puzzled by the fact that although we have a concept of large numbers, we are unable to intuit them. And yet, every concept must be somehow founded in, or related to, intuitive experience. For this reason, he argues for a differentiation between that which is intuitively given in a proper sense and that which is merely indicated by intuition or, as he later terms it, that which is emptily intended. This differentiation between the actually and the non-actually intuited becomes central to his philosophy of perception and to his theory of intentionality as a dynamic process of intention and fulfillment. Indeed, this differentiation points to an essential characteristic of every perception, namely, that it is perspectival and thereby discloses the respective object only from one side at a time. Thus, perception always implies a horizon that is not yet determined, i.e., other aspects that are not yet actually (intuitively) given but are merely emptily or co-intended (Husserl 1982, 52, 94; Husserl 2004, 26).

In this sense, perceptual experience is always partial, but this partiality is not experienced as such. In fact, quite the opposite: we tend to trust our perceptions and that they provide us – albeit, with some exceptions – with optimal access to, and orientation of, our surroundings. Although only the frontside of a house might appear, our intention is directed to the house as a whole. In turn, we tend to assume that what we perceive is a house, with all its sides attached, even though in actuality only the forefront appears to us. Perception, albeit partial and sometimes fragmented, is thereby normally experienced as holistic, coherent, concordant, familiar, or typical; we see or “know” our environment and hence easily orient and act within it. To clarify this sense of trust and faith in our “natural” (i.e., usual) attitude is the starting point of Husserl’s analyses of perception and space.

That we can indeed perceive the house instead of merely fragments of it is due to the fact that what is merely “emptily intended” (and thus not yet actually seen) can still be transformed into a proper givenness provided by further perception for instance, by walking around the house. The former co-intended backside is now actually intuited or “given in flesh,” (leibhaft da) as Husserl often puts it. Perception can therefore not be a snapshot or static picture of what is out there, like a representation. It must instead be a temporal process of getting to see (and hence know) the thing itself.

The very fact that an external object cannot be given in its totality is for Husserl evidence of its transcendence, that is, of its being as objective external object. Here and now, a variation of current sensations and perspectives are synthesized and in turn integrated with past perceptions which then build the basis for anticipation of not yet perceived sides of objects (i.e., the inner horizon) or their surrounding spatial domains (i.e., the outer horizon) (Husserl 2001, 43). In object perception, a variation of sensations and perspectives are thus combined to one perception of an identical and permanent object over time, in this case, the house. If these different impressions and perspectives are experienced as my perception of this house, they must somehow belong to the same subjective process of perception that presents the one object in multiple and different ways.

It is at this point that the body enters the stage of phenomenological analyses of perception. Husserl therefore discovers the necessity of bodily orientation, movement, and sensation to solve the riddle of how a subjective consciousness can have objective external (and spatial) perception (see Mattens 2018).


The intimate link between embodiment, perception, and space

Husserl’s analysis of perception does not merely assume a body as the provider of sensual input. Instead, he shows that bodily sensations and perceptive appearances must be linked in a rule-like way in order to enable a coherent object perception, that is, a constant appearance of an object over time that appears as an object for and to me, the perceiver. In the lectures on Thing and Space (1907), he begins by analyzing how eye movements, the interplay of two eyes, the movements of one’s head and torso, as well as bodily locomotion are relevant for constituting a coherent experience of three-dimensional objects and space. Rather than beginning with an already assumed objective space, whereby we measure the distance among objects with a fixed position, Husserl endeavors to discover how the concept of such an objective space comes about via the subjective experience of space.

Following the application of the transcendental reduction, wherein prior claims or assumptions about reality and hence any proper meaning of an external, physical object, or space are bracketed, Husserl begins with his constitutional analysis. This means that he starts with a noematic clue (Leitfaden), in this case a present three-dimensional perceptual object, and asks what had to be in place in order to make this experience of a coherent three-dimensional object possible in the first place. Husserl therefore does not take inner sensations as his starting point despite being that which is most subjective (and thus, phenomenologically, most directly accessible). In a classical model, sensations as inner states are merely qualitative and thus cannot represent any spatial information or information about expansion. How then, as the problem goes, can these sensations represent spatiality? How do external spatial criteria enter a non-spatial inner consciousness? Husserl undermines this dualism by arguing that within the interplay of object-sensation and movement, a pre-empirical spatiality is generated. To do so, he differentiates between two kinds of sensations that are functionally different: one presents aspects of external objects (perceptual sensations) while the other, called kinesthetic sensations, refers to the perceiver in terms of their lived experience of self-moving. Every visual sensation has a necessary link to kinesthetic sensations, i.e., to the implicit awareness of one’s (possible) movements. Kinesthetic sensations thus run in parallel to the modifications in visual perception (different profiles) of the perceived object.

Husserl exemplifies this with the example of color sensation. Following Carl Stumpf, who stressed that one cannot imagine a color independently from an extended field in which the color appears, Husserl provides phenomenological evidence of this in order to show how color sensation is intrinsically related to spatial expansion dependent on eye movement: color thereby presents not a static quality, but a visually lived sense-field, i.e., an oculomotor field of color-expanses. A color sensation necessarily covers or fulfills, as Husserl formulates it, a “pre-empirical expanse.” “The red-moment, with such and such a brilliance and saturation, is what it is only as the fullness of a certain extension; the red-moment expands” (Husserl 1997, 66–72, 135). When I turn my gaze, the pre-empirical color-expanses in the visual field will be modified respectively. Due to such perceptions and experience (in one’s experiential past), one is now able to (implicitly) anticipate specific patterns of modification when one initiates certain movements. In this sense, Husserl can argue that kinesthetic sequences motivate apparent changes in the visual field (Husserl 1997, 158; Mattens 2018, 5).

So even a simple sensation of color must be necessarily linked to possible bodily movements and to a certain kind of operative (and so, not thematic) awareness by the bodily perceiver. Color sensations are not by themselves spatial, but they are experienced as spatial through and in combination with self-movement. The interplay between the experience of colors and the experience of our bodily movements generates the appearance of objective extension (Mattens 2018, 6). The various impressions become manifestations of something (i.e., a permanent object) for someone because these appearances are motivated and directly linked to someone’s perceptual activities. Although the object unfolds in different profiles, it presents the “same something” throughout the course of perception. This is because the different impressions form a continuous and connected series that are part of an overall concordant experience of a bodily subject. This does not mean, however, that I have to be explicitly aware of kinesthetic sensations or that I must decide to carry out specific movements in order to ascertain the respective sensations. Rather, some kind of agency must be presupposed here; that is to say, kinesthetic sequences must be initiated at will by a bodily subject and cannot be something that merely happens to me, otherwise they would lose their motivating function. As Mattens rightly puts it, what is crucial, “is not that I feel myself moving, but the implicit awareness of me doing it” (Mattens 2018, 8). Such an intimate linkage between my bodily perceptional activities and the visual appearances is necessary for coherent perception and an apperceptive unity. Only when bodily sensations and motivations “match” respective incoming impressions can we speak of a stable and concordant, i.e., of a “normal” experience.


The body as the condition for normal experience and objectivity

Like Kant, Husserl is concerned with the problem of the unity of experience which is necessary to provide us with a stable and continuous access to objects and world despite its manifold and changing perceptions. Although such a unity must be achieved with the help of the perceiving consciousness or bodily subject, we in no way construct this world out of undefined impressions. Instead of constructing it, we discover the necessity of this external world bit by bit through ongoing temporal and horizonal perception. Thus, the unity of objects and the world emerges parallel to the “autopoetic unity of the lived body” and its perceptional activities (Jansen 2015, 68).

For Husserl, in order to guarantee the experience of a stable and coherent world, all consciousness, and primarily perception must be characterized by normality and therefore consist of an ordered, coherent, continuous, familiar, and optimal content and quality. Fragmentations, chaos, interruptions, hallucinations, or break downs of perception are experienced as exceptions to this rule. Indeed, they can only be experienced as such because there is always already an underlying basis of normal experience (however minimal this might be) from which they can deviate. The presupposition for objectivity in a proper intersubjective sense is that human subjects share the same bodily constitution, at least in general, and thus disclose the world in a similar normal (i.e., regular) way (see Husserl 1973b, 67–70, 120–124, 133–136; 1973c, 152–156, 227–236; 2008, 638, 648–649, 662). Generally speaking, every concrete perceptual access that I have to an object could be potentially experienced by any other bodily (human) subject if they were able to realize my spatial position and perspective.

Normal perception must in this sense be concordant; that is, it must guarantee coherence between experiences whether this be between past or current ones of the same individual or between the experiences of different subjects. Normal perception must also guarantee optimality with respect to the experienced objectivity, thereby providing the most clear and rich sense of experience. Both aspects of phenomenological normality are required for the constitution of perceptual meaning. Abnormality, in turn, translates into a lack of or disruption to (former) sense or coherence. While concordance relates to a mutual coherence between past and current experiences, optimality highlights the correlation between the perceiving subject (i.e., her appearances, actions, and interests) and the intended object or the experienced environment (Steinbock 1995; Wehrle 2010, 2015a; Taipale 2012, 2014; Heinämaa 2013; Heinämaa and Taipale 2018).

Normal perception that enables the constitution of a stable, comprehensive, and shared world (i.e., the spatial objective environment) can thus be said to be dependent on the body in two ways. First, it is bound up with the implicit experience of a “lawlike dependence of one’s sensations on one’s movements” (Mattens 2018, 5). This lawlike or, better, regular connection is made explicit in the negation of its existence, that is, when this correlation or concordance of experience is interrupted and thereby when sensations and perceptions deviate from what we anticipate. We in turn experience a certain irritation with or alienation from the environment and ourselves.5 Second, perception is bound to the body in a less fundamental but more obvious way: every perception of objects is partial or perspectival; that is to say, each one has a horizonal structure and thus allows for further presentations, requiring the locomotion of the body. Indeed, the side of the house that is facing me (the frontside) continues to appear within a horizon of other profiles beyond that which is currently given (e.g., the backside).

Central to Husserl’s dynamic theory of perception is the point that we do not simply see permanent and identifiable objects, rather that we can see them. This means that we can fulfill or enrich our first intuitions or empty intentions by exploring our surroundings and its objects. This actualizing or realizing of the horizons of every perceptual object is what makes us see them in a concordant and coherent way, rendering our surroundings familiar and typical and therefore a place that we (can) inhabit. Perception and experience are in this sense necessarily bodily endeavors.6


Embodiment as a genetic condition for inhabiting the world

Already in his early lectures on perception and attention, Husserl emphasized that perception is not merely an epistemic process of intention and fulfillment, but also an expression of tension and resolution of the perceiving subject. In an 1898 manuscript on attention as interest, Husserl introduces the notion of interest as an essential part of intentionality (Husserl 2004, 159–189). In every perception, a concrete interest has to be involved, an interest that is either directly motivated by or refers at least indirectly to intended objects. Husserl adopts Carl Stumpf’s notion of interest, which the latter defines as a motivational force, a pleasure in the act of noticing [Lust am Bemerken]. Contrary to Stumpf, however, Husserl defines it, not as a theoretical category, but primarily as a perceptive and hence as a practical tendency (Husserl 2004, 103). Perception is thus never a neutral intake of impressions or apprehension of things but structured by concrete “motives for preferences” (Husserl 2004, 108).

In his later genetic works, Husserl again takes up the notion of interest. In Experience and Judgment (Husserl 1973d, 81), interest is defined as a general perceptual drive or tendency. Already in sensation and receptivity, passive processes of differentiation, such as association and preferring, take place so as to structure the experiential field. Such a general interest in perceptually exploring the world expresses itself in specific preferences for concrete bodily subjects: more specifically, it either implicitly or explicitly discloses or makes manifest what is relevant for an individual subject at a given time. The involved interest operates as a concrete motivational necessity for object constitution, i.e., for full-blown object perception.

Husserl’s supplementing of intentionality with an emotional aspect (i.e., desire and interest) indicates that successful object perception is contingent on the capacity of attention and noticing of a subject. It thereby requires a subjective motivation, something like an emotional motor of perception (Husserl 2004, 110, 118; Wehrle 2015b). If we take perception in its concrete bodily realization, then in addition to a clear and adequate perception of an object other criteria become relevant such as intensity, practical relevance, and personal interests (Melle 2012, 58). These tendencies show on all genetic levels, beginning with the temporal and associative structuring of the perceptual field in passive synthesis, to their expression in the striving towards a kinesthetic realization (Husserl 1973d, 84) and up to a genuine theoretical interest in an already given object.

For Husserl, interest represents the actual and practical expression of the “tendency of the ego in experience,” which motivates further perceptions and “doings” (Husserl 1973d, 81–85), such as the kinesthetic realizations of the noematic horizons of the perceived objects (Husserl 1973d, 84). Genetically, specific interests must first be awakened by affection and then translate into practical possibilities which enable and motivate concrete subjects to explore the respective object or its surroundings from various angles. At higher stages of intentionality like thinking, such a perceptive or practical tendency takes on the form of an explicit will or of interest in knowledge. Therefore, every form of intentionality must be concretely motivated by the (emotional, bodily and personal) involvement of subjects with their lifeworld.

If we include these genetic aspects into a phenomenological account of experience, we see that the horizonal (including, temporal and spatial) character of external perception not only calls for embodiment in general, but also for an individual bodily (or personal) involvement that motivates and determines the course of the realization of these perceptional horizons (see Bernet 2004, 8; Hugo 2017, 15). As such, within perception, we do not only have to differentiate between actually seen profiles and co-presented profiles, but also between foreground and background along with changing degrees of attention and intensity.

These motivational aspects and the accompanying intensity concretely turn possible objects of perception into my (desired and willed) objects. The motivations and interests are in turn neither arbitrary nor singular, but rooted in and developed through prior experiences, individual abilities as well as through acquired habits and skills. Due to this, a prior and mostly implicit history of embodied experiences establishes the continuity, concordance, and meaningfulness of the perceptual world and of the perceiving subject. Most of the worldly objects we encounter and their surroundings therefore appear familiar to us; even not yet seen profiles are easily and immediately anticipated. In this regard, the body already knows its way around insofar as it can easily orientate and find its path and the possible ways of moving in a situation.

Here we can identify a bodily form of habituality, including the bodily acquisition and performance of capacities and skills. Habit on this level represents the concrete individual I-can in reference to the abilities of a subject that define its possible actions within a current situation. By including intersubjective and cultural aspects in his notion of embodiment, Husserl neither reduces the notion of the “I-can” to mere physical aspects, nor does he define the spiritual [geistige] ego as a bodyless mind. Instead, in defining the “ego as subject of faculties,” Husserl is presupposing human embodiment as a foundational basis for the development of these faculties in a “normal typical style following the stages of infancy, youth, maturity, and old age” (Husserl 1989, 266–267). Such faculties are therefore not empty but positive (i.e., concrete and practical) possibilities of subjects. This is why Husserl makes a distinction between that which is possible for conscious and embodied subjectivities in general and that which is concretely do-able for a particular subject.

Concrete embodiment incorporates past experiences, acquired practical meanings, and possible ways of acting, thereby establishing a concordant and optimal way of interacting with one’s environment. Through repeated experience, embodiment also leads to the self-continuity of the experiencing subject: it turns merely perceivable objects and space into my objects and my inhabited lifeworld, while I as bodily subject in turn develop my own recognizable ways of living and inhabiting.

The actions of concrete subjects are thus always in accordance with their general or particular abilities. In turn, the subject “constantly transforms them, enriches, strengthens, or weakens them by means of its own action” (Husserl 1989, 267). In such a temporal and personal “unity of the system of the ‘I can’,” (newly) acquired faculties are integrated with primal faculties (i.e., faculties that do not have to be acquired and are possessed by all human subjects alike). The constitutive genesis of the identity of the person begins as such with drives and primal faculties. It continues through the acquirement of bodily faculties and habits, reaching a culmination in the convictions and attitudes of the autonomous acting ego (Husserl 1960, 66; Jacobs 2010). This ego can thereby reflect on, but also resist and adjust instincts or unthematic bodily habits. Every personal identity implies bodily self-continuity over time, implying a remaining and recognizable bodily “style” of perception and action. This bodily-habitual profile motivates and structures perception in typical and implicit ways, enabling in turn an experience that is concordant with past experiences and optimal with regard to current activities.

From such a genetic perspective, it becomes clear that the transcendental subject cannot be left unaffected by its own constitutional activities: it needs a past as well as a means to practice sedimented meanings and habits so as to apprehend the world “normally,” meaning in a concordant and optimal manner such that experience of the world appears “objective” and therefore transcendent and stable. We do not merely develop types (like, “tree”) in ongoing processes of perception (of particular trees). It is within these processes that we develop and remain ourselves a recognizable “type” – like a bodily style of gesturing or walking, a pre-personal identity that can be recognized and even anticipated by others.

Just as we learn that “things in experience generally change in a familiar way” and anticipate them accordingly in the future, we can apprehend people according to the “general rule” of their kind (Husserl 1989, 284). If we know a person from repeated interactions, we can very likely begin to anticipate how this person might behave in certain situations and provided the circumstances. That the general conduct of other subjectivities can make sense to me is due to the basic embodiment that we share. I anticipate their behavior “according to my habitual modes of behavior and motivations” (Husserl 1989, 285). This does not mean, however, that we can access the intrinsic motivations of other subjects as we have not lived through their actual experiences. Rather, for empathy proper, we have to try to reconstruct the course of their life in terms of their “unity of I can or I cannot” and make it intuitable to us. Husserl invites us to place ourselves in the other’s situation, “his level of education, his development as a youth, etc.” so as to empathize with their thinking. Feelings or actions are, in this sense, not enough; we must instead try to follow the other in their motivations, rendering these in turn my quasi-motives (Husserl 1989, 286). Concrete bodily or habitual identity makes this possible in that it generates a remaining style, kind, or type of interacting and reacting that expresses how one inhabits the world.

If everyone inhabits the world in a different way, however, and if everyone has their own private sense of normality, how can we then secure an objectively shared world? Here, Husserl provides two means of response. First, he notes that every habitual style is developed in an already intersubjective world and community. Such style is thus both individual and social: it can neither be reduced to the respective social milieu, nor is it entirely individual. If identity were purely individual and thus purified of customs and social norms, we would be unable to recognize or understand it as such or even associate with it. If identity were merely a representation of the respective discourse or social field, then all persons within such field would indeed be identical. Second, although concrete individual subjects have differences in regard to their abilities, habits, interests, and styles, in order to guarantee a normal experience in a strong sense of the term, the respective experiences have to be in concordance with other subjects. Differing conditions, abilities, and interests can lead to different experiences that can be nonetheless “normal” for the respective individuals (that is, concordant in relation to and optimal with regard to their goals). Yet in order to establish a proper and stable normality, all these various and individualized senses of normality have to be integrated in concordance with an intersubjectively shared normality.

What I can and cannot see (e.g., hidden profiles or specific colors), as well as what I can and cannot do, occurs within a context of intersubjectivity – in a world that is shared such that I can never inhabit it alone. For this reason, what I experience has to be constantly verified and complemented by others. In order to call my experience “normal” and hence my inhabited lifeworld a “world,” these experiences need to be generally and potentially accessible to every bodily perceiver who could take over my spatial position as if they were in fact here.7 This does not mean that all profiles or aspects of an object are accessible to all perceivers: they don’t have to be a practical experiential possibility for a concrete bodily perceiver, but they have to be accessible as a potential possibility for perception.


Conclusion: the transcendental and concrete necessity of the bodily I-can

In the first section of this chapter, I have shown how the fact that we are able to feel and experience ourselves as extended objects and as subjects enables us to constitute and thereby experience the receptive meaning of objectivity and space. In the second section, I endeavored to highlight how in Husserl’s writings the Kantian apperceptive unity turns from a mere static representation into an active presentation, something more akin to a continuous practice (Jansen 2015, 70), which is directly linked to a bodily “I can.” In a general sense, this means that corporeality, sensation as well as the possibilities of physical movement are considered necessary conditions for perception. As such, one can argue that the bodily makeup of organisms and more specifically of human organisms, although factually contingent, has a transcendental status. Our bodily makeup is thus the presupposition for the possibility of the experience of a concordant (temporally and spatially ordered) “world” (Ainbindner 2020). In the last section, I addressed the genetic role of the body in the Husserlian mind that concerns the concrete necessity of individual bodies to inhabit their world in a typical-habitual way in order to experience it as “normal” and so, as coherent, objective and optimal. Here, past experiences, acquired habits, including practical abilities, faculties, and possibilities of an individual bodily subject function as concrete conditions, motivations, and guidelines of experience. In this sense, we can speak of a concrete a priori in which every specific perception is linked to an individual “I can” or “I cannot.”

As such, concrete embodiment engenders the practical possibilities and disabilities with regard to the environment or lifeworld – a fact, which is highly relevant for feminist, critical, and medical phenomenological analyses of situated dominated, inhibited, disabled, and diverse embodiment beyond classical transcendental philosophy (Young 1990; Ahmed 2006; Fanon 2008; De Beauvoir 2011; Murphy, Salamon, and Weiss 2019). Although, or precisely because, embodiment has a transcendental (necessary) status for every possible experience, concrete experience can never be neutral: it is situated and shaped by physical, material, political, historical, traditional, and generational forces, for better or for worse. But as bodily subjects, “We-can” potentially shape these concrete situations by embodying them, and thus change what (normal) embodiment is supposed to mean (Jansen and Wehrle 2018).


Notes

1In the following, I will translate Leib as “living body” even though “lived body” tends to be used more frequently. I propose that “living body” instead points more accurately to the active first-person perspective of sensing that Husserl sought to emphasize.
2Therefore, we experience our body as spatial, independently from possible second- or third-person experience, i.e., distinct from the gazes of others. This becomes especially clear in Husserl’s analysis of the experience of other egos in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation (see Heinämaa forthcoming; Sartre 1993).
3The personal attitude or mode of apprehension is phenomenologically primary, while the naturalistic apprehension is secondary or derivative. From a naturalistic stance, the body appears layered as both a physical and psychological stratum whereas from a personal stance we perceive the bodies of others as expressive wholes, that is, as a unity of nature and spirit (Husserl 1989, 153, 158–159, 214–216, 248–259).
4Citation refers to the original German version of Ideas II as the English translation of Leibkörper as corporeal body misses the aforementioned point.
5Such a disconnection or interruption of experience can lead to psychopathological disturbances. When past sensations and experiences are no longer coherently synthesized with current ones, one cannot anticipate upcoming sensations and experiences incoming stimuli as abrupt or sudden because they no longer align with the subject’s experiences. This is the case for patients suffering from schizophrenia (see Bovet and Parnas 1993; Fuchs 2013).
6For a more exhaustive thematic account of the concept of horizon see Geniusas 2012.
7On Husserl’s argumentation in Cartesian Meditation, see Heinämaa, Chapter 3 in this volume. On Husserl’s argument against hallucination and illusion, see Doyon, Chapter 13 in this volume.
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Husserl’s phenomenology of acts of imagination

Michela Summa

The phenomenology of imagining plays an important role in Husserl’s philosophy for at least two reasons. First, the inquiry into the structures and the accomplishments of imaginative acts is one of the cornerstones of his phenomenology of intuitive experience. Second, imagination plays a crucial role in the method of variation and is presupposed by the more complex forms of eidetic intuition. In this chapter, I will mostly focus on the structure of imaginative acts as belonging to the class of basic and simple intuitive acts and discuss these acts in relation to, and as distinct from, other kinds of intuitive acts.1

Husserl thematizes the importance of a phenomenological investigation of the different forms of imaginative experience as early as 1904/1905 in his lecture course Hauptstücke aus der Phänomenologie und Theorie der Erkenntnis (Main Themes of the Phenomenology and Theory of Knowledge), which is devoted to the basic layers of constitution. After discussing perception (Husserl 2004, 8–67) and attention (Husserl 2004, 68–122), the third part of this course focuses on imagining (Husserl 2005, 1–116) and precedes the final part devoted to time-consciousness (Husserl 1991, 3–104).2 Specifically, the third part of this lecture course provides phenomenological descriptions of acts of phantasy and image consciousness. Yet this is only one step of a rather sophisticated inquiry into the different modes of imaginative experience and their relations to other experiences (particularly, perception, judgment, and emotions) that Husserl develops in subsequent years (see Marbach in Husserl 1980; Brough in Husserl 2005).

The first section of this chapter discusses how Husserl departs from the understanding of imagination as a faculty of the mind, developing instead his inquiry into imaginative experience on the basis of the phenomenological description of the intentional structures of consciousness. This general approach allows Husserl, on the one hand, to elaborate the distinction between imagining and perceiving and, on the other, to investigate the different kinds of imaginative activity, notably image consciousness – i.e., our experience of physical images such as paintings and pictures – and phantasy – i.e., the experience of imagining something, such as visualizing a centaur or imagining how it would feel to be at the beach while we are sitting in our office. The second section addresses Husserl’s early view on image consciousness as depictive consciousness. The third section focuses on his initial attempt to also understand phantasy as depictive, addresses the reasons for his subsequent rejection of this hypothesis, and finally discusses the characteristic features of his new approach to phantasy. The fourth section introduces the distinction between pure and bound phantasy and shows how this distinction leads Husserl to a reassessment of image consciousness as a particular kind of bound or perceptual phantasy. Finally, the fifth section thematizes our subjective participation in imaginative scenarios and clarifies to what extent it implies a characteristic “doubling” of subjective experience.


Imagining as an act of re-presenting versus imagination as a faculty

At the beginning of the first part of the 1904/1905 lecture course devoted to perception, Husserl presents in general terms the way he is going to address the basic kind of constitution that occurs in acts like perceiving, remembering, or imagining. He thereby emphasizes that what specifies these acts is the way in which their object is respectively experienced (Husserl 2004, 8–9). The task then, as Husserl writes in the general introduction to the course, is to clarify those “vague concepts” like “perception,” “imagination,” etc., which we use when we refer to the field of basic intuitive experience. In Husserl’s view, this can only be done by means of a descriptive-phenomenological analysis capable of drawing the “essential lines of demarcation” between the different species of acts (Husserl 2004, 6). What guides such demarcation is not a pre-given theory of mind, but rather the intentional structures that are characteristic of different acts and the mode of givenness of their respective objects (see Piana 1967, 147–148; Summa, Fuchs, and Vanzago 2018). Obviously, such a demarcation or differentiation does not exclude the fact that there may be complex species of acts based on the interplay of different acts (see §4 below).

In the introduction to the third part of the lecture course, Husserl applies this general view to phantasy: he emphasizes that phantasy, “understood as a faculty [Vermögen] lies outside the frame of our interests” and that the same holds true for phantasy considered as a “causal process taking place in psychic objectivity” (Husserl 2005, 2, translation modified). Both rejected views are considered to be based on preliminary assumptions, which do not derive from the description and differentiation of the structures of experience. In Husserl’s view, if we begin our investigations with such assumptions, we risk overlooking the constitutive differences between acts. Thus, an account such as Hume’s, which takes imagination as a faculty and characterizes ideas (i.e., the products of imaginative activity) as weaker impressions, leads to what Husserl considers to be a misguided understanding of both perceptual and imaginative acts. Husserl ascribes a similar view to Brentano, who also assumes that there is no essential distinction between the contents of perception and phantasy, but rather only a difference of degree (Husserl 2005, 99).

Taking a descriptive, differentiating approach, the first distinction to be made is between imagining and perceiving. Taking imaginative acts as belonging to the general class of objectivating acts – i.e., acts that simply refer to objects through their sense and do not necessarily imply other acts, such as acts of the will, emotion, or desire (see Melle 1990; Volonté 1997) – we can further circumscribe them on the basis of a two-layered distinction: the distinction between signitive and intuitive acts, and within the sphere of intuitive acts, the distinction between acts of presentation (Gegenwärtigung) and acts of re-presentation (Vergegenwärtigung).3

Signitive acts merely intend their object: for instance, we may understand that a concept is referring to something, even if we do not know or understand what it is referring to. In this case, we have an unfulfilled intention, while if we also grasp what the object is, we have a fulfilled intention. Only in the latter case can we speak of a form of cognition. Signitive acts can, but need not, be fulfilled by a corresponding intuition and such a fulfillment generally requires an act of synthesis between the empty intention of the signitive act and the fulfilled intention of the intuitive act. Conversely, intuitive acts are directly fulfilled, the object is not merely intended, but rather given (Husserl 2001b, 216–217).

Within the class of intuitive acts, we can further distinguish acts that present their object in the flesh (leibhaft da), as actually here and now – so-called acts of presentation (Gegenwärtigung) – from acts that re-present something absent – acts of intuitive re-presentation (Vergegenwärtigung). Acts of re-presentation – to which the third part of the 1904/1905 lecture course is devoted – do not merely refer to something absent, as a signitive act does, but rather make something absent intuitively present.

On the basis of this distinction, it also becomes clearer as to why Husserl rejects the empiricist view that considers the distinction between imagination and perception to be a difference in the degree of intensity. Such a view, in fact, overlooks the categorial distinction between acts of presentation and of re-presentation.

The class of re-presenting acts is also internally differentiated; it includes, in particular, acts of recollection (Erinnerung), expectation (Erwartung), phantasy (Phantasie), image consciousness (Bildbewusstsein), and empathy (Einfühlung). Among these, we can distinguish acts of pure re-presentation and mixed acts, entailing moments of presentation, re-presentation, and even signitive moments in relations of univocal or reciprocal foundation.

What is distinctive of imaginative acts, notably of acts of phantasy, compared not only to perception, but also to other re-presenting acts, is their neutral doxastic modality or the lack of any positing of real existence/inexistence. Whereas, for instance, if I recollect a concert I was at in the summer, I posit this event as having actually taken place, if I only imagine how it would be to listen to a concert I remain neutral with regard to the existence of such a concert.

Distinguishing between different modes of re-presentation sets the stage for an inquiry into imagining as one of those distinct modes since Husserl’s analyses can be considered an attempt to disambiguate what we understand by “imagining.” This, as the development of the lecture course testifies, is strictly bound to the analysis of the relation between acts of phantasy and image consciousness and more particularly to the question of whether all kinds of imagining have a depicting character.


Image consciousness as depictive consciousness: the early view

What is an image? Husserl’s answer to this question undergoes several developments throughout his career. In short, we can say that he initially subscribes to a depictive understanding of images, while he subsequently develops a broader view that seems to also include cases of non-depictive images. These developments, as we will see, go hand in hand with the developments in his phenomenological account of phantasy. In this section, I concentrate on Husserl’s early view of image consciousness and discuss the further developments after having addressed the phenomenology of phantasy.

What remains unaltered despite all developments is the claim that, in order to understand what “being an image” means, we should focus on the intentional structures that allow us to grasp images as images. The predicate “being an image,” in fact, does not express any objective property of things; it rather describes a function that certain things can have in certain contexts and on the basis of a specific apprehension or way of experiencing something.4 In fact, attempts to ontologically define images need to rely on some criteria that would qualify certain objects as images, and generally refer to resemblance as such criterion. Yet objections to this view are easy to formulate: two objects (say two twins) can resemble each other without one being the image of the other; moreover, there can be things we apprehend as images even if resemblance is hardly recognizable, for instance, in the case of children’s drawings; and finally, whereas resemblance is a reciprocal relation, being an image is clearly not. Accordingly, we should say that recognizing the resemblance of an image to the object it re-presents already presupposes that we have apprehended something as an image (Husserl 2005, 18; see also Marbach 1993, 135–136; Sokolowski 1977).

Husserl’s analyses aim to clarify the complex structure of acts in which we grasp images as images. Such acts are complex because they have moments of presentation and moments of re-presentation. When I look at an image, say a picture hanging in my office, I can say that I perceive a material thing in my environment; this thing, however, differs from others – for instance from a chair – because it also re-presents something that is not here. Accordingly, the concept of image is somewhat ambiguous, for depending on how we understand and use it, it can actually be understood in at least three ways: as referring to the material thing, the “image-thing” (Bildding) or that which bears the image (Bildträger), e.g., the canvas; the subject of the image, the topic or the re-presented object (Bildsujet), e.g., the flowers; the object just as it is presented in the image (Bildobjekt), e.g., the painting of the flowers (Husserl 2005, 21).5

The three moments Husserl distinguishes in the apprehension of an image are related to each other in terms of a specific reciprocal foundational relation. On the one hand, we would not have the reference to the subject of the image without the image-object, and we would not have the image-object without the bearer of the image. On the other hand, without apprehending the image-object as referring to a subject, we would not apprehend, for example, the canvas or the sheet as that which bears the image, but rather simply as a canvas and as sheet – i.e., not as image-things, but rather only as things.

Among the three moments, the image-object seems to be the most difficult to characterize with respect to both its ontological status and its mode of apprehension. Yet, it is precisely this image-object that, while still having some of the features of a sign (see Wiesing 2005, 37–80), marks the distinction between image consciousness (as an intuitive act) and a signitive act. The image-object is what intuitively appears in the image and at the same time what re-presents the absent object: it is the complex of the qualitative features of the image itself, which we apprehend as making something absent present in the image. When looking at a landscape painting – independently of whether the re-presented landscape exists or not – we do not actually perceive the landscape, nor do we only see the colored canvas. What is intuitively present to us and what is foregrounded in the intuitive experience of an image, is rather the re-presentation of this or that glimpse of the landscape.

Husserl characterizes the image-object as a “semblance” (Schein) (Husserl 2005, 21): somehow playing with the ambiguity of the term, as an appearance that may turn out to be veridical or deceptive, he thereby emphasizes that the image-object is not the real thing, but rather what appears in the image, in its characteristic mode of appearance. Also, he seems to indicate that, in order to apprehend the image-object as such, we do not need to make any assumptions concerning the real existence of the re-presented thing.6 The image-object somehow marks a discontinuity in the spatio-temporal and causal apprehension of the surroundings: the image-object is not part, for instance, of the space and time of the room in which the image is located; it rather opens up a spatio-temporal dimension that somehow conflicts with the one we are actually experiencing (see Summa 2017). Being neither real nor material, the image-object is also defined as a non-thing (Unding) (Husserl 2005, 80, 88). But it is a non-thing with a re-presentative function, i.e., as Wiesing puts it, with the function of an “immaterial signifier (Signifikant)” (Wiesing 2005, 48–51).

We should emphasize that the depictive model just described is particularly suitable for addressing figurative images. Yet the question can be raised whether image consciousness is sufficiently described as a consciousness of depiction. One possible objection is that not all images have the referential structure of depiction: in the case of abstract images, for instance, the reference to the subject, as an absent and re-presented object, would be missing. Even if this description may be correct, it raises some problems in relation to the previously mentioned foundational relation among the three moments. As we will see, Husserl’s later understanding of depictive image consciousness as one particular kind of perceptual phantasy is more suitable to address different kinds of images, including abstract paintings.


Phenomenology of phantasy

Husserl understands phantasy as an act of intuitive re-presentation of something absent, characterized by its neutrality concerning the existence of its object. Some differences between phantasizing and apprehending an image as an image are rather conspicuous. When phantasizing a sunset on a beach, we do not have the threefold structure of a physical thing (image-thing), a representing or depicting image (image-object), and an absent represented object (subject of the image). Instead, we “quasi” visualize the sunset. Comparing the experiences of phantasizing something and of seeing something in an image, the first thing we can say is that the image-thing is clearly missing. Although Husserl emphasizes this difference early on, he nonetheless initially tries to find analogical structures between image consciousness and phantasy and characterizes phantasy as a special kind of depictive consciousness (Husserl 2005, 17–18). More precisely, his initial hypothesis is that image consciousness and phantasy share the same structure but differ in that image consciousness has two “objects” (the physical image and the image object as referring to the subject), whereas in phantasy we only have the mental image (Husserl 2005, 37–38).

Husserl soon dismisses this view and recognizes that the differences between phantasizing and seeing something in an image are so prominent that they cannot be understood as two species of acts belonging to the same genus. Not only because a material support that functions as image-thing is lacking in phantasy, but also because phantasy “lacks an image object that becomes constituted in its own right” and for this reason “imagination understood as phantasy is sharply set apart from the genuine image function” (Husserl 2005, 89–90).

Rather than re-presenting something in and through an image, phantasy simulates possible experience (see Husserl 2005, 323–324; Jansen 2005, 2010, 2016). Such simulation can have different degrees of complexity and articulation, ranging from the sensory imaging of singular objects without context to more complex and context-related forms of imagining, which may also entail propositional aspects like imagining-that and imaging-how (see Casey 2000, 38–39). Yet, in all cases and also when higher cognitive functions are involved, acts of phantasy are characterized by specific quasi-sensory modalities, such as “visualizing, audializing, smelling in the mind’s nose, feeling in the mind’s muscles, tasting with the mind’s tongue and so on” (Casey 2000, 41). Husserl occasionally uses the notion of phantasm in order to address this quasi-sensory moment. The concept of phantasm, however, should not be misunderstood; in particular, we should not take it as designating a quasi-sensory component deriving from the gradual modification of intensity of corresponding sensations. Husserl emphasizes that sensed color and phantasm color cannot be considered as one and the same and that, instead, “[t]he phantasm stands in contrast to the sensation,” since in the phantasm the color adumbration, or the sensible/phenomenal moment of what appears, is only given “as it were” (Husserl 2005, 325).7

The expression “as it were” is crucial in order to understand how Husserl conceives of acts of phantasy: phantasy is experiencing in the mode of the “as if,” and the “as if” modification characterizes all moments of consciousness, including the sensory ones. Thus, for instance, Husserl emphasizes that “[i]f I re-present the house (which, of course, I do not now see) as facing me in phantasy, then I see it ‘as it were’.” Seeing “is not seeing; it is ‘as if’ I were seeing,” and this is precisely because the house is re-presented in its absence, it is “present as if it were,” having a particular, modified, quasi-sensory component (Husserl 2005, 221).

How are we to understand such an “as if” modification? Distinguishing the “quasi” of phantasy, which is to be understood on the basis of the “as if” function, from the “quasi” of reproducing automatisms or copying mechanisms, Husserl hints at two important features characterizing the “as if” modification of phantasy (Husserl 2005, 606).

First, in phantasy, we are at least implicitly aware of the modification and the modified character of our experience. Such awareness is what allows us to distinguish phantasy from illusion (Husserl 2005, 605–606). Second, conceiving of phantasy as simulation of possible experience in the “as if” mode means that there are both identity (or at least similarity) in certain respects and differences in other respects between the simulating and the simulated experience. Furthermore, such identity/similarities and differences do not properly concern things, but rather relations, in our case the relation between the act (perception or imagination) and their respective objects. And the same relation can be extended to acting or doing as-if and to the objects one acts with or to the situations in which acting is embedded in.

The “as if” modification is neither based on some form of vaguely understood resemblance nor on gradual modification, but rather on analogical relations between different intentional acts and their correlates (see Piana 1967, 148–149). This implies what Fuchs calls “a highly dynamic power and tension” (Fuchs 2018, 83) between the similarity/identity expressed by the adverb “as,” and the difference, entailed by the limitation in scope due to the hypothetical “if.” The “as” concerns the respects under which acts of presentation or actual experiences and re-presenting phantasies or simulative experiences are similar. These similarities are due, primarily, to the intuitive nature of both acts: phantasized objects are not merely thought, indicated, or emptily intended; they are rather given in intuition – analogous to objects I perceptually experience. But of course, they are not exactly given as these objects. The “if” is due to the inactuality and the constitutive absence of the phantasized object as well as to the neutrality of the act.


Phantasy: free and bound

Thus far, I have considered phantasy as a simulation of possible experience, independently from perceptual, linguistic, or any other sort of actually given constraints. In and through these acts of phantasy, we simply imagine something; in particular, we do so without connecting our phantasy to any actually experienced object and to any specific prescription to imagine something. In this sense, acts of phantasy that are accomplished any time we simply phantasize something can be called “free.” One phenomenological trait of such phantasies is what Husserl calls their “protean” character. In fact, this character contributes to mark the discontinuity between imagining and perceiving. In saying that phantasies have a protean character, Husserl emphasizes their constitutively fluctuating and intermittent nature and the instability of their quasi-sensible fullness; also, he indicates how phantasies may succeed each other without any clear causal or logical connection and how new phantasies may spontaneously pop up without interconnections with what one was previously imagining (Husserl 2005, 63–64).

The sense in which the just described phantasies are said to be “pure” or “free” should become clearer if we consider its counterpart: what Husserl calls “bound” phantasy. Bound phantasies are constituted through the interaction between the re-presenting accomplishments of phantasy – simulating possible experience in the “as if” mode – and either the presenting function of perception, or the signitive function of language. These correspond to the two main forms of the boundedness of imagining Husserl describes: perceptual phantasy and the constitution of bound idealities.

Husserl introduces perceptual phantasy (perzeptive Phantasie) by discussing the experience of theater, notably focusing on the spectator’s experience. Characters – as well as other objects in the fiction – are called perceptual figments (Fiktum/Fikta): they are figments, since they are still objects of phantasy (Hamlet is not part of the real world – or it is part of this world only as an imaginatively constituted cultural object); yet, they are also perceptual, since it is by attending the play and looking at the real actor on stage that I see Hamlet in that real person (Husserl 2005, 616–617). Husserl emphasizes how this case differs from depictive re-presentation. The actor playing Hamlet is not experienced as an image of Hamlet: “when a play is presented, no consciousness of depiction whatsoever needs to be excited, and what then appears is a pure perceptual figment” (Husserl 2005, 617). In that situation, we experience the actor on stage “as if” he were Hamlet, and thereby “[w]e live in neutrality, we do not carry out any actual positing at all with respect to what is intuited” (Husserl 2005, 617). Accordingly, in perceptual phantasy two intentions are interwoven and simultaneously present in the same act: while watching a play, for instance, we both perceive actors doing something on stage – this is something that even someone who has not or not yet formed any consciousness of fictionality, would perceive. Yet if one grasps the fictional structure of what is perceived, an absent, irreal character in a non-actual state of affairs is re-presented in and through what is perceived. The re-presentation does not substitute the perception, however. If the experience of fiction is to be maintained, then we need to maintain these double intentions as simultaneously present and as conflicting – Husserl speaks of a “protest” of perceptual experience in relation to the simultaneous perceptual phantasy (Husserl 2009, 211).

The co-presence of perceptual awareness and phantasy can be explained in terms of an attentional shift. Polanyi’s (1970) discussion of what seeing an image implies, and particularly the distinction between focused and accompanying awareness, or between background and foreground consciousness, is useful in this respect. This distinction also elucidates a shift Husserl makes in his understanding of image consciousness. Even when our focused consciousness is on the imaginary – e.g., when we quasi-see the fictional/imaginary character in the real actor – we still have a background or accompanying awareness of the real context we live in – e.g., our awareness of the surrounding theater. The co-presence and cooperation of these two intentions – one presenting and one re-presenting – in one single act, or the persistence of the “as if” combined with a real/perceptual presentation makes this experience of perceptual phantasy different from illusion, deception, and the oscillation between two experiences, like in the case in which I first take a mannequin to be a woman (Husserl 2001b, 135–136; 2005, 355–356, 569–570). Unlike these latter cases, in perceptual phantasy we neither posit the imaginary as real, nor do we confuse the imaginary and the real. We rather grasp the imaginary as imaginary in the real: the figment “presents itself […] in the real thing, when the latter offers us, under given circumstances in its ‘genuine’ perceptual ‘appearance,’ precisely that which is ‘genuinely perceived’ in the figment” (Husserl 2005, 619).

Although Husserl develops his analysis of perceptual imagining mostly by reference to theatrical representation, this account is also applied to other forms of re-presentation, including image consciousness in painting or sculpture. In fact, by addressing images as “perceptual figments” or “perceptual semblances,” Husserl seems to depart from an exclusively depictive account of image consciousness and considers image consciousness as a particular kind of perceptual phantasy (Husserl 2005, 569–570, 611–612, 695–696). Images thus become affordances to phantasize, to “see” the imaginary “in” the real, to re-trace resemblances and establish figurative connections, or to put oneself in the “as if” world of the re-presented semblance. This is not meant to exclude the fact that some images do have a depictive function, but rather to indicate that this function is not a necessary feature of all images. This later view also allows for Husserl to account for abstract painting in a more promising way (see Brough 2010): in this case, we do not have the referential structure of an image object re-presenting something absent as the subject of the image, but rather an imaginative affordance coupled with a specific kind of “seeing-in” (see Wollheim 1980, 137–151), which is not reducible to figurative or depictive re-presentation.

Another way in which our phantasy is bound derives from the interaction between phantasy as a neutrally re-presenting and intuiting act and signitive or linguistic acts. To be sure, linguistic and signitive intentions are also present in the previously described cases of perceptual phantasy. Husserl’s favorite example of theatrical re-presentation, for instance, clearly entails not only perceptual phantasies, but also linguistic moments. Yet, in this case language is part of what we can call a multifaceted enactment of phantasy, in and through which a written text – and notably a written fictional work – is actualized (see Ingarden 1968; 1972, 354–355). The paradigmatic case of an interplay between signitive intentions and imaginative intuition is literature. In reading a novel, Husserl emphasizes, bound phantasy is forced upon us “by the succession of spoken and written words” (Husserl 2005, 620). The activity of phantasy is required here in order to fulfill the signitive intentions of linguistic expressions, or to accomplish the concretization of what is expressed by words, which also entails the filling-in of the constitutive moments of indeterminacy that characterize a fictional work (see Ingarden 1968; 1972, 354–355).

Bound phantasy – especially when it entails linguistic expression – is a social form of imagining. Written words can be considered – as Husserl does in the quote above – as affordances to imagine or as appealing to be fulfilled by phantasy. Even if we cannot speak about direct or bodily intersubjective experience here, such affordances are social acts.8 By saying that phantasy is “forced” upon us by spoken or written words, Husserl implicitly refers to such an appellative dimension of language and to the sociality of imagining: someone, even if she is not bodily present, must have formulated those sentences in order to be read. Second, and this is something Husserl more explicitly emphasizes, fictional objects are “bound idealities” (Husserl 1973, 264–265) constituted in and through linguistically formulated stories, which afford our phantasy activity. Accordingly, the constitution of fictional objects, their identity, and their existence as cultural idealities cannot be traced back to one’s private or individual imagination but should rather be considered as a social or collective enterprise.9 As observed by Ingarden (1972), Sartre (2004, 63), and more recently by Thomasson (2008), fictional objects have their particular mode of existence, which is based on dependence relations. In order to come into existence, fictional objects depend on the imaginary activity of the authors (even collective or anonymous authors) and its expression. Also, they depend on the imaginary activity of readers or spectators following the author’s affordances to imagine and concretize the indeterminacies in one way or another. Finally, they depend on concrete entities (such as books, performances, or oral narrations) and on social linguistic or imaginary practices in order to be maintained in existence (Thomasson 2008, 5–6). All this also implies that the constitution of fictional entities through the experience of fiction – notably in case of linguistically shaped fictions – has some normative impact on the concrete accomplishments of social imagining (see Szanto 2018). Husserl himself hints at such normative implications:


The novel, the play, in its determinate image stock and image nexus, has intersubjective “existence” insofar as everyone who brings the “presenting” experienced objects to appearance under suitable circumstances, who produces conflicts that are not dependent on accidental subjectivity, and who freely follows the artistic intention, and so on, brings and must bring the same novel, the same concrete part of a phantasized life, of a phantasized destiny, etc., to quasi experience. Accordingly, descriptive statements, judgments about the characters, about their expected development, and so on, have a kind of objective truth, even though they refer to fictions.

Husserl 2005, 621



Subjective participation in the imaginary

In phantasy, the “as if” modification is said to be a “modification through and through,” i.e., to concern the different moments of consciousness: those related to the act (noetic), those related to the appearing object (noematic), and those related to the sensible or phenomenal character (hyletic) (Husserl 2005, 323). An important implication of this remark is that the “as if” modification also concerns the subjective attitude we can take toward what we imagine. Husserl describes such a modification as a particular doubling of consciousness: being aware of the phantasized as phantasized means being at least implicitly aware of the difference between the real and the imaginary, and this is correlated to a difference in our subjective participation in both real and imaginative experience.

This doubling is actually characteristic of all acts of re-presentation: in all cases, I am both aware of myself as here and now accomplishing the act of re-presentation (e.g., imagining, remembering, expecting, etc.) and of myself as participating (potentially, in the past, in the future, etc.) in the scene I am re-presenting. In the case of phantasy, Husserl speaks of the doubling of “real-ego” and “phantasy-ego” (Husserl 2001a, 341–342; 2005, 207–208, 411–412, 675–676). As a real-ego, I am conscious of my phantasizing and of the correlate of this experience as imagined. As a phantasy-ego, I “live” in the neutralized or “suspended world” of the imaginary (Husserl 2005, 619). This means that I live in the re-presented world as if it was actually present (Husserl 2005, 672). The phantasy-ego, be it spectator or actor in the phantasy-word, is co-constituted in and through our phantasies and participates in the phantasy-world.

These two forms of self-awareness are, however, an expression of a single and unique consciousness and are always co-present in the experience of imagining, which again is what distinguishes phantasy from illusion. Also, we should observe that only the real-ego can be considered as the identical pole of the stream of consciousness and that only for the real-ego the world is constituted as a unitary chain of interconnected events. Moreover, as we have seen the awareness of the real world does not disappear when we accomplish acts of phantasy. Conversely, there are as many phantasy-egos as there are phantasy acts and imaginary scenarios that one may phantasize (see Schütz 1945; Husserl 2001a, 334–335, 351; Bernet 2004a; 2004b, 75–76). Limiting our consideration to one singular episode of imagining, such doubling does not imply any ontological split of subjectivity. The phantasy-ego is not another subject, but rather an expression of the activity of one unitary subjective consciousness. Such a unity is grounded in the unity of the original temporal stream or on the structures of inner time-consciousness. Inner time-consciousness underlies, on the one hand, subjective identity and continuity, and on the other hand, the distinction between the experience of reality and the experience of fiction and the correlative doubling of subjective awareness in the case of re-presentations.

The doubling of subjective awareness informs the way Husserl understands the modifications in the subjective attitudes toward the imaginary, notably the modification of judgments and emotions (see Summa 2018, 2019a). In the case of judgment, Husserl distinguishes two kinds of attitudes we can take towards the imaginary: on the one hand, we can judge about what we are phantasizing; on the other hand, we can judge “as if” we were living in the phantasy world. In the former case, we take an external perspective on the imaginary world (our own perspective as real subjects), whereas in the latter case, we take an internal perspective, thereby quasi-participating in the imaginary. Husserl calls these latter kinds of judging “in” the imaginary world “phantasy judgments” (Phantasieurteile), thereby emphasizing that they have no ambition to pertain to anything beyond the phantasy world (Husserl 2005, 446–447).

The situation is analogous, even if more complex, for emotions and desires. Husserl distinguishes between emotions that depend on the real existence of the intentional correlate and emotions that abstract from such an existence and can be based on the mere representation (bloße Vorstellung) of the object. Aesthetic emotions or emotions related to the imaginary belong to the second kind: they suspend the positing of existence, but genuinely refer to their object as pitiable, funny, scary, etc. (Husserl 2005, 554). However, Husserl also emphasizes that emotions in the face of the imaginary undergo some crucial modifications, which again are derived from the “as if” function operative in phantasy and from the above-mentioned doubling of consciousness. Thus, analogous to judgment, Husserl distinguishes emotions about the phantasy that is lived through from an external perspective and emotion in the phantasy that are lived through from an internal perspective (Husserl 2005, 447–448, 554).


Concluding remarks

In this chapter, I have tried to shed light on the crucial aspects of Husserl’s phenomenology of imaginative acts. Distinguishing the variety of such acts and the developments in Husserl’s theory has shown how, departing from a view of imagination as a faculty of the mind, phenomenology is confronted with a plurality of species of acts. What these acts share is the “as if” structure, which marks both the analogies and the discontinuity with perceptual experience, and, more generally, with the experience of reality. The distinctions are mostly connected to the ways in which phantasy, as pure phantasy, interacts with other species of acts, such as perception and linguistic expression. Husserl’s phenomenology of imaginative experience, as I have elaborated here, can fruitfully address several crucial questions that are currently debated in aesthetics and the philosophy of mind, such as the question of whether imagination plays a role in perception and in the experience and knowledge of reality or the questions concerning the genuineness and rationality of fictional emotions (see Summa 2016, 2018, 2019 a–b).


Notes

1For a discussion on eidetics, see Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume.
2The text printed in volume X of the Husserliana series is based on the published version of these lectures from 1928, edited by Martin Heidegger and based of Edith Stein’s re-elaboration of Husserl’s manuscripts. For a reconstruction of the editorial process as well as on the genesis of this published text see Bernet (1985).
3This is a simplified picture that does not yet consider questions concerning the interconnection and the genesis of the acts and the interplay between objectivating and non-objectivating acts. In general terms, phantasy and image consciousness are objectivating acts, yet, as we will see in the last section, they can be – and often are – interconnected with non-objectivating acts, like feelings and desires. See Summa 2018; 2019a.
4Regarding such a functional description of what an image is see Wiesing 2005, who also develops it in relation to the understanding of the different meanings of the assumption that images are (or are not) signs.
5As Wiesing (2005, 52–53) points out, one should add a fourth mode of experiencing images, through which we intend the unity of the image-thing and the image-object and which is expressed in sentences like “the image is hanging upside-down.”
6Considering the specificity of photographic images would be interesting in this respect, mostly because in this case we posit the (at least past) existence of the re-presented thing. This is another case that shows how the interconnection of the different moments, in this case all three moments, is also crucial for differentiating kinds of images.
7This kind of discontinuity is already emphasized at the beginning of the 1904/1905 lecture course when Husserl understands the role of phantasms in perception as analogous to the role of sensations in perception. Such analogy, in fact, implies a discontinuity between the two acts and excludes the idea of a continuous modification. See Husserl 2005, 10–11. For further developments see Husserl 2005, 99–100.
8On the appellative function of literary works see Sartre 1966 and Iser 1975, 1984.
9On how such social imagination is structured and how we should understand the sociality and the normativity of imagining see Szanto 2018 and Jansen 2018.
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Emotions and moods in Husserl’s phenomenology*

Denis Fisette

The topic of emotions has always been important in the phenomenological tradition, inspired by Husserl and Brentano. This topic is central to the philosophical program developed by Brentano and his successors (Fisette and Fréchette 2017) and thereafter in the phenomenological tradition inspired by Husserl, from the young phenomenologists of Munich and Göttingen to Sartre and R. Solomon (Hart and Embree 1997; Drummond and Embree 2002; Ferran 2008; Ubali and Wehrle 2015; Drummond and Rinofer-Kreidl 2018). However, in the works published during his lifetime, Husserl granted much more importance to cognition and intellectual acts than to emotions and feelings even if they constitute, if not what is more phenomenological in phenomenology, at least a fundamental aspect of Husserl’s conception of the human mind. This is confirmed by a series of manuscripts which, upon the request of Husserl, were collected by his assistant Ludwig Landgrebe in 1927 under the title, Studien zur Struktur des Bewußtseins (Studies on the Structure of Consciousness) (hereafter Studies). This monumental work contains detailed analyses not only in the field of affective life (Melle 2012, 2015, 2020) and volition (Melle 1992, 1997), but also on moods (Lee 1998) and drives (Bernet 2006). Even though most of these manuscripts date from the late Göttingen period between 1909–1914, Husserl planned to publish them, as shown by the sketch of an introduction to the Studies he prepared in 1927 (2020a, 469–488). These manuscripts were composed during his lectures on ethics from 1908–1909 (Husserl 1988) and 1914 (Husserl 2004b), and this research is partly motivated by the importance of emotions, values, and volition in Husserl’s ethics. Husserl’s main interlocutor in the Studies is Brentano, and as shown by the sketch of an introduction to this collection of working manuscripts, Husserl seeks to re-evaluate the principles of his descriptive psychology, the term which described the first version of phenomenology in Logical Investigations (Melle 1980, 117; 1997, 174; 2002, 231; 2012, 72; 2015, 8; 2020, lii; Drummond 2002, 17).

This chapter is about emotions and affective life in Husserl’s work. I will pay particular attention to the second volume of the Studies on emotions but will also take into account Husserl’s first writings on the emotions (1982, 106–112; 2004a, 159–189), which contain valuable analyses on the topic. But emotions do not exhaust the entire field of the phenomenology of affectivity. Husserl places great importance on what he calls “sense feelings” (Gefühlsempfindungen), which he clearly distinguishes from emotions (Gemütsbewegungen, Gefühlsakt) and moods (Stimmungen). In this chapter, I will first introduce Husserl’s analysis in the Studies by emphasizing the reasons that motivate these analyses of descriptive psychology and their status in Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology of the late Freiburg period. I will then focus on the structure of acts with a particular emphasis on three aspects stressed by Husserl in the Studies: intentionality, the taxonomy of acts, and Brentano’s principle of presentations as the basis of other mental phenomena (Vorstellungsgrundlage). The last three parts of this chapter outline the characteristic features of three fundamental aspects of affective life in Husserl’s phenomenology: emotions, sense feelings, and moods. I will conclude with some general remarks on the status of affects and values in Husserl’s phenomenology.


Studies on the structure of consciousness

The Studies is composed of a series of manuscripts written between 1909 and 1914 (Melle 2015, 2020). At Husserl’s request, these manuscripts were collected by his assistant Ludwig Landgrebe in 1927 and, as said previously, this work also contains a draft of an introduction to this collection of manuscripts (2020a, 469–488), which Husserl prepared in 1927. The work is divided into three volumes dealing with the three respective classes of acts and their objects in Husserl’s classification: understanding and object, emotion and value, and will and action. The first volume contains original analyses on the class of intellectual acts, i.e., presentation and judgment. The significance of the other two volumes is that they make significant contributions to topics of emotions, values, and volition that are underdeveloped in the other volumes of the Husserliana (1988, 102–125). The second volume is of particular interest for this study because it brings together several of Husserl’s writings on the phenomenology of affective consciousness and values. It also provides us with first-hand information not only about affective life including drives (see Bernet 2006) and moods (see Lee 1998), but also regarding the place of emotions in the architectonics of consciousness. The third volume contains several manuscripts of detailed analyses of volition as it relates to action and practical reason. These working manuscripts contain several sketches and a number of overlapping extended analyses that are corroborated in Husserl’s published writings (1982; 2004b; 2014b, §§95, 115, 121, 127; see also Steinbock 2013).

Moreover, these manuscripts are important and valuable with respect to Husserl’s phenomenology because, as Heidegger pointed out in 1927, they contain “the essential pieces” of Husserl’s intentional psychology to which the study of emotions belongs (Husserl 1994, 145). It also testifies to the importance of descriptive psychology and the study of mental states in Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology from the mid-1920s. This topic is indeed one of the most important in Husserl’s phenomenology of the late Freiburg period (see Peucker 2002; Breyer 2017). Several factors are worth considering in this reinstatement of psychology within transcendental phenomenology insofar as they are relevant to his investigations on emotions. The first is the partial identification of phenomenology with intentional psychology under the broad definition of phenomenology as both psychology and philosophy. From the mid-1920s, phenomenology was considered a discipline with a dual meaning and a dual function: it is, on the one hand, defined as transcendental phenomenology and, as such, it is first philosophy in the classical sense of the term; on the other hand, it is defined as intentional psychology, the task of which being to serve as a preliminary stage for philosophical investigations, to reform empirical psychology and to ground the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften) as a whole. In Husserl’s Crisis, for instance, phenomenological psychology is considered to be “identical to transcendental philosophy” with the two being “inseparable although distinct [from one another]” (1970, 257–258). Hence, there is a parallelism (1962, 343) between the philosophical and the psychological aspects of phenomenology, and Husserl maintains that both disciplines have the same content, namely, noetic-noematic correlations and that the results of the analysis of descriptive psychology are necessary conditions for the grounding of transcendental phenomenology.

However, despite the importance granted to intentional psychology during the Freiburg period, Husserl clearly distinguishes it from transcendental philosophy, arguing that it belongs to a dimension of phenomenology that is not philosophical. That is why, in the sketch of the introduction to the Studies, Husserl explains that he brackets all philosophical interests in these psychological investigations insofar as he is mainly interested in a “non-philosophical phenomenology.” He brandishes the specter of psychologism to those who would be tempted to abandon transcendental philosophy in favor of phenomenological psychology (2020a, 469–470). In any case, this rehabilitation of descriptive psychology partly explains his renewed interest in Brentano’s descriptive psychology. Indeed, Brentano is the starting point of this research on the nature of emotions (Melle 2015, 8–9; 2020, LII, LXXII), as confirmed by Husserl’s general introduction to the Studies, in which he emphasizes the importance of Brentano for his phenomenological psychology despite his sharp criticism of several aspects of Brentano’s philosophical program (2020a, 475, 491–493, 497–498).


On the structure of mental states

Let us look at three aspects of Husserl’s investigations which are particularly important for Husserl’s architectonic of the human mind in the Studies: intentionality, the tripartite classification of intentional states, and Brentano’s thesis of the presentations as the basis of other mental phenomena (Vorstellungsgrundlage). Here again, the starting point of Husserl’s analyses in the Studies is the so-called Brentano’s thesis, according to which intentionality is the main characteristic of mental phenomena. The notion of act by which Husserl seeks to account for intentional experiences is described in terms of the actualization of a potential experience or disposition (2020a, 482). An act is by definition an intentional experience; “intentional,” in this context, broadly understood means “aboutness” – e.g., perception is about something perceived, imagination about something imagined, etc. The perceived and the imagined, in these cases, are the intentional objects or correlates of these acts. The two essential components of an act are its quality and matter or what he also terms in Ideas I as noesis and noema. The term “matter” refers to the component of an act that gives it a specific relation to its object. It is also called the intentional content of an act, and its main function is to determine the object that is intended and with what properties, forms, etc. it is intended (2020a, 42). Matter is intimately related to the quality of acts (1982, 167; 2020a, 71–72), by which Husserl is referring to the way consciousness relates to its objects. Every act is intentional and has therefore an intentional relation with its objects, but the modes of relation to objects vary from one class to another, e.g., as presented, judged, willed, etc. We shall see that in the Studies Husserl also uses several other notions such as mode of consciousness, position taking, evaluation etc., to help describe the agent’s emotive attitude towards an object.

There are several overlapping classifications in the Studies, but the two most important ones for the present study are that between the two classes of phenomena and that between the three classes of acts. Husserl’s starting point in Logical Investigations is Brentano’s distinction between physical and psychical phenomena. This classification is relevant here because of the importance placed upon sense feelings in Husserl’s discussion of Brentano’s notion of a physical phenomenon. In this regard, Husserl’s criticism in Logical Investigations of Brentano’s theory of emotion occurred in the context of a discussion of Brentano’s criteria for the delineation of the field of psychology from that of the natural sciences (1982, 81). This issue depends in turn on the question “as to whether the ‘intentional relation’ suffices to demarcate ‘psychical phenomena’ (the domain of psychology) or not” (1982, 107). This last issue concerns, in fact, the criteria used by Brentano to delineate the field of psychology from that of the natural sciences, and it involves, beyond intentionality, his theory of internal and external perception. Yet that is precisely what Husserl disputes in Logical Investigations (1982, 94). He argues, contrary to Brentano, that there are phenomena such as sense feelings which belong to a dimension of experience that do not fall under any of Brentano’s two classes of phenomena. Hence, Husserl’s important distinction during the Halle period is between the class of intentional phenomena, which includes emotions, and the class of sense feelings, which are closely related to moods. We shall see that this distinction constitutes the basis of Husserl’s analysis of the affective life in the last two volumes of the Studies.

The many classifications discussed by Husserl in the Studies vary according to several criteria. In the case of the classification of acts, Husserl’s main criterion is based on the notion of quality (2020a, 330; Melle 2012, 54; Melle 2020, LXII). Every act has an intentional relation to its object, and to every class of acts there corresponds a position-taking (Stellungnahme) which determines the way in which consciousness refers to its objects (2020a, 118f.). There are therefore as many classes of acts as there are modes of relation to objects, the three main classes being the representational-judicative, emotional, and volitional. Husserl’s starting point in his classification of acts is Brentano’s tripartite classification of presentation, judgment, and emotion (which includes volition) (Melle 2012, 53; 2015, 9). Husserl discusses this issue at length in the first volume of the Studies (2020a, 491f.) and proposes a reform based on a new taxonomy of mental phenomena into three classes: cognition, emotion, and will. The class of intellectual acts merges Brentano’s first two classes, presentation and judgment. Despite the significant structural differences in acts of presentation and judgment, there is, according to Husserl, no specific difference between them the way there is between judgment and emotion on the one hand, and between emotion and will on the other. Husserl maintains that there is only a difference of degree, and not in kind, between presentation and judgement (2020a, 67). This class of intellectual acts includes perception as the main act of presentation, as well as imagination and memory, conceived of as modifications of perception (Melle 2002, 232). The second class is based on emotions understood as acts of pleasure (Gefallen) and displeasure (Missfallen) whose objective correlates are values. Contrary to Brentano, Husserl dissociates emotions from volition because in his view they have different qualities and are based on different modes of consciousness. Husserl also claims that the will is more directly related to action than to emotions even if both have values as objects. Finally, just like Stumpf (see Fisette 2009), Husserl admits at the level of sensory perception a non-intentional awareness of primary contents, and we shall see that this thesis is central to his doctrine of sense feelings.

As for Brentano’s presentational foundation (Vorstellungsgrundlage), Husserl maintains that there exists between the three classes a form of foundational relation, or a relation of one-sided dependence, of the higher-order classes (emotion and volition) on the lower-order class of intellectual acts. Husserl maintains that perception is a simple founding act which is autonomous with respect to the other two classes to the extent that its existence does not depend on, nor is founded in, any other act (2020a, 3). Husserl adopts Brentano’s principle according to which an act is either a presentation or based on a presentation. In Logical Investigations, Husserl introduces the distinction between objectifying and non-objectifying acts in the context of his reformulation of Brentano’s principle, and he claims that the intellectual acts of presentation and judgment, which together constitute the cognitive basis of all acts, belong to the class of objectifying acts (1982, 404). Under the class of non-objectifying acts, emotion and will have no objective relation apart from that provided by objectifying acts. Thus, volition is a higher-order intentional state based on the class of objectifying acts and the class of emotions, and it entertains a one-sided dependency relation with the two classes that precede it in the hierarchy of acts. It depends on the presentation of what is intended (i.e., the project or plan that the mental state is about) because this act provides it with its cognitive basis, and on the class of emotions since the objects of volition are values conceived of as objects previously evaluated by a perception of value (Wertnehmung) (2020b, 40f.). Volition is directed towards something that is intended as a valuable object, but unlike the other two classes of acts, this aboutness involves a practical action by which the agent carries out or fulfils a project by means of his bodily movements. Hence the reformulation of Brentano’s principle in the Logical Investigations is: “Each intentional experience is either an objectifying act or has its basis in such an act” (Husserl 1982, 167; see Rinofner-Kreidl 2013, 66–67).


Main properties of emotions

These three aspects of the structure of consciousness apply a fortiori to emotions, which can be defined, as a first approximation, as position-takings (see Drummond 2002, 17–20). In contrast to sense feelings, emotions are intentional states (Husserl 2020b, 69) in relation to an object referred to as pleasing, and as such, necessarily have an intentional correlate (Husserl 2020b, 14–15). Emotions are grounded in states belonging to the class of intellectual acts which constitute, as previously stated, their cognitive basis to the extent that they provide them with their primary, or “formal,” objects (Husserl 2020b, 37). Emotions are modes of apprehension (Husserl 2020b, 69), or “takings as,” which consist in the mode through which one takes something as valuable. Emotions are also related to negative or positive position-takings towards an object, which is characterized by what is called the polarity or valence of emotions (Gefallen-Missfallen), i.e., the property of being either positive (e.g., proud or amused) or negative (e.g., sad, shameful, etc.). These are attitudes that the agent takes towards an object presented in sensory perception, e.g., an attitude of fear towards something taken as fearful. Emotions are thus closely related to a kind of evaluation (Wertnehmen, Wertschätzung, Für-Wert-Halten) (Husserl 2020b, 53), a perception of value (Wertnehmen), understood by analogy to perception (Wahrnehmen), which literally means taking something as true, and it consists in taking a position towards an object, to take it as a valuable object. But Husserl emphasizes that despite the structural similarity with perception, this perception of value is not a perception as such, as perceptual theories of emotions claim. For its object is not a percept, or something perceived (Husserl 2020b, 22–23), but a value: to have an emotion, for Husserl, means ultimately to apprehend the objective correlate of emotion in evaluative terms. The objects of emotions are therefore values: “It is manifest that the joy about the beautiful, the elation that it elicits, is not joy about the mere being of the object, but joy about the being of the object of value” (Husserl 2020b, 94–95). An evaluative predicate, e.g., hateful, disgusting, shameful, etc., corresponds to emotions and these values can be either positive or negative, depending on the agent’s position-taking or evaluation. Another important feature of emotions, perhaps the most salient, lies in their “felt character” that depends in turn on sense feelings, which I discuss in the next section. Finally, following Brentano, Husserl claims that an emotion can be correct or incorrect, i.e., can fit the intended object as valuable or not (2020b, 310–311; see Mulligan 2017) – and like truth, the content of an emotion can also be evident.

We can illustrate this general structure of emotions using the case of the pleasure that one takes in smoking a cigar (Husserl 2020b, 22). First, there is the presentation of the object, in this case the perception of the cigar, which comes from Havana with all the anticipation that this phenomenon may elicit in the connoisseur, such as how to hold it, how to smoke it, etc. One therefore apprehends this object in this way and perceives oneself as smoking a cigar. One perceives more or less consciously that the cigar is new and still fresh, that it has floral and herbal scents, that its taste evokes perhaps the aroma of tea, cedar, oak, etc. The taste and scent, like nicotine in cigar tobacco, provide pleasant or unpleasant sensations and feelings. Husserl distinguishes the primary content in this experience from the apperception of sense feelings that cigar-smoking may elicit. Sense feelings can also depend on the smoker’s mood, which may predispose one to enjoy this experience or not, as well as several other factors related to, for example, what one knows about the consequences of tobacco smoking. In any case, the feelings triggered by cigar smoking give rise to a reaction in the smoker, a position-taking towards the object that provides those feelings, what Husserl calls pleasure and displeasure. This position-taking is actually an evaluation (Wertnehmen, Wertschätzung) of the cigar based on this experience: this cigar provides pleasure or displeasure (Husserl 2020b, 22). The correlate of this evaluation, the object (i.e., the cigar) as pleasing (gefallend), thus acquires the status of value (Husserl 2020b, 23) and with this assessment, the cigar is referred to as good or bad. But the cigar as a valuable object is not perceived as such, and Husserl insists on the distinction between the elements that are “perceived” in this experience of cigar smoking and the evaluation of, or position-taking towards, the cigar itself (Husserl 2020b, 25). This object does not appear as something perceived but as something enjoyed – precisely, as a valuable object (Husserl 2020b, 22, 25). The dimension of moods is also involved both in the state of mind of the smoker, which can influence his disposition and his feeling towards the cigar (Husserl 2020b, 22), and in the transformation of this enjoyment into a long-lasting state when this positive experience intensifies and places the smoker in a state of euphoria, for example.


Properties of sense feelings

Within the class of affective states, Husserl distinguishes emotions, sense feelings, and moods. We saw that one of the main objections to Brentano in Logical Investigations rests on this distinction, and Husserl also criticizes Kant and those who entertain prejudices against the sphere of sensory taste (Husserl 1988, 408–409). In §15 of the Fifth Investigation, Husserl criticizes the conceptual confusion in Brentano’s conception of sentiment (Gefühl) between sense feeling (Gefühlsempfindung) and emotion (Gefühlsakt, Gemütsbewegung). The object of the dispute with Brentano is prima facie the question as to whether pain and bodily pleasure – feelings related to specific types of sensations such as temperature, sound, taste, color, and even aesthetic pleasure – are intentional, just as joy, sadness, anger, hope, desire, and disgust are for Brentano, or whether they are sensory in nature. However, the real issue is whether such sense feelings belong to the class of physical phenomena or to the class of mental states to which joy, sadness, etc. belong. The position advanced by Husserl in Logical Investigations is based on the distinction between primary content and mental acts, and it consists in classifying pleasure and pain, for example, as falling within the category of primary content while considering, in agreement with Brentano and in contrast to phenomenalism, emotions such as shame or disgust as belonging to the class of intentional states. Sense feelings such as pain are, in this view, therefore more akin to sensations of touch, taste, or smell than to intentional states such as fear or disgust.

Even before Logical Investigations, Husserl emphasized this distinction between primary and intentional content. Sensory pleasure such as pain is an example of the first, while aesthetic enjoyment is an act and therefore an intentional state – in short, an emotion that has a worked-out intentional content. Another way of spelling out this distinction is as one between an act and a state (Zustand) – i.e., between mental states and states of mind (Husserl 1982, 107; 2004a, 176, 179, 180; 2020b, 178). Intentional experiences are conceived of as acts, or even as activities (Betätigungen) understood as dispositions, while states of mind are passive experiences that one undergoes and which are not intentional (Husserl 2020b, 482). In several fragments dated from 1911 and 1920, Husserl reiterates the thesis that what distinguishes these two subclasses of affective states is intentionality, insofar as only emotions possess intentionality while sense feelings, like sensations in general, are devoid of this property (2004b, 326–327; 2020b, 69).1

However, sense feelings are not, strictly speaking, sensory qualities, and they do not belong as such to the category of qualia (Husserl 2020b, 37–38). As Husserl explains: “The content of sensation has no rosy light, no rosy gleam” (2020b, 64–65). True, there is a correlation between “the emotional excitement” (rosy gleam) and the event’s “objective property” (“the event as bathed in rosy gleam”) (Husserl 1982, 110), and Husserl sometimes suggests that this relation is intentional (see Lee 1998, 111; Ramirez 2015, 98). However, Husserl also claims that this relation is merely an “affective apprehension” of the event whereby the sensations of pleasure are linked to the event. Sense feelings are understood in this case as “figurative contents” in the same way as tactile sensations, taste, etc., and as such they serve as footholds (Anhalt) to an affective apprehension. This affective apprehension is, in turn, related to primary content, i.e., to a figurative content, which is not an act and can therefore hardly be intentionally related to a primary content. Although the affective states of this class are not, strictly speaking, secondary qualities, they are based on sensations which also serve as footholds to an affective apprehension (Husserl 2020b, 37–38). They are based on primary contents and thus are dependent on them. Also, they constitute the upper layer of primary contents in the same way that emotions are higher-order mental states grounded in the class of lower-order cognitive states on which they depend: “Both layers together – the relatively independent founding (if it is really independent!) and the founded – constitute the so to speak soulful (gefühlvollen) primary content” (Husserl 2020b, 51, 85, 92).


Main characteristics of moods

The study of moods goes hand in hand with the study of emotions. For states of mind such as anxiety, euphoria, ecstasy, melancholy, or depression have an obvious kinship with mental states like fear, hate, love, envy, etc. There is indeed an affective dimension that is specific to these kinds of states of mind. But that does not mean that emotions and moods, like drives and instincts (Husserl 2014a), belong to the same species of mental phenomena. Some philosophers claim that moods have properties of their own and maintain that the case of moods testifies to the fact that there are states of mind which are not intentional. Husserl attaches great importance to moods and it is largely agreed upon that the distinction between emotions and sense feelings is a presupposition in his analysis of affect after Logical Investigations, and that it constitutes the starting point for his analysis of emotions and moods in the second volume of the Studies (Lee 1998, 103, 110; Melle 2012, 56–57; 2015, 8; Ramirez 2015, 94–98). I will now sketch some of the main properties that Husserl attributes to moods.

The first question pertains to the source of moods. Husserl claims that moods have their origin in a prior feeling, such as, e.g., anger, which persists and predisposes one to be in an irritated state of mind (2020b, 59, 91; Melle 2012, 60). Over time, this feeling can be emancipated from the state of anger that provoked it and can migrate into an “excited disposition” when the founding act disappears and fills the affective field as a whole. The mood then seizes the subject in the sense that he is now dominated by the feeling that gave birth to it, in this case, anger (Husserl 2004a, 177). This emancipation process is comparable to the way a virus spreads and grows, in a manner that possibly overruns the whole field of consciousness (Husserl 2020b, 103; Bernet 2006, 103). This process is best understood in light of Solomon’s thesis, according to which moods are metaphysically generalized emotions (Solomon 1993, 133). However, let us bear in mind that Husserl also maintains that moods do not necessarily relate to any actual or past sentiments: “We sometimes awaken with a reluctant feeling that does not leave us, we are sad and do not know about what” (2004a, 177). Husserl also explains the genesis of moods in terms of sense feelings. He maintains that moods are “annexes (Annexe) of sense feelings, extensions, propagation, irradiation of original feelings” (2020b, 173). To explain what is meant by “annexes,” Husserl uses the examples of passion (Leidenschaft) (Husserl 2004a, 175–176) and religious experience which bring about a particular mood. This mood continues long after the religious service ends, or when this situation loses its meaning, the mood can still prevail in the absence of the initial figurative content by which it was triggered (Husserl 2004a, 175–176). When the content of this feeling disappears, the feeling can persist in the form of a mood.

Whatever the origin of moods may be, they are, if not objectless, at least without specific objects because moods lack an objective reference in the trivial sense that depression and melancholia, for example, do not seem to be about anything, whereas fear is, per definitionem, about something specifically feared. A state of anxiety, for example, does not seem to be about anything, at least not about anything in particular. Some believe that these states of mind nevertheless have an object even if it is diffuse and underdetermined, while others – including, even occasionally, Husserl – believe that, in principle, such a state of mind cannot have any object at all because it is devoid of intentional content (Husserl 2004a, 176; 2020b, 101, 112). Furthermore, moods have a longer duration than emotions or any other mental states. Husserl sometimes describes moods as enduring feelings “which [have] taken possession of the soul” (2004a, 176). Take the case of a conversation with a charming person where this charm affectively colors the situation and illuminates it in a particular way. The person’s charm lingers in the form of a sustained mood that can then occupy the emotional background of the agent for a long period of time (Husserl 2020b, 103; Ramirez 2015, 99). This also explains why moods also have prolonged and extended effects on memory, perception of things, reasoning, etc.

In the second volume of the Studies, Husserl further claims that moods are motivated (2020b, 171–172, 103–104). Motivation is a key notion in Husserl’s phenomenology and is sometimes used to account for reasons for acting that do not have their origin in the internal content of intentional states, but rather in aspects of the surrounding world. However, unlike a causal relation, the motivational relation occurs between the agent and the phenomenal properties of the surrounding objects, such as their shapes, colors, textures, etc., which act on the agent and, in some cases, motivate them to act. And to the extent that motivation has its origin in the agent’s environment and not in his own intentional contents, intentionality does not seem to be relevant to account for this particular relation (Husserl 2020b, 104, 171–172). Another way to describe this characteristic feature of moods is to say that they are “groundless” – i.e., that moods, unlike emotions, do not figure in typical explanations by rationalization of action.

Moods make people more or less receptive or sensitive (empfänglich) to emotions (Husserl 2020b, 111, 172). When a person is in an irritable mood, he is more likely to become angry, for example, than is usually the case. In this sense, moods seem to lower the threshold for triggering or awakening emotions. Furthermore, moods are comparable to a horizon- or background-consciousness (Bernet 2006, 49; Ramirez 2015, 98; Husserl 2020b, 65-66; 104–105, 150, 163–165, 192–193). A mood and the affective tone associated with it constitute a kind of “emotive background of experience” (Husserl 2004b, 327; 2020b, 111, 159, 189). This aspect of moods can be illustrated through the figure-ground relation in gestalt psychology: emotions are comparable to figures whereas moods are comparable to the ground insofar as they are similar to a kind of permanent coloring of the affective field of experience.

Moods are ubiquitous in the sense that they permeate the experiences of an individual as a whole and constitute the background of all mental states without exception. Some philosophers claim that every normal human being is always in a mood and that all cognitive or conative states, and not only the class of emotions, are necessarily accompanied by the affective dimension associated with moods. Heidegger and Sartre, for example, consider moods as constituting the existential background of our lives. One of the arguments in favor of the ubiquity of moods rests on cases of sudden changes in one’s moods whereby one realizes that one was, before this change occurred, in a state of mind that was not explicitly noticed. When one’s mood is radically shifted either into an unexpected elation or a depression, one suddenly becomes aware that one must have always been in some mood. In Husserl’s own words, sense feelings constitute the permanent background of consciousness, and each sense feeling influences the whole affective surrounding (Gefühlsmilieu), which belongs to the unity of moods. In this sense, affective sensations are parts of a whole, i.e., of the unity of one’s mood, and they can consequently influence the entire feeling environment or one’s mood (Husserl 2004b, 326; 2020b, 326–327).

Moods determine how one depicts the surrounding world and, more generally, our relation to the world because they provide the tone or color that characterizes the whole of a conscious state of mind and constitute the affective background of the agent’s surrounding world (Husserl 2004b, 327). In this, a thesis advocated by Heidegger and later by Sartre can be recognized, according to which moods are an essential condition of an individual’s “modes of being tuned” into the world. Husserl merely says that moods create an affective light over the surrounding world, “bathing” the object of feeling, and he argues that there is a kind of spreading light over the perceptual field (1982, 409–410; 2004b, 342–346; 2020, 111, 126–127, 178–181; Lee 1998, 115; Melle 2012, 90, 95; Ramirez 2015, 96–97). But this lighting or coloration is first and foremost related to modes of appearances and indirectly to what appears (Husserl 2004a, 176). When Husserl states that moods provide a coloration or tonality to one’s perception of the world, he surmises that this mode of presentation depends in turn on one’s apprehension of the surrounding world which confers to perceptions their dark or bright coloration in a similar way as apprehension confers meaning and orientation to sensations. As Husserl already pointed out in the Logical Investigations, there is a certain duality in the sensations of pleasure and displeasure which is apprehended and localized both subjectively “as an affective excitation of the psychophysical subject who experiences it” and objectively as an “objective quality” of the event. That is why the “joyful event” appears to us “as if bathed in a rosy gleam” (Husserl 1982, 110), while the “sad event” appears to us clothed and colored with sadness (Husserl 1982, 111; see Lee 1998, 111).

Now, philosophers are divided on the question as to whether moods are intentional (see Lee 1998, 114; Bernet 2006, 50; Melle 2012, 90, 98–99; Ramirez 2015, 97), and Husserl himself seems ambivalent with respect to this issue (2004a, 176, 180; 2020b, 60, 104–105). But considering all the features and properties that he attributes to moods, including a lack of a specific object, duration, and ubiquity to name only a few, and to the extent that moods are not attributable to emotions, it is difficult to identify a form of intentionality that would fit with moods. However, a way out of this difficulty is to consider that emotions’ intentional contents and primary contents work together in the experience of moods and fulfill two different but correlative functions. Husserl seems to believe that these types of content, namely sense feelings, moods, and emotions, are always involved in affective life: no moods without acts, no grounds without figures, and vice versa. This is the position he seems to advocate in Logical Investigations regarding the Brentano-Hamilton debate on pain: we need both the dimension of sense feelings and the dimension of emotions in order to adequately account for the affective life as a whole.


Final remarks

This short and schematic study only gives a glimpse of the magnitude and complexity of Husserl’s phenomenology of affectivity and its place in his philosophy because it is indeed the affective dimension, with all of its ramifications, that takes us back to the very heart of phenomenology. One of the main difficulties that such a study faces is the non-intentional nature of certain aspects of affective life, such as sense feelings and moods, as opposed to emotions, which are full-fledged intentional states just like presentation and judgment. It raises the important issue of the unity of affective consciousness, which, for lack of space, must be left open in this study. Moreover, Husserl’s studies on affectivity have a scope that goes far beyond intentional psychology. Indeed, the class of emotions and their correlates, values, are presupposed not only in ethics but also in Husserl’s practical philosophy and in his conception of the cultural world based on the notion of lifeworld. For the primary objects of doxic consciousness and its surrounding world are values related to practical interests (see Melle 1997). This is particularly the case in ethics, understood in a broad sense, which is based on volition and indirectly on emotions and values. That is why the working manuscripts collected in the Studies constitute an essential complement to his lectures on ethics when one considers the context of his analyses of affective states and the structure of consciousness in general. Indeed, in the second part of these 1908–1909 lectures, Husserl examines the relationship between theoretical and axiological reason, and it is in this context that he systematically examines not only emotions, but also volition (Melle 2002, 71, 75). Furthermore, in his lectures on ethics, as in the Studies, his starting point is again Brentano’s philosophical program and his ethics based on the class of emotions and volition (Husserl 2004b, 15). In this regard, it is no coincidence that Husserl approaches the field of ethics in a way similar to Brentano’s in his lectures on practical philosophy when one considers that Husserl attended Brentano’s lectures during the winter semester of 1884–1885 (Brentano 1952). This raises another interesting issue that is worth investigating regarding Husserl’s commitment to several aspects of Brentano’s philosophical program, including ethics and descriptive psychology, for example.

Finally, let us underline the relevance and significance of Husserl’s research on emotions and volition in light of contemporary debates in the philosophy of mind. In the field of emotions and values, Husserl and Brentano advocated what is today called the attitudinal theory of emotions and the fitting attitude theory of values, which are considered influential theories in current philosophical debates in the study of emotions and values (Deonna and Teroni 2012, 76). Another significant aspect of Husserl’s research bears on volition, which is central in his practical philosophy (2004a, 102–125, 2020c; Nenon 1990; Melle 1992, 1997, 2002; Drummond 1995, 2002; Peucker 2015). In this regard, it has been pointed out that Husserl’s research on volition has similarities to some aspects of Searle’s theory of action (Searle 1983, 84; Peucker 2015, 22). In particular, Husserl’s distinction in his Göttingen lectures on ethics between two types of volition is relevant. The first aspect lies in the agent’s decision (Entscheidungswille), which precedes the actual action and aims at an action to be carried out in the future. This decision can result from a deliberation on the choice of the means, i.e., on the choice of the appropriate action with regard to the realization of one’s project. The other form of volition is the will to act (Handlungswille), which is related to the agent’s bodily movement and therefore to an action understood as an intentional behavior (Husserl 1988, 355–356, 373–374; 2004a, 103; Melle 2002). This notion of will involves a form of practical intentionality – an intention to do something in the future and to act with the intention of achieving something. Indeed, Husserl’s distinction is similar to Searle’s distinction between prior intention and intention in action. Prior intention is the result of deliberation about ends and means, desires and beliefs and takes its name from the fact that it is prior to action and marks the agent’s commitment to carry out his plan in the future. On the other hand, intention in action, also called trying, is simply the intention with which the agent tries to carry out his plan by means of his action.


Notes

*Thanks to Thomas Vongehr and the Husserl Archives-Leuven for the permission to use, in this study, the manuscripts of Husserl’s Studien zur Struktur des Bewußtseins, which have recently been published in the Husserliana series.
1In his discussions of Geiger’s article “Das Bewusstsein von Gefühlen” (1911) (2020b, 143–144), Husserl criticizes Geiger’s interpretation of sense feelings in the Logical Investigations, which he assimilates to Brentano’s theory of emotions, and he thus confirms the importance, in the Studies, of this distinction in the class of affective states between emotions and sense feelings (and the whole class of primary contents) (2020b, 149).
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Husserl’s theory of judgment and its contemporary relevance

Chad Kidd


Introduction: what is a theory of judgment?

In his 1979 book, Frege’s Theory of Judgment, David Bell observes that “the notion of a ‘theory of judgment’ has fallen, if not into actual disrepute, then at least into desuetude” (1979, 1). He notes how this stands in stark contrast to the philosophical milieu of the nineteenth-century German idealists and the giants of early analytic philosophy such as Bradley, Moore, and Russell. Yet, Bell argues, the issues at the heart of the program of the theory of judgment are the same as those that motivated and shaped Frege’s philosophical work, and that continued to shape the landscape of philosophical concern after the linguistic turn (e.g., in the projects of analyzing “statements” of belief, solving puzzles of reference, and the unity of the proposition). Given how little attention is paid to Husserl’s theory of judgment amongst commentators on Husserl, compared to other themes in Husserl’s philosophy, one might assume that Husserl’s philosophy stands outside that of the analytic tradition that Bell discusses.1 Yet, my goal in this chapter is to highlight how issues at the center of the traditional debate in the theory of judgment also lie at the core of Husserl’s philosophy.

A theory of judgment seeks to explicate the nature and significance of the act of judgment, the grounds of judgment, the methods by which we evaluate judgments, and the relation of judgment to other mental states and activities. The broader philosophical context that most directly informed Husserl’s approach to the theory of judgment was that of the neo-Kantian tradition and the Austrian philosophical tradition emerging in opposition to it. These traditions tended to consider the questions at the heart of the theory of judgment in relation to logic, the concept of logical form, and broader epistemological concerns in the theory of science.2 In many respects, Husserl’s approach to the theory of judgment fits this mold. However, where the tradition took the discipline of logic to relate primarily to judgment given “in its linguistic formulation as a declarative statement […], as something [the logician] can examine relative to its forms and modes of relation like anything else,” Husserl approaches logic at the point of its connection with the subjective act of judgment in process, before it has “already done its work” of producing logically evaluable statements (Husserl 1973, 16). For, Husserl maintained, only a two-faceted analysis of judgment, which analyzes the objective products of judgment in relation to the acts that produce them, can provide a satisfactory epistemological account of how the ideal and objective laws of logic are employed in cognitive activity, i.e., to answer the question of “what must be added over and above these formal [logical] conditions of the possibility of truth if an activity of cognition is to reach its goal,” i.e., knowledge of truth (Husserl 1973, 17).3

In Husserl’s view, the tradition misinterpreted the significance of the two-sided approach to judgment on the assumption that the only science fit to deal with the act of judgment is psychology, thereby opening the path to the psychologistic doctrines that Husserl’s contemporaries either enthusiastically embraced or vehemently rejected.4 However, beginning with Husserl’s publication of the Prolegomena to the Logical Investigations of 1900, Husserl sought not to vindicate one side or the other of the traditional debate over logical psychologism, but to establish a clarified understanding of logic and its relation to cognitive acts through pure phenomenology, which would show how both sides of the debate crash on the shoals of confusion (Husserl 1970, Prolegomena §3). Phenomenology was to help establish a new discipline of logical research, which would operate with a clear and adequate conceptualization of the essential structures of cognitive acts that are normatively beholden to logical law. Thus, it is clear that the phenomenon of judgment would be a central theme of Husserlian phenomenology thereafter.5

My aim in the following text is to outline Husserl’s theory of judgment independently of the context of the debate over psychologism in which it is often discussed in the literature. I will also make explicit its significance in the history of the theory of judgment in the Western tradition. I will first outline the historical themes relating to judgment that are most relevant to Husserl’s philosophy (section 2). Then I will outline Husserl’s theory of judgment and argue that it presents a synthesis of the two competing views of judgment that had shaped the debate over judgment in the Western tradition (section 3). Finally, I will outline three points where Husserl’s theory of judgment makes significant contributions to debates in contemporary philosophy that relate back to issues in the tradition of the theory of judgment (section 4).


The tradition


The origins: Aristotle

The first major philosophical contribution to the theory of judgment in the Western tradition is Plato’s Theaetetus.6 This work contains one of the most influential analyses of knowledge and its relationship to the psychological phenomena of belief and judgment in the Western tradition, setting up a model for the epistemic analysis of belief and judgment that holds sway still today. Yet, as with so many other key concepts in the Western tradition, it was Aristotle that laid out the determinate doctrine of judgment that became the tradition’s standard-bearer.

In De Interpretatione, Aristotle claims that judgment is an activity of the soul whereby one affirms or denies a proposition (apophansis). A proposition is a sentence that is “either true or false” (Aristotle 2001, 42). And the most general characteristic of a proposition is that it has a two-part structure, as Husserl puts it, “an ‘underlying something’ [Zugrundeliegende] (hypokeimenon), about which something is affirmed, and that which is affirmed of it (katêgoroumenon); from another point of view, according to grammatical form, we can distinguish onoma and rhêma” (Husserl 1973, 14). Thus, judgments on the traditional view are acts of combining a subject and predicate term into a whole, i.e., a proposition, whose combination in truth is affirmed or denied. Alongside this concept of the activity of judgment as synthesis and affirmation, Aristotle presents a distinctive view of the content of judgment, of what is affirmed or denied. Unlike the tradition after Descartes, concepts for Aristotle are not intra-mental entities. Rather, they are the forms of objects, which are communicated to the mind via intuition. So, to judge is, as Richard Cobb-Stevens puts it, to affirm or deny the “mode of belonging that obtains between things and their properties” (1998, 195).

As we shall see, both parts of the Aristotelian view find a place in Husserl’s theory of judgment. The idea of judgment as an act of synthesis finds its way in as part of the conception of judgment as a predicative activity. And the idea of judgment as a combining of objectivities (as opposed to subjective ideas) comes out of the combination of the general Husserlian insight about intentional acts as object-directed acts and the idea that judgment is an act founded upon another object-giving act, i.e., that “[e]very judging presupposes that an object is present, given to us beforehand [uns vorgegeben], about which the affirmation is made” (Husserl 1973, 14). With this, the focus of Husserl’s theory of judgment in relation to the concerns of the Aristotelian tradition is on the description of the synthetic activities of consciousness that produce contents with subject-predicate, i.e., “categorical,” form from the pre-given, non-categorical contents on which these activities operate.


The post-Cartesian tradition

After Aristotle, Descartes is, arguably, the next pivotal figure in the history of the theory of judgment. Descartes modifies the Aristotelian conception of judgment he inherited from Scholasticism in three respects. One concerns the subjectification of the content of judgment that was just mentioned. In Descartes, the contents of judgment are not mind-independent forms of particular, “external” things, but rather “ideas” of things that are properties of individual minds. The second is a simplification of the act of judgment. In Descartes, judgement is characterized as an activity of the soul that is fundamentally and exclusively either an act of affirmation or denial of an idea by the will, where the idea that is affirmed or denied is a product of the intellect (Descartes 1984, 39–41; 1985, 204–205). This means that the activity of judgment need not, as in the Aristotelian view, also involve an act of predicative synthesis. And this entails the third modification, which concerns the content of judgment: that, since predicative synthesis is no longer a part of the act of judgment, the content of judgment need not be a complex idea but could be a simple idea of a singular thing.

The first modification, the internalization of conceptual content, is born out of Descartes’s method of skeptical doubt, by which he realizes that scientific knowledge (scientia) is not a product of the receptivity of the senses. The latter two modifications, that the act of judgment is fundamentally an affirmation or denial of a simple idea, is implied by the possibility of the cogito, i.e., the affirmation of a clear and distinct perception of the ego, which is itself a simple, non-predicative idea of the self (Descartes 1984, 16–17).7

Yet, even though the first prominent rejection of the Scholastic doctrine of judgment stemming from Aristotle is in Descartes, the figure that many look to as the first major detractor from the Scholastic tradition’s conception is David Hume. In Hume, we find all the key modifications of the Scholastic theory of judgment that came with Descartes’s view – that the act of judgment necessarily involves only affirmation or denial of an idea, the subjectification of concepts, and the simplicity of the content of judgment – but also some additional points that are entailed by Hume’s empiricism. We find endorsement of the Cartesian conception of judgment in the Treatise, where Hume argues,


’tis far from being true, that in every judgment, which we form, we unite two different ideas; since in that proposition God is, or indeed in any other, which regards existence, the idea of existence is no distinct idea.

Hume 2007, 67, note 27




However, unlike Descartes, the source of Hume’s commitment to this is his empiricist psychology. For example, the argument that lies behind the simplicity of the judgment “God exists” is basically the following: all ideas trace back to impressions; but in addition to the sensuous impression of an object there is not also an impression of its existence. Therefore, there is no idea of existence to be combined with the idea of the object in the will’s affirmation of existence in judgment. And so, the most basic forms of judgment, i.e., judgments of existence, are nothing more than affirmations of simple ideas.8

However, the novel contribution of Hume’s conception of belief relative to Descartes’s is the fundamental conception of belief as an idea with a high degree of vivacity. This is Hume’s way of securing an epistemic role for sensory receptivity. For Hume, just as the passions and sentiments of the soul arise not by the activities of reason, but rather as functions of the receptivity of our minds, so also states of belief arise in a fundamentally non-rational way. Thus, Hume says,


Nature by an absolute and uncontroulable necessity has determin’d us to judge as well as to breathe and feel; nor can we any more forbear viewing certain objects in a stronger and fuller light, upon customary connexion with a present impression, than we can hinder ourselves from thinking so long as we are awake, or seeing the surrounding bodies, when we turn our eyes towards them in broad sun-shine.

Hume 2007, 123


Thus, contrary to Descartes, the most fundamental manifestation of belief as a mental state is not a function of the intellect or the will; rather, it is “more properly an act of the sensitive [...] part of our natures” (Hume 2007, 123). However, in relation to “matters of opinion” it is still possible for the imagination to be “free to conceive both sides of the question,” and thus for the will to be in a position to withhold the otherwise spontaneous endorsement of an idea as true that occurs when it is experienced with great vivacity in perception (Hume 2007, 66). So, even though belief is fundamentally a product of the sensitive part of our nature, there is still room for a variety of belief and judgment that involves an act of our will, an act that determines one’s commitment to one or the other side of a matter of opinion.

Husserl, as we shall see below, agrees with two key parts of the “post-Cartesian” (as I will call it) conception of judgment that arises in Descartes and Hume. First, Husserl agrees in a certain manner with Hume’s contention that there is a concept of belief and judgment that is closely correlated with perception and that is a pervasive part of our everyday cognitive interaction with the world. And he also agrees with the idea that the fundamental contents of judgment are not conceptual contents brought together in an act of predicative synthesis. However, Husserl disagrees with the idea that “nature” is the sole determining force at the fundamental level of belief – a view that Husserl believes ultimately leads to an unacceptable skepticism – and Husserl maintains that even perceptual receptivity is a form of subjective, self-determining spontaneity.9


Brentano

Brentano had the greatest influence on the initial development of Husserl’s theory of judgment; he was Husserl’s principal philosophical teacher, and his theory was the primary stalking horse in Husserl’s first published presentation of his theory of judgment in the Fifth Investigation (1970). Brentano’s view is a sort of synthesis of Cartesian and Humean claims about the nature of judgment. In particular, it presents a way to ground Descartes’s conception of the content and act of judgment – as the affirmation or denial of a simple idea – in a purely empiricist framework.

For Brentano judgment consists “in the simple affirmation [or denial] of the mental phenomenon which is present in inner-consciousness” (Brentano 1973, 141). And the content of judgment is fundamentally a non-categorical, simple existential content. Brentano’s view can be adequately summarized as the conjunction of two claims. The first is a claim about the nature of intentional mental phenomena in general, that “Every intentional experience is either a presentation [Vorstellung] or is based on an underlying presentation” (Brentano 1973, 198–199). The second is the claim that judgment is one of the various kinds of intentional experiences that are founded on an underlying mere presentation. A mere presentation [Vorstellung] is, for Brentano, a doxically neutral mental state – an intentional state that simply presents its object without any affirmation or denial of existence. Judgment is what results when one affirms or denies the existence of an object made present to the mind in a presentation. Thus, while the content of judgment is simple, the fundamental constitution of the act of judgment is complex, consisting of a mere presentation and an act of the will carried out on this presentation.

For the sake of space for other considerations, I will set aside here discussion of Brentano’s motives for holding his view; suffice it to say that it is based on a radical empiricism, which takes seriously the infallible givenness of ideas in conscious experience.10


Husserl’s contribution


Husserl’s theory of judgment

Husserl’s theory of judgment distinguishes four levels of doxic activity. The first level of doxic activity is what Husserl calls the Urdoxa or basic belief in the existence of the world. It is a default certainty in the existence of the world. This belief is not something that is permanently expressed or that the subject goes about explicitly positing. Rather, it is a


universal ground of belief in a world which all praxis presupposes, not only the praxis of life, but also the theoretical praxis of cognition. The being of the world in totality is that which is not first the result of an activity of judgment, but which forms the presupposition of all judgment.

Husserl 1973, 3011


The Urdoxa, however, is consciously manifest to the subject in the pre-givenness of the world. Before we turn our attention to the denizens of our environment with a practical or cognitive interest, the world is already there, and the objects in the world are “already pre-given in a passive doxa, in a field which itself represents a unity of passive doxa” (Husserl 1973, 30). However, this characterization of the pre-given field as passively received does not indicate that the subject is completely inactive at the level of Urdoxa. Rather, this “phenomenologically necessary concept of receptivity [...] must be regarded as the lowest level of activity. The ego consents to what is coming and takes it in” (Husserl 1973, 79). The intertwining acts of “consenting to” and “taking in” objectivities constituted in the pre-given sensory field are essential to the constitution of perceived objects in everyday consciousness, even though introspection of perception does not apprehend these processes. Husserl describes this level of doxic activity as a level of “hidden subjectivity,” hidden because these are subjective operations whose work is completed before the reflective gaze takes hold of the stream of consciousness, and are only “indicated by the sedimentations left by this activity in the pregiven world” (Husserl 1973, 48).12

The second level of doxic activity is the act of “turning-toward” (Zuwendung) and “contemplating” or “explicating” an object with the perceptual gaze. At this level of doxic activity, one attends to the pre-given object, individuating it from its immediate perceptual environment and searching it with one’s perceptual attention, thereby enriching the sense of the experienced object. Husserl describes this exercise of perceptual attention as a “pre-predicative, objectifying turning-toward an existent” (Husserl 1973, 61). In this kind of cognitive activity, one experiences an existing something as “being one and the same through the continuous extension of consciousness in its duration,” thereby becoming aware of an object in the prägnant – i.e., in the most concise and direct – sense of the term; to wit, the sense of an entity “as the correlate of an identification to be carried out in open, boundless, and free repetition” (Husserl 1973, 62). This is the level where belief and judgment directed towards individual objects is achieved. But it still does not involve conceptual content, which arises at the next level of doxic activity. In the following, I will call the kind of doxic act occurring at the second level the perceptual positing of an object.

The third level is the activity of non-reflective, predicative judgment, a cognitive activity in which we predicate an attribute of an objective substrate, thereby constituting a presentation of a state of affairs with a syntactic subject-predicate structure. Husserl calls this kind of doxic act a straightforward judgment (Husserl 2009, 57). As we will discuss below, straightforward judgment is a different phenomenon from reflective judgment. The latter is an act that begins with the presentation of a state of affairs and carries out a cognitive activity that results in the affirmation or denial of the actuality of the presented state of affairs. Consider, for example, the contrast between (1) first hearing music coming from the neighbor’s apartment and then judging, “The party has begun,” and (2) first receiving word from another that the party has begun, listening carefully and hearing the music for oneself, and then affirming, “Why, yes, the party has already begun.” In the first case, “we judge straightforwardly [schlichtweg],” and in the latter “we set up the judgment as an object” first, and then affirm it as correct (Husserl 2009, 57). Straightforward judgment is an act that draws on the results of perceptual positing and explication, i.e., an awareness of a mereologically complex objective unity in fields of sense, and “we ‘take’ [‘entnehmen’] the judgment from the state of affairs” that is constituted in this awareness (Husserl 1973, 252). This “taking” is an act wherein the unity of an existing identity is posited as the substrate of a determination, the entity named by the subject-term in a predication, and this predication thereby becomes an “establishing [Feststellung] of the existent, of how and what it is, [...] to which we can return again and again and, as such [is] an abiding [bleibender] possession of knowledge” (Husserl 1973, 62). This abiding possession that results from straightforward judgment is a new object of awareness, a state of affairs with categorical structure. As such it outstrips what is pre-given in the founding experience of the perceptual situation (Husserl 1970, 611). For while the elements of a perceptual experience involve a “material community” [sachlicher Gemeinsamkeit] with one another – a commonality and mereological unity grounded in relations of homogeneity and heterogeneity of sensuous qualities – the elements of a state of affairs represented by a predicative judgment have a merely “syntactic community,” in which one can colligate “everything and anything we please” (Husserl 1973, 248). The predicative judgment is nevertheless genetically and epistemically grounded in perceptual experience insofar as it is essentially, as stated above, an establishing of the perceptually pre-given thing.13

The fourth level of doxic activity is the reflective act of judgment, which begins with a presentation of a state of affairs that is taken up outside the context of a perceptual situation in which it receives fulfillment, and results in an affirmation or denial of the existence of the state of affairs. As expressed above, it is the case where one first sets up the judgment “S is p” as an object or theme of awareness, and then adds the affirmation or denial of the will to it – “Why, yes! S is p!” or “Ah, no! This is not the case.” This is the variety of judgment that Brentano takes to be the universal form of judgment, judgment as the affirmation or denial of a doxically neutral content. However, as we shall see more clearly below (in section 4), Husserl’s analysis shows this view to be inadequate and confused.


Reconciling the tradition

One key result of Husserl’s four-part stratification of doxic activity is that every positing of an existent – be it at the basic level of the positing of the world or at the higher-order level of an affirmation of a presentation of a state of affairs as true – qualifies as an act of judgment. But each differs from the other in terms of what grounds the processes that constitute the various activities of positing, as well as, in some cases, the nature of the products of these activities. Here I want to show how this framework effects a reconciliation of the two parts of the tradition of theories of judgment outlined above.

First, the straightforward act of predicative judgment found at the third level makes a place for the Aristotelian conception of the activity of judgment and of the content of judgment.14 For this level of judgment involves both a positing and a synthesizing of syntactically structured elements into a presentation of an objective state of affairs, not a subjective combination of ideas.

Second, the pre-predicative activity of perceptual positing finds a place for the post-Cartesian idea of judgment as involving only an “affirmation” (in a broad sense of this term) of the will. For this variety of judgment does not involve the colligation of freely variable elements, such as occurs in a synthesis of syntactically structured presentations into a proposition. Rather, it involves only attending to the object in one’s sensory field in a mode of doxic certainty. Furthermore, the most fundamental level of doxic activity, found in the Urdoxa, even makes room for a clarified concept of the Humean idea of belief as a passive phenomenon that’s more akin to the “sensitive” part of our nature.

Third, the higher-order act of reflective judgment found at the fourth level makes place for a full-scale endorsement of the post-Cartesian idea that judgment involves the affirmation of an idea, except that this claim is clarified by a recognition of the fact that this kind of judgment is just one of a range of other acts of judgment that do not involve the affirmation of a representational content. And the object of affirmation here is not a subjective idea, but rather the objective state of affairs that the proposition represents, i.e., it’s an affirmation of the existence of a categorically structured denizen of the pre-given world, already taken to exist at the most fundamental level of our cognitive engagement.


Three points of contemporary relevance


Husserl and the transparency of judgment

There is a fundamental, but largely unrecognized point of agreement between Husserl’s theory of judgment and the contemporary “transparency” view of belief and judgment, advanced most prominently by Richard Moran (2001). The agreement concerns the character of judgment as being a subjective state made manifest to the subject, not in how the mind “appears” to the subject in reflection, but rather in how the world appears. In particular, the fundamental phenomenological character of judgment is that of the world presenting itself to the subject as being a certain way. As Moran expresses the point, “With respect to my own beliefs, [...] there is no distance between them and how the facts present themselves to me” (2001, 75).15

This agreement obtains with regard to the three most fundamental levels of Husserl’s doctrine of doxic activity. The Urdoxa about the being of the world is an ever-present characteristic of how the world manifests itself to us: as always already there, ready to become the object of attention. So also, the act of perceptual positing and explication is manifest to me in the way that the object appears, i.e., as actually being there. And in straightforward judgment attention is oriented toward the categorical shaping and positing of a state of affairs, not the syntactically structured meaning that’s expressed and affirmed in this act.

However, Husserl’s view differs from the contemporary transparency view in two important respects. First, for Husserl, the characterization of transparency applies only to three of the four varieties of doxic activity. It does not apply to the higher-order act of reflective judgment, which begins with the explicit consideration of the propositional meaning in a judgment, thus drawing an explicit distinction between how one intends the world and the way the world manifests itself, which the process then moves toward closing through acquiring evidence that motivates an act of affirmation or denial. Second, Husserl’s phenomenological reduction, as presented in the Ideas I (2014) and later work, enables one to characterize the intrinsic nature of the act of judgment in its essential relation to the object as it is intended in the act. In other words, Husserl’s method of phenomenological reflection enables us to characterize the qualities of mental acts that enable the transparent presentation of the world in acts of judgment and belief. Thus, a fully adequate phenomenology of cognitive experience requires a reflective methodology that involves a “multifaceted direction of focus” (Husserl 2014, 208), which can bring to intuitive givenness the essential, universal (i.e., what Husserl would call a priori) correlations between the realization of certain kinds of ontic qualities of experienced objects (actuality, non-actuality, possibility, impossibility) and doxic qualities of experiences of objects (certainty, doubt, plausibility). This correlational analysis of the attitudes is articulated in a general categorical framework of intrinsic structures of acts of consciousness (i.e., structures of noesis) and intrinsic structures of objects as they are presented by acts of consciousness (i.e., structures of noema), which applies to all intentional acts (Husserl 2014, §§88–94). A complete presentation of the details of this important analysis requires more space than I have to spare in this chapter.16 But I will discuss a point of key importance: Husserl’s claim that there is an essential phenomenological correlation between the ontic modality with which an object is presented in an experience and the doxic modality of the intentional state that presents the object. For example, the presentation of an object with the ontic modality of actually being and the presence in this act of a doxic modality of certainty, as well as between the ontic modality of possibly being and the doxic modality of doubt. Furthermore, it is also possible for this modality of actual being to be correlated with a doxic modality of either unqualified certainty and varying degrees of reinforced or verified certainty.

To make the import of this clearer, consider the following example.17 Suppose that, while rushing out the door to work, I realize that my keys are not in my pocket. I then think to myself, “They must be on the hook by the door.” So, I turn back inside, see them there, and think, “Thank goodness, I was right! They are on the hook by the door.” There are at least three different cognitive acts in this little vignette, each of which has a different combination of doxic and ontic modality. In the first instance, where I believe that the keys are on the hook, but I am not certain about it, i.e., where my act has a doxic modality of doubt, I present the world as being such that <possibly the keys are on the hook>. But then, when I see the keys on the hook a moment later, the world presents itself to me thus: <the keys actually on the hook>; and my perceptual experience has a correlated character of unqualified certainty in this actuality. Finally, I return to the presentation of the state of affairs I began with, but this time the world presents itself in a different ontic mode, as being such that <actually the keys are on the hook>. And this is correlated with a doxic character in the act of verified certainty.

Now, it is important to realize that none of this entails that I am reflecting on the correlation of doxic and ontic qualities during cognitive experience. Rather, I am only attending to the worldly facts as they present themselves. To say otherwise would be phenomenologically inaccurate. But this also does not mean that a tacit awareness of the ontic qualities of objects and the doxic qualities of my attitudes are not a part of the total phenomenology of my world-focused experience, and that careful, systematic phenomenological reflection could enable me to notice these features and to apply the relevant conceptual repertoire in describing it. In any case, such is a fundamental contention of Husserlian phenomenology, that one is always aware of more than what they attend to (Husserl 2014, §42).

Thus, the contribution of Husserl’s correlational phenomenology of the attitudes to the contemporary debate over the transparency of doxic attitudes is neither a refutation nor a plain reaffirmation of the view. Rather, it promises to make explicit how the transparency view of belief and judgment is true of our most fundamental forms of cognitive engagement with the world by demonstrating how the intrinsic phenomenological character of cognitive experience makes transparency possible.


The criticism of Brentano and the world-directedness of judgment

The second point of connection with contemporary philosophy is a general corrective that Husserl’s analysis of judgment offers to the deeply entrenched habit of contemporary philosophy to take judgment and belief as mental states directed at propositions – a mistake that derives from the error of taking all judgment to be reflective judgment. Husserl articulated his criticism and diagnosis of this view in different ways throughout his work. But here I want to focus on his presentation of it in his criticism of Brentano’s theory of judgment, presented in Logical Investigations (Husserl 1970, §§28–29). According to Brentano, as we have seen, judging or believing is a mental state that factors into two: a founding state of the mere presentation of the object and a founded state of the affirmation or denial of the object as existing. Husserl argues that Brentano’s view falters on its conception of the kind of content that is apt for judgment; Husserl maintains that not all acts of judgment – such as the Urdoxa, perceptual positing, or straightforward predicative judging – involve an act of affirmation (assent) or denial of a proposition; and he maintains that mere presentations, taken on their own, are not apt objects of the cognitive acts of affirmation or denial. As such, Brentano’s view is not only inaccurate as a general description of the different varieties of judgment, it is also essentially inadequate as a characterization of the act of judgment that entails assent or affirmation.18

Let’s consider the argument Husserl gives for this last point. Husserl argues that the act of judgment that entails assent requires as a foundation, not only a mere presentation of a content, but an act of judgement in relation to this content that does not entail assent. This becomes apparent, Husserl maintains, when we focus on the phenomenology of the act of reflective judgment as it is in process. For then we see that the act of assent or denial is one that brings the doxic indecision characteristic of mere presentation to a rationally satisfying resolution; and for this to come about, there needs to be a “transitional experience” that “mediates or rather connects” the beginning phase of mere presentation and the ending phase of affirmation (Husserl 1970, 614). The transitional experience provides a motive to affirm or deny the actuality of the proposed state of affairs that’s represented in the mere presentation. And since this is a motive to affirm the truth, it can only be provided by an experience of truth, i.e., an experience of the actuality of the very thing that is affirmed in the proposition. Thus, the process of reflective judgment is not just a two-step process from mere presentation to affirmation, but a three-step process that goes from mere presentation to a “context of fulfillment” that motivates the final act of affirming or denying the truth of the proposition (Husserl 1970, 615).19

Consider again the example of the keys. When my experience transitions from uncertain entertainment of a proposed state of affairs to the affirmation of its actuality, the process is mediated by a perceptual positing of the keys on the hook, which founds the predicative positing of the relevant state of affairs that coincides with – and thus fulfills – the initially proposed state of affairs. Now, of course, the experienced rational motive for an affirmative reflective judgment need not always be a return to an immediate intuitive presentation. I may rely simply on the retention or recollection. Yet, as Husserl’s analysis of the foundations of reflective judgment reveal, this kind of motivating ground also ultimately derives from immediate intuition – be it my own or that of another whose fulfilled judgments have become sedimentations in my cultural heritage and education.20 Nevertheless, one is on firmest epistemic ground when I stand in the context of immediate intuition (Husserl 2014, §24). In any case, it seems that without a return to a context of fulfillment of some sort, my affirmation could at best be inauthentic, an expression of hope or blind faith in the truth of the proposition I affirm.21 Therefore, there are no acts of judgment, even those that are affirmations or denials of propositions, that take propositions as their sole objects of concern; rather, even reflective judgments are world-directed insofar as the source of their rational motivation for affirmation or denial is concerned.


Rational agency

The third point of connection is with the contemporary debate over the role of agency in the constitution of judgment and belief. The default view in analytic philosophy of mind is that while judgment is an active state of the subject – a process in which the subject is up to something, namely, the activity of establishing a belief – belief is a passive state of the subject, one in relation to which the ego is not actively engaged at all. However, there are some philosophers today – most notably, Matthew Boyle (2009; 2011) – who maintain that believe is an active state and that rational agency extends across both judgment and belief. Given Husserl’s analysis of the four strata of doxic states as each involving distinctive acts of the will, there is reason to take Husserl to have resources for philosophers such as Boyle.

One such point concerns the motivation for the active-belief view. Husserl vindicates this view by phenomenological analysis, Boyle motivates it by highlighting our commonsense intuitions about the subject’s responsibility for what she believes. When I affirm “P!”, I thereby put myself in a position of being answerable to a commitment to the truth of P. And this entails a responsibility on my part to offer reasons for the truth of P. As Boyle observes, “I am not responsible for my beliefs merely in the way I am responsible for my bicycle: I am not just responsible for having left them in a certain location, as it were.” Rather, “I am directly accountable for believing what I do,” as though my believing as I do were something under my control, in much the same way that I am responsible for the actions of my body that are done under my control (Boyle 2009, 136). In relation to this, as we have seen, Husserl has resources to vindicate the active-belief view in a more elaborate way, by highlighting the different ways in which the will is engaged at the four levels of doxic activity.

Another interesting connection comes to light with Boyle’s argument against the default analytic view of judgment as a process that produces or establishes belief. Boyle argues that the idea of judgment as productive of belief – even when this is construed as a passive state – is incoherent. Judgment, according to the default view, is an act of affirming the truth of a proposition, and belief is a state in which one already takes (or is disposed to take) an idea as true. But, as Boyle points out, one can affirm as true only what one already takes to be true. So, whatever judgment is, it cannot be the act of constituting a belief, since the analysis of judgment reveals belief to be a pre-condition of judgment (Boyle 2009, 128–136).

What more can Husserl offer here? One thing is how Husserl’s framework clarifies a point in this argument that Boyle’s presentation leaves unarticulated, namely, the articulation of the process by which belief in the truth of a proposition comes in as a presupposition of affirming a proposition as true. It also expands the reach of this argument by showing how both reflective judgments and straightforward predicative judgments presuppose doxic acts, and which kind of doxic act is presupposed in each.22

Yet, finally, Husserl’s analysis also reveals how both straightforward judgments and reflective judgments are productive, and not merely re-expressions of prior doxic commitments. In particular, the phenomenology of judgment reveals that, while straightforward judgment presupposes the doxic quality of the perceptual positing that grounds it, it constitutes a new object of awareness in the state of affairs that it categorically “takes” from the perceptual situation. And while reflective judgment presupposes the categorical intuition of a state of affairs as its motivating ground for affirmation or denial, producing a modification in the doxic modality of the judgment, be it a shift from a neutral proposing to a mode of certainty, from certainty to doubt, from doubt to affirmed certainty, etc. But it does so in a way that affirms the phenomenology of judgment and belief as firmly world-oriented, for the phenomenological analysis shows that these modifications of doxic are motivated in each case by the ontic modality of the object presented intuitively in the context of fulfillment, in the moment of return to the world, that is the heart of the process of reflective judgment.


Notes

1The only recent book, written in English, on phenomenological theories of judgment is Martin (2006), and it offers no focused discussion of Husserl’s theory of judgment. However, there are two more recent papers on Husserl’s theory of judgment that have been of great help to me in constructing the argument of this chapter: Cobb-Stevens (1998) and Staiti (2015).
2See Rojszczak and Smith 2003, and Rollinger 2004 for discussion.
3For more on the significance of this double-sided approach for the science of logic, see Husserl 1969, §33.
4For a helpfully thorough, if opinionated, historical review of the Psychologismusstreit in German philosophy see Kusch 1995.
5See Husserl’s retrospective assessment of the centrality of judgment in his phenomenological program at Husserl 1973, §11.
6For an argument to this effect, see the remarkable commentary by Myles Burnyeat 1990.
7Thus, I disagree with Cobb-Stevens, who claims that for Descartes judgment “is not only the ordering of mental contents but also the taking of a position with regard to these mental contents” (Cobb-Stevens 1998, 195), thereby suggesting that Descartes still operates with the scholastic view of judgment as an act of combining contents. This, however, is clearly not the case, as is indicated by his idea of the cogito and as is clearly advocated in Descartes’s view of judgment articulated in Meditation IV. There, Descartes is clear that ideas are not produced at will or by any activity on the part of the subject. Rather, ideas are the products of the limited power of intellect, which operates separately from the will. So, whatever the subject does in judgment, it does not necessitate an act of combining or ordering ideas.
8I owe this point to Staiti 2015, 817–818.
9For further discussion of Husserl’s view of Humean skepticism and his response to it, see Kidd, in preparation a.
10See Staiti 2015, 819–20 and Brandl and Textor 2018 for discussion.
11For a helpful discussion of how this level of belief and beliefs at the level of perceptual positing are registered in consciousness in forms other than explicit linguistic representations see Yoshimi 2009.
12For further discussion of this Husserlian concept of phenomenological analysis that does not rely strictly on the immediate deliverances of reflection see Crowell 2006.
13The analysis of the grounding of straightforward judgment on perceptual positing is of great methodological and theoretical significance to Husserlian phenomenology, touching upon the basic themes of eidetic science, i.e., science of essence, as well as themes related to the recent debates over non-conceptual content, which I do not have space to discuss here. For discussion of the relation between perceptual positing and straightforward judgment with a focus on the constitution of states of affairs and the intuition of categorical structures, see Lohmar 2009; and for discussion of the controversial notion of eidetic intuition (roughly, the intuition of universals) and its relation to phenomenological eidetics, see Sowa 2007 and Thomasson 2017. There is a wealth of literature on Husserl’s view of the non-conceptual content of perception, but for a recent critical review of the literature that focuses on Husserl’s early phenomenological theorizing on this topic, see Kidd 2019; and for a discussion of Husserl’s more mature views of perceptual content and its relation to judgment, see Dahlstrom 2007.
14This is a point that some of the authors who’ve written on Husserl’s theory of judgment have made. See Cobb-Stevens 1998 and Staiti 2015, 825–826.
15See Crowell 2013, Chapter 4 and Jacobs 2016b for discussions of how Husserl’s view of belief also shares fundamental points of agreement with the transparency theory’s doctrine of first-person knowledge.
16See Husserl 2014, §§103–106 for an early programmatic presentation of this correlational analysis of the attitudes. A more thorough analysis of the doxic attitudes is the aim of much of Husserl 1973. See also Kidd, in preparation b, for further discussion of Husserl’s view and its relevance to debates about transparency in recent literature.
17Inspiration for this example and its use in illustrating Husserl’s correlational doctrine of the attitudes is due to Crowell (2016).
18See Cobb-Stevens 1990 for a presentation of these two lines of criticism in relation to analytic philosophy of mind after Frege.
19Obviously, Husserl intends this as an account of what we might call authentic affirmation or denial, i.e., cases of reflective judgment that are motivated to affirm the truth, and not just what’s expedient.
20For discussion see Jacobs 2016a.
21Due to lack of space, I cannot explicate the interesting connection here to Husserl’s concept of authentic thought, presented in Husserl 1970, Investigation VI, Chapter 8, which marks a radical break with the Kantian tradition’s conception of thought as a radically different kind of cognitive capacity from intuition; Husserl does this by construing thought in the authentic, most basic sense as a form of intuition. For discussion, see Crowell 2006.
22For an additional discussion of Boyle’s account in relation to Husserl, see Jacobs, Chapter 26 in this volume.
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Language

Its grounding in the world of experience and its function in the constitution of a common world

Roberto Walton


Introduction

Although a first systematic analysis of language can be found in the second volume of Logical Investigations (1901), Husserl’s interest in language goes back to an unpublished essay written in 1890, “On the Logic of Signs (Semiotics)” (see 1970a, 340–373). In this essay, he observes that contents can be given in an improper or symbolic manner through the mediation of signs that refer us to something indicated (ein Bezeichnetes). A classification of signs is provided and includes the contrast between formal and material signs, which, as we shall see, will undergo a significant development. In the following decade, a number of manuscripts offer outlines of distinctions that are later elaborated. In his review of E. Schröder’s Vorlesungen zur Algebra der Logik (Lectures on the Algebra of Logic) (1891), Husserl distinguishes between the meaning of a name and the corresponding object. There may not exist a “round square,” but the name has a meaning, which is different for utterances such as “Abracadabra.” The name is also to be distinguished from the presentation (Vorstellung) of the designated object (see 1979, 11–12). This distinction is advanced a year before Gottlob Frege dealt with it in his 1892 article “On Sense und Reference.” In “Psychological Studies on the Logic of Elements” (1894), Husserl divides the realm of presentations (Vorstellungen) into intuitions (Anschauungen) and representations (Repräsentationen). Whereas the former grasp their objects as is the case of perception, the latter “merely intend” them, i.e., “through any contents given in consciousness aim at others that are not given” (1979, 107; translation mine). Husserl highlights that the same content can be the basis for an intuition or a representation and, with an example that appears later in Logical Investigations, recalls that an arabesque can be a figure that affects us aesthetically or, in a new mode of consciousness, can appear as a symbol or sign (see 1979, 107–118; 2001a/2, 105). Also worth mentioning is the Logic Lecture of 1896 in which Husserl differentiates, with regard to expressions, the meaning as the identical objective content of acts which is rendered in the expression “the horse,” the subjective act of presentation which is rendered by “my subjective presentation of the horse,” and the reality of the object as a reality different from the reality of the acts (see 1987, 43–47).


Expression: its functions

In the First Logical Investigation, “Expression and Meaning,” Husserl distinguishes the expressive sign (das ausdrückende Zeichen) or expression (Ausdruck) from the indicating sign (das anzeigende Zeichen) or indicator (Anzeichen). The latter is any real object or state of affairs which is experienced as a motive to believe in the existence of another object or state of affairs, e.g., a flag as the sign of a nation or fossils as indicators of prediluvian animals. Expressions function as indicators in communicative language, but communication is not essential to them. What is essential to expressions and distinguishes them from a merely sounded or written word is a meaning-intention (Bedeutungsintention) or sense-giving act (sinngebender Akt). Due to their lack of meaning, word-like compositions as “Abracadabra” and combinations of expressions with no meaningful unity such as “Green is or” are nonsensical and cannot be considered expressions.

Expressions are not only dependent on meaning but are incarnated in a physical manifestation. Thus, what is characteristic of a meaningful expression is a physical phenomenon and the acts that give it meaning. Along with the sensuous act in which the expression as an articulated complex of verbal sounds or written characters is intuited, a meaning-intention transforms this physical phenomenon into an expression. The string of sounds or letters makes up a unity with the meaning-intention that transforms them into an expression and accounts for our understanding of them. Husserl points out “that an understanding, a peculiar act-experience [Akterlebnis] relating to the expression, is present, it shines through the expression, it lends it its meaning and thereby a relation to objects” (2001a/1, 208–209).

The meaning-function (Bedeutungsfunktion) is always joined to what Husserl later calls an objectivity-function (Gegenständlichkeitsfunktion): “Each expression not merely says something, but says it of something; it not only has a meaning, but refers to certain objects” (2001a/1, 197; see 1987, 30). To use an expression meaningfully and to refer expressively to an object are one and the same thing. Nevertheless, meanings must be distinguished from objects as is shown by the fact that the same object, Napoleon, can be thematized by different meanings such as “the victor at Jena” or “the vanquished at Waterloo.” The reference implied can regard fictitious or impossible objects. Consequently, even if meaning-intentions are essential to expressions, meaning-fulfilling acts are not. Expressions like “A and not A” and “round square” have a meaning because we can understand what they convey in spite of the contradiction, but they cannot, as “white paper” does, attain fulfillment in intuition. Thus, meaningful expressions can be either incapable of fulfillment or genuinely referential.

Articulated word sounds and written inscriptions enable the speaker to communicate meanings to listeners (see Husserl 2001a/1, 191–192). In communicative speech, expressions not only have a meaning-function and an objectivity-function but also an intimating- or announcing-function (kundgebende Funktion) because for the listener they serve as indications of the experiences of the speaker. Intimation can be understood in a narrower sense, which is restricted to the meaning-intentions, or in a wider sense when it is extended to all the experiences that can be ascribed to the speaker on the basis of what he communicates. Nevertheless, expressions need not be addressed to persons. When they are used in the silent monologue with oneself, they do not need to be perceived as existing. Monologue separates the expressive function from the indicative function because the experiences of the speaker do not have to be indicated. Thus, soliloquy enables Husserl to separate the meaning-function from the indicative operations that expressions perform in communication. In the inner monologue, expressions are not signs because they are phantasized and therefore do not require words as real entities. Consequently, the function of indicating does not belong to the essence of an expression. Since they differ in function, indication is not a genus to which expression is a species (see Husserl 2001a/1, 189–191).


Meaning

Meanings do not exist in the spatial and temporal world, and Husserl rejects a metaphysical hypostatization that would situate them in a realm of ideas or in a divine mind (see 2001a/1, 230). Furthermore, they do not consist in the presence of images that can accompany expressions. They presuppose the subjective act of intending them but are not real parts of meaning-conferring acts. In the first edition of Logical Investigations, meaning is conceived as “the ideal unity as against the multiplicity of possible acts” (Husserl 2001a/1, 216). The ideal unity is considered as the species that is particularized in acts. A species does not indicate a similarity of cases, but rather encompasses a dispersed multiplicity in a strict ideal identity. Just as the species redness embraces all the singular instances of this color as a unity in multiplicity, the ideal unity of a meaning encloses the manifold actual and possible meaning-intending acts that sustain it. Whereas the acts in which they are given are transient and shifting, meanings are nontemporal ideal contents.

The ideality of meanings renders identity in the unfolding of discourse possible because meanings can be shared by other subjects and one can have recourse to them over and over again. Meanings are independent of context because they can be reiterated in different circumstances and by different subjects, but this does not separate them from conscious life, i.e., our meaning-intentions. Husserl’s theory is not Platonic because meanings are referred to the acts of subjects and embodied in physical phenomena (see Mohanty 2008, 97–98).

Meanings are a medium of reference but not an object of reference. This means that meaning-intending acts can change while the object referred to remains the same. It also means that in meaning-intending we are not aware of the meanings as objects but need a subsequent act of reflection to turn them into objects. When the meaning becomes an object, we are directed to it by a meaning of meaning, i.e., a meaning of higher order.

There are two different levels in the ideality of expressions. The ideality of meaning concerns the fact that the same meaning can be intended with different words e.g., “house,” “maison,” or “Haus.” There is also an ideality of language because the word itself must be contrasted with the uttered word or sentence as a sensuous phenomenon. Words as well as sentences have an ideal unity which is not multiplied in the reproductions (see Husserl 2001a/1, 194–195). Husserl will later observe that the situation is similar to that of the identity maintained by a piece of music when it is performed on many occasions or an engraving when it is reproduced in manifold copies. The same word and the same sentence can be reiterated indefinitely as identical in its singularizations giving the linguistic embodiment of meaning a “spiritual corporeality” (1969, 21; see 1970b, 357–358).

Husserl examines the fluctuation of meaning and distinguishes objective expressions from essentially subjective and occasional expressions. The former can be understood without paying attention to the persons uttering them or the circumstances in which they are uttered. The latter necessarily require this reference to the speaker and his situation. It is the case of expressions that include personal pronouns, demonstratives, and words that are subject bound as “here,” “yesterday,” or “later.” The word “I” for example is an indication for the listener that the speaking person speaks of themself, that is, that they is the immediate object of their speech. In essentially subjective expressions, two meanings are interwoven: the indicating meaning (die anzeigende Bedeutung) that is connected with the general function of the word and the indicated meaning (die angezeigte Bedeutung) that refers to what is meant here and now. Thus, they exhibit a universal element in their meaning, to which a direct reference to the speaker and the situation is attached in each case. This is not an obstacle to having a full ideal unity because the occasional expression can be replaced by an objective expression that preserves its identity (see Husserl 2001a/1, 217–221). Later Husserl adds that horizon-intentionality determines the meaning of occasional expressions because it pervades, by means of situational horizons, the life of an individual subject and the community’s daily life (see 1969, 199–200).

Expressions can be independent or non-independent depending on whether they can be fully understood outside of context or they require a completion of meaning. Husserl observes that combinations of words depend in part on the linguistic habits of different communities, but also on a priori laws which “must be more or less revealed in every developed language, both in its grammar of forms and in the related class of grammatical incompatibilities” (2001a/2, 68). The laws concern the distinction between categorematic expressions in which meanings (such as “a equals b” or “a and b”) can be understood in themselves and syncategorematic expressions (such as “equals” or “and”) that are not self-sufficient. In the broader context that the latter requires, meanings must combine according to the semantic categories of which they are individual specifications. For example, in the structure “S is p,” “S” can be replaced by nominal meanings, but not by adjectival or relational meanings. This means that “This algebraic number is green” is a meaningful unit just as “The tree is green” is, whereas “This careless is green” is not because it transgresses the bounds of categories. Meaningful units include, as already stated, contradictions such as “All squares have four angles.”

In accordance with the traditional idea of a universal grammar, Husserl deals with a science of meanings that investigates, according to a priori laws, the elementary forms of meaning, the primitive forms of their combination and modification, and the further forms in which these primitive forms can be subject to a repeated iteration. These laws govern the possible forms of meaning in the sphere of well-formed complex meanings. They guard us against non-sense (Unsinn) as is the case of the word complex “a round or” in which no meaning corresponds to the verbal combination because the partial meanings do not make up a unity of meaning. Thus, the nominal meaning S (“the house”) combines with the adjectival meaning p (“red”) and yields a new meaning Sp (“the red house”). Two propositions M and N can be combined by the connective forms M and N, if M then N, and M or N into a meaningful unity. Further forms can be derived by repeated compounding and modification. The a priori laws of combination and transformation “must be more or less revealed in every developed language, both in its grammar forms and in the related class of grammatical incompatibilities” (Husserl 2001a/2, 68, see also 68–71).

Another important distinction is between nominal and propositional meanings. Names are characterized as “expressions of presentations” (Husserl 2001a/2, 449), i.e., as expressions of objectifying acts with one ray of meaning. Nouns are not by themselves names and must add a definite or indefinite article (“the house,” “a bunch of flowers”). And nominalized expressions like “that the Reichstag has been opened” must also be counted among names. Propositional meanings are articulated by judgments that bring forth an attribution that enriches the name. There is an essential difference between names and judgments, even if law-grounded connections between them can be brought to light. Names can arise from judgments through nominalization, but the name that emerges is a modification in which we are no longer judging. The meaning of a state of affairs, which is given in a many-rayed apprehension (“S is P”), can be nominalized, in which case it is grasped in a single-rayed apprehension (“the fact that S is P”). One example is the transformation of “π is a transcendent number” into “the transcendental number π.”

A defect in the analysis of expression and meaning is noted in the second edition of Logical Investigations because the first edition “has no regard to the distinction and parallelism between the ‘noetic’ and the ‘noematic,’” and hence “the essential ambiguity of ‘meaning’” with its noetic concept and its noematic concept is “not emphasized” (Husserl 2001a/1, 7). This fundamental distinction is developed in Ideas I (1913) for all modes of consciousness including judgment. Husserl describes a correlation between making a judgment as noesis and the ideal unity of judgment on the noematic side as the correlate of the subjective processes (1983, 227–229). Thus, an ideal meaning is the intentional correlate of manifold intentional acts.

An important step in this direction appears in the Lectures on the Theory of Meaning of 1908, in which Husserl distinguishes two concepts of meaning. The phenological or phansical concept of meaning is the species particularized in manifold acts; the phenomenological or ontic concept is the content of the meaning-intention, i.e., the object in the precise mode in which it is thematized. The latter is the mode in which “living in the understanding of the expression,” we are conscious of the object that, as the intentional object, must be differentiated from the object taken simply, i.e., the object which is referred to (see Husserl 1987, 30–38, 142–144). This leads to the view held in Ideas I and later formulations according to which a meaning is explicitly differentiated from a species because the particular acts that intend it are not its instantiations as is the case of particular shades of red with respect to the species redness. This is because the identical sense “does not become particular in individuals,” i.e., “does not have particulars under it,” but rather is “identical as the correlate of an identification and not general as the correlate of a comparative coincidence” (Husserl 1973c, 263; see Husserl 1969, 155).


Meaning and experience

With the development of genetic phenomenology, Husserl further advances his analysis of the experiential basis of language. As shown in Experience and Judgment and Formal and Transcendental Logic, experience contains the first and founding elements for the most basic predicative forms, modalizations, empirical concepts, universal judgments, and the coherence of contents. We will provide some examples linked to form and content here.

The simple apprehension or contemplation (schlichte Erfassung oder Betrachtung) of the object can be followed by an explicative contemplation that explores its horizons in order to grasp determinations. The explicative passive coincidence between a determination and its substrate can be actively determined so that the object-substrate is transformed into a predicative subject and the determination into a predicative-property. That which is pre-constituted in the explication is the basis for an active synthesis that results in a predicative identification. So, for example, an explicative contemplation can be directed to the internal horizon of the object and grasp its internal determinations, and the ensuing active synthesis transforms the object-substrate into a predicative subject and the determination into a predicative-property (“A is p”). In a similar manner, relational contemplation is the ground for a predicative relational determination in which there is also an articulation into a subject and a relational predicate, e.g., “A is larger than B.” Husserl emphasizes that these differentiations must be understood as meaning-structures. Since the relationship between meaning-structures and the language that mediates can vary from language to language, the linguistic concepts of syntax and syntactical form must not be confused with the corresponding logical concepts. Many languages have no adequate word-forms in order to correspond to the logical concepts and must use other resources for the expression of meaning structures. Nevertheless, the meaning structures “must find equivalent expression in other languages, even though their grammatical structure is often entirely different” (Husserl 1973c, 224, see 209 n.1, 211, 254 n. 2).

The articulation of perceptual objects gives rise to categorial or syntactical objects (states of affairs, relations, collections, disjunctions, conjunctions, and so forth). These second-level objects have formal elements (such as “is” or “and”) that cannot be fulfilled in sensuous perception but are intuited in a founded act of categorial intuition. It is to be noted that Husserl draws a distinction between “the syntactical that belongs to the specific sphere comprising judgment” and “the syntactical as such [das Syntaktische überhaupt], which makes its appearance already in the pre-predicational sphere” (1969, 212 n. 2). Genetic analysis shows that there are core-formations underlying a syntactical formation with its syntactical or functional forms (subject, property-predicate, and relationship-predicate). Husserl states that, free from all conceptual and grammatical formations, “even this founding experience has its style of syntactic performances […]” (1969, 212). The meaning of judgments is not only referred to experience by its syntactical forms but also by its syntactical stuffs (“paper,” “globe;” “white,” “round;” “similar,” “greater”) because it has its “motivational foundations” in “the necessity that the syntactical stuffs occurring in the unity of a judgment have something to do with one another” (Husserl 1969, 218). When this happens, the syntactical stuffs show a material congruity. In contrast, a material contradiction appears when properties that are incompatible are predicated of their substrates.

The grounds of this congruity or contradiction lie in that syntactical stuffs are core-formations (Kerngebilde) in which a core-form (Kernform) and a core-stuff (Kernstoff) can be distinguished. If the syntactical stuffs “paper” and “globe” are compared, the non-syntactical or core-form of substantivity is obtained. With the syntactical stuffs “round” and “white,” we attain the core-form of the adjectivity of properties, and with the syntactical stuffs “similar” and “larger” we come to the core-form of the adjectivity of relations. In discussing these distinctions Husserl remarks: “Even though the designations of these core-forms are drawn from the mode of designation of linguistic forms, nothing more is meant by them than difference in the manner of apprehension” (1973c, 210). In the comparison of syntactical stuffs that differ in their core-form but have the same content as “red” and “redness” or “similar” and “similarity,” a core-stuff is disclosed. Here we come into contact with “the deeper-lying genesis pertaining to the ultimate ‘cores’ and pointing back to their origination from experiences” (Husserl 1969, 208).

Husserl had observed in Ideas I that objects present in experience with a determinate sense are raised to the realm of the conceptual when they are expressed by means of linguistic meanings. The productivity of the expressive stratum is limited to the introduction of “the form of the conceptual” when the “‘expressive’ meaning [‘ausdruckende’ Bedeutung]” articulates the sense (Sinn) of the expressed stratum (see Husserl 1983, 294–297). With genetic analysis, a foundation for formal concepts (state of affairs, relation, connection, and so forth) is not only shown by the mediation of manners of apprehension, core-forms, and syntactical forms. It is also revealed how the experience of a typified world, which is inseparable from that of individual objects and entails an ordering of generalities, is the ground for the formulation of empirical concepts in language (see Husserl 1973c, 317–320, 334–338).

Linguistic meanings lose their anchoring when they can be developed without the constraints of experience or the objects on which they are grounded disappear. As a consequence, they intend their objects in an empty manner. Furthermore, they can become confused or vague. This raises the problem of whether they can subsequently attain distinctness and reference to the experiential world. In order to address this problem, the relations between expression, meaning, and fulfillment must be examined.

The meaning of an expression can be given in a confused and implicit manner with no articulation of the indications associated with the sensuous words. For example, a judgment that I have not produced can be experienced passively by way of a linguistic expression in the vague understanding of a speaker or in the absent-minded reading of a book. In addition to heard or read judgments, one can add one’s own retentions or recollections of statements made in the past as well as assertions that passively come to mind. In the overcoming of the confusion of meaning, two steps can be distinguished.

The first step concerns the string of sounds or written marks. Husserl states that “the sensuousness of verbal sounds and of the articulations can be vague […]” (1969, 59). The indications given by the sensuous side of word formations are not explicit, and overcoming this confusion entails the distinct grasping of the sensuous sequence of linguistic elements and the articulation of their reference to a meaning. The sound or written complex can be apprehended in an explicit manner by running through its indications and articulating them. The indications pertaining to the word-sounds and written marks can remain confused, or be “understood explicitly in grasping the definite rhythmics of a symbolic indication, […] as a unity of ‘signification’ which is, precisely, the unity of a mere rhythmic indication; […]” (Husserl 1969, 179). If the articulation of sounds or written marks is made explicit, an awakening of the indications of meaningful content is passively accomplished through associations. When confused expressions are made distinct as a “sensuous unity” (Husserl 1969, 56) by paying attention to the pregiven physical sequence but the implied meaning is not yet distinct, we have, what has been called evidence of confusion (Verworrenheit). A confused meaning comes to mind fulfilling what has been indicated but is still not explicitly performed. Husserl says that we “let ourselves be carried along for a while by the mere indications belonging to the word formations” (1969, 60). Nevertheless, as it renders possible the articulation of indications and makes clear the confusion of the meaning, association also opens the path to an activation that brings to mind the intended meanings (see Husserl 1969, 322–324; Lohmar 2000, 47–80).

A second step in overcoming confusion concerns meaning itself. This leads to an additional articulation attained through the explicit performance of the meaning-intentions. This activation is achieved in accordance with the indications provided by the sensuous side of the expression. These indications are empty intentions which point to the givenness of meaning. If we go through the series of already explicated indications of the physical phenomena, a unitary meaning associated with them emerges. And once we have empty intentions directed to it at our disposal, the indicated meaning can be given in a distinct manner by the explicit performance of the meaning-intention. Husserl speaks now of “the new rhythmics which, on being subsequently performed, fulfills the symbolic rhythmics” (1969, 179). All the linguistic indications are actualized by the ego in the process of making distinct (Verdeutlichung), and the meaning is then given in an evidence of distinctness which presents us with a unified meaning as articulated in an active meaning-intention. It has already been stated that meanings make up a region of objects. We now see that they have their own originary mode of givenness and their own type of evidence.

Husserl speaks of “the cases of incomplete distinctness” (1969, 326). Several stages can be differentiated in the process of getting to distinctness. In order to eliminate confusion in the indications of word sounds and written marks, nonsensical meanings, formal contradictory meanings (“A and not A”), and material countersensical meanings (“round square” or “the sum of the angles of a triangle is equal to the color red”) are to be excluded. Thus, a separation must be drawn between loose distinctness of meanings that encompasses both formal inconsistencies and material incoherencies and a strict distinctness that sets them aside. Only meanings devoid of these contradictions can be given in intuition and attain an evidence of clarity when there is a coincidence of what they intend and what is given in the experience of things themselves. If they are to have intuitive fullness, the connections established on the level of meaning must capture the coherence of the unity of experience. This means that, in a judgment, the underlying core-forms – substantivity and adjectivity of properties or relations – must be relevant to one another. This hinders the intuitive fulfillment of assertions such as “round square.”


Meaning and intersubjectivity

Husserl characterizes language as:


a system of habitual signs, which, within an ethnic community, undergoes transformation, and persists in the manner characteristic of tradition – a system of signs by means of which, in contrast to signs of other sorts, an expressing of thoughts comes to pass […].

1969, 20


This description emphasizes three features of language: a system of signs, membership in a communicative community, and transmission within the community.

Regarding the system, Husserl draws a parallel between the “system of signs for the ‘expression’ of psychic occurrences” and the “system of signs of language for the expression of thoughts” (1989, 174–175; see 170–175). In the first case, the presentation of the other’s body functions as an indicator (Anzeichen) of the alien mind, and a grammar of bodily expression can be outlined. Here we must bear in mind the role of appresentation or analogical apperception as a mode of intending something co-present on the basis of an original perception. An example is the intention directed in empathy to the other’s experiences and sustained on the perception of the other’s body. Alien experiences are apprehended, in an apperceptive transfer, as analogous to one’s own. This is extended to language. Expressions have, within a linguistic community, an apperceptive character because what the speaker transmits transcends the actual field of experience of the addressee and must be somehow associated, in order to be understood, with elements of the latter’s experience. Linguistic communication plays a significant role in building up the experiential sense of the world. This means that our present experience of the world is not only of what is present in sensuous experience and co-present in empathy, but also the experience of “a present with a linguistic coating and a linguistic-apperceptive horizon; [...]” (Husserl 1973b, 225).

On the grounds of the intimating-function of expressions, a listener or reader obtains a “secondary experience” which is an “experience of the experiential content of what is experienced by an experienced other” (Husserl 1973b, 222). Transmitted experiences can be transformed into an originary secondary experience when, after understanding the communication, they are accomplished by following along. Hence a common world, which is not only sensuous and given actually in original experience, develops through the experience that has been handed down by means of language. Thus, the world becomes a broader experiential circle that encompasses the experiences of our fellow community members. As Husserl puts it: “Every new apperception leads essentially, through apperceptive transference, to a new typification of the surrounding world and in a social intercourse to a naming which immediately flows into the common world” (1973b, 209, translation mine).

Since it is “inseparably intertwined” with the world, language is “a function of man within human civilization” (Husserl 1970b, 358–359). This is performed first of all as a “function of language in the chain of generations” because the homeworld “is determined in an essential and fundamental manner by language” (Husserl 1973b, 224–225). The narrations of elders are explicitly mentioned as a contribution to the history of the homeworld. Hence a language community upholds a tradition which is learned and handed down by its members. As an ethnic community (Volksgemeinschaft), a linguistic community presupposes a relationship established by social acts in which a multiplicity of first-order individual subjects joins in a community because the habits and decisions of all members converge in a common norm. In contrast to other communities, linguistic communities lack a central point of reference such as a managing board in an association. Language not only presupposes this social background but makes the establishment of different kinds of communities possible by means of a transmission of meanings in which experiences and thoughts can have an effect on others. This means that it is tied to a “usual system of means of reciprocal understanding and reciprocal influencing” in which words show “a general apperceptive character” because they are loaded with the “apperceptive stratum of a social function, of means tied to norms for social goals” (Husserl 1973a, 228–229; see 222–223).

Transmission within a communicative community as a condition of possibility of history reaches its highest level of universality, by virtue of the mediation of language, in the constitution of the ideal objects of science. As Husserl indicates in “The Origin of Geometry” (1970b, 353–378), these objects are first constituted in the originator’s consciousness and can be recollected as an identical object by this subject. In a second step, meanings can be communicated through language to other subjects and reactivated and repeated by them in an identical manner. But it is only when, in a third step, they have been put down in a written text, that ideal objects are fully constituted. Written expression makes communalization of a higher level possible because enables virtual communication: “The important function of written, documenting linguistic expression is that it enables communication without immediate or mediate personal address; it is, so to speak, communication become virtual” (Husserl 1970b, 360–361). Sedimented expressions that are associated with linguistic meanings can be sensuously experienced by everybody. As previously discussed, meanings can be passively awakened by the written sign and then reactivated in corresponding new meaning-intentions. The linguistic embodiment allows for a universal understanding by others and so renders the inheritance of idealities possible on the basis of which new idealities can be constructed. Due to their ideality, meanings can be identified over and over again so that new results are obtained in an advancing formation of meaning. Husserl stresses “the capacity for reactivation that belongs originally to every human being as a speaking being” (1970b, 361).

An ideal object is established “by means of language, through which it receives, so to speak, its linguistic living body [Sprachleib],” but Husserl makes clear that “what is thematic here is precisely ideal objects, and quite different ones from those coming under the concept of language” (1970b, 356–357). Thus, even if it presupposes them, the ideality of the objects of science must be distinguished from the ideality of the sensuous marks or signs and the ideality of meanings. Ideal objects provide the meanings that intend them with a fulfillment in a clarification that goes beyond distinctness.

Among cultural products, a contrast can be drawn between literature, science, and philosophy as linguistic formations and music and fine arts as nonlinguistic formations. A further contrast can be established between literature, music, and fine arts on the one hand, and science and philosophy on the other. The former, although they have an open horizon, are not directed to a unique higher-order goal because they do not contribute to the formation of a final product. The latter do have a teleological orientation because they strive to unity, and each stage of their development is the condition of possibility of the next stage in a process of approximation to an infinite distant goal (see Husserl 1993, 285–289).

It has been suggested that the analysis of the intersubjective character of language leads to a closer relationship between language and thought due to the influence of the inherited linguistic tradition on the origin of meanings. In the course of his genetic analysis, Husserl indicates that “[l]anguage is from the very outset intersubjective […],” and remarks that the speaking subject:


looks in a grasping manner at the word, grasps its pointing tendency, lets itself willingly be guided by it, and guided in bringing about thinking, lets itself be directed toward what is thought, to what is meant with the words.

1974, 349, 366–367


This view would weaken the strict separation drawn between “the realm of possible verbal expressions” and “the realm of possible senses, possibly expressible meanings,” i.e., “two parallel realms” that coincide in “the two-sided realm” of meaningful expressions (Husserl 1969, 24; see Welton 1983, 270–283).


A philosophical context

Husserl projected a “‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ in a new sense” that should develop a “logos of the aesthetic world” (1969, 291). The proposed elucidation and description of the experiential world transforms language into an index of meanings grounded in the experiential world and motivates a reconstruction of the realm of meanings in order to show the foundational function of experience. Insofar as it brings meanings back to experience in a deepening of Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic, an analysis of the Husserlian mind with regard to language can benefit from a comparison with two other philosophical attitudes that operate on other Kantian transcendental disciplines.

Ernst Cassirer emphasizes the Transcendental Analytic because it focuses on categorial forms that condition experience. The analysis of consciousness cannot be led back to “absolute” elements: “There is no conscious perception that is a mere ‘datum’, and has to be reflected in this givenness, […]” (Cassirer 1957, 203, translation modified). Human beings are symbolic animals that structure and grasp their experience by means of symbolic forms – such as language, myth, art, science – in which different functions of the human spirit are reflected. Furthermore, the basic types of relationship – coexistence in space, succession in time, ordering of things and attributes, arrangement of causes and effects – are irreducible qualities of consciousness and present themselves with a different modality in each of the symbolic forms. Thus, categories constitutive of the concept of object in the Transcendental Analytic such as substance and causality are complemented with the categories of space and time.

Language is therefore examined with regard to its mediating role in the constitution of a world of objects. It does not set forth a state of affairs already attained in a “reproductive” function, but rather has a “constructive” or “productive” function that must be examined by focusing on the way in which it builds up the perceptual world. In this function, the individuation of objects in the flow of impressions is rendered possible by organizing the undifferentiated chaos of impressions through meanings that are not tied to a here and now. It follows that Cassirer is far from Husserl’s view that the stratum of expression (Schicht des Ausdrucks) is “not productive” (nicht produktiv) because it “is exhausted in the expressing and in the form of the conceptual which is introduced with ‘the expression’ [Ausdrücken]” (1983, 296). This means that the generalizing function exercised on the underlying experiential basis is subject to the conditions established by the latter. A further example of nonproductivity, along with those offered by the abovementioned genesis of formal structures and the meaningfulness of their contents, is provided by the relationships of founding between empirical concepts expressed in language and underlying empirical types.

Themes of Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic are approached by Wittgenstein from the standpoint of language. Whereas Kant considers that reason is concerned with categories in a unifying task that leads to a “transcendental illusion,” Wittgenstein speaks of “illusions” (Wittgenstein 1963, 44) that emerge from the employment of words beyond the limits of a language-game that renders a comprehensive use possible. On the one hand, the domination of reason over understanding is tied to a striving for totality. On the other, a “craving for generality” leads us to seek general concepts as a common property of particular instances and is preceded by “the fascination which forms of expression exert upon us” (Wittgenstein 1969, 17–18, 27). The same word is used in different contexts or games for phenomena that can only show similarities and overlapping affinities because they “have no one thing in common” (Wittgenstein 1963, 31). Thus, in order to discover nonsense motivated by confusing different language-games, Wittgenstein engages in “a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language” (Wittgenstein 1963, 47; see Morris Engel 1970). A language-game is an observable social phenomenon in which the rules are made explicit in terms of public operations and circumstances. This means that there is no conscious process of understanding hidden meanings behind observable phenomena. A language-game is the “proto-phenomenon”: “The question is not one of explaining a language-game by means of our experiences, but of noting a language-game” (Wittgenstein 1963, 167).

In contrast, according to Husserl, language is grounded on prelinguistic modes of consciousness that refer to the world as it appears and condition the general structure of predicative statements, the linguistic phenomena of modalization and negation, and universal statements. The notion of use presupposes the notion of meaning, and hence learning the function of the word in a practical context implies grasping the situation under the same viewpoint in which others use the word. A pre-predicative meaning is established by the way in which the situation is viewed in one way and not in another. It is impossible to give an account of use without presupposing the meaning-intending function, that is to say, the standpoint from which the subject refers to the situation experienced and so gives life to the physical side of language by embodying the meaning therein (see Findlay 1984, 36–38). Additionally, the awareness that the speaking subject has of the act of speaking is not linguistic. If it is reflected in language, the supervening awareness of the new speech act also has its prelinguistic awareness. To sum up: language-games must be supported on a prelinguistic ground of experiencing and acting. The grasping of meaning goes far beyond the limits of language due to a prelinguistic significance that exceeds linguistic possibilities of manifestation. Even if linguistic-games can subsequently condition experience, our experienced world is right from the outset the ground of linguistic expression.
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Husserl on other minds

Philip J. Walsh

Husserlian phenomenology, as the study of conscious experience, has often been criticized (or misunderstood) as solipsistic, and thus lacking the resources to provide an account of our awareness of other minds. Philosophical accounts of awareness of other minds involve both the narrower issue of how the Other is constituted in consciousness in the second-personal mode (the face-to-face encounter with the Other), as well as broader issues regarding how the natural and cultural world have distinctively intersubjective meaning for us. In this chapter I will discuss the former in terms of “empathy” and the latter in terms of “intersubjectivity.” While acknowledging some of Husserl’s shortcomings, I aim to distill and clarify Husserl’s wide-ranging investigations into empathic and intersubjective forms of experience.

As several commentators have noted in recent years, since the publication of Husserl’s Nachlass manuscripts on intersubjectivity, it is no longer tenable to paint Husserl as a Cartesian methodological solipsist “who sought to reduce the entire meaningful world to the activity of the solus ipse” (Moran 2016, 108). While the contents of these manuscripts do indeed have far-ranging implications for Husserl scholarship, a comprehensive discussion of these texts exceeds what is possible in this short chapter.1 Thus, I will focus primarily on Husserl’s most focused treatment of the topic in the Fifth Meditation of his Cartesian Meditations (Husserl 1960), along with some of the material that was posthumously published as the second book of his Ideas (Husserl 1989). I begin by establishing the historical context from which Husserl’s account arose in the early twentieth century, specifically Lipps’s introduction of the term empathy into theorizing about social cognition and Scheler’s phenomenological critique (section 2). For Husserl, empathy was not just some special application or curiosity for phenomenological investigation. On the contrary, his theory of empathy was central to his understanding of phenomenology as transcendental philosophy. Accordingly, before laying out the technical details of his account of empathy (section 4), I will first situate the concept of empathy within Husserl’s bigger picture of intersubjectivity (section 3). The account of empathy opens upon broader theoretical horizons concerning the objectivity of natural science, socio-cultural and historical meaning, and Husserl’s notion of the lifeworld. Finally, I will conclude by briefly outlining Husserl’s legacy in this area (section 5), both in recent work in analytic philosophy of mind and cognitive science on “social cognition,” and the broader tradition of continental phenomenology.


Historical context

It is difficult to pin down a univocal concept of empathy that ranges over contemporary accounts of social cognition in psychology, cognitive science, and philosophy. At times it refers to the relatively sophisticated cognitive ability to imaginatively transpose oneself into someone else’s shoes, and thus understand what it would be like to be them.2 In other contexts, it refers to the ability to recognize the body language and facial expressions of others as expressive of specific mental states, such as anger or joy.3 And still, in other contexts, it refers to an even more basic capacity to distinguish the animate from the inanimate, or the minded from the non-minded, in one’s perceptual field.4 In the philosophical framework of the classical “problem of other minds,” talk of empathy often has specific epistemological connotations regarding evidence and justification for beliefs about the mental states of others.5 For moral philosophers, empathy often involves not only understanding but caring about the other.6

Husserl would, no doubt, be frustrated by the lack of conceptual rigor in this contemporary milieu, just as he seems to have been in his own time. One can detect his suspicion of the concept in Cartesian Meditations, as he characterizes his discussion of “a transcendental theory of experiencing someone else [Fremderfahrung]” as a theory of “so-called ‘empathy’ [Einfühlung]” (Husserl 1960, 92). As Zahavi notes, Fremderfahrung was Husserl’s preferred term, although he still used Einfühlung frequently (Zahavi 2014, 114). The term itself originated in the German aesthetics tradition and was first used in the context of social cognition by Theodore Lipps. The American psychologist Edward Titchener then translated Einfühlung as “empathy” (Stueber 2019). Lipps was an influential figure in philosophy and psychology in Munich in the early twentieth century. Though ultimately critical of Lipps, Husserl, along with other early phenomenologists such as Edith Stein and Max Scheler, effectively agreed with his critique of John Stuart Mill’s inference from analogy account of empathy (Lipps 1907). The inference from analogy account, briefly stated, argues that one’s awareness of other minds is based on drawing an inference from the similarity of the observed behavior of the other to one’s own behavior. That is, upon seeing the other’s body move a certain way – say, lips turned upward – I judge her to be happy by inferring that this behavior is caused by the same mental state that causes similar behavior in my own case.

Lipps criticized Mill’s inference from analogy for assuming what it sets out to prove. The inference is only valid on the assumption that the other is psychologically similar to me in the first place. Lipps’s own solution, which foreshadows some features of contemporary simulation theory (see section 5 below), was to conceive of empathy as a kind of instinctual and direct mirroring or resonance between minds. More precisely, for Lipps, one’s grasp of the other’s mental life does not arise from a sophisticated multi-step cognitive procedure (as in the inference from analogy), but rather from a kind of automatic inner imitation of the other’s mental state, which is projected onto her observed behavior. Among phenomenologists, Scheler offered the most detailed rejection of Lipps’s imitation-plus-projection model (Scheler 2008). A major point of Scheler’s critique was that Lipps’s account still operated on the assumption that we do not have access to the psychic life of the other, only to her physical behavior. But this does not do phenomenological justice to how we actually experience others. As Scheler, Husserl, and Stein all argued, the primary data of the experience of others is expressive phenomena. That is, we encounter the joy of the other in her laughter. We are directly acquainted with the anger of the other in her furrowed brow. While it is true that the mental states of the other are not experienced in the same modality as one experiences one’s own mental states, this does not preclude them from being given directly in our experience of the other. In other words, we should not conflate the directness versus indirectness of access to mental states with first-personal versus third-personal modality of experiencing those mental states (Zahavi 2014, 130). I cannot experience the other’s anger in the first-person modality in which she experiences it, but this does not mean that the other’s anger is not directly there before me as I look at her. As Husserl succinctly puts it, “Quite rightly, therefore, we speak of perceiving someone else” (Husserl 1960, 124).


Intersubjectivity, broadly construed

Reconciling the directness with which other minds are given with the fact that they ultimately transcend that givenness occupied Husserl throughout his entire career. The fifth chapter of Cartesian Meditations is Husserl’s most focused articulation of how the other is constituted in consciousness. A striking feature of this text is Husserl’s clear insistence that a theory of empathy is not a special problem or merely marginal issue. Rather, the account of how the other is constituted in experience is central to phenomenology’s aims as transcendental philosophy. The account of empathy is central to the account of how the objective world of nature as well as the socio-cultural world of history are constituted.


Transcendental intersubjectivity and the objectivity of nature

First, consider what it means to experience the natural world as “objective” or “out there, independent of my experience of it.” For Husserl, the natural world is constituted as objective in virtue of one’s experience of it as something intersubjectively available. Even after performing the phenomenological epoché, whereby one brackets any position-taking on the existence of the world, one still experiences an objective world:


In any case then, within myself, within the limits of my transcendentally reduced pure conscious life, I experience the world (including others) – and, according to its experiential sense, not as (so to speak) my private synthetic formation but as other than mine alone, as an intersubjective world, actually there for everyone, accessible in respect of its Objects to everyone.

Husserl 1960, 91


We do not experience the world as wholly and truly mind-independent until the world is experienced as there for others. Accordingly, “the intrinsically first other (the first ‘non-Ego’) is the other Ego” (Husserl 1960, 92). The constitution of the other in empathic experience thereby “makes constitutionally possible a new infinite domain of what is ‘other’: an Objective Nature and a whole Objective world” (Husserl 1960, 107). The constitution of the world as objective is not possible if that constitutive activity is limited to all of my possible conscious acts. Rather, the objectivity of the world obtains in virtue of it being the possible correlate of constitutive acts that could never, in principle, be mine.

In order to further understand this key tenet of Husserl’s theory of transcendental intersubjectivity, consider Husserl’s analysis of perception from the perspective of the singular ego. Perceptual experience essentially consists of presentation and appresentation. That is, in any given moment of perceptual experience, the specific profile of the object explicitly given to consciousness is situated within a network (or, horizon) of implicitly “co-present” or “appresented” further possible profiles. Whatever is given in experience, in the “strict” sense of givenness, includes as an essential moment an “intending-beyond-itself” (Husserl 1960, 46). As Husserl summarizes this, presentation and appresentation “are so fused that they stand within the functional community of one perception” (Husserl 1960, 122). This analysis of the “communalization” of perception in the case of the singular ego serves as the model for an analogous intersubjective communalization:


By virtue of the mentioned communalization of constitutive intentionality, the transcendental intersubjectivity has an intersubjective sphere of ownness, in which it constitutes the Objective world; and thus, as the transcendental “We”, it is a subjectivity for this world an also for the world of men, which is the form in which it has made itself Objectively actual.

Husserl 1960, 107


In the intersubjectivity manuscripts Husserl further characterizes this communalization of constitutive intentionality in terms of the “being-within-one-another” or, as Moran puts it, the “interwovenness,” of different experiential streams (Moran 2016). The “interweaving” of intersubjective conscious experiences is an instance (with important differences, to be sure) of the more general phenomenon of how conscious experiences are interwoven to constitute objectivities.

At this point, it may seem that transcendental intersubjectivity (and its intentional correlate, the objective world) has a secondary or subordinate status in Husserl’s philosophy. After all, it is only reached through an analysis of singular egoic consciousness. Solipsistic egology, however, is only methodologically prior to intersubjective phenomenology, and, as Carr puts it, “priority in order of inquiry does not imply priority in the order of being” (1973, 31). Husserl actually designates phenomenology’s “transcendental solipsism” as methodologically prior but “philosophically subordinate” to transcendental intersubjectivity (1960, 30–31). Furthermore, in various places Husserl stresses the primordiality of what he calls the “personalistic” attitude over the naturalistic attitude. This means that it is actually the shared human world, or lifeworld, within which the objective world of nature is disclosed to us, “especially in and through natural scientific research, which is itself a cultural activity” (Moran 2016, 114).


Sociality, community, historicity

Later in his career, Husserl increasingly articulated his vision of phenomenological philosophy in terms of this concept of the lifeworld. The lifeworld is the shared world of human communities and cultural objects in all of their concreteness, prior to any theorizing or abstraction. The lifeworld is the world of chairs and tables, as opposed to “physical objects” with geometric properties. Aforementioned notions of transcendental intersubjectivity, or the “transcendental community of monads,” and the correlative objective world or “Nature,” float at a level of abstraction removed from historical and cultural milieu in which theorizing begins in the first place. In Cartesian Meditations, Husserl gestures at this ultimate direction for phenomenology, through which, “with systematic progress […] the transcendental sense of the world must also become disclosed to us ultimately in the full concreteness with which it is incessantly the life-world for us all” (1960, 136).

Thus, just as there is a transcendental “We,” there are lifewordly (concrete, socially, and historically situated) communalized interweavings of consciousness to which the first-person plural pronoun “we” can refer. Founded upon a shared perceptual world and reciprocal empathic recognition, subjects form a We through communicative action. Through such “social acts,” Husserl explains, “spiritual Objectivities of a peculiar kind” become constituted. These “plural subjects” encompass “various types of social communities,” which Husserl dubs “‘personalities of a higher order’” (Husserl 1960, 132).7 Such social groupings are the constitutive basis for human communities, whose own form of continuity and intentional interwovenness constitute the “historicity” of the cultural world. Although this shared, inter-generational form of historical temporality differs in essential ways from basic structures of egoic time-consciousness, both constitute “a priori” structures of experience:


I know myself to be factually within a generative framework, in the unitary flow of a historical development in which this present is mankind’s present and world of which it is conscious is a historical present with a historical past and a historical future […] but this form of generativity and historicity is unbreakable, as is the form, belonging to me as an individual ego, of my original perceptual present as a present with a remembered past and expectable future.

Husserl 1970, 253


All of these structures, keep in mind – intersubjectivity, sociality, community, historicity – are made constitutionally possible by empathy. Just as every ego-subject has a perceptual horizon, “so every ego-subject has his horizon of empathy, that of his cosubjects,” and thus “within the vitally flowing intentionality in which the life of an ego-subject consists, every other ego is already intentionally implicated in advance by way of empathy and the empathy-horizon” (Husserl 1970, 255). We see, therefore, in Husserl’s most mature stage, the holistic integration of his account of empathy with his wide-ranging meditations on the phenomenological significance of other minds.


The basic structures of empathy


Solipsism, the Other, and phenomenological method

If empathy, understood as the concrete interpersonal encounter of self and other, founds the possibility of the robustly intersubjective forms of experience discussed in the previous section, then we must examine what makes empathy possible at all. Before examining the details of Husserl’s account of the essential structures of empathic experience, however, it is necessary to clarify just what problem Husserl thinks he is solving in providing an account of empathy. Husserl was acutely aware of the fact that phenomenology, as a matter of methodology, risked being “branded […] as transcendental solipsism” (1960, 89). Husserl wonders, “Do I not become a solus ipse […] as long as I carry on a consistent self-explication under the name phenomenology?” (1960, 89). But it is not the task of phenomenology to solve the traditional problem of other minds in the context of a realist metaphysics and epistemology. Husserl is not seeking to prove the existence of consciousness other than one’s own. Rather, he is providing an account of how the other becomes constituted in experience at all. That is, his inquiry concerns how the sense-constituting processes of consciousness disclose the Other as not just an object but as a consciousness distinct from those very processes. Thus, in Cartesian Meditations he sets out to obtain “insight into the explicit and implicit intentionality wherein the alter ego becomes evinced and verified in the realm of our transcendental ego,” and thereby “discover in what intentionalities, syntheses, motivations, the sense ‘other ego’ becomes fashioned in me” (Husserl 1960, 90).

For the phenomenologist, the intentional object toward which experience is directed is constituted through harmonious streams of experience; but something about how the Other is constituted in experience violates this principle; the Other is somehow something more than “a point of intersection belonging to my constitutive synthesis” (Husserl 1960, 105). The constitution of the other cannot be understood analogously to the constitution of perceptual objects. In the case of the latter, there are always further sides or aspects that are unavailable in a particular moment of consciousness of the object. These further aspects, however, are not unavailable in principle, and this is what differentiates perceptual experience from empathic experience. In the case of empathy, an intentional object – the Other – is constituted in harmonious streams of experience as any object is, but the Other shows up to us as the Other precisely insofar as there necessarily remains some aspect of the object that cannot become available to us; namely, their inner subjective life:


Although the other is constituted as “being there in person,” we must admit that

[P]roperly speaking, neither the other Ego himself, nor his subjective processes or his appearances themselves, nor anything else belonging to his own essence, becomes given in our experience originally. If it were, if what belongs to the other’s own essence were directly accessible, it would be merely a moment of my own essence, and ultimately he himself and I myself would be the same.

Husserl 1960, 109


In other words, there is a necessary asymmetry between how the sense-constituting processes of one’s own consciousness and those of the other are given in experience. This asymmetry is not an epistemic shortcoming. Rather, it is constitutive of what Otherness even is (Overgaard 2005; Walsh 2014). The Other is accessible precisely insofar as they are constituted as ultimately inaccessible.

Inquiring into the specific forms of experience that make this kind of sense-constitution possible pushes Husserl methodologically. In Cartesian Meditations he finds that he must go further than the traditional phenomenological epoché, whereby any position-taking on the existence of what is given in consciousness is bracketed. The residue of the Other’s consciousness remains throughout phenomenologically reduced experience. Within the epoché the natural world still shows up as transcendent – that is, as intersubjectively available and not a private construction of the solus ipse. Artifacts like tables and chairs still show up as artifacts – that is, as cultural objects with a sense that implies a world of others. Thus, a further step is needed beyond the epoché in order to isolate what Husserl calls the “primordial sphere of ownness,” which excludes any constitutive effects of other minds. He performs what he calls a “peculiar” version of the epoché that not only brackets the existence of what is constituted in consciousness, but also proceeds to “abstract” everything that involves an intersubjective sense (Husserl 1960, 95–96). This leaves the ego with the pure “stratum” of harmonious intuitive givenness that constitutes the natural world, but this is no longer the “objective” nature studied by science, since the latter includes in its sense its being intersubjectively available. One is left instead with “mere Nature” – the nature “included in my ownness” (Husserl 1960, 96).

Within this mere Nature, one’s own bodily self-awareness stands out as unique within the constitution of the rest of the field of experience; for one’s awareness of one’s own body essentially differs from one’s experience of any other object within the sphere of ownness. One experiences one’s own body as animate, “the only Object ‘in’ which I ‘rule and govern’ immediately” (Husserl 1960, 97). The uniqueness of bodily self-awareness is part of the constitutive asymmetry described above. “Others” are still constituted within the sphere of ownness, but only as mere physical bodies precisely because of the asymmetry between one’s own bodily self-experience (which includes awareness of one’s body as both object that can be seen and touched and as volitional structure within which one “rules and governs”) and experience of other’s bodies (which only show up as objects that can be seen and touched). This asymmetry of bodily givenness is central to Husserl’s sophisticated account of how empathy is possible. Ultimately, it is my own bodily self-awareness that allows me to grasp the other as truly Other, as another animate being like me.


Bodily self-awareness, pairing, and the similarity condition

Husserl’s grounding of empathic recognition of the Other in one’s own first-personal bodily self-awareness has largely been viewed as problematic at best and an abject failure at worst. He characterizes the structure of empathy as an “analogizing apperception,” and an instance of “pairing,” which is a “universal phenomenon of the transcendental sphere” (Husserl 1960, 112). The intentional target of empathic experience is the body of the Other, which, even within the peculiar sphere of ownness, “is nevertheless apprehended as an animate organism,” which, he reasons, “must have derived this sense by an apperceptive transfer from my animate organism” in a way that is “direct” and “primordial” (Husserl 1960, 110–111). In other words, as discussed above, the unique sense one has of one’s own body serves as the basis for the apperceptive surplus that imbues the (otherwise merely physical) body of the Other with the sense “animate.” The way the body of the Other shows up is “paired” with the way one’s own bodily self-awareness, and thus one sees the Other as an animate, sensing being.

But how is this “pairing” possible, given that Husserl has already established that one’s own bodily self-awareness is utterly unique in the primordial sphere of ownness? Husserl explains this by claiming that pairing, or the “analogizing apperception” constitutive of empathic experience, is a form of “intentional overreach” that obtains in virtue of a perceived similarity. In a case of perceptual pairing, for example, suppose one perceives object X as having properties A and B. One then perceives object Y as also possessing property A. Pairing is form of “association,” or “passive synthesis,” whereby on the basis of a prominent perceived similarity between X and Y (property A), one thereby automatically perceives Y as also instantiating property B. To use an example from A. D. Smith (2003, 225), if I see a durian fruit for the first time and, upon investigating it more closely, experience its pungent smell, when I see a subsequent durian fruit (despite not smelling it), I will experience it as also having that smell. Husserl is clear that the similarity condition is key here: “It is clear from the very beginning that only a similarity connecting, within my primordial sphere, that body over there with my body can serve as the motivational basis for the ‘analogizing’ apprehension of that body as another animate organism” (1960, 111). Since it has already been demonstrated that the inner awareness one has of one’s own body is utterly unique in the field of primordial givenness, then the similarity that grounds empathic pairing must be based one’s external awareness of one’s body – that is, how one’s awareness of one’s own body as a material thing.

It is this account of pairing, with its reliance on the similarity condition, that has drawn some of the sharpest ire from critics.8 As several commentators have pointed out, the way one’s own body becomes perceptual constituted to one as a material object is fundamentally limited, and thus is a dubious basis for grounding a similarity between it and the body of the other. In other words, the way the body of another is given in perceptual consciousness fundamentally differs from how one is aware of one’s own physical body. One cannot, as a matter of principle, see the back of one’s head, or one’s own eyes, and so on. Husserl does not broach this difficulty in Cartesian Meditations, and seems to assume that the visual similarity is good enough, as he largely situates analogous appresentation in the visual modality, “and presupposes recognition of the visual similarity between the body of the other and the own living and lived body” (De Preester 2008, 134).

This problem seems to have been a thorn in Husserl’s side, as he suggests multiple alternative ways to ground the similarity between self and other. As Luo (2017) points out, “Around 1926/27, Husserl comes up with a second solution by considering the bodily givenness delineated by tactual experience, so as to distance himself from the visual model of bodily givenness” (9). Elsewhere, in a footnote in Ideas II, Husserl expresses doubts about visual similarity and suggests the auditory modality, namely one’s experience of voice, as the primordial motivation basis for empathy.9 The tactile and auditory modalities seem more promising insofar as they both possess a more salient form of auto-affection than vision. In touching a surface, for example, I not only experience the touched property of the surface, but I also feel my hand being “touched back” by the surface. In virtue of this peculiar two-sidedness of tactile experience we might find the resources to locate a primordial form of intersubjectivity, or at least the seed of its possible genesis, within bodily self-experience: the touching-touched relation in auto-affection exhibits a kind of reversibility, whereby the passivity of the being-touched can always reverse into the activity of touching, and vice-versa. Merleau-Ponty made a great deal of this, and heavily mined Husserl’s accounts of the lived body, tactile awareness, and empathic experience in the development of his own theory of intersubjectivity with concepts such as the flesh, reversibility, and the chiasm. I will briefly return to this point in the final section discussing Husserl’s legacy.


Expressivity

Both Cartesian Meditations and Husserl’s voluminous unpublished manuscripts, however, contain an alternative possibility for understanding empathy. In several places, rather than explicating the bodily basis of empathic recognition in terms of similarity, Husserl focuses on the distinctive constitutive syntheses that disclose expressive behavior. In other words, the target of empathic experience may not necessarily be constituted by the recognition of similarity, but rather of distinctive temporal sequences of the body of the other that stand out as “conduct” or “behavior” rather than mere physical movement. In Cartesian Meditations, Husserl claims that it is the “incessantly harmonious ‘behavior’” of the Other that makes them stand out as an animate organism, and they become “experienced as a pseudo-organism, precisely if there is something discordant about its behavior” (1960, 114). Empathy targets “the other’s organism and specifically the organismal conduct” (Husserl 1960, 119, my emphasis). In empathy, “behavior” or “conduct” is distinguished from the mere movement of a physical object insofar as the former appears as being governed (Husserl 1960, 91). While in Ideas II he describes the “unity of expression” as the “intuitive unity presenting itself when we grasp a person as such,” and as the “only means” by which “the person of the other is there at all for the experiencing subject” (Husserl 1989, 248, 257).

If expressive phenomena are what motivate empathic pairing, the question remains as to why or how certain phenomena count as expressive in the first place. This could bring us back to the similarity condition, whereby expressive phenomena are constituted as such in virtue of a perceived similarity to one’s own expressive behavior. On an alternative, and as some commentators have noted arguably more promising, account what motivates empathic pairing is a reciprocity or complementarity between the expressive behavior of self and other (see Smith 2003, 243; Zahavi 2014, 136). Thus, we can account for the conditions that mark the appearance of expressive phenomena not in terms of similarity, but rather in terms of a history of interaction with the other whereby certain movements come to count as expressive in virtue of a learned history – a “sedimentation” of experience that “institutes” a horizon of expectation (Husserl 1960, 111). This resonates with contemporary “enactive” accounts that ground intersubjectivity in the emergent phenomena that arise from actual interactive behavior (Gallagher 2001; 2016).


Husserlian empathy and its shadow

Husserl’s account of empathy has proven seminal for twentieth-century philosophy. Discussions of Husserl can be found in both analytic and continental discussions of intersubjectivity, as well as contemporary work on social cognition in the cognitive sciences. As alluded to above, different aspects of Husserl’s account of empathy resonate with both contemporary simulationist and enactivist theories. To give a very brief and rough overview: over the past several decades, a major debate about knowledge of other minds within analytic philosophy of mind and the cognitive sciences has pitted “theory-theory” (TT) against “simulation-theory” (ST). TT claims that knowledge of other minds is achieved through the development of a folk-psychological theory of the other. ST argues that we come to understand others by simulating their mental states. The details of each, of course, are far more complex than can be explored here. TT need not necessarily be thought of as employing explicit conscious deliberation, but rather understood in terms of sub-personal representation. The nature of the “simulation” of others’ mental states in ST can be characterized as a sophisticated imaginative process, or a kind of direct bodily resonance, or some combination of both.10

In recent years, certain versions of ST that focus on the nature and function of the mirror neuron system have proven especially interesting to Husserl scholarship. Mirror neurons are present in several parts of primate brains related to motor control and the sense of touch and activate both when the animal acts and when it observes the same action by another. Thus, several scientists and philosophers have put forward theories claiming that mirror neurons are the basis of a kind of direct bodily understanding of our awareness of other minds (Gallese 2001; Gallese and Goldman 1998). The function of the mirror neuron system and the extent to which it grounds social cognition is still very much a contentious issue (Hickok 2009; 2014; Spaulding 2012), but as Husserl scholars have noted, the idea that social cognition is grounded in a kind of direct bodily “mirroring” or “resonance” is very similar to several parts of Husserl’s discussions of empathy, bodily awareness, and pairing (Thompson 2001; Ratcliffe 2006; De Preester 2008). Husserl discusses the experience of seeing oneself in the mirror in the section of Ideas II devoted to the constitution of the body as both material object and bearer of sensations (Husserl 1989, 155 fn. 1). And in Cartesian Meditations he goes so far as to say that “the other is a ‘mirroring’ of my own self” (but “not a mirroring proper”) (Husserl 1960, 94). De Preester succinctly summarizes the affinity:


[T]he role of the mirror neurons system is to match an external, unknown event to an internal, known event […] This can easily be reformulated in Husserlian terminology: the visual perception of the body of the other is mapped onto our own kinaesthetic representation, or the Körper is mapped onto the Leib (and receives the latter’s status).

2008, 139


As Zahavi (2012) has argued, however, the compatibility of Husserl’s theory of empathy and mirror-neuron-based accounts is questionable, as mirroring is too static of a concept to capture the “dynamic and dialectical” aspects of Husserl’s mature view.

Enactive theories of social cognition, on the other hand, are better suited to this demand. Enactive (or, “interactionist”) accounts are the relative newcomers on the scene, and, as mentioned in the previous section, resonate with Husserl’s scattered remarks on the centrality of expressive behavior and reciprocal interaction to empathy. Such theories seek to ground empathic experience in the actual temporally extended processes of self-other interaction rather than internal mental states with content prescribing accuracy conditions about other minds (Gallagher 2001; De Jaegher et al. 2010). This kind of view can also be found in Merleau-Ponty, who was a serious scholar of Husserl’s work on intersubjectivity, and at times characterizes the “intercorporeal” bodily relation of self and other in terms of a systemic whole (2012, 368–370).

Merleau-Ponty is probably the most significant philosopher in the continental tradition when it comes to the legacy of Husserl’s account of empathy.11 The chapter “Others and the Human World” of his Phenomenology of Perception and his essay “The Philosopher and his Shadow” both take up and continue several aspects of Husserl’s theory. Following Husserl’s analysis of the peculiar “reversibility” of the touching-touched relation in Ideas II, Merleau-Ponty contends that there is already an intersubjectivity of the body that provides the resources to account for awareness of other minds (1964, 168; 2012, 364). In other words, in experiences of auto-affection (e.g., touching one’s right arm with one’s left hand) one experiences one’s own body as a material thing – the touched – while simultaneously experiencing the body as the organ of the will and locus of sensitivity to the world – the touching. Furthermore, that which is touching can at any moment reverse into that which is being touched, and vice versa.

Later in his career, Merleau-Ponty developed an ontology of the “flesh,” based on this idea of reversibility, meant to transcend dualistic thinking and thus consequently dissolve the problem of other minds. This ontology of the flesh and its implications for intersubjectivity have been taken up, both critically and charitably, by several feminist philosophers in the continental tradition (Olkowski and Weiss 2006). A major criticism of Merleau-Ponty and Husserl on this front is that any attempt to locate the genesis of genuine intersubjective experience in bodily auto-affection necessarily effaces the genuine alterity of the Other. In other words, Merleau-Ponty’s account of an intersubjectivity of the body (which he traces back to Husserl in turn) subsumes the intercorporeal encounter (between bodily self and other) under the category of the intracorporeal encounter, and thus makes awareness of the other a projection of one’s own self-awareness (Stawarska 2006). Arguably, this fails to do justice to the phenomenon for the same reasons as Husserl’s notion of pairing: it ultimately makes awareness of others overly dependent on self-awareness.12

This brief overview hardly suffices as an explication of the legacy of Husserl’s investigations into empathy and intersubjectivity. Besides Merleau-Ponty, several other major figures in the phenomenological tradition have taken up these themes. From Emmanuel Levinas’s development of a phenomenologically grounded ethics of alterity, to Alfred Schutz’s (1967) phenomenological sociology, Husserl’s influence pervades. Although much of the attention has been and remains critical, Husserl’s theory of empathy is an exemplar of phenomenology as a research program: sophisticated in detail and scope, holistically integrated within a grand theoretical vision; and yet constantly subject to revision, modification, and a willingness to begin anew.


Notes

1For a more comprehensive discussion of these manuscripts, see Mensch 1988, Zahavi 1996, and Kern 2019.
2This way of understanding empathy arguably goes back to Adam Smith’s original discussions of “sympathy” (Smith, 1853/1966). See also, Goldie 2000 and Coplan 2011.
3Lipps (1907) originally focused heavily on facial expressions and imitation. This understanding of empathy is particularly salient in the literature on mirror neurons; see also, Gallese 2001, and, Gallese and Goldman 1998.
4Studies of perceived animacy or intentional behavior go back to at least Heider and Simmel 1944 and Michotte 1963; see also, Gallagher and Miyahara 2012 and Walsh 2014.
5Goldman 2002; see Stueber 2006 for discussion.
6Darwall 1998; Hoffman 2000; Slote 2010.
7The term “plural subject” comes from contemporary accounts of collective intentionality, namely Gilbert (1989), and is not Husserl’s, who uses “higher order persons” or “personalities of a higher order.” Speaking of plural subjects, however, is not anachronistic, as Husserl’s account of higher order persons closely aligns with (and can be used to question) several contemporary accounts of plural subjects and collective intentionality. See Szanto 2016 for an excellent overview and critical discussion. See also Petranovich, Chapter 31 in this volume.
8See Luo 2017 for a recent overview of influential criticisms of Husserl’s account, namely the similarity condition.
9See Derrida 2011 for an influential commentary on the nature of voice as auto-affection in Husserl.
10See Nichols and Stich 2003 for a comprehensive overview and integrated account.
11Although in addition to Merleau-Ponty, see also Levinas’s 1969 critique of Husserl’s notions of pairing and appresentation in Cartesian Meditations.
12Alia Al-Saji (2010) offers an interestingly different interpretation that divorces Merleau-Ponty’s account from Husserl’s original discussion of touch and auto-affection in Ideas II. For Al-Saji, it is actually Husserl who has more to offer to contemporary feminist discussions of how social, cultural, and political forces constitute bodily subjects in an intersubjective field of affective differentiation.
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From no ego to pure ego to personal ego

Dan Zahavi


The phenomenological investigation is not at all interested in egos or in states, experiences, developments belonging to or occurring in egos.

Husserl in a letter to Hans Cornelius from September 28, 1906



[W]e have here a transcendental idealism that is nothing more than a consequentially executed self-explication in the form of a systematic egological science

Cartesian Meditations


As indicated by the two quotes above, Husserl’s view on whether phenomenology had something substantial to say about the ego underwent decisive changes over the years. My aim in the following short chapter is to provide an overview of this development and discuss some of the reasons why Husserl changed his view. I will start with Husserl’s non-egological position in Logical Investigations, then turn to his defense of a pure ego in Ideas I and II, and conclude with Husserl’s late realization that the ego is not a “dead pole of identity,” but that we need to consider historicity, sociality, and normativity if we want to do justice to its complexity.


The period of Logical Investigations

Part of Husserl’s ambition in Logical Investigations was to offer an analysis of the essential and a priori structures of intentionality. What are, say, the essential features of perception and how do they differ from the essential features of judgment or recollection? Importantly, given this essentialist focus, Husserl was not concerned with the question of what is distinctive of human consciousness, and in the introduction to the second part of Logical Investigations (published in 1901), he insists that a phenomenological description should exclude any reference to the empirical bearers of the intentional states, be they animals or human beings (Husserl 2001a, I/166, 171), or – as he adds in Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge from 1906 – Gods, angels, or water sprites (Husserl 2008, 117). In addition, however, Husserl also defended the view that intentional states are not necessarily owned by anybody, and he explicitly denied the existence of a pure identical ego-pole that is shared by all experiences (Husserl 2001a, II/101). Indeed, referring to the Kantian notion of the ego of pure apperception, Husserl writes that he has been “quite unable to find this ego, this primitive, necessary centre of relations” (Husserl 2001a, II/92).

This is not to say that there is no ego, but in the end, Husserl only acknowledges two legitimate uses of the term. Either the ego is simply identical with the empirical person, i.e., with the person which we assign intersubjectively accessible properties (such as nationality, profession, gender, weight) (Husserl 2001a, II/85, 340), and as Husserl then observes, “Self-perception of the empirical ego is […] a daily business, which involves no difficulty for understanding. We perceive the ego, just as we perceive an external thing” (Husserl 2001a, II/93). The other possibility is to understand the ego – and this would be its phenomenologically purified meaning – not as the owner of experience, but as the totality of experiences (Husserl 2001a, II/85). Thus, we find Husserl occasionally referring to the ego as a “bundle” of experiences (Husserl 2001a, II/101). Rather than being a formal principle of unification, rather than being a condition of unified consciousness, the ego would on this account be a product and expression of the stream’s own self-unification (Husserl 2001a, II/86). Given that Husserl also argues that we will encounter no ego, as long as we simply live through an experience, i.e., as long as we are absorbed in the perceptual event taking place before our eyes, or immersed in a daydream, or in the reading of a story (Husserl 2001a, II/100), but only the moment we start to reflect upon the experiences, the position defended by Husserl in Logical Investigations is strikingly similar to the position defended 35 years later by Sartre in The Transcendence of the Ego (see Zahavi 2002).

By the time of the second edition of Logical Investigations (1913), Husserl had, however, changed his mind, and writes that he no longer endorses his old attitude regarding the existence of the pure ego. As he remarks, he has in the meantime learned to find the pure ego, or rather learned not to let his aversion to different forms of ego-metaphysics blind him to its phenomenological presence (Husserl 2001a, II/352–353). What motivated Husserl to change his view? One reason was probably Husserl’s increasing appreciation of Kant. Whereas Husserl was initially strongly influenced by Brentano’s reception of Hume, and shared many of the former’s anti-Kantian views, Husserl’s ongoing conversations with neo-Kantians like Natorp, eventually made him reassess his initial evaluation (see Janoušek and Zahavi 2020). As Marbach has shown, however, another decisive reason behind Husserl’s change of mind can be found in Husserl’s increasing preoccupation with the problem of intersubjectivity. In order to provide a phenomenological analysis of inter-subjectivity, it is necessary to operate with a model of consciousness that permits one to demarcate one consciousness from another, thereby allowing for plurality, but it is exactly this demarcation which seems out of reach for a non-egological theory that operates with unowned experiences (Husserl 1997a, 34). As Marbach puts it:


The analysis of phenomenological experience brings to bear a crucial distinction: I have conscious experiences that I designate as “my own,” and I have conscious experiences of conscious experiences that are not “my own” but rather “alien” ones. In order for clarity to prevail, one can no longer speak of “nobody’s” experiences.

Marbach 1974, 100



The pure ego in Ideas I and II

To better understand the view now advocated by Husserl, we need however to move from the second edition of Logical Investigations to Ideas I and II. A good point of departure is §22 in Ideas II, which is entitled “The pure Ego as Ego-pole.” As Husserl makes clear, the pure ego is not something “mysterious or mystical” but simply another name for the subject of experience (Husserl 1989a, 103). As Husserl now argues, all experiencing is the experiencing of a subject that doesn’t stream like its experiences (Husserl 1989a, 109, 290). But although the pure ego must be distinguished from the experiences in which it lives and functions, since the former preserves its identity, whereas the latter arise and perish in the stream of consciousness, it cannot in any way exist independently of them, or be thought in separation from them (and vice versa):


On the one hand, we must definitely here distinguish the pure Ego from the acts themselves, as that which functions in them and which, through them, relates to Objects; on the other hand, this distinction can only be an abstract one. It is abstract to the extent that the Ego cannot be thought of as something separated from these lived experiences, from its “life,” just as, conversely, the lived experiences are not thinkable except as the medium of the life of the Ego.

Husserl 1989a, 105


Husserl makes a very similar claim in Ideas I. There he adds that


the Ego living in mental processes [das erlebende Ich] is not something taken for itself and which can be made into an Object proper of an investigation. Aside from its “modes of relation” or “modes of comportment,” the <Ego> is completely empty of essence-components, has no explicatable content, is undescribable in and for itself: it is pure Ego and nothing more.

Husserl 1983, 191


Claims like these can explain why Husserl would also insist that if I want to know what the pure ego is “no ever so great accumulation of self-experiences can profit me more than the single experience of one sole and simple cogito” (Husserl 1989a, 110). The reason he can claim this is because the ego in question is not only pure, but also poor in terms of content. It doesn’t “harbor any hidden inner richness” (Husserl 1989a, 110), or as Stein puts it at one point, “the pure ‘I’ has no depth” (Stein 1989, 98).

One obvious concern that remarks like these give rise to is the following. Is the introduction of a pure ego really phenomenologically motivated? Does the pure ego have any phenomenal presence, does it figure in experience, is it a phenomenological datum, or are we rather faced with a metaphysical and conceptual claim? Is the claim simply that each and every experience by conceptual and metaphysical necessity presupposes a subject of experience? Not surprisingly, this is not Husserl’s position. In his view, the ego is not an empty word, but something that is directly exhibitable (Husserl 1977, 160). But how then does he argue for the experiential presence of the pure ego? In the end, Husserl offers a variety of different arguments. Let me here mention a few (see also Zahavi 1999, 138–156; and Zahavi 2014, 78–87).

One argument is primarily descriptive in nature and targets the radical first-personal character of experience. As Husserl repeatedly insists, experiences do not occur anonymously, rather they have an intrinsic and absolute individuation:


What is uniquely and originally individual is consciousness, taken concretely with its Ego.

Husserl 1989a, 315



The pure Ego of any given cogitatio already has absolute individuation, and the cogitatio itself is something absolutely individual in itself.

Husserl 1989a, 313



This subject has absolute individuation as the Ego of the current cogitatio, which is itself absolutely individual in itself.

Husserl 1989a, 103


To speak of a non-egological and anonymous stream of consciousness, to claim that experiences are nobody’s experiences, to argue that the proper rendering of the cogito is “there is an unowned perception of a table” rather than “I am perceiving the table,” would for Husserl fail to do justice to this radical individuation; an individuation that also prohibits any kind of fusion between streams of consciousness. As Husserl writes in a later manuscript from 1931,


In a certain sense, the individuality of souls means an unbridgeable separation – thus a being-different-than-the-other [Anders-Sein] and a being-external-to-one-another [Auseinander-Sein] (in a logical not a spatial sense), which can never develop into a continuous connection, into a connection that would be a continuous flowing-into-one-another [Ineinanderfließen].

Husserl 1973c, 335, my translation1


A further argument in support of the need for an appeal to an act-transcendent ego can be found in Husserl’s analysis of the nature of re-presenting (vergegenwärtigende) or self-displacing intentional acts, such as imagination, recollection, and reflection. In all such acts, a certain doubling takes place, since we can distinguish the reflecting and the reflected ego; the present and the past ego; and the imagining and the imagined ego. But the acts in question also involves a bridging of the doubling. In the case of recollection, for example, the act-transcendent identity of the ego is confirmed. If asked to express what I recall in an episodic memory, I don’t say “someone ate oatmeal for breakfast this morning,” but rather “I ate oatmeal for breakfast this morning.” By using the first-person pronoun, I am affirming that the identity of the one who ate the oatmeal and the one who is now recalling the episode is phenomenologically given.


I who now perceive and perform this perception am identically the same one who find myself in recollection as the I who has perceived the past. I recognize the absolute identity in reflection.

Husserl 1977, 159


As Husserl then continues, it is this pure I which Kant had in mind when he spoke of the I of transcendental apperception (Husserl 1977, 159).2

A rather different argument often given by Husserl in support of the phenomenological presence of the ego centers on the ego’s function as a structuring principle, i.e., its role as a pole or center of action and affection (Husserl 1989a, 324; 1997b, 224). As Husserl explains, if we carefully analyze experiences such as concentrating on a task, making a decision, suffering a slight, feeling ashamed or scolding somebody, such experiences entail not only a reference to an object, but also a reference to the subject as the agent or patient of the act, and their full intentional structure must therefore be named ego-cogito-cogitatum (Husserl 1970, 170; 1989a, 114). Here is how Husserl explains it in Formal and Transcendental Logic:


In wakeful experiences such as perceiving, cognizing, inferring, valuing, willing, we find the ego as the peculiar center of lived experience, as the one that acts in them or as the one that passively undergoes them. It is the identical pole, the center of actions and passions. The latter is the case in states such as I am sad, I am amused, I enjoy [...]. Here the ego is everywhere present as the one that lives in these acts, as the one that carries them out, as the one that is related to the perceived, the judged, the willed through those acts. The ego is neither a box, which contains ego-less experiences, nor a blackboard on which they flash up and vanish again, nor is it simply a complex of experiences, a stream of consciousness or something assembled in it. Rather, the ego in question evinces itself in every wakeful- or act-experience as pole, as egoic center, and thereby as implicated in the peculiar structure of these lived experiences, as the center which emits them or as the center which receives them, even if not as a part or a piece of them.

Husserl 1974, 362–363, my translation


Sometimes, Husserl also talks of attention as an ego-ray (Ichstrahl) (Husserl 1983, 132, 191). I can at will choose to change my attention and focus upon a variety of different objects. These attentional modifications are then precisely interpreted as modifications of the “glance” of the ego. However, the life of consciousness obviously doesn’t merely consist of attentive states. There are also more passive states, but although such states lack any explicit ego-reference (Husserl 1983, 200), they remain, according to Husserl, characterized by an implicit ego-reference, since the ego – through a change of attention – can always thematize and thereby appropriate the experiences (Husserl 1989a, 115; see also Jacobs, Chapter 26 in this volume).

Despite the obvious change that occurs between Logical Investigations and Ideas I and II, Husserl never argues that the temporal unity of consciousness is secured by the ego. This remains true even after Husserl’s “egological” turn. As he repeatedly emphasizes, the most fundamental constitutive synthesis of them all, the very process of temporalization, is a purely passive process that by no means is controlled by the ego (Husserl 2001b, 368). Indeed, as Husserl famously puts it, a “structural analysis of the primal present (the standing living stream) leads us to the ego-structure and to the constant substratum of egoless streaming which founds it” (Husserl 1973c, 598, my translation). When Husserl speaks of an egoless streaming, it is, however, important to bear in mind that the term “egoless” does not refer to the missing presence of the ego; above all, it does not designate an absolutely pre-individuated ground. The term “egoless” is rather meant to indicate that the ego is not controlling or influencing the process of temporalization in any active way. As Husserl writes in Einleitung in die Ethik, “Pure passivity is characteristic of the psyche, of what is ego-less, i.e., of an unfolding underground without active involvement of the ego” (Husserl 2004, 110, my translation). But even though the process is not initiated or controlled by the ego, it still happens to somebody, rather than nobody. Or to rephrase it in the first-person, even if the process is not initiated or controlled by me, it still happens to me.


From pure ego to personal (and true) ego

The pure ego has an important role to play in Husserl’s account of consciousness, but as Husserl also points out, even though our experiential life is inherently individuated, we also have to realize that it is a fairly formal and empty kind of individuation (Husserl 1973b, 23). The following consideration might bring this out: I can come to have the same kind of experiences, thoughts, beliefs, and preferences as somebody else without becoming the other, just as somebody else can come to have the same type of experiences and beliefs as I without thereby becoming me. Given that this is the case, it cannot be the specific content of experience which most fundamentally constitutes my identity and distinguishes me from others. Rather, the identity in question is precisely constituted by the formal identity of the pure ego, which as we have already seen lacks any “explicatable content.” An obvious implication of this is that obtaining an insight into the character of my pure ego will not really provide me with much information about who I am and how I differ from others – except in the most formal sense of the term. But I am not merely a pure ego. I also have character traits, abilities, dispositions, interests, habits, and convictions, and since this is all something that the pure ego lacks, the latter must not “be confused with the Ego as the real person, with the real subject of the real human being” (Husserl 1989a, 110). If I want to know the latter, if I want to know who I am as a real person, a single cogito will not suffice. Rather, here I need – as Husserl writes – to look at the “infinity of experience [Unendlichkeit der Erfahrung]” (Husserl 1989a, 111). In fact, obtaining that kind of self-knowledge is ultimately an unending quest since the person, as Husserl explains, is a unit of infinite development (1973b, 204; see also Loidolt, Chapter 30 in this volume).

But how do we get from the formal individuation of the pure ego to the richer individuality of the personal(ized) ego? As Husserl makes clear, the pure ego isn’t simply a dead pole of identity (Husserl 1977, 159) or an empty stage where experiential events simply occur (Husserl 2004, 104). Given the right conditions and circumstances, the pure ego can acquire a personalizing self-apprehension, that is, it can develop into a person and as a person (Husserl 1989a, 277–278). Already in Ideas II, Husserl highlights the importance of two different processes for this development. First, Husserl asks “does not the Ego as person require the Ego as Thou, i.e., an over-and-against that is itself an Ego?” (Husserl 1989a, 331). This question is later repeatedly affirmed by Husserl who explicitly argues that the pure ego is transformed into a personal ego through the I–thou relation (Husserl 1973b, 171). As a central passage has it:


The origin of personality is found in empathy and in the further social acts that grow out of it. For personality, it is not enough that the subject becomes aware of itself as the center of its acts; rather, personality is constituted only as the subject enters into social relations with others.

Husserl 1973b, 175, my translation


How to understand this line of reasoning? Here is one possible interpretation: when I stand in an I-thou relation, I am implicitly aware of myself as attended to or addressed by the other and I consequently come to be in possession of a new type of socially mediated self-consciousness, which Husserl occasionally terms personal self-consciousness (Husserl 1973b, 171), i.e., consciousness of oneself as a person. The self-consciousness in question is one that involves an internalization of the other’s perspective on me and as Husserl explains in a central passage in Ideas II, the moment I am able to internalize “the comprehensive representation others have, or can have, of me” I will be able to apprehend “myself as a social ‘man’,” hence apprehend “myself totally different from the way I grasp myself in direct inspection” (Husserl 1989a, 254). It is only by “means of this apprehension, with its complicated structure […] that I am, in the proper sense, an Ego over against an other and can then say ‘we’” (Husserl 1989a, 254). On this reading, my being as a person is not my own achievement; rather it is ultimately a result of what Husserl would call my “communicative intertwinement” with others (Husserl 1973c, 603, my translation; see also Zahavi 2019).

Second, Husserl speaks of how the pure ego develops into a personal ego in so far as sedimentations accrue and enduring habits are established (Husserl 1989a, 265, 278). Whereas the pure ego possesses a purely formal kind of individuation, a more concrete kind of individuality is precisely constituted in and through its personal genesis and history. When living through intentional acts of different kinds, these acts do not leave the ego untouched, but creates lasting tendencies and patterns (Husserl 1960, 66–67; 1977, 161–162; 1989a, 313). Even though my experiential life will come to possess a content-based type of individuality as a result of the particular surrounding world it finds itself in (Husserl 1973a, 407), and as a result of the passive-associatively established sedimentations and habits (Husserl 1973a, 435), Husserl, however, also insists that none of this will suffice for true personhood (Husserl 1989b, 24). The personal ego is not – as Husserl adds in a critical note to earlier work of his – an associative-inductive unit (Husserl 1973a, 435), but rather something that requires active and critical deliberation and position-taking (Stellungnahme):


I can only be a person insofar as I do not merely have persisting apperceptions and through them a resisting and opposed world that is given to me as non-egoic, but also have persisting “convictions,” valuations, and volitions; convictions that I have acquired through my own activities, through my own active position-taking.

Husserl 1973b, 196, my translation


Whenever I make a decision, the very act of deciding will be fleeting and pass, but the personal ego will from then on be determined as the one who has thus decided, as the one who is thus and thus convinced (Husserl 1977, 162). Whereas the act will vanish, the decision will persist for as long as I do not renounce it, for as long as I accept it and stand by it. Importantly, the persistence in question is not of the Lockean kind and should not be conflated with the ability to remember the prior act of deciding, since I might remember the act even if I subsequently change my mind and cancel the decision.3 Were I to do so, I would change as well. As Husserl writes somewhat hyperbolically, “Every change of conviction is a change of the I” (Husserl 1977, 164) and “If my life were only a muddle of opinions, then I would not be truly an ‘I’” (quoted in Melle 1991, 126).

Our identity as persons, our personal character and individuality, is consequently constituted by our personal convictions, commitments, and decisions and is under constant development (Husserl 1977, 164). Occasionally, Husserl also brings up the issue of self-preservation (Selbsterhaltung) and discusses how the identity of the personal ego is secured through the unity and coherence of its different convictions. In this context, self-preservation is clearly to be understood as a normative ideal, as an achievement rather than as a given (Husserl 1977, 164). It is something we can succeed in, but also something we can fail at. But even if few of my moral and intellectual convictions and decisions might be truly abiding, even if most tend to undergo various alterations, Husserl still seems to allow for the ego to show a certain “abiding style with a unity of identity throughout all of them: a ‘personal character’” (Husserl 1960, 66).

A few references to the work of Harry Frankfurt and Christine Korsgaard might make it easier to understand Husserl’s line of reasoning. For Frankfurt, it is true that every experience (be it a conscious thought, perception, desire, emotion, etc.) is necessarily somebody’s experience, since no experience can occur independently of an experiencer. But a person should, according to Frankfurt, not simply be identified with whatever goes on in his mind, for there is a decisive difference between experiences that simply occur passively, and experiences that we actively endorse or welcome when they occur. Even if the former might formally be mine, they do not reveal who I am in the same emphatic sense as the latter (Frankfurt 1988, 59, 61, 68). As Korsgaard would add, as rational agents, we can subject our beliefs and desires to critical assessment. We can take a “reflective distance” and inhibit our more passive and automatic instincts and responses (Korsgaard 2009, 116, 213). It is when we do so, and when we instead act in accordance with normative principles that we actively endorse, embrace, and affirm, it is when we adopt certain norms as binding, as the basis from which to reason and act, that we come to have our own distinct point of view, and thereby our own distinct norm-governed form of (personal) identity (Korsgaard 2009, xii, 43).

Whereas the pure ego is a given, a basic feature of conscious life, the personal ego is not merely under constant development, but also the result of an active accomplishment. As Jacobs perceptively points out, for Husserl, my decisions have the identity forming character they have not in virtue of their specific content – after all, others could have the same convictions as I – but because I take ownership of them on the basis of active deliberation. They individualize me because they originate from my own choice (Jacobs 2010, 347).

Not all convictions held by the ego are, however, convictions generated by the ego itself. In many cases – and this brings us back to the role of the other and the importance of a supporting social environment – I come to hold convictions simply because I as a community member understand and endorse the beliefs and values of other members. Sometimes, I am able to reconstruct the rational reasons behind the others’ convictions and make them my own, in other cases, I am simply yielding passively to the influences and suggestions of others without even realizing it. In Phenomenological Psychology, Husserl presents the options as follows:


1) Convictions arrived at by suggestion and only that; 2) freely following the other, convictions arrived at by active assent; 3) convictions of assent arising from one’s own reason (possibly following his way toward insight and his insight itself).

Husserl 1977, 163


Husserl consequently highlights the distinction between the situation where I simply go along, the situation where I actively endorse and appropriate the opinions of others, and the situation where my opinions, decisions, and convictions are based on rational motives, on intuited evidence. In the latter case, I am able to justify my decision to myself and for Husserl this exemplifies a virtuous and authentic type of rational self-responsibility, one in which my autonomy is affirmed:


Therefore the autonomy of reason, the “freedom” of the personal subject, consists in the fact that I do not yield passively to the influence of others but instead decide for myself. Or again, it consists in this, that I do not let myself be “drawn” by any other inclinations and drives but instead act freely and do so in the mode of reason.

Husserl 1989a, 282


This might sound like a solitary task, but that is not how Husserl conceives of it. As he emphasizes in a text from 1924, as an individual subject I am a member of a community, and as such my self-responsibility encompasses also a responsibility for the other community members. Indeed “my self-responsibility extends to all others [….]. [I]t belongs to my self-responsibility that I make the other responsible, that I possibly turn against him and against the violations that he commits against the demand of his self-responsibility” (Husserl 2019, 447). The same holds true for others, and so ultimately “Everybody is co-responsible for everybody else” (Husserl 2019, 447).

As should be readily apparent, Husserl’s notion of personal ego is very much situated in the ethical-normative domain. It is by being committed and devoted to a certain set of central values and by leading a life in the light of specific norms, that I come to have a view and voice of my own, that I come to be a true individual in the robust sense of the term. This is where the deepest center or kernel of my being is located:


It is noteworthy, however, that the Ego is not only a polarized, centralized interiority, thereby an interiority that achieves meaning and value from out of itself; rather, it is also an individual Ego that has, in all its representing, feeling-valuing, deciding, in addition to all that, a deepest center, a center of love in this special sense; [it is] the Ego who in this love follows a “calling” [Ruf], a “vocation” [Berufung], a deepest calling that affects this deepest interiority, this inner center of the Ego itself and gives rise to novel [types of] decisions, to novel “self-responsibilities,” self-justifications.

Ms. B I 21/54b, quoted in Luft 2011, 30


It is only here that the very notion of being true or faithful to oneself starts to make sense. To abandon the values that I love with “my entire soul” and which belong inseparably to the person that I am (Husserl 1989b, 28), would be to “betray one’s true ego,” as Husserl states in a manuscript from the mid-twenties (quoted in Melle 1991, 131).4

How should one understand the relation between the pure ego and the personal ego? We are dealing with a founded-founding relationship. Not only does the personal ego, according to Husserl, presuppose the pure ego, but the identity of the latter is also left untouched by changes to the former. I can act out of character, I can betray my deepest commitments, I can undergo a religious conversion, and repudiate my former beliefs, convictions, and aspirations. In such cases, my actions might either not express or reflect who I am or reveal to what extent I have changed and become a different person. But even then, my formal self-identity is left intact. Indeed, were that not the case, there would be no reason for me to feel alienated from my former life. As Jacobs put it, “the inability to personally identify with oneself presupposes the ability to formally identify with oneself” (Jacobs 2010, 351).


Conclusion

As I have tried to show in this brief overview, not only did Husserl’s position on the status of the ego change considerably over the course of his writings, but his account also became increasingly multifaceted and complex. Whereas he rejected, early on, the existence of the pure ego, he later came to accept it, and eventually also recognized, partially as a result of his increasing appreciation of the role of historicity and normativity, that a phenomenological account of subjectivity has to operate with a variety of different egos. Furthermore, when it comes to his characterization of the person, the difference between his early and later view is striking. Whereas Husserl in Logical Investigations would argue that the personal ego is an empirical thing-like object, which can be perceived just like any external thing (Husserl 2001a, II/84–85, 93), he would latter argue that it “has no material properties; it has determinate being exclusively as a subject of self-instituted convictions” (Husserl 1977, 162).5


Notes

1Importantly, Husserl doesn’t see this unbridgeable separation as an obstacle to, but rather as a condition of possibility for, true community. As the quote just given continues, “On the other hand, this separation does not preclude that the monads ‘coincide’ [sich ‘decken’], in other words, it does not prevent them from being able to be in community with one another, and indeed, this separation is the condition of possibility of such [coincidence and community]” (Husserl 1973c, 335, my translation).
2Somewhat confusingly, English translations of Husserl render “das reine Ich” as both “pure ego” and “pure I.” In the present text, I will be using the nouns “ego” and “I” interchangeably.
3When it comes to personal identity proper, the existence of mere psychological continuity is consequently insufficient. As Schechtman observes, to make past experiences ours in the emphatic sense of the term, it is not sufficient simply to remember the past experiences first-personally. We must also identify with the temporally removed experience; we must care about and feel an affective connection to it. It must be something that still matters to us (Schechtman 2007: 167, 171, 174, 175).
4It is a matter of some debate, whether Husserl ultimately wants to connect the notion of a true self to deeply held personal values or to certain intersubjectively valid ideals. For a discussion see Jacobs 2010 and Luft 2011.
5I am indebted to Sophie Loidolt for helpful comments to an earlier version of the text.
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Husserl’s account of cognition and the legacy of Kantianism

Clinton Tolley


Introduction: the “theory of cognition” (Erkenntnistheorie) in the wake of Kant

It is widely accepted that an overarching goal across Husserl’s career is to provide a better understanding of the nature of cognition (Erkenntnis). Dallas Willard, for example, claims that the “clarification” of the nature of cognition “is the primary aim of Husserl’s philosophical work, at least up to 1913” (1995, 138). Bernet, Kern, and Marbach extend this claim of a central focus even further: “Philosophy of Arithmetic, Crisis, Ideas, and Formal and Transcendental Logic all indicate the same philosophical interest in the subjective life of cognition” (1993, 13).

In this centering of philosophy upon the theory of cognition (Erkenntnistheorie), Husserl shows himself to be a close kin to the critical tradition in German philosophy stemming from Kant and still very much active during Husserl’s lifetime most prominently in the hands of neo-Kantians, such as Hermann Cohen, Paul Natorp, and Heinrich Rickert. What is more, as Kern (1964) has demonstrated, we know that, at key moments in Husserl’s own development, he was wrestling directly with Kant’s writings – something manifest especially in both his private notes and also his lectures from the 1900s on; we also can see a running dialogue with the neo-Kantians that spans the full breadth of his published writings. Yet while much of the focus in previous comparisons between Husserl and the Kantian tradition has been on the nature and extent of Husserl’s own brand(s) of “idealism” (compare Pradelle 2015 and Chapter 6 in this volume) there remains much to learn about Husserl’s views of cognition itself in light of their relation to the broader Kantian tradition of Erkenntnistheorie and “critique of cognition” (Erkenntniskritik). Such a comparative examination promises to bring to the fore important points of continuity between Husserl and the broadly Kantian position, while also allowing us to more clearly differentiate certain aspects of Husserl’s account of cognition that diverge from, or go beyond, the Kantian account, and whether in letter or in spirit.


Erkenntnistheorie in Kantianism and in Husserl’s intellectual formation

Because Kant takes it as evident that, if there is such a thing as philosophical cognition, it will be “cognition of reason” (Vernunfterkenntnis) (B741), Kant’s major criticism of existing attempts at philosophical cognition consists in a “Critique of Pure Reason.”1 The main aim of the Critique is thus to render a verdict on the claims to philosophical cognition by means of “pure” reason within the tradition – especially the metaphysical cognition recently challenged by the radical skepticism of Hume and others, concerning its objective validity. On the path to this criticism of reason, Kant undertakes an assessment of the nature and limits of human cognition more generally.

Kant prepares the way for his verdict about rational cognition in metaphysics by first examining sensibility (Sinnlichkeit) and the understanding (Verstand) as the two faculties (“stems,” B29) which make possible the most elementary form of human cognition – namely, the cognition that we find in our “experience [Erfahrung]” of things that occupy the space and time of nature, including (in “inner experience”) our own mental activities. Prior to the activity of the understanding, sensibility supplies “sensations [Empfindungen]” and “intuitions [Anschauungen]” (B33–34, B132). Through these sensory representations, “an object is given to us” (B74), though on their own, sensations and intuitions are “blind” representations within us (B75), until we become “conscious [bewußt]” of them by “apprehending” them in what Kant calls “perception [Wahrnehmung]” (B160). Even in perception (in Kant’s sense), however, we only achieve a consciousness of the representations that are “in me” (i.e., the representations become something “for me,” B132), rather than a cognition of the objects that such representations represent.2 For “cognition in the proper sense” (B103) to be achieved, a further act of the understanding is necessary, a synthesis which brings perceptions themselves under a concept of the object that they represent, and in this way transforms perceptions into an experience (B218). Experience thus occurs when the understanding forms a “judgment” about this object on the basis of the consciousness of its sensory representations (Kant 2004, 4:300), which entails that experience is a “mediate” (indirect) cognition of the object itself (B93).

Though “all our cognition begins with experience,” Kant also holds that cognition does “not all arise from experience,” since there is cognition that is “independent of all experience and even of all impressions of the senses,” in the sense that its “source [Quelle]” does not lie in any individual experience, but lies instead in something given “apriori” (B1–2). It is reason, rather than the understanding, that achieves this “cognition apriori”: by taking up the cognitions already achieved by the understanding in experience and then inferring to their “principles,” reason “gives unity apriori to the understanding’s manifold cognitions” (B359). The resulting “cognition from principles” is “something entirely different from mere cognition by the understanding” (B358), and “never applies directly to experience or to any object but instead applies to the understanding” (B359; see also B363).

Because reason is concerned not with attaining mere cognition, but with grounding cognitions on principles, it is reason that supplies “knowledge [Wissen],” which Kant identifies as a “holding-true” of a true judgment on the basis of subjectively and objectively sufficient “grounds” (B848f.). In its most developed form, reason is able to “make a system” out of a body of cognitions and achieve “science [Wissenschaft]” of a domain of objects (B860f.), as in mathematics and the science of nature (both identified as “sciences of reason” [B14f.]; see also B740), and also in the Critique’s own “aesthetic” – “the science of the rules of sensibility in general,” which yields cognition of the universal and necessary forms of sensory representation (time and space) – and its “logic” – “the science of the rules of the understanding in general,” which yields cognition of the universal and necessary forms of thinking (B76).

The history of philosophy and especially metaphysics indicates that reason does not rest content with isolated bits of knowledge or even the systematic ordering of empirical cognitions into a physics as the science of nature. Reason also strives to determine what lies beyond the physical altogether – i.e., the fundamental (“absolute”) principles or “metaphysical” grounds of everything whatsoever, regardless of whether it can be an object of experience or not (B391–392). What is more, here, too, reason “seeks” ultimately for a “system” of knowledge in the form of a “science” of metaphysics (B7; B18). It is reason’s hitherto problematic efforts specifically in the domain of metaphysics – and its inability to decisively answer even the basic question of “how is metaphysics possible as science?” – that Kant intends for his Critique to assess (B22).

For our purposes, we must bracket Kant’s own conclusions concerning the possibility of specifically metaphysical cognition, knowledge, and science – along with the transcendental idealism he introduces to support these conclusions – as we must instead highlight several key features of his doctrine of cognition in general. First, though it is a key component in knowledge and science, cognition itself (and its first form, experience) is not identical with either knowledge or science. Whereas cognition (viz. experience) is something achievable by the understanding by way of a judgment about the object of perception, knowledge goes beyond mere cognition in requiring both the holding-true of a judgment, the truth of the judgment, and the cognition of sufficient grounds for holding-true. By contrast, Kant explicitly allows for false cognitions: “a cognition is false if it does not agree with the object to which it is related” (B83).3 Science in turn requires something beyond mere knowledge, insofar as it orders a whole body of cognitions and grounding-relations into a complete system. Finally, cognition itself is composed out of still more basic elements: in the most elementary case (experience), cognition incorporates representations (sensations, intuitions) from sensibility, a consciousness (apprehension) of them in perception, and then an act of judgment (synthesis under a concept) by the understanding.

Kant’s insistence that the clarification of the theory of cognition is a necessary preliminary to the assessment of philosophical cognition has had perennial appeal in the centuries since – as has his specific conception of the nature of the elementary cognition in human experience as a unity of sensibility (intuition) and understanding (concept, judgment), along with his conception of knowledge and science as a still-higher unity of cognitions brought about reason. Throughout the nineteenth century, early neo-Kantian thinkers would expand and deepen – and often advocate for partial revisions of (see Beiser 2014) – Kant’s original investigations into the components of cognition (compare Helmholtz’s investigations of sensation and perception), and into the place of cognition within the logico-deductive order of science (compare Bolzano’s formulation of a theory of science or Wissenschaftslehre (as in Bolzano 1838)). The neo-Kantians at the turn of the century furthered developments in the theory of cognition along both of these fronts – psychological (see Rickert 1892; Natorp 1912), science-theoretic (see Cohen 1902; Rickert 1902; Natorp 1910) – while also adding to this the renewed study and reinterpretation of Kant’s own texts in light of these subsequent developments (Cohen 1885). Even while disagreements arose – about the best way to characterize the contributions from sensibility and the understanding, about the relation between elementary cognition and science, about the precise form of idealism concerning the objects of cognition that results from the revisions in Kant’s framework (see Friedman 2000, Chapter 3) – the broad contours of Kant’s vision of the proper axes of investigation for the theory of cognition remained upheld.

The full picture of Husserl’s own intellectual formation would of course include many more influences than Kant and the neo-Kantians.4 For our purposes, two additional lines of influence are especially worth mentioning: first, Husserl’s early work in mathematics gives a specific impetus in his initial philosophical investigations to explore the nature of arithmetical cognition in particular, with a growing sensitivity to the need for sharper distinctions within the dimensions of cognition to account for the various forms of objectivity outlined in the theory of science and in related work (by Bolzano, Frege, and others), and in particular a need to better differentiate the psychological from the logical dimensions with respect to the contents of cognition (concepts, propositions, truths). Second, Husserl’s early exposure to work in the emerging science of psychology itself, from Brentano and Stumpf especially, amplifies the importance of clarifying the place of cognition within the broader account of psychical life, and its relation to representation (Vorstellung), consciousness (Bewußtsein; apperception), synthetic activity, and especially the intentionality that Brentano had designated as the unifying mark of psychical activity.

Acknowledging these (and other) influences, however, we will see in the next sections that, for the first several decades of his career, the general contours of Husserl’s understanding of cognition nevertheless remains broadly within the Kantian outlines sketched above in several important respects. Husserl, too, conceives of cognition as a psychical achievement that goes beyond the mere having of sensory representations in mind, and beyond the kind of consciousness enjoyed in perception. Cognition, for Husserl, also involves a judgment about an object, and judgment is again theorized in terms of thinking and the understanding. Husserl likewise distinguishes cognition per se from more advanced psychical achievements like knowing and scientific comprehension,5 which are viewed as incorporating consciousness of the grounding of the truth of cognitions and are ultimately also assigned to reason – even as Husserl is increasingly interested in the extent to which the act of cognition might already be marked by specifically rational consciousness.


Early investigations into the elements of cognition

Husserl’s early writings give evidence of a developing analysis of cognition and anticipate important distinctions and lines of inquiry that will become central in Logical Investigations. In the Foreword to the 1891 Philosophy of Arithmetic, Husserl characterizes his approach in this work as also consisting in investigations that are both “psychological and logical” and guided by “the interest in an erkenntnis-theoretisch research of arithmetic” (2003, 5–6).6 What is more, Husserl engages directly with the Kantian conception of arithmetical cognition, and begins to position his views in relation to Kant’s own Erkenntnistheorie.

Husserl is sharply critical of Kant precisely for confusing psychological and logical aspects of arithmetical cognition in his specification of the content of basic arithmetical concepts such as “number” (Zahl) in terms of “determinations” of the intuition of time, specifically as to the “time-series” (see Kant 1998, B182–85). Husserl accepts that “succession in time” functions as a “psychological pre-condition” for numbering, and hence, precondition for both the “formation of the majority of number concepts and concrete multiplicities,” and ultimately for the act of cognizing number-relations (Husserl 2003, 29). Even so, Husserl rejects what he takes to be Kant’s own inference from this fact – namely, that “temporal order enters into the content [Inhalt] of these concepts” (ibid.; my italics), or, as Husserl later characterizes it, the “logical content” or “logical significance” of these concepts (Husserl 2003, 33; my italics).

Taken out of context, this might suggest that Husserl means to assign intuition entirely to the psychological, in contrast to cognitive content which belongs wholly to the logical. When Husserl himself later turns to the “analysis of the concept of number according to its content,” however, Husserl insists that “no concept can be thought without a founding [Fundierung] in a concrete intuition” (Husserl 2003, 83). What is more, Husserl maintains that this is true not just of the number-concepts, but also of even the most abstract and generic concept, the concept of “something [Etwas]” (Husserl 2003, 84). Husserl thus does not mean to reject the necessity in general of an integration with intuition for cognitive content, but only to reject the necessity of the intuition of time (or space) in particular as an essential constituent of the cognitive content of arithmetical concepts.

The retention of a necessary relation between cognition and intuition becomes evident from Husserl’s discussion of the manner in which even the most general concept of “something” is formed on the basis of something given (present) in the mind:


“Something” is a name that applies to every thinkable content. Every actual thing or thing in thought is a something. We can also, however, name a judgment, an act of will, an impossibility, a contradiction, etc. in this way. […] What all objects – actual and possible, real and not real, physical and psychical, etc. – agree in, is only this, that they are contents of representation or become represented by contents of representation in consciousness. Clearly the concept of something owes its origin to reflection upon the psychical act of representing, as whose content precisely every determinate object is given. […] Naturally, the concept something would not be thought unless some content or other is present [gegenwärtig], upon which some reflection can be performed.

Husserl 2003, 84


Here we see Husserl making a point not far from Kant’s characterization of the cognition a priori that is available within aesthetic and logic: while all cognition begins with the engagement of thinking with something given, what we can come to cognize on the basis of this initial givenness – through what Husserl here calls the work of reflection – can extend to universal and necessary features of psychical acts and their contents. In the case of the most general concept of “something,” what is itself made present or given in reflection is the basic structure or form of the act of representing itself, and its universal and necessary relation to some content or other, and each of these contents being thinkable.

In gesturing at a kind of givenness or presence of form that arises only on the basis of the act of reflection, Husserl is thus right on the cusp of articulating a broader notion of intuition than Kant’s (finally enunciated in Logical Investigations; see below), insofar as it will be able to give universal objects (forms) that themselves lack the spatial and temporal contents that Husserl accepts belong to the primary contents of intuitions. Due to its determination solely with reference to the universal form of representing (viz. thinking), and its indifference to, and generality with respect to, any particular contents represented, Husserl calls the concept of “something” – and “one” (Eins), “multiplicity” (Vielheit), and even (against Kant) “cardinal number” (Anzahl) – a “form-concept or category” (Husserl 2003, 89), in an echo of Kant’s title (himself echoing Aristotle’s) for the most universal concepts of “objects in general” (see Kant 1998, B346).

In the second part of the work, another key component of the background theory of cognition comes into view: in addition to primary direct intuition of contents, and then the secondary intuition (“presence”) of acts themselves and their forms (as secondary contents) in reflection, we are also conscious of representations whose contents point us to still further contents. This happens in representations in which “a content is not directly given to us as that which it is, but rather only indirectly through signs [Zeichen] which univocally [eindeutig] characterize it” (Husserl 2003, 205). Such representations are not representations in the “proper [eigentlich]” sense, but are instead “symbolic” representations (“through signs”) (ibid.).

As an example of this contrast, Husserl distinguishes the “proper representation” that we have when “we have an outer appearance of a house that we are actually considering,” over and against the “symbolic representation” that we have in mind “when someone gives us the indirect characteristic: the corner house on such and such side of such and such street” (Husserl 2003, 205–206). In the second case, the “description [Beschreibung]” of the object comes “to take the place of” the “actual representation” of the house, and function as “a sign-representation that stands in for it” (Husserl 2003, 206). The latter case involves a “symbolic representation,” since what is present and given – though itself a content in its own right – is one that “refers” to some other object which is itself not “actually” (properly) given and present, by “describing” it through “characteristic features [Merkmale],” which “distinguish the object in a way that it can be recognized [wiedererkannt] when it is given” (ibid).7

In addition to being relevant for the analysis of ordinary cognition of mundane objects, Husserl thinks that this distinction is of special importance in the context of arithmetic in particular, due to the fact that its cognition extends to objects – such as infinite sets (Menge) – which cannot themselves ever be given in either primary or reflective intuition, yet of which we nevertheless not only have representations but can also demonstrate certain truths. For such objects, the only possible representations we can come to have are symbolic ones (see Husserl 2003, 231). In fact, in the concluding paragraphs, Husserl reports that this is the general situation in arithmetic, since only concepts of very small numbers (less than twelve or so; see Husserl 2003, 202) can have their correlates given and recognized in proper representations. For this reason, “in the overwhelming majority of cases, we are restricted to symbolic number formations” (Husserl 2003, 299). Yet even though the proper representation of objects like infinite sets and higher numbers is “forever denied to us,” we can not only “speak of such numbers in a symbolic but wholly determinate sense” but also “establish [feststellen] the ideal infinity of the realm of numbers” (Husserl 2003, 236). Arithmetic itself thus demonstrates that the domain of objects of proper representations is not equivalent to the domain of the objects of possible cognition.

In the writings following Philosophy of Arithmetic, Husserl articulates more directly the background theory of cognition that his early work was presupposing. His views on the demarcation of the psychological and the logical dimensions of cognition also undergo development along several lines, not least on account of criticisms (most famously by Frege), but also due to his own extensive reviews of recent work in logic and psychology. In his 1894 “Psychological Studies pertaining to Elementary Logic,” Husserl works to clarify what pertains to the content of a representation, and what distinguishes proper (actual) representations from symbolic (viz. descriptive) ones, which leads to an advance in his formulation of the nature of cognition itself.

Concerning the nature of what is contained “in” a representation itself, Husserl now more sharply distinguishes the content of a representation from the object or thing that it represents (though he also seems to still allow content and object to coincide in special cases). In the case of symbolic representations, this distinction is more obviously necessary, since what is immediately contained in the representation is not the object itself but only a sign or a description of it.


The sign and what is designated are here entirely alien as to content [inhaltsfremd] and only associatively connected. The sign does not render intuitive that which is thought of, but rather only refers to it. […] [Such] representations have the peculiarity that they do not include in themselves [in sich schließen] their “objects” as immanent contents [Inhalte] (hence, present in consciousness), but rather they merely intend [bloß intendieren] them.

Husserl 1979, 107


The symbolic representations themselves do have their own contents which are present to consciousness; it is just that such content is now a means for referring to some other content or object. For this reason, Husserl describes this group of representations – or rather, as we might now render the German Vorstellungen: this group of “presentings before [Stellungen-vor]” the mind or consciousness – as Repräsentationen in the specific sense of including as their content a “representative” for some further object (Husserl 1979, 108).

Symbolic representation is also now even more closely associated with conceiving (thinking of, merely intending) an object, and opposed to intuiting the object or having it actually present in mind: Husserl classifies “concepts, judgments, and all other sorts of logical activities” as involving “Repräsentationen as foundations or presuppositions” (Husserl 1979, 120). Correlatively, Husserl now proposes to restrict the term “intuition” (Anschauung) for non-representative-involving “presentings before” the mind, and more specifically for those which, in contrast to Repräsentationen, “do not merely intend their ‘objects’ but actually comprise them in themselves as immanent contents” (Husserl 1979, 108).

At this point, Husserl acknowledges that there is a common view that the very same object can be both merely intended but also intuited, and indeed that “intuition” might just as commonly be used to refer to “the psychical happening [Erlebnis] in which the ultimate goal of a Repräsentation is achieved,” such that “an immanent object of the act appears to us just as it was in the act through which it was intended” (Husserl 1979, 108). Husserl himself, however, maintains that the term ‘‘intuition’’ should be reserved only for “proper,” rather than “symbolic,” representations, in the sense that an intuition always “include its object within itself immanently” (ibid.). Husserl’s classification will therefore exclude various psychical happenings which are often called “intuitions” – perhaps most notably, those in which we recognize a physical thing on the basis of our sensing. Even so, Husserl’s verdict is that the common use of the term “intuition” by “natural consciousness” in such cases is actually misleading:


Natural consciousness believes itself to grasp [erfassen] the objective thing itself, this unified manifold, as what it is and is intended, in one glance in one simple act of intuiting. We know that this is merely an illusion. Only a small part of that which we here presume to intuit is actually intuited; only a few aspects of the factual content are present in this act as they are intended in the thing-representation [Dingvorstellung] which it mediates and as they actually co-exist in the “thing itself.”

Husserl 1979, 102–103


The “thing itself,” e.g., a melody, is not an “immanent content” wholly contained in any one of the momentary intuitions: “as the melody is playing, the immanent contents of hearing differ from moment to moment, but in no one of these do we grasp the melody itself” (Husserl 1979, 110).

The thing that the natural consciousness takes itself to intuit instead only comes into view via “the full material of a thing-representation,” something that is itself not identical to any one intuition but rather “becomes intuitive in a continuous course of contents [Inhaltsverlauf]” (Husserl 1979, 103). Even the mere sequence of intuitive contents, however, is not itself sufficient for a thing-representation, since this requires, in addition, “certain psychical acts which are accompanying the sequence of the intervening partial-intuitions,” and which “identify, by relating one meaningfully to the other, and work out, within the course of one continuous act, the objective unity” of the thing itself (Husserl 1979, 103).

In this contrast between a thing-representation and a mere intuition, we therefore see the continuing echoes of the Kantian distinction between the “immediacy” of intuition and the “mediacy” of conceptual representation (Kant 1998, B377) and the Kantian account of experience itself as the “mediate” cognition of a physical thing. Husserl here gestures, however, at an important modification to Kant’s account, by insisting that the mere pairing of intuitions with a concept is not sufficient for such cognition, since what is needed is a consciousness “that what is intuited is also what is meant,” a “consciousness of the fulfilled intention” (Husserl 1979, 109) – an idea that will take centerstage in the Sixth Logical Investigation’s more elaborate account of cognition, as we will now see.


The account of cognition in Logical Investigations

One “eminently noteworthy” feature that these early writings identify, as pertaining both to the low-level psychological transition from intuition to thing-representation as well as in the advance in scientific cognition within elementary mathematics, is that “a psychical act can refer beyond [hinausdeuten] its own immanent content to another one that it is in no way conscious of,” at least not immediately (Husserl 1979, 120). Like the “higher” objects of mathematics, the physical thing itself is never the immediate content of any intuition, whether individually or even as a series. This capacity for “referring beyond its own immanent content” is thus discovered to be central not only for scientific cognition in particular (as in arithmetic), but for “the possibility of cognition in general” (Husserl 1979, 121). Even so, Husserl concludes the 1894 study by lamenting that this central phenomenon “lies so far outside of the usual directions of attention that it itself has been left out of notice by eminent psychologists and logicians,” and so remains “the darkest part of Erkenntnistheorie,” a “great and unsolved riddle” (Husserl 1979, 121), so much so that “the ‘doctrine of science’ itself must concede, if it is being serious, that all science is a mystery to it” (Husserl 1979, 122).

Over the next decades, Husserl’s research was devoted, if not exclusively then almost always primarily, to bringing light to precisely these elementary yet still “mysterious” moments within cognition. In 1900–1901, Husserl published a major work containing, first, Prolegomena to Pure Logic, followed by six “investigations toward the phenomenology and theory of cognition,” as the subtitles of the two volumes of Logical Investigations indicate. The work itself culminates in a final (Sixth) Investigation providing “elements of a phenomenological clarification [Aufklärung] of cognition,” in which the doctrines of intention and fulfillment are finally more fully elaborated to provide an account of cognition itself as the “synthesis of fulfillment” (Husserl 2001b, 191). This opens the way for a reexamination of the Kantian distinction between “sensibility and the understanding” (Husserl 2001b, 269), and the manner in which Kant portrays the contributions of each within cognition – including Husserl’s novel proposal for an official expansion in the use of the term “intuition” itself.

At the outset of Prolegomena, we find Husserl clarifying the distinction between cognition, knowledge, and science, along lines closely akin to those we saw in Kant above. Husserl recognizes logic’s traditional claim (as in Bolzano; Husserl 2001a, 142–143) to provide “the doctrine of science [Wissenschaftslehre]” (Husserl 2001a, 16–23). Science (Wissenschaft) itself (“as the [German] name suggests”) incorporates “knowing [Wissen]” (2001a, 16), though its “concept” includes more than “mere knowing,” since it also requires “systematic coherence [Zusammenhang]” of knowledge, in the sense of “the grounding [Begründung] of knowing and the appropriate connection and ordering in the sequence of groundings” (Husserl 2001a, 18). Knowing itself, “in the narrowest, strictest sense,” involves several conditions: first, “in knowing, we possess the truth [Wahrheit]”; second, “we possess it as the object of a correct judgment [Urteil]”; third, we do so with “evidence [Evidenz], the luminous certainty [Gewissheit] that what we have acknowledged [anerkannt] is” (Husserl 2001a, 17).8

When Husserl finally specifies his “preferred sense of the term cognition” itself, “in the strictest sense,” we can see several key components reprised from Kant’s own analysis, along with an anticipation of an important modification:


If we now perform an act of cognition, or as I would prefer to express it, live in it, we are “occupied with the objectivity” that it intends and posits, in a cognizing way; and it is cognition in the strictest sense, i.e., we are judging with evidence, when the objectivity is given [gegeben]. The state of affairs [Sachverhalt] stands before us now, not merely presumed to be, but actually is before our eyes, and in it the object itself, as what it is i.e., exactly so and not otherwise, as it is meant in this cognition: as bearer of these properties, as member of these relations, etc. It is not merely presumptively but actually so constituted and is given as actually so constituted to our cognition; in other words, as such it is not merely intended (judged) in general, but rather cognized.

Husserl 2001a, 145


With Kant, cognition here is said to consist of an act of judging in relation to an objectivity; unlike Kant, however, Husserl claims that, in cognition, this same objectivity (state of affairs) is not merely judged “mediately” but is itself “given” (“actually” present) and in an “evident” manner.

We will take up Husserl’s advance on Kant concerning of the givenness of the objectivities of judgment below. For now, let us note first the continuities in the manner in which Husserl distinguishes cognition from both knowing and science. Though both cognizing and knowing involve a judgment and a relation to evidence, knowing has as its “object” not the state of affairs judged, but the truth of this state of affairs.9 Cognition, by contrast, Husserl, like Kant, seems to allow to be false (and even absurd),10 and at the very least allows cognition to occur without the truth (or falsity) of the relevant judgment also becoming the object that is given. In this respect, knowing involves “having insight” into the “grounding” of the truth of this state of affairs, not merely having the state of affairs itself “given” in an “evident” manner: “to cognize the ground of anything means to have insight into [einsehen] the necessity of its being so and so …, thus to have insight into its truth as necessarily valid” (Husserl 2001a, 146).11 Finally, as with Kant, even with the attainment of insight (knowledge) here or there, we have not yet reached the level of science, since “to science belongs a certain unity of an interconnection of grounding” (my italics), constituted by an ordering of grounding-relations according to a “basic lawfulness” that allows for both the “systematic deduction” of a series of truths as “necessarily” obtaining, but also the comprehension of truths according to their “explanatory [erklärende] grounds” (Husserl 2001a, 146–147).12

In the first five Investigations, Husserl sets out to clarify the various elements that belong to cognition, before bringing them all together in the systematic account of cognition itself in the Sixth Investigation. Early on Husserl takes up the symbolic (representative) moment in consciousness – i.e., the ability for something contained “in” consciousness to nevertheless relate to or signify something that lies beyond or outside of itself. Husserl here draws the distinction as one between contents which function as “indicators [Anzeichen]” of further objects (akin to the simple “signs” in “Psychological Studies”), and contents which have “meaning [Bedeutung]” (“sense [Sinn]”) which they “express [ausdrücken]” (akin to the “description” in “Psychological Studies”), in the course of also referring to further objects (Husserl 2001a, 183). In both cases, the content present to mind is to be distinguished from the related objectivity (Husserl 2001a, 184–186, 196–198), not least because both kinds of symbolic content can be present in mind without the object itself also being given (viz. in intuition) to consciousness (Husserl 2001a, 199–200; see 2001a, 206–210). Even so, Husserl now clarifies that, in the course of both “ordinary, everyday thinking [Denken]” as well as “scientific thinking,” mere signs or indicators are never “the objects of thoughtful consideration”; instead “we live entirely within consciousness of meaning, of understanding [Verständnis],” which, Husserl adds, “is not lost even in the complete absence of an accompanying intuition” (Husserl 2001a, 210; my italics).

On its own, however, “the act of meaning is not the act of cognizing” (2001b, 207). To achieve cognition, more is required than the consciousness of meaning in thinking or judging: cognition involves “evidence in judging,” “all actual cognition in the fullest sense” is such that it “presupposes intuitively fulfilled meanings” (Husserl 2001a, 212; my italics). While the emphasis on “intuitive fulfillment: echoes Kant’s claim that cognition is not possible in the absence of an intuition related to the object of judgment, Husserl here goes beyond the official letter of Kantianism in two respects: first, by referring to the fulfillment of the judgment-intention by its objectivity (state of affairs) itself being given “intuitively,” and second by including the requirement that this intuitive givenness render the judgment “evident.”

Both of these advances are taken up in more detail in the Sixth Investigation. On the second point, Husserl argues that the mere addition of an intuition (fulfillment) to the thought (intention) is not actually enough to suffice for cognition, since the having of an intuition which in fact fulfills my thought will only render my thought or judgment evident if there is a consciousness of the intuition as fulfilling the corresponding thought. There must be both “fulfillment and identification,” i.e., consciousness of the identity of what is given as fulfilling the intention (Husserl 2001b, 275; my italics). Cognition thus ultimately involves not just the pairing of concept (intention, meaning) and intuition, but also a third component: “First, there is the meaning-intention, and indeed given for itself; then next the corresponding intuition comes to join it. At once the phenomenological unity is produced, which now manifests itself as consciousness of fulfillment” (Husserl 2001b, 206).

To work our way to the first advance, we must first spell out the Investigations’ own account of the differentiation of cognition from ordinary sensory intuition and also from what Husserl also calls “perception” (Wahrnehmung). Recall that, in Kant, experience arises as the empirical cognition of an object on the basis of perception, by synthesizing (in judgment) a series of perceptions (consciousnesses of intuitions) together under a concept of an object, as all “of” this same object. For Kant, this concept – and with it, the resulting consciousness of the object of cognition itself – does not already lie in perception itself (and a fortiori not in any intuition), even if there is something that is noticed about the relevant sensations in the course of perception that forms the basis for the application of the relevant concept. The Investigations provides a very similar account. To take one of Husserl’s examples (see Husserl 2001b, 195–196): when “I look out into the garden,” I first thereby come to have a perception; I can then “give my perception expression in the words: a blackbird flies away,” which expresses a “meaning” – but this meaning “does not lie in the perception, at least not it alone” (Husserl 2001b, 195). Husserl takes the gap here to follow from the fact that “on the basis of the same perception one could make an entirely different assertion [Aussage] and thereby unfold an entirely different sense” (Husserl 2001b, 195). For this reason, a further act is necessary, one that “serves as genuinely sense-giving,” over and above the perception itself (Husserl 2001b, 196–197). In fact, Husserl ultimately claims that “no part of the meaning itself lies in perception,” such that “the perception, which gives the object,” and “the assertion, by means of which the judgment, i.e., the ‘acts of thought’ woven together into the unity of judgment, is thought and expressed,” must be understood as “completely separate” (Husserl 2001b, 199).13

In this transition from mere perception to a judgment about an object on the basis of perception, an apprehension of a further kind takes place, one that involves additional acts of connection (Verknüpfung) and synthesis which are absent from mere perception, and one in which the corresponding objectivity toward which consciousness is directed in the resulting meaning is of an entirely new type from that which is involved in perception:


We employ this word [“judgment”] in its principle meaning, which is oriented toward assertions (predications), and so excludes perceptions, remembrances, and similar acts. […] In the judgment a state of affairs [Sachverhalt] “appears” to us. A state of affairs, even when it pertains to something sensibly perceived, is not itself, however, an object that could appear to us in the manner of what is sensibly perceived (whether in “outer” or “inner sensibility”).

Husserl 2001b, 139; my italics


Husserl describes this transition as follows: first, in perception, “an object is presented to us as itself present;” then, “on the basis of this perception we make the judgment that it is;” in this second act (judgment) “that which appears, that of which we are intentionally conscious, is not the existing sensible object, but rather the fact [Tatsache] that it is.” (Husserl 2001b, 139–140).

The absence of the state of affairs (fact) from the initial sensory intuition involved in perception (and from sensory perception itself), however, now finally returns us to the gap that Husserl insists must be crossed, if the final transition from judging about perception to actual cognition is to occur. As we noted above, beyond the act of sense-giving in judgment, made on the basis of perception (which nevertheless goes beyond the perception itself; Husserl 2001b, 196–197), Husserl thinks that cognition only comes about through a still-further identifying act, one of a higher order, one that “experiences [erlebt] the identificatory congruence [Deckung]” of intention (meaning) and something given in an intuition (Husserl 2001b, 208; my italics). This further step occurs even “in the case of the judgment of perception,” where meaning and intuition “stand [stehen] in the most intimate relationship to one another” – even, in fact, when they stand “in the relationship of congruence, of the unity of fulfillment” (Husserl 2001b, 199). Here too, cognition only occurs with the further consciousness of this congruence (fulfillment), the consciousness that perception is giving the very object that is meant (intended). Husserl uses the term “adequation” to refer to this act of undergoing not merely a pairing of signification and intuition, but a consciousness of “the unity of fulfillment” between them – an act that therefore has as its objectivity neither the perception or the meaning (intention) but “a more or less complete identity” of the two (Husserl 2001b, 207).

But then, if cognition is the consciousness of the congruence (identity, adequation) of the object as meant or intended in a judging, with something given in intuiting, and if the object as meant is as belonging to a state of affairs, then there must be some way for the state of affairs itself that is meant in judgment to also be given in some intuition – even if not in a sensory intuition. At the outset of the Part entitled “Sensibility and the Understanding” – which is itself in several respects the culmination of both the Sixth Investigation and the work as a whole – Husserl sets this problematic out as follows:


In the case of a perceptual assertion it is not only the nominal representations woven into it which are fulfilled; the meaning of the assertion as a whole finds fulfillment through the underlying perception. […] [H]ence we pose the question, how is the fulfillment of the whole assertion to be understood, in particular that in it which reaches beyond its “matter,” i.e., here beyond its nominal terms. What should or even could supply fulfillment to the moments of the meaning that are constituted by the form of the proposition as such and to which the copula, for example, belongs […]?

Husserl 2001b, 272


It is precisely at this point that Husserl proposes his expansion in the technical use of the term “intuition.” If cognition requires consciousness of the fulfillment of the meaning-intention of a judgment, then it must also be possible for objectivities in forms correlative to those of judgmental contents (propositions) – i.e., states of affairs – to be “given” just as they are judged, so that we can also become conscious of this coincidence and finally achieve cognition itself. We are thus led to “an entirely unavoidable extension of the originally sensory concepts, intuition and perception, which permits us to speak of categorial and in particular universal intuition” – including, most importantly for our purposes, those intuitions which will “give” the objectivities correlative to categorially-formed judgment contents (Husserl 2001b, 186).

In order to achieve such categorial intuition, Husserl takes still further acts to be required – like judgment, beyond mere sensory intuition, but also distinct from the forming of a meaning-intention in judgment, insofar as (unlike judgment) these acts genuinely yield a giving, and so belong to sensibility in an expanded sense: “mere sensibility can never provide categorial fulfillment, or more precisely, fulfillment of intentions including categorial forms; rather, the fulfillment lies in each case in a sensibility formed through categorial acts” (ibid.; my italics). That is, these further categorial acts – which allow for categorial objects (viz. state of affairs) to be “given in the manner of ‘perception’” – will themselves be “founded on other acts, ultimately in acts of sensibility” (Husserl 2001b, 186).14

What, then, are these categorial acts and how do they form sensibility itself and yet remain in the realm of givenness or presence? Here Husserl introduces a further development in the account of apprehension. When a sensible object is first apprehended “in a direct [schlichter] manner,” the object “stands as it were uniform [einfältig] there before us,” in the sense that “the parts which constitute it are certainly in it, but in the direct act they have not become explicit objects for us” (Husserl 2001b, 287). Beyond this, however,


we can apprehend the same object also in an explicating manner: in dissecting [gliedernden] acts we “raise [heben]” the parts “into emphasis [heraus],” in relating [beziehenden] acts we posit what has been brought to emphasis into relation, whether with each other or with the whole.

Ibid.


Neither of these two further acts are contained in the direct perceptual apprehension, nor are their correlative objectivities (parts, relations) given to us as explicit objects for us in the original apprehension. Only after such acts of raising to emphasis do the relevant objectivities themselves become given for us; in this way, “new objects come to life, belonging to the class state of affairs, which comprises only ‘objects of a higher order’” (Husserl 2001b, 289).15

Yet if categorial intuition fills in a key stage missing from the official Kantian Erkenntnistheorie, we are still not yet to cognition for Husserl. Recall that cognition requires not just the (categorial) intuition of the object (state of affairs) intended in the judgment (i.e., fulfillment), but also the still further consciousness of the identity (identification) of this object of categorial intuition with the object of judgment (consciousness of fulfillment). Hence, cognition as evident judging depends essentially not just on direct or sensory intuition, and not just on the forming of sensory intuition by categorial acts, but also on the consciousness that the higher objectivities given through these categorially formed intuitions are what was meant in the judgment in the first place. It is only this even more complex unity – “a judging synthesis, an intuitive ‘thus it is’, or ‘thus it is not’, through which this act of the intuition of the state of affairs is measured against the expressed intention” – which “accomplishes the cognizing of the intuited state of affairs,” and which Husserl describes as achieving the “actual unity of cognition” (Husserl 2001b, 324).


Cognition as a task of reason

The details of the sophisticated picture of cognition presented in the 1900–1901 Investigations – which maintains much of the spirit of the Kantian account, while advancing beyond it in key respects – would remain in place, in its broad outlines, throughout the remainder of Husserl’s career. One indication of this continuity is that, with Husserl’s revisions of the Investigations over the next two decades, we do not find the second editions altering the core components of the view of cognition itself – even as he sets out to bring other aspects of his presentation better into line with his deepened understanding of phenomenology itself as a methodology. Another indication is its persistence in Husserl’s lectures on Erkenntnistheorie in the 1900s–1910s – though here too we find an increasing concern with the challenges of skepticism to the idea that we have any objectively valid cognition whatsoever, and an increased devotion of focus to the anti-skeptical responses by Descartes and Kant himself.16 Finally, though the major writings of the 1910s–1930s take up in earnest the project of setting forth “pure phenomenology” as “the science of pure consciousness” – arguing for its priority as “first philosophy,” and establishing the credentials of its findings as genuine cognition, knowledge, and (“rigorous”) science in its own right – these shifts in emphasis again do not transform the basic outlines of the underlying account of the essence of cognition itself.17

Still, the pronounced shifts in Husserl’s writings after 1900 – beyond a concern for the description of the form of cognition, knowledge, and science, and toward the actual and direct refutation of skepticism and the systematic “grounding” of the claims to cognition, knowledge, and science on behalf of philosophy – such shifts do leave definite marks on both the overall framing of the theory of cognition as well as on Husserl’s treatment of key elements within cognition itself. Terminologically, this impact is registered already in his 1906–1907 lectures Introduction to Logic and the Theory of Cognition (Einleitung in die Logik und Erkenntnistheorie), with Husserl’s introduction of the idea of a “new discipline” which he calls “noetics” (Noetik). Noetics goes beyond the “theory of cognition” in the narrow sense (as the theory that spells out the essence of cognition) in that it will provide “the doctrine of right [Rechtslehre] in cognition,” and in particular will investigate structures of “justification [Berechtigung]” and the provision of evidence specifically in relation to “claims to right” on behalf of individual cognitions (Husserl 2008, 132, compare 136–137). Noetics is thus the discipline that addresses skepticism in relation to claims to cognition, and in fact itself advocates for a radical “skeptical position-taking” (an “absolute epoché,” in an early use of the term) as “the first and fundamental component of the method of the theory of cognition” (Husserl 2008, 183–184).

In line with this concern for justification and grounding, the broader “theory of cognition” itself is now described no longer as a theory of “the understanding,” but instead – and with clear Kantian resonance – as a theory of reason (Vernunft), tasked in particular with the articulation of the “ideal” of “absolute rationality” (Husserl 2008, 233–234).18 This recentering is manifest throughout Husserl’s next major publication, the 1913 Ideas I. Early on Husserl famously sets forth as the “principle of all principles” – one with respect to which “no conceivable theory can possibly make us stray,” and which will thereby serve as the basis for his own defense of the possibility of philosophy itself against radical skepticism – the following proposition:


that each intuition that is originarily giving is a source of right [Rechtsquelle] for cognition, that everything that is provided to us originarily in “intuition” (in its living actuality, as it were), is to be taken up [hinnehmen] simply, as it gives itself, but also only within the limits within which it gives itself.

Husserl 2014, 43; compare §20




This clearly signals Husserl’s increasing concern to respond not only to the question of the “essence” of cognition – and how intuition might cooperate with the understanding (judgment) so as to provide consciousness of fulfillment – but also to challenges of “right” in relation to cognition – i.e., how intuition will ultimately cooperate with reason itself, so as to factor into the grounding or justification of claims to cognition (knowledge, science).19

This shift ultimately has its effects on Husserl’s account of the essence of cognition itself, with Husserl in Ideas only finally turning directly to articulate two key features of the essence of cognition itself – the fulfillment of judgment in intuition (perception) and the identification of such fulfillment in a higher consciousness – quite late in the work, and doing so specifically under the heading of “the phenomenology of reason” (Husserl 2014, §§135–145).20 What is more, Husserl here offers an explicitly noetic-theoretical account of the specific dimension of cognition that the Investigations had characterized as its meaning-intention – i.e., that which constitutes the content of the act of judgment that is then consciously (“evidently”) fulfilled in cognition itself.21 Husserl’s guiding characterization of the general act-type associated with intending is now in terms of certain “noetic moments” which are responsible for making it “contain within itself a ‘sense’” and “which effect a ‘sense-giving [Sinngebung]’” to the act as a whole (Husserl 2014, 174). The sense itself is now described as “a correlative noematic material,” or more briefly, a “noema” (ibid.). What moves Husserl to now call the act “noetic” and the sense “noematic” is the new (or at least newly emphasized) thesis that “to the essence of every intentional lived experience, there belongs at least one, though as a rule, many, ‘characters of positing [Setzungscharactere]’” (Husserl 2014, 232), and the further claim that when “a positional act posits [setzt],” “it also posits doxically” – i.e., in relation to “believing [Glauben]” (ibid., 232), such that “doxic modalities enter into all positing characters” (ibid., 234). This noetic aspect is thus taken to extend to “every intentional lived experience,” such that not only judgment but even perception “has its noema” (Husserl 2014, 174–175).22

In conjunction with this shift to the noetic analysis of intention – away from the (at least arguably) more epistemologically neutral terms of meaning, toward the explicit integration of the epistemic (doxastic) dimension – Husserl’s account of fulfillment is now likewise introduced within the scope of “the claims of right” and the “noetic” concerns of reason, rather than the (again, arguably) more epistemologically neutral terms of “givenness” or “evidentness.” Husserl now presents even the most elementary mode of the “fulfillment of intention” – a “seeing” or “perceiving” that is in fact “originarily giving” of “what is posited,” prior to even becoming conscious of this fulfillment and so making an “evident” judgment – as itself already a “basic form of the consciousness of reason [Grundform des Vernunftbewusstseins]” (Husserl 2014, §136, 314).23 A fortiori, both judging with evidence about sensory perception (“‘assertoric’ seeing”), and especially judging with insight (Einsicht) about an essence (“‘apodeictic’ seeing”), are now also all counted as forms of “consciousness of reason” (Husserl 2014, §137). Finally, reason even becomes implicated in the concept of the objectivity involved in that adequation hitherto thought as being achieved in cognition: the concept of the “adequate givenness of a thing” is now explicitly classified as “an idea in the Kantian sense” (Husserl 2014, §143) – i.e., as a concept of reason which can never itself be given adequately in any experience.

The foregoing gives sufficient evidence of Husserl’s increasing preoccupation with the reason-theoretical problematic as the necessary framework within which any account of cognition itself must be placed, such that “the claims to right [Rechtsprechungen] by reason” – especially concerning which objects are “actual [wirklich]” – now predominate Husserl’s discussion of what is required for cognition itself to be achieved (Husserl 2014, 269).24 By the final pages of Ideas I, we find confirmation of the ascendency of the account of reason itself within phenomenological philosophy more generally (Husserl 2014, 308–309).

Both this general reason-theoretical re-framing of the task of philosophy, and the corresponding reorientation of the theory of cognition itself, remain constant in Husserl’s writings after Ideas I. In his lengthy, though unpublished, 1917 essay on “Phenomenology and the Theory of Cognition” – meant as a contribution to a special issue of Kant-Studien – Husserl describes “the theory of reason in general” as a “more general way of speaking” about “the theory of cognition” (Husserl 1987, 125), and again advocates for the need of a “noetic logic” within the theory of cognition which would give “a doctrine of the right for cognizing grounded upon objective validities in general” (Husserl 1987, 127). Formal and Transcendental Logic bears the subtitle “Attempt at a Critique of Logical Reason,” and concludes with a chapter entitled “Objective Logic and the Phenomenology of Reason” which takes up the question of “the absolute grounding of cognition” (Husserl 1969, §103). The Cartesian Meditations announce that “reason is a universal theme for phenomenology,” and more specifically “a universal structure-form of the essence of transcendental subjectivity” (Husserl 1960, 56–57). Similar notes are sounded at key moments in the Crisis (compare Husserl 1970, §3, §49). Even in the overarching path of Husserl’s trajectory, then, we can discern a familiar Kantian outline being traced: Erkenntnistheorie in service of a “critique of reason.”


Notes

1I will cite Kant’s Critique according to the second “B” edition (1787) pagination and his other works according to the volume and page numbers from the Kant Gesamtausgabe; I have silently amended the Cambridge Edition (Kant 1998) translations throughout.
2The specificity of Kant’s use of the term Wahrnehmung (as consciousness of representations) is often occluded by assumptions about what is meant by “perception” in the now-more common sense of the term, which is often much closer to what Kant himself means by “experience” insofar as it includes the recognition of a physical thing; compare Tolley 2016.
3For more on the nature and importance of the distinction between cognition and knowledge in Kant, and the problems that beset interpretations which assume Erkenntnis can just be understood as knowledge (and so as a species of belief, assent, “commitment,” etc.), compare Tolley 2017; Watkins and Willaschek 2017.
4In this volume, see Pradelle, Chapter 6, for a discussion of Kant and Husserl on idealism the chapter; for a defense of Husserl’s method in response to his contemporary critics the chapter by Staiti; for the historical influences on Husserl’s conception of metaphysics, see the chapters by De Santis and Majolino; and for the historical influences on his ethics, see Crespo and Römer.
5As in Kant studies, interpretations of Husserl’s views on cognition have likewise been hampered by a running-together of the topics of cognition and knowledge, whether in the course of commentary, or even in the direct rendering of Husserl’s use of Erkenntnis and its cognates as “knowledge” (Erkenntnistheorie as “epistemology,” etc.); compare Willard 1995 and Willard’s 2003 translation of Philosophie der Arithmetik; see also Moran and Cohen 2012, 49, 105, 183.
6I have made use of the Collected Works edition (Husserl 2003), though I have often edited these translations to better highlight the occasions of Husserl’s use of key technical terms with roots in Kantianism, especially with respect to Erkenntnis and its cognates.
7Husserl’s emerging views here (and elsewhere) anticipate Russell’s later distinction between acquaintance and description; compare Hintikka 1995.
8For more on Husserl’s epistemology qua theory of knowledge (Wissen), see Hopp and Berghofer, Chapters 23 and 24 in this volume; on science, see Cavallaro, Chapter 33 in this volume.
9Husserl spells out the shift in focus that occurs in knowing as due to a further act of reflection: “If we reflect this act [of cognizing], then the truth itself takes the place of the objectivity, as the object, and now it is given in an objective manner” (Husserl 2001a, 145).
10Though Husserl also claims that such cognitions will not be “logically of value or complete” and so not “cognitions in the pregnant sense of the term” (Husserl 2001b, 226).
11In his lectures on logic, Kant, too, positions “insight” at several levels above mere “cognition,” though below scientific comprehension (see Kant 1992, 9:65, 569–570).
12This threefold differentiation, and the tradition that lies behind it, speaks strongly against the running-together of Erkenntnis with either “knowing” (as in Willard 1995) or with “science [episteme]” (as Moran and Cohen 2012).
13It is worth emphasizing that the parallels with Kant continue in Husserl’s own account of sensory perception (Warhnehmung) itself: for Husserl, too, perception arises on the basis of “a lived-through complex of sensations [Empfindungen]” which is first given and then taken up in an apprehension (Auffassung) which Husserl also calls “apperception” (Husserl 2001a, 213).
14Because only categorially formed perceptions, rather than direct sensory perception, can fulfill judgment-intentions, Husserl should be counted as a conceptualist about the kind of perception needed for cognition—even if he is a non-conceptualist about the contents of sensory perception itself; for a conceptualist reading of Husserl on sense perception see Kidd 2019.
15Though Husserl also describes these acts as ones “which constitute new objectivities,” the further glosses he gives suggest that we should understand constitution relationally, as instituting a relation of an object to consciousness (a new appearance of the object), rather than creating the object (in) itself; these are “acts in whose new manner of consciousness a new consciousness of objectivity comes of age which essentially presupposes the original one,” acts “in which something appears as actual and itself given, in a way that itself, as it appears here, was not yet given and could not be in the founding acts alone” (Husserl 2001b, 282–283). Compare Ameriks 1977 and Renaudie 2015.
16Compare the 1902/1903 lectures on “Universal Theory of Cognition [Allgemeine Erkenntnistheorie],” which begin with “the problem of cognition [Erkenntnisproblem]” in the face of “radical skepticism,” and the need to account for “the origin, validity, levels of security [Sicherheit], and extent of human cognition,” in addition to its “essence” (Husserl 2001c, 4–5).
17One key enrichment comes in Husserl’s ongoing lectures on time-consciousness, as in the concluding discussion of the 1906/1907 lectures of “the lowest layers among cognitive phenomena” (Husserl 2008, 250–251), where Husserl focuses not only on the synthesis in perception but also on the more fundamental “flow of time” which underlies the most basic moments of consciousness and gives form even to the layer of “originary [ursprüngliche] sensations” below perception (consciousness) (Husserl 2008, 264–265).
18The consonance between the basis for Husserl’s shift from understanding to reason and the conceptual distinction Kant himself draws between Verstand and Vernunft is something that speaks against interpretive claims that Husserl’s own emerging understanding of reason “has nothing to do with Kant’s use” of the term (Nenon 2003, 64–66), that it involves a “decisive break” with the tradition (Dahlstrom 2015, 274), or that Husserl (even after the early 1900s) has no concern for the “quaestio juris” in relation to the claims to the validity of cognition (Crowell 2001, 33, 185).
19Compare Berghofer, Chapter 24 in this volume.
20Though Husserl does not change the title of the central chapter on sensibility and understanding in the revised 1920 edition of the Sixth Investigation, Husserl’s new Preface does explicitly highlight the crucial distinction between sensory and categorial intuition as “fundamental for every theory of reason” (Husserl 2001b, 178).
21For Husserl’s continuing use of “noetic” in Ideas I to refer to the dimensions of “right,” “grounding,” “norms,” “rationality,” etc.; compare Husserl 2014, 15–16, 36, 109.
22Compare Smith 2013, 245–297; and Erhard, Chapter 12 in this volume.
23For discussion of the integration of dimensions of rationality even at the level of pre-predicative perceptual, merely “attentive,” phenomena, compare Jacobs 2016 and Crowell 2013, Chapter 6. For the general framing of all conscious life within the “teleology of reason,” compare Rinofner-Kreidl 2015. For anticipations of this broader reach of reason in Husserl’s earlier account of motivation in perception see Walsh 2013.
24Compare: “questions about actuality enter into all cognitions as such,” and hence so do the “correlative” problems about “the consciousness of reason” which claims to “demonstratively resolve [ausweisen]” them (Husserl 2014, 270).
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Husserl on the connections among knowledge, intentionality, and consciousness

Walter Hopp

Some contemporary theories of intentionality and knowledge seem to make consciousness dispensable.1 This is what underlies what Declan Smithies calls the “zombie challenge,” according to which


it’s conceivable that we might wake up tomorrow without consciousness and yet still be able to do everything we could do before. If so, then there is nothing we conscious creatures can do that cannot equally be done without consciousness. This makes it hard to resist the conclusion that consciousness has no unique significance in our lives.

Smithies 2019, 6


As a general challenge, and on a broad understanding of what we “can do,” the zombie challenge is absurd. We can enjoy pleasure and endure pain, to give two obvious examples. We can appreciate good music, experience the joys of friendship and the agony of great loss, and, in general, have a life worth caring about. Zombies cannot. But when it comes to intentionality and knowledge, the zombie challenge is more difficult to meet.

like smithies, I believe the zombie challenge can be met, and that it can be met for many of the same reasons that Smithies provides. More specifically, I think, like him, that it can be met when we discover the unique grounding role that consciousness plays in knowledge, and the grounding role that knowledge plays in intentionality. The task of this chapter is to present an overview of what I take to be Husserl’s views on these matters. More specifically, I will argue that on Husserl’s view one cannot provide an account of intentionality without appealing to knowledge, and that one cannot provide an account of knowledge without appealing to consciousness.2 I will also argue that conscious experiences have certain features essentially, and that these features entail that they are conscious. I will, finally, consider Jack Lyons’s arguments against the sort of view defended here.


The knowledge-intentionality connection

Many of our conscious experiences exhibit intentionality. They are of something, and of something in a certain way. Among conscious intentional acts, for Husserl, the most fundamental are those he calls “objectifying acts” (Husserl 1970, 636–637). Rather frustratingly, Husserl never does plainly define them. But their function in the economy of conscious life is clear: they are those acts in virtue of which we are conscious of objects (B. Smith 1990, 34). That is, they perform the role that Brentano assigns to “presentations.”3 Any act which is not itself an objectifying act – desire, love and hate, and so on – must be founded upon an objectifying act (Husserl 1970, 648). I cannot value, fear, want, or hope for something if I do not represent it. The founding relation in question is not an epistemological but an ontological one of the type discussed in §14 of the Third Logical Investigation (Husserl 1970, 463); non-objectifying acts are wholes which essentially include objectifying acts among their parts.

Among conscious objectifying acts, the distinction between those which are intuitive and those which are empty is the most important, both phenomenally and epistemologically. Some objectifying experiences, most notably perception but also imagination and image-consciousness, are essentially intuitive. (Phantasy, which is not the same thing as imagination, can be either intuitive or empty [Husserl 1973, 171].) In such intuitive acts, we are presented with something. Empty acts, by contrast, do not present us with anything. Merely thinking about New York, for instance, is not a case of intuiting New York.

Intuitive acts themselves divide into those that are originary and those which are not. Originary intuition is the most primitive form of Evidenz – a term I will leave untranslated – which Husserl defines as “the giving of something itself” (Husserl 1969, 156). It is the “mode of consciousness […] that offers its intentional objectivity in the mode belonging to the original ‘it itself’” (Husserl 1969, 168).4 In the case of actual individuals, events, situations, and states of affairs, perception is originary (see Husserl 1970, 712; Husserl 2001, 140; Husserl 2014, 9). Imagination, memory, phantasy, and image-consciousness are not. Such acts can, however, provide us with an originary intuition of universals and relations among them (Husserl 1970, 801; see also Husserl 1999, 50; Husserl 2014, 127). Perception is not, then, the only kind of originary intuitive act. What sets it apart is that it is the only kind of act in which everything given in it is originarily given (Hopp 2020, 30).

What is the relation between originary intuitive acts such as perception and other kinds of intentional acts? The answer is: there are many such relations. But what we find is that all objectifying acts depend, in one way or another, on originary intuitive acts. As Husserl puts it, “a life of consciousness cannot exist without including Evidenz” (Husserl 1969, 289). Originary intuitive acts are the foundations of the whole life of intentionality.

The first and most obvious dependence of consciousness on originary intuition or Evidenz is the simple fact that many of the most noteworthy types of experience are themselves acts of originary intuition. Perception and introspection are two obvious examples. Furthermore, it seems inconceivable that any consciousness whatsoever could occur if the subject of it were not originarily conscious of at least something. After writing that consciousness cannot exist without Evidenz, Husserl points out that this follows from the bare fact of time consciousness. If nothing else, a conscious being is at least acquainted with its own ongoing temporally extended experiences. Furthermore, in the case of anyone whose consciousness embraces an objective stratum of being, such as a surrounding environment – all known conscious organisms, as far as we can tell, at least during waking hours – there will be a “stream of external experience” directed upon it (Husserl 1969, 289). What Husserl emphasizes here is something that many traditional theories of mind and epistemology miss: the ubiquity of Evidenz in all conscious life, including animal life (see Berghofer 2019, 108). Evidenz, being in immediate touch with what is the case, is not a mystery for Husserl. The bigger mystery is how it is possible to have a mental act which is not a case of it (Husserl 1996, 326–327).

Mysterious or not, many experiences are not cases of Evidenz. These include, most notably, many conceptual acts or acts of meaning – the kinds of acts that philosophers often treat as the central, exemplary cases of intentionality. Acts of meaning or thought are “in themselves ‘empty’, and […] ‘are in need of fullness’” (Husserl 1970, 728). With a few possible exceptions – perhaps “I” or “I exist” – there is no concept or proposition the entertaining or thinking of which entails that one perceives its object. One can in principle think about anything, including such psychologically intimate realities as sensations and experiences themselves, in the absence of the relevant object. We can think of New York without seeing it. We can think emptily of sensations we had last year, or those we’re about to have, or those experienced by others. Husserl writes that “corresponding to every mode of intuition is a possible mode of empty presentation” (Husserl 2001, 113; see also Husserl 1970, 728 and 824; Willard 1984, 56). Thought is the predominant and most important mode of empty intentionality. Whenever an object which is thought of is intuited, it is due to the achievements of another act directed upon the object which is thought of.

When we examine the respect in which acts of thinking “are in need of fullness,” the most obvious is that empty acts, by themselves, have no evidential value. Merely thinking a proposition, in itself, provides no reasons to think it’s true. The verification of a proposition rests on others, quite often, but ultimately on that distinctive sort of experience whose discovery and phenomenological elucidation remains among Husserl’s most significant philosophical achievements: fulfillment. In fulfillment, an object is not merely perceived, and not merely thought of, and not even both simultaneously. It “is seen as being exactly the same as it is thought of” (Husserl 1970, 696; see also Willard 1995, 152; Dahlstrom 2001, 64–65).

Empty acts are a deficient way of relating to their objects. Their lack of “fullness” is a “privation” (Husserl 1970, 729), and merely thinking of something, believingly or not, from the comfort of an armchair or seminar room is not the preferred way of establishing contact with it. This is part of empty thinking’s own phenomenological character. Genuine and deficient ways of being conscious of an object are not merely recognized as genuine or deficient in reflection or in philosophical theorizing. They are prereflectively given as genuine or deficient. Besides, argues Husserl, reflection itself presupposes this phenomenal difference: in order to discover in reflection that some acts are evidentially worth more than others, the acts of reflection themselves must be distinguished by their phenomenal evidential worth (see Husserl 2008, 135–136). As Hanne Jacobs puts it, “when attentively perceiving something we are nevertheless pre-reflectively aware of how we perceive it” (2016, 264). And similarly, when we emptily think of something, we are prereflectively aware that we do not genuinely perceive it, that we are not in touch with the thing itself.

Because of the intrinsically deficient character of empty thinking, it does not by itself achieve what it, qua intentional act, aims to achieve. It aims to be of something, to establish a relation with its object. But by itself it does no such thing. It requires the assistance of originary intuition or Evidenz. Empty intentionality falls short of its end. As Timothy Williamson puts it, “Knowing is the best kind of believing. Mere believing is a kind of botched knowing” (Williamson 2000, 47).5 That is, to understand what believing is, we should understand it in terms of its end, which is knowing. On Husserl’s view, we can go one step further: in order to understand what empty knowing is, we need to appeal to its end, which is the best kind of knowing: fulfillment. To understand the nature of empty acts, even those which constitute knowledge, we must appeal to the acts which complete them, namely acts of originary intuition or Evidenz.

Here, then, we find a second way in which objectifying acts depend on Evidenz: those mental states which are not themselves cases of Evidenz have an essential reference or orientation to it. “Any consciousness, without exception, either is itself already characterized as evidence [...] or else has an essential tendency toward conversion into the self-givenness of its object” (Husserl 1977, 58, translation modified; see also Husserl 1969, 160; Willard 1984, 227; Dahlstrom 2001, 60–65; Bernet 2003).

There is third and related reason that empty intentionality depends on Evidenz, one that is in some ways even more basic. Husserl sometimes characterizes empty acts as “inauthentic.”


We can say without hesitation that non-intuitive presentations are only called presentations in an inauthentic sense; genuinely speaking they do not actually present anything to us, an objective sense is not constituted in them; nothing is built up in them as the being of this or that content through actual intentional structures such that we could continuously acquire knowledge of it.

Husserl 2001, 113–114


I will refer to this as “epistemic inauthenticity.” It is the kind of inauthenticity which is surmounted through acts of fulfillment (see Hopp 2020, 106 ff.).

But epistemic inauthenticity is not the only kind. If I merely think that the window is open, I do not thereby gain any evidence that it is. But I do know this much: I know what the world would be like if I were to confirm, or disconfirm, the proposition that the window is open. That is, if I were to perceive the open window, I would be able to recognize it as an open window and be able to verify the proposition that the window is open. This is because I have a handle on the proposition’s fulfilling sense. The fulfilling sense of a concept or proposition is “the identical content which, in perception, pertains to the totality of possible acts of perception which intended the same object perceptually, and intend it actually as the same object” (Husserl 1970, 291). Knowing a concept’s fulfilling sense is the single best way to possess a concept.

Contrast this with another case. Like Hilary Putnam, I cannot tell elms from beeches (Putnam 1975, 143). Put an elm and a beech in front of me, and I would simply guess which is which. And that means that I do not know the fulfilling sense of propositions involving the concepts <elm> and <beech>. This is quite different from epistemic inauthenticity. It is a type of semantic inauthenticity. It is semantic authenticity that Willard has in mind when he writes, “an authentic concept can be derived only through an experience with an appropriately ‘fulfilled’ intention; but once obtained it may be used without the relevant fulfilment occurring” (Willard 1984, 91).

Epistemic authenticity is a matter of actually having one’s thoughts fulfilled. Semantic authenticity is the capacity to have them fulfilled (Hopp 2020, 108). And its contrary, semantic inauthenticity, is a lack of that capacity. Semantic authenticity is a much less impressive achievement than epistemic authenticity, but its absence is a much more grave deficiency.

Both epistemic authenticity and semantic authenticity are essentially characterized with reference to Evidenz. Epistemically authentic acts are, when veridical, cases of knowledge. And semantically authentic acts are authentic in virtue of the subject’s capacity to recognize or know on the basis of fulfillment. To authentically think a concept or proposition is to know its fulfilling sense. And that means that authentic thinking is a capacity to recognize or know on the basis of fulfillment.6 That is why, in discussing our intentions towards universal objects, Husserl writes, “we seek to clarify their ‘true meaning’ or significance through plainly establishing their intention in the sense of their fulfillments, which are first realized when suitable intuitions are adduced” (Husserl 1970, 348). That is: if we want to know what a concept or meaning aims at, the best way is to see what is there when it is fulfilled.

Not all thinking is authentic. For one thing, as Putnam points out, our intentional reach can be extended by using symbols which express concepts that we do not possess authentically, but which are authentically possessed by relevant experts in one’s linguistic community (Putnam 1975, 144). Furthermore, there are some meanings which objectively cannot be fulfilled by any possible subject. These include, most notably, all necessarily false propositions. The proposition <the window is both open and closed>, for instance, has no fulfilling sense. Nothing would count as having that state of affairs given as what it itself is, since there is no possible state of affairs to be given in the first place. Things which cannot even possibly exist can be merely meant, but they cannot be originarily given as what they themselves are, since they are nothing. But inauthentic thinking is parasitic, in various ways and for various reasons, on semantically authentic thinking. The proposition above, for instance, is not meaningless, and one reason we can assign a meaning to it – and one reason we can see that it must be false – is that we do have a semantically authentic grasp of the concepts that make it up.

There are, then, at least four ways in which conscious objectifying intentional acts depend on Evidenz. The first is not really dependence, but identity: a wide range of intentional acts just are cases of Evidenz, and at least some of the experiences had by any conscious subject at a time consist of such acts. One cannot be conscious and have nothing whatsoever given to one. The second is teleological: in order to understand what empty objectifying intentional acts are, we need to understand what they would be if they succeeded in reaching the objects they merely aim at. That end is met in the act of fulfillment. Fulfillment is the act in which intrinsically empty acts of thought come into genuine contact with their objects. The third is that authentic empty intentionality – authentic thinking – depends on a capacity to undergo experiences of fulfillment; it is a matter of knowing the fulfilling sense of the concept or proposition. Fourth and finally, inauthentic intentionality depends, in ways that would require extensive investigation, on authentic acts.

If we understand Evidenz to be givenness or acquaintance, and if we follow Russell (1999) in treating acquaintance as one type of knowledge, then objectifying acts depend, for one or more of the four reasons above, on knowledge. It seems to me that we should regard Evidenz, when veridical, as cases of knowledge, even in cases in which Evidenz is not a form of justified true belief (plus something else). According to Dallas Willard, knowledge is “the capacity to represent a respective subject matter as it is, on an appropriate basis of thought and/or experience” (Willard 2000, 31). While this characterization of knowledge subsumes justified true belief (plus something else), it is more expansive. It covers perception and other forms of originary intuition as well – that is, cases of veridical Evidenz. That strikes me as a virtue of Willard’s characterization. As Jennifer Church writes, “If perception fails to meet the traditional requirements for knowledge then, it might be argued, so much the worse for those requirements” (Church 2013, 12; see also McGinn 2008, 239–240). Knowledge by acquaintance and propositional knowledge do not seem to be knowledge in two senses of “knowledge,” but two kinds of knowledge.7 Philosophers, for instance, routinely connect phenomenal consciousness with “knowing what it’s like” to undergo various types of experiences (Nagel 1974). But knowing what it’s like to be in a conscious state is not a matter of forming justified beliefs about being in such a conscious state. We know what it’s like to have human experiences, and bats know what it’s like to have bat experiences, by having them.8

If that is right, then all conscious objectifying acts depend, in some fashion, on knowledge. And since all non-objectifying acts such as desire, hope, fear, and so on depend on objectifying acts to supply them with a subject matter, it follows that all intentional acts depend, in some fashion, on knowledge. A paradigmatic desire or fear, for instance, is directed at something of which one has an authentic concept. And to have an authentic concept is to know the fulfilling sense of that concept. Evidenz isn’t just the foundation of conscious knowledge, or even of all conscious objectifying intentionality. It is the foundation of all conscious intentionality.


The knowledge-consciousness connection

We have made some progress in addressing the zombie challenge. It has not, however, been met. Nothing said so far rules out the possibility of a zombie enjoying the rich intentional life we do, one essentially grounded in Evidenz or knowledge by acquaintance, in the absence of phenomenal consciousness. It does not take too much work to rule this out, however.

The case that a zombie could enjoy a rich intentional life grounded in knowledge would be much more plausible if knowledge were only a propositional attitude, a matter of propositional belief of an appropriate type. But the kind of knowledge upon which our conscious intentional life depends is not propositional knowledge. It is Evidenz, or originary givenness. It is acquaintance. And it seems to be necessarily true that if something is given to someone, that person is conscious (see Montague 2013, 34; see also Siewert 2014, 208). When something is given, it is given to a subject. And as Wolfgang Fasching argues, no matter how tight the causal connection between one’s mind and an object or state of affairs, no matter how much the two covary with one another, without phenomenal consciousness nothing can be given. “Without consciousness, nothing is present to anyone” (Fasching 2012, 127).

If something is given, then, it is given in a conscious experience. A zombie cannot experience or undergo it. Furthermore, givenness is that upon which all other conscious knowledge depends. As Husserl writes, “Every mediated justification leads back, as is well known, to an […] immediate justification” (Husserl 2014, 280; see also Erhard 2012; Hopp 2012; Piazza 2013; Wiltsche 2015; Berghofer 2018). And immediate propositional justification, at least with respect to all of our conscious knowledge, is what fulfillment is. Since fulfillment is an act which incorporates Evidenz or givenness as a proper part – it is what makes it the case that in fulfillment an object is not merely meant but given – all knowledge depends for its justification on consciousness. For a further defense of the importance of originary givenness for all knowledge, I refer the reader to Philipp Berghofer’s piece, Chapter 24 in this volume. Suffice it to say that on Husserl’s view, only originary acts can function as ultimate grounds of knowledge; “only originary evidence is the ‘original’ source of legitimacy” (Husserl 2014, 282). Smithies comes to a very similar conclusion. According to him, “all epistemic justification has its source in consciousness” (Smithies 2019, 72), and so zombies cannot have it. Knowledge, then, depends on consciousness because: (a) all knowledge either is itself givenness, or is founded epistemically on givenness; and (b) givenness must be conscious.


The consciousness-intentionality connection

On the Husserlian view defended so far, then, there is a clear connection between consciousness and intentionality: intentional acts are dependent on givenness or knowledge by acquaintance. And, necessarily, givenness and fulfillment are conscious experiences. A zombie could not have something given to it, and so could not have anything given to it in the manner in which it is emptily meant.

There is an additional and more straightforward connection between consciousness and intentionality, however. Not only does givenness entail that an experience is conscious, but emptiness does too, quite independently of its relations to knowledge and givenness. The reason is that emptiness is itself a phenomenally conscious feature of an experience (Pietersma 1973, 96). Emptiness is not the mere absence of fullness. It is a positive phenomenological feature in its own right. As Sartre puts it, “To be empty, an intention must be conscious of itself as empty, and precisely as empty of the precise matter it aims at” (2018, 64).

Because both emptiness and intuitiveness are phenomenologically salient features of intentional states that depend on consciousness for their existence, a zombie’s states not only could not be intuitive, but they could not be empty either. The whole distinction – which is the most fundamental distinction among conscious intentional acts – makes no sense when applied to unconscious states.

All of this seems to go a long way in addressing the zombie challenge. Necessarily, if an experience is intuitive or empty – or mixed, as many acts of perception are – it is conscious. Furthermore, it seems that just about every conscious intentional experience we have is one or the other. And the case against the zombie challenge is even stronger in light of the fact that emptiness and fullness do not seem to be merely contingent features of experiences. An experience that is intuitively fulfilled would simply be a different experience if it were not. Not only, then, do intuitiveness and emptiness entail that an experience is conscious, but they themselves are essential properties of the experiences to which they belong. If that is right, then conscious experiences do not just happen to be conscious. They do not have possible intentional twins in the unconscious, waiting to be painted with qualia or illuminated by higher-order acts. Rather, they essentially possess features that necessarily guarantee that they are conscious.

This argument is quite similar to John Searle’s argument for his “Connection Principle,” according to which “all unconscious states are in principle accessible to consciousness” (Searle 1992, 156). What Searle means here is not (just) that unconscious states are the kinds of things that can be objects of consciousness. Rather, each unconscious state “is the sort of thing that could be or could have been conscious” (ibid.). The most important premise of Searle’s argument is that “Intrinsic intentional states […] always have aspectual shape” (Searle 1992, 156). We do not just apprehend objects but apprehend them in certain ways. The examples Searle gives are, first, perceiving something and, second, thinking of Venus as the Morning Star and thinking of it as the Evening Star (ibid., 157). It’s fairly clear that the distinction between empty and intuitive experiences constitutes a difference in aspectual shape as well. It captures, as Dan Zahavi puts it, the fact that “We are never conscious of an object simpliciter, but always of the object as appearing in a certain way” (Zahavi 2003, 78). We should add: or not appearing in a certain way.

Despite being a version of Searle’s argument from aspectual shape, the Husserlian conclusion presented here contradicts rather than entails Searle’s Connection Principle. If conscious experiences are essentially conscious, then unconscious states are not the sort of things that could be conscious (Montague 2016, 100). If they were, then many conscious states would be the kinds of things that could become unconscious. But they couldn’t, since that would require that they lose an essential property. And for an unconscious state to become conscious, it would have to acquire an essential property.


The reliabilist challenge

The argument above, if correct, establishes that all conscious states which are either intuitive, empty, or mixed are essentially conscious. It does not entail that all intentionality is conscious. What it does do, though, is strongly suggest that any attempt to model unconscious intentionality on conscious intentionality, or vice versa, will be met with limited success at best. A zombie might exhibit intentionality. What it cannot do, if the foregoing is right, is have a cognitive and epistemic life that much resembles the kind given to us in phenomenological reflection. It cannot have knowledge because its beliefs cannot be grounded in originary givenness, and its apprehension of concepts and propositions cannot be explained in terms of its capacity to undergo experiences of fulfillment, since that is a capacity to know and zombies cannot know. Nothing would count as encountering or being presented with anything, whether in an originary or non-originary way, and so such experiences could not contribute anything to its intentional states. It cannot have evidence for anything. This perhaps explains why the most naturalist-friendly theory of knowledge, reliabilism, “has traditionally made no explicit reference to evidence – it never uses this term in its central theoretical principles” (Goldman and Beddor 2016).

But why should we not adopt reliabilism instead? Reliabilism, roughly, is the view that what justifies a belief is that it is produced by a process that reliably produces true beliefs. As Alvin Goldman (2012) puts it in a pioneering article, “justification-conferring processes” are those “that have a ‘tendency’ to produce beliefs that are true rather than false” (38). Reliable processes do not require phenomenal consciousness. Let us consider a very consistent and rigorous version of reliabilism developed recently by Jack Lyons, one based on a model of the mind put forward by cognitive science – a discipline which, he admits, is “notoriously unconcerned with either epistemology or phenomenology” (Lyons 2009, 90).

On Lyons’s view, perceptual experiences are not evidentially relevant. They justify beliefs, but not in virtue of either being or providing evidence for the contents of beliefs. Reliability, as Jack Lyons (2009, 22) points out, is among the “non-evidential justifiers” of belief. Unlike evidential justifiers or grounds, non-evidential justifiers or sources “are not taken to serve as evidence for beliefs; their purported role is one of being that in virtue of which a belief is justified” (Lyon 2009, 22). Reliability is just such a non-evidential justifier. On a reliabilist view, the reliability of a belief-forming process does not, or at least need not, function as evidence that the belief’s content is true.

Husserl’s position outlined above is a kind of evidentialist theory (Berghofer 2019), and as such is committed to the “Grounds Principle,” according to which “all justified beliefs have grounds, that is, evidential justifiers” (Lyons 2009, 29). And it is a version of experientialism insofar as it maintains that experiences, and not just beliefs, can function as grounds.

Lyons rejects experientialism (2009, Chapter 3) on the basis of a Sellars-type dilemma. Experiential non-doxastic evidential justifiers must either be: (a) sensations; or (b) percepts. According to Lyons, “sensation is the raw, direct experiential consequence of the stimulation of the sense organs, while perception involves processing of information” (Lyons 2009, 42). He then argues that neither sensations nor percepts are capable of justifying our beliefs.

So construed, it is difficult to see how sensation does much work in knowledge. The first worry is that if sensations have content at all, it is “nonpropositional and nonconceptual,” in which case sensations “cannot stand in logical or probabilistic relations to beliefs” (Lyons 2009, 67). And so, argues Lyons, “it is difficult to see how they stand in evidential relations to beliefs” (ibid.).

A second worry about sensation is that it can vary independently of the intentional content of perception. This is brought out most clearly by the familiar case of the inverted spectrum (see Shoemaker 1982). Suppose the sensations I have when looking at green things are the sensations you have while looking at red things. Despite that, Lyons argues, when you and I look at something green, such as a freshly mown lawn, we will both be justified in believing that it is green. The presence of a “green” sensation in your case and a “red” sensation in mine makes no difference, and so does no work. As Lyons says, “if any old sensation is compatible with the justification of the belief that there’s something green nearby, then the sensations aren’t doing any real epistemological work vis-à-vis that belief” (Lyons 2009, 51).

Turning to percepts, those, according to Lyons, are difficult to locate at all. Low-level states, those which register such things as “intensity differences and discontinuities in the visual field,” are “introspectively vivid and qualitatively rich,” but, like mere sensations, not evidentially rich (Lyons 2009, 69). High-level states, the kind that represent ordinary physical objects and states of affairs, are “informationally rich” (ibid., 69), but “there is nothing particularly experiential” about them (ibid., 70). At this “extreme high end,” writes Lyons, “the percept has the same content as the belief” (ibid., 69), in which case it does not provide independent evidence for it. Furthermore, at this high level, “having a percept would be introspectively little different from having a hunch, a strong inclination to believe” (ibid., 69).

Despite the unsuitability of either sensations or percepts as grounds, Lyons insists that we do have basic or noninferential beliefs about the world, and many of them are justified. They are justified, not on the basis of evidence or the consciousness of evidence, but on the basis of being derived from a reliable source, such as a properly working perceptual system (Lyons 2009, 86–87). One consequence of Lyons’s view is that it enables philosophical zombies to have justified basic beliefs (Lyons 2009, 73) – a result which, according to Lyons, is favorable to his theory.

There are some differences between us and zombies. On Lyons’s view experiences can and do sometimes function somewhat like signs of states of affairs in the world. Experiences are evidence in the same way that “murder weapons and sagittal crests are, namely nonevidentially” (Lyons 2009, 82). So, I might reason that there is a kitchen sink nearby on the basis of: (1) “I’m appeared to kitchen sink-ly;” and (2) if so, there is a kitchen sink nearby (Lyons 2009, 83). A zombie cannot do this, because a zombie cannot know premise (1). But this is not how things normally proceed. Moreover, this role for experiences “is really nothing like the role experientialism attributed to them” (Lyons 2009, 83). Indeed. Conscious experiences are not, on this view, the means by which we access the world, what Fasching rightly describes as the “being-there-for-me” of objects (Fasching 2012,124). They are just chunks of the world which are available to our cognitive systems, and which, like any other chunk of the world, we can treat as indications of the existence of something else.

What this means is that in the case of straightforward perceptual belief in which we do not engage in inferences like the one above, and do not base our perceptual beliefs on the deliverances of introspection, we do not enjoy any advantage over zombies. So not only should each of our zombie counterparts have almost the same body of basic perceptual beliefs that each of us has, but they should believe the vast majority on exactly the same grounds or evidence. In the case of basic beliefs, on Lyons’s view, that evidence is nil in both cases, since what justifies us is not in such cases evidence for the content of our beliefs but the fact that they are derived from appropriate sources, namely reliable perceptual processes. If Lyons is right, the distinction between empty and filled experiences has no evidential significance at all.


Responding to the reliabilist challenge

In his treatment of experientialism, Lyons does not consider anything resembling Husserl’s theory of fulfillment or a phenomenological theory of perception, and his case might have been more difficult if he had. In the first place, recall that for Lyons high-level “percepts,” such as a perceptual experience of the tree’s being in bloom, are not much different from beliefs. They involve “categorization.” “But,” he continues, “there is nothing experiential about this highest level representation” (Lyons 2009, 69–70). At this level, “the less there is to distinguish mere hunches from genuine perception” (ibid., 69).

All I can do here is point out that this does not conform to my experiential life at all. When I have a perceptual experience or a fulfilled intention toward ordinary objects and events such as books and trees and football games, my experience is completely different phenomenologically and evidentially from merely thinking about them. They aren’t even in the same experiential category as thoughts or hunches. Ordinary perceptual experiences are both informationally rich and experientially rich. I won’t belabor this point.

As for sensations, which are supposed to be the most experientially rich features of experience, anyone sympathetic to the phenomenological tradition and its treatments of perceptual experience will probably agree that, first, the most phenomenologically salient features of our perceptual experiences are not the contents of sensation and, second, that it’s doubtful that anything corresponding to Lyons’s characterization of sensations even exist.

Consider our experience of a Necker cube. Lyons acknowledges that it can appear to be an image of a three-dimensional cube, and that we can see one as having two different and conflicting orientations. That all belongs to the percepts, however. The sensational component of this experience does not carry or purport to carry any such information. As he writes, the drawing “only produces a single sensation” (Lyons 2009, 43).

This example vividly shows the inadequacy of Lyons’s descriptions, however. When I look at a Necker cube, the most phenomenally salient feature is its cube-like nature. When I see one, I see an image of a cube oriented in one way or another. It is a struggle to see one, veridically, as a two-dimensional figure, and in doing so, I no longer see it as a good image of a cube. Its immediate and phenomenologically salient appearance is not what Lyons identifies as the sensation, but the percept. It is, that is, informationally rich. But it is also phenomenally rich. This is even more evident in the case of an actual cube. When we see one, what is phenomenally salient is the cube, not sensations or even Husserl’s adumbrations or profiles. As Max Scheler puts it,


It would be basically erroneous to answer that the perspectival side of the cube is given, or even that “sensations” of it are given. The “given” is the cube as a whole – as a material thing of a certain spatioformal unity that is not split up into “sides” or “perspectival aspects”.

Scheler 1973, 55–56. See also Merleau-Ponty 2012, 339


Contrary to Lyons, it is the sensation, rather than the percept, that is difficult to locate.

It might seem that we are required to acknowledge perceptual sensations, or perhaps non-intentional qualia, in order to account for the possibility of inverted spectrum cases. That, however, is not the case. As both intentionalists and the advocates of phenomenal intentionality have been arguing for decades, we can and should treat such qualitative differences as intentional differences.9 As Wolfgang Fasching puts it in response to the qualia view,


For phenomenology, however, consciousness is in no way just a matter of some subjective feels. Rather, it is the happening of coming-to-appearance of something – and this is not something that accompanies intentional states but precisely what the intentionality of our experiences consists in.

Fasching 2012, 128


In the color inversion case described above, a much more natural conclusion is that you and I are perceptually conscious of different colors, not perceptually conscious of the same colors by means of different qualia. If you and I are inverted relative to one another, but both agree that the color of grass is our favorite color and the color of tomatoes is our least favorite color, the qualia theory predicts that you and I have the same favorite color.10 But despite what we say, we do not have the same favorite color. We have opposite tastes in colors. What we like and dislike is what we see, and we do not like and dislike the same things. So, contrary to the qualia view, we do not see the same things (Hopp 2020, 151).

On Husserl’s view, perception is not (just) a matter of being in causal contact with the world, or of doing so with some qualia added in.11 What makes perception unique, rather, lies in what Smithies calls its “presentational force” (2019, 96). Perception is an originary consciousness, one in which objects are present “in the flesh” (Husserl 2001, 140). Perceptual experiences are those in which objects manifest themselves as what they themselves are – though, to be sure, always partially and inadequately.12 What is given in color perception is a color itself, not something that merely functions as a sign or an effect of color (Campbell 2005, 107; see also Johnston 2006, 264).

That perception puts us in touch with objects themselves also goes some way toward answering the Sellarsian worry about perception being “nonconceptual” and, allegedly, being unable to justify beliefs. It would lead us too far afield to address this issue fully. But we can begin by noting that propositions represent states of affairs, and owe their truth or falsity to the obtaining, or not, of those states of affairs (Husserl 2008, 52; see also Willard 1984, 189). And it is in virtue of representing compossible or incompossible states of affairs that propositions are consistent or inconsistent with one another. That is, the logical relations among propositions are mirrored by, and parasitic upon, the ontological relations among the states of affairs that they represent (Husserl 2008, 52; see also Husserl 1970, 237 and Hopp 2020, 192). We should expect that any other kind of representation that can represent states of affairs will also enter into similar relations with propositions. This is why a picture can be compatible or incompatible with a proposition, without itself having propositional content (see Crane 2009, 458).

This gives us two possible ways of responding to Lyons’s dilemma. We could go for a conceptualist theory according to which the content of perception is propositional but is not for that reason qualitatively impoverished. Or, we could go for a nonconceptualist view according to which at least some perceptual experiences are of states of affairs without having propositional content. Whatever we say about the content of perception, whether it is propositional or not, it seems clear that it can present us with states of affairs. We can perceive, for instance, the state of affairs of an apple’s being red, or sitting on a table. And because it takes states of affairs as its objects, its content can be compatible or incompatible with the content of a proposition. What really matters, though, is that on either option perception presents us with the very things that our thoughts and beliefs merely intend. Since the ultimate point of truth-seeking objectifying thought is not to play language games or convince others but to come into secure epistemic contact with reality, it’s hard to see how anything could be more obviously suited to justification than that.


Conclusion

Like Smithies, Husserl has a clear and phenomenologically compelling response to the contemporary zombie challenge. In fact, it makes one wonder just what sense we can make of unconscious intentionality at all. It would have to be a form of intentionality which can never culminate in knowledge no matter how reliably accurate it is, which exhibits neither intuitiveness nor emptiness, and which therefore does not involve something being present or absent to anyone. That is, we seem to be pushed in the direction of something like Strawson’s eliminativist position regarding unconscious intentionality (Strawson 2010). At the same time, it’s also deeply problematic to deny the existence of unconscious intentionality, given how abundantly it is invoked in successful psychological explanations.13 Perhaps, following Strawson (2010, 327), we should distinguish representational features or aboutness from intentionality, and say that only consciousness exhibits intentionality, while zombies can be in representational states. Whatever the ultimate answer, zombies cannot do all that we can.


Notes

1Thanks to Derek Anderson, Andrew Butler, Colin Cmiel, Daniel Dahlstrom, Ian Dunkle, Zach Joaquim, David Kasmier, Susan Kennedy, James Kinkaid, Jesse Lopes, Michaela McSweeney, Adam Shmidt, Susanne Sreedhar, and Daniel Star for helpful discussions on these topics.
2See de Warren 2009, 21–23 for a helpful overview.
3See Brentano 1995, 266.
4See Heffernan 1998 for an extremely thorough examination of Husserl’s conception of Evidenz over his philosophical career.
5See Mulligan 2014 for a discussion of the knowledge-first approach to epistemology among early phenomenologists.
6There are strong similarities between this view and Russell’s principle of acquaintance (Russell 1999, 40), as well as Gareth Evans’s modified version of it (Evans 1982, 89). A view somewhat similar to Husserl’s can also be found in Davies 1995 and Smithies 2019, Chapter 2.
7See Matthews 1972 for the distinction between senses and kinds.
8Tye 2009, 117. A similar point is made in Strawson 2015, 219.
9See, for instance, Harman 1990; Tye 2000, Chapter 3; Byrne 2001; Smithies 2019, §2.1. On phenomenal intentionality, see Siewert 1998, Chapter 7; Horgan and Tienson 2002; Loar 2003; Zahavi 2003; Graham, Horgan, and Tienson 2009; Kriegel 2011; 2013. Also see David Woodruff Smith 1989, §4.1, who offers possibly the earliest clear defense of this position.
10This example is inspired by the following example from Ned Block. He writes: “And my daughter at age 7 commented on first hearing the inverted spectrum hypothesis that it explained why some people didn’t have purple as their favorite color” (Block 2013, 288). An alternative possible explanation, consistent with the inverted spectrum, is that everyone does have purple as their favorite color, but have associated different names with what they perceive.
11That would be a version of what Mark Johnston calls “The Wallpaper View,” which holds that “the deliverances of sensory awareness makes sensory awareness a curious sideshow, a mere provider of sensation alongside the epistemically interesting perceptual act” (2006, 242).
12Husserl 2001, 58; also Husserl 2014, 75.
13See Smithies 2019, 48. See Lopes 2019 for a strong case that Husserl himself, at least up through his Logical Investigations, was himself committed to unconscious computational mental processes. If the account of Husserl’s position here is right, however, those processes could not be intentional.
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Sources of knowledge

 On the variety and epistemic force of experiences

Philipp Berghofer


Phenomenology as the ultimate science

Husserlian phenomenology is an ambitious project. Husserl not only wants to establish phenomenology as a science among others, but phenomenology is also and more importantly intended to be the ultimate science. This means that Husserl understands phenomenology as the “First Philosophy,” the “science of the principles, namely science of ultimate elucidation, of ultimate justification and sense-bestowing” (Husserl 2008, 163, translation modified).1 This remains true for Husserl for the rest of his career although it is not always as clearly stated as in his London Lectures (from 1922):


Furthermore, the central significance of phenomenology within the entire sphere of sciences shall be disclosed, and it shall be shown that phenomenology encompasses the whole system of sources of knowledge [my emphasis] from which all true sciences must draw their fundamental concepts and statements and the entire force of their ultimate justification [Rechtfertigung]. Precisely for this reason, phenomenology achieves the vocation to be “First Philosophy” in the true sense, the vocation, to confer to all other sciences unity due to ultimate grounding [Begründung] and a link to the ultimate principles and to reorganize all of these sciences as lively organs of a single, absolutely universal science, philosophy in its oldest sense.

Husserl 2000, 200; my translation


Here we see that the project of establishing phenomenology as First Philosophy amounts to the project of encompassing “the whole system of sources of knowledge.” I shall capture the objective of this ambitious project by the following slogan: For any science, indeed for any piece of knowledge, phenomenology must be capable of elucidating the legitimacy of this science/piece of knowledge.

But how can phenomenology, the science of the essential structures of consciousness, serve as the ultimate science? How can phenomenology epistemically ground all the sciences? It is a general feature of Husserl’s phenomenological investigations that in order to clarify X (where X is a concept such as “knowledge” or a science such as physics), one must not proceed top-down but bottom-up. For Husserl, this means that we do not begin with imposing general principles on X and then conclude whether particular cases satisfy X. Instead, we begin with concrete examples, particularly the relevant acts (i.e., intentionally directed mental states) that are involved in (working on) X.2 In ethics, for instance, Husserl points out that we must not begin with postulating general principles but with “analyzing descriptively” the relevant “immanent experiences” on which our basic ethical concepts are grounded, leading us to the fundamental axioms in ethics (Husserl 1988, 414; see also Husserl 2004, 212). Similarly, in epistemology, when clarifying the concept of “evidence,” we must not begin with claims such as “Evidence is ...” and then, based on our characterization, judge whether particular cases are cases of evidence. Instead, we begin with instances of evidence (or acts that are a source of evidence) and analyze them descriptively (see Husserl 1996, 326). This means we begin with justification-conferring acts such as perceptual experiences and descriptively analyze what distinguishes them from non-justification-conferring acts such as wishes or desires. Husserl’s epistemology does not question the possibility of knowledge, nor does it aim at making knowledge possible. Instead, it aims at explaining how subjective acts can lead to objective knowledge.3

Accordingly, to answer our question of how phenomenology aims to establish itself as the ultimate science, to reveal and clarify the sources of knowledge, we need to address Husserl’s teachings on the variety, epistemic force, and systematic role of experiences. As we will discuss in the following section, the Husserlian idea, roughly, is that every piece of knowledge can be traced back to epistemically foundational experiences. To be more precise, it is experiences that bear the mark of originary givenness that play this role. In the third section, we will shed light on Husserl’s correlational a priori and see that for him different sources of knowledge correspond to different types of experiences, which correspond to different types of givenness, which in turn correspond to different types of evidence. Investigating the sources of knowledge, then, means investigating modes of givenness – the ways experiences present the objects toward which they are directed. Accordingly, one of the most important tasks of phenomenology is to clarify the different modes of (originary) givenness. These different modes of originary givenness, embodying the different sources of knowledge, will be the focus of the final section of this chapter.4


Husserl’s unifying account of experiential justification

This section aims at answering two questions. Our first question is: What are, according to Husserl, the basic sources of knowledge? In this context, we will shed light on Husserl’s conceptions of experience, originary givenness, and evidence, and discuss the foundational role that Husserl ascribes to originary presentive experiences. First, however, we must address some basic motifs of Husserlian epistemology.

Husserl emphasizes that knowledge is subjective in the sense that: (1) it is a subject that knows and has justified beliefs; and (2) that it is the subject’s acts that justify. Concerning (1) Husserl says, “All knowledge is realized as subjective act, and the subjective act must harbor within it what pleads and warrants its claim to legitimacy. Only in this is <the justification> to be sought” (Husserl 2008, 129). Concerning (2) he says, “Subjective acts motivate everything” (Husserl 2008, 120, translation modified). More precisely:


Everything we call method, every procedure of justifying knowledge that is established and is equipped with a claim to legitimacy leads us back, by analysis, to the manifold basic types of acts that we consider under the broad title of “knowledge.” All these acts must be examined, thus not only the specific intellective position-takings that we call acts of judgment, but all that ground them in knowledge, all that justify or refute them.

Husserl 1996, 317; my translation


All knowledge leads back to acts. There are acts that claim to be justified, to have epistemic legitimacy. These acts are judgments (or if you prefer more modern terminology: beliefs). Then there are justifying, legitimizing acts. Accordingly, we need to pose the question: What are these justifying acts, these acts constituting sources of knowledge, and what distinguishes them from non-justifying acts?

Here it is helpful to take a closer look at his Sixth Logical Investigation where Husserl makes the crucial distinction between signitive and intuitive acts. Emptiness and intuitiveness refer to different modes of givenness. The same object can be given signitively or intuitively. If the object is given signitively, we are directed towards the object via one of its meanings; what is given to us is not the object in its actual presence but the object as something that is only meant. If the object is given intuitively, the object is not merely represented but presented to us. Signitive acts are “empty” acts, while intuitive acts have a “presentive” character. In a nutshell, signitive acts are empty intentions and intuitions are full intentions. The prime examples of intuitive acts are perceptual experiences. As Husserl elaborates, in perception the object is given “as there in the flesh,” “as actually present, as self-given there in the current now” (Husserl 1997, 12). To put it differently, in perception the object is given in “full-bodied presence,” it seems “to be there in propria persona” (Husserl 2001, 137). When I think, for instance, “there is a book on my desk and its color is red,” this act of thinking is a signitive act. When I look at my desk and see that there is a red book on it, this act of seeing is an intuitive act, i.e., an intuition.

Closely related to the concept of intuition is the concept of fulfillment (see Husserl 2001, Investigation 6, §8). Fulfillment takes place when a full intention matches a corresponding empty intention, i.e., when the object is intuitively given as it is emptily intended. Fulfilling acts are intuitive acts that fulfill empty intentions. The easiest way to get a grip on all this is through a concrete example: A very enlightening one is delivered by Walter Hopp (2016, 181–184). Assume you wonder whether your office door is open. You might think “my door is open,” you might strongly believe so, but these acts are signitive acts and have no justificatory force. If you want to know whether your door is open, the best thing you can do is go and check. Looking at your door and seeing that it is open is an intuitive act. This intuitive act fulfills your empty intention. First, you wondered whether your door was open. You intended this state of affairs emptily. Now, your seeing that the door is open is a full intention that fulfills your empty intention.

It is such intuitive acts that seem to be the sources of knowledge. When you see that your door is open, you are perfectly justified in believing that your door is open. To be more precise, such an act of seeing is an originary presentive intuition. It is important to note that Husserl uses the notions of intuitiveness and originary givenness in a remarkably broad sense. Straightforward sense experiences of physical objects, categorial intuitions of states of affairs, eidetic intuitions of logical, mathematical, or phenomenological truths, and introspective intuitions of one’s own mental states are all originary presentive intuitions.

The epistemic significance of originary presentive intuitions is most prominently stated in Husserl’s principle of all principles.


No conceivable theory can make us err with respect to the principle of all principles: that every originary presentive intuition is a legitimizing source of cognition, that everything originarily (so to speak, in its “personal” actuality) offered to us in “intuition” is to be accepted simply as what it is presented as being, but also only within the limits in which it is presented there.

Husserl 1982, 44


We may interpret this principle as saying that originary presentive intuitions are sources of immediate justification, they are sources of knowledge. Importantly, originary presentive intuitions are not only sources of immediate justification, they are also our ultimate sources of justification.5


Immediate “seeing,” not merely sensuous, experiential seeing, but seeing in the universal sense as an originally presentive consciousness of any kind whatever, is the ultimate legitimizing source of all rational assertions. This source has its legitimizing function only because, and to the extent that, it is an originally presentive source.

Husserl 1982, 36


All knowledge, all justified belief, can be traced back to originary presentive intuitions. This insight is also the key to understanding Husserl’s conception of evidence. Evidence is linked to intentionality in the sense that the phenomenal character of originary givenness discloses the nature of evidence.


In the broadest sense, evidence denotes a universal primal phenomenon of intentional life, namely as […] “itself there,” “immediately intuited,” “given originaliter.” For the Ego that signifies: not aiming confusedly at something, with an empty expectant intention, but being with it itself, viewing, seeing, having insight into, it itself. Experience in the ordinary sense is a particular evidence. All evidence, we may say, is experience in a maximally broad, and yet essentially unitary, sense.

Husserl 1960, 57


Here we want to particularly focus on the last sentence. When Husserl says that evidence is experience in a maximally broad sense, this means that not only sensory experiences but all types of originary presentive experiences, including eidetic intuitions, introspective intuitions, and value-perceptions are (sources of) evidence. This also clarifies the “essentially unitary sense” of evidence. Evidence is essentially unitary precisely in the sense that originary givenness is necessary and sufficient for immediate evidence.

Returning to the initial question of this section, “What are the sources of knowledge?”, we can provide the following answer: Originary presentive experiences/intuitions. At the beginning of this section, I mentioned that this section seeks to answer two questions. We can now pose this second question: what, according to Husserl, makes originary presentive experiences a source of knowledge? What gives them their justificatory force? Husserl holds that it is “immanent qualities that […] constitute the mark of true legitimacy” (Husserl 2008, 132). Asking what these “immanent qualities” are supposed to be, we revisit a crucial passage from above:


Immediate “seeing,” not merely sensuous, experiential seeing, but seeing in the universal sense as an originally presentive consciousness of any kind whatever, is the ultimate legitimizing source of all rational assertions. This source has its legitimizing function only because, and to the extent that, it is an originally presentive source.

Husserl 1982, 36




Now we should focus on the last sentence of this passage. According to a genuinely phenomenological epistemology the basic sources of knowledge, i.e., our originary presentive intuitions, gain their justificatory force precisely by virtue of their phenomenal character of originary givenness. This interpretation is substantiated by a passage in which Husserl addresses the justificatory force of perceptual experiences.


A statement is grounded in experience, more precisely in perception and memory. It carries, so to speak, empirical weight. The clearer and more distinct the fulfilling empirical consciousness of givenness is, the more weight it carries. Obviously, we are not in a realm of contingent psychological subjectivity here either. Perception justifies by its phenomenological content, by its essence. Every singular perception with the same essence would justify “the same” statement proper to it in a precisely similar way, no matter where and for whom.

Husserl 2008, 343; translation modified


With respect to a Husserlian epistemology, this might be the single most important passage in Husserl’s oeuvre.6 Here we are told that “[p]erception justifies by its phenomenological content” and that this phenomenological content also determines the degree of justification a perception exhibits. Of course, “phenomenological content” is a technical term that is not easy to grasp and is not consistently used by Husserl. Broadly speaking, “[p]henomenological content is that which is contained in experience simply as lived” (Drummond 2007, 157). As I understand Husserl’s approach, this means that originary presentive experiences gain their justificatory force precisely by virtue of their character of originary givenness.

Summarizing this section, we can say that for Husserl the basic sources of knowledge are originary presentive experiences, i.e., experiences that have the character of originary givenness, experiences that present their objects “in the flesh” (leibhaft) or as immediately given. Such experiences gain their justificatory force precisely by virtue of their distinctive presentive character. Obviously, this implies that a Husserlian epistemology is at odds with certain prominent approaches in the analytic tradition. Externalist approaches, for instance, consider external factors such as reliability to be the decisive epistemic factors. However, it should be noted that in current debates we also find approaches that are perfectly compatible with our Husserlian picture. Elijah Chudnoff, for instance, argues concerning experiential justification that “the phenomenology grounds the epistemology” (Chudnoff 2016, 117). This perfectly captures the spirit of a phenomenological epistemology.7


The correlational a priori

In the previous section, we identified originary presentive experiences as the basic sources of knowledge. However, what originary givenness means depends on the respective type of experience. My perceptual experience of a black laptop in front of me and my mathematical intuition that 2 + 3 = 5 are both originary presentive experiences. They both do not merely represent their respective objects or contents but present them to me. But their ways of presenting their contents is significantly different. It is one of Husserl’s core convictions that different types of evidence (and thus different types of originary givenness) correspond to different types of objects. In The Crisis, Husserl calls this doctrine the “universal a priori of correlation between experienced object and manners of givenness” and he has left no doubt that the significance of this doctrine can hardly be overestimated as he states that his “life-work has been dominated by the task of systematically elaborating on this a priori of correlation” (Husserl 1970, 166, note). Here is a particularly enlightening passage, expressing the basic idea of the correlational a priori:


Only a systematic analysis, namely an eidetic analysis of consciousness with respect to all its basic types, with respect to all its eidetic correlations can solve the problems of a critique of reason, can lead to a unanimous and completely sufficient noetics. That it belongs to the essence of all consciousness to be consciousness of something is the starting point. But for every basic type of objectivity, consciousness, and more precisely presentive consciousness, is characterized differently, it has different eidetic structures that a priori correlate to the essence of the respective objectivity.

Husserl 1996, 329–330; my translation


In terms of evidence, this means that “the precise nature of the intuitive evidence at issue varies in dependence on the respective types of objects or states of affairs that the relating acts are directed towards” (Rinofner-Kreidl 2014, 37). In short, the “[c]ategory of objectivity and [the] category of evidence are perfect correlates,” (Husserl 1969, 161) or, as Heffernan puts it, “evidence is a function of the evident” (Heffernan 1998, 26). This means that the type of evidence that is available is determined by the type of object that is experienced. Regarding different types of evidence, Husserl distinguishes between inadequate, adequate, and apodictic evidence. Very roughly as a first approximation, we may say that inadequate evidence is the type of evidence we can have for physical objects, adequate evidence for one’s own existence and one’s own mental states, and apodictic evidence for essences and eidetic truths such as that 2 + 3 = 5. The following section sheds more light on these correlations.


Sources of knowledge


Perceptual experiences

Perceptual experiences are Husserl’s prime examples of originary presentive acts. Here Husserl’s terminology, saying that originary presentive acts give their objects as “bodily present” and present them “in the flesh,” is straightforwardly applicable. However, one of Husserl’s main contributions to a proper phenomenological analysis of perceptual experience is his account of what he calls the horizonal structure of experience. Perceptual experiences are genuinely perspectival. The object is always presented from a certain perspective, and how the object is given necessarily depends on the subject’s location relative to the object. Furthermore, perceptual experiences go beyond what is directly given. When you look at the laptop in front of you, your experience presents to you the laptop’s screen, case, keyboard, etc. Your experience has a presentive character regarding these aspects of your laptop. But your perceptual experience does not only intend these directly perceived aspects. What is co-given to you within experience is the laptop’s back, that its back has certain properties such as a smooth surface, that it also has a smooth underside, etc. You do not actually see the back or underside of your laptop, but they are co-intended aspects of your experience. As Husserl puts it, physical objects are given in spatial adumbrations.

What is more, the laptop is not experienced as an isolated object but as embedded in a surrounding world. Even if your attention is solely directed at the laptop, it is part of your experience that the laptop does not float around in nothingness, but is placed on a desk, which in turn stands on the floor here in your office at the department of your university in your hometown, etc. In Husserl’s terminology, these co-given objects (desk, floor, etc.) are part of the outer horizon of your experience. The hidden but co-intended aspects of the object itself (the laptop) are part of the inner horizon of your experience (Husserl 1973a, 32–33; see also Erhard and Doyon, Chapters 12 and 13 in this volume).

Since physical objects are always given in spatial adumbrations, Husserl says that the type of evidence we can have with respect to them is inadequate evidence. It is to be noted that “inadequate” is not meant to indicate a lack of justificatory force or a shortcoming of the human sensory apparatus. The terms “inadequate,” “adequate,” and “apodictic” are to be understood phenomenologically. This means these terms denote how an object is presented or given within experience. We can only have inadequate evidence with respect to physical objects because physical objects are necessarily given perspectivally and not even a god could change the fact that sensory experiences always present their physical objects in perspectives, i.e., in adumbrations (Husserl 1982, 95).

Referring to Husserl’s correlational a priori, we may summarize as follows:


	Type of object: Physical (macroscopic) objects

	Type of experience: Perceptual experiences

	Type of givenness: Given as bodily present, presented in the flesh, but only in spatial adumbrations

	Type of evidence: Inadequate evidence



Introspective intuitions

When I look at my laptop in front of me, my laptop is originally but perspectivally given to me in the above specified sense. But what happens when I shift my attention from the laptop to my experiencing the laptop? What about inner perception or introspective acts that are directed at one’s own mental states? Can one’s own mental states be adequately given in one’s introspective acts? Introspective acts are (at least occasionally) originary presentive acts (Husserl 1982, 6). Once I direct my attention towards my laptop experience, this experience is given to me as immanently present, directly lived through. The same is true for my experience of being hungry, etc. Obviously, such mental states are not given in spatial adumbrations, and in many passages Husserl seems to believe that the immanent can be given adequately. However, it is to be noted that in his detailed analyses of horizonal intentionality, Husserl suggested that even immanent or introspective perception can never be adequate (see Husserl 1982, §44). Every experience has a temporal horizon. Accordingly, while physical objects are given in spatial adumbrations, the immanent is given in temporal adumbrations and thus never adequately given (see Geniusas 2012, 78). In this light:


	Type of object: One’s own mental states

	Type of experience: Introspective acts

	Type of givenness: Given as immanently present, directly lived through, but only in temporal adumbrations

	Type of evidence: (In)adequate evidence



Eidetic intuitions

For Husserl, “every a priori exceeds the random, particular, and factual and leads to the ideal realm of pure possibilities and eidetic necessities” (Husserl 2002a, 294–295). Imaginations reveal possibilities. Eidetic intuitions reveal necessities. Husserl calls eidetic intuitions acts of “seeing” in the precise sense that they are originary presentive acts. The following passage gives us a pretty good idea of Husserl’s analogy:


Of whatever sort intuition of something individual may be, whether it be adequate or inadequate, it can take the turn into seeing an essence; and this seeing, whether it be correspondingly adequate or correspondingly inadequate, has the characteristic of a presentive act. […] Seeing an essence is also precisely intuition, just as an eidetic object is precisely an object. […] Empirical intuition or, specifically, experience, is consciousness of an individual object; and as an intuitive consciousness it “makes this object given,” as perception it makes an individual object given originarily in the consciousness of seizing upon this object “originarily,” in its “personal” selfhood. In quite the same manner intuition of an essence is consciousness of something, an “object,” a Something to which the intuitional regard is directed and which is “itself given” in the intuition.

Husserl 1982, 9–10


Here Husserl declares that the “intuition of something individual” “can take the turn into seeing an essence.” How could that work? Husserl’s answer to this question is his conception of eidetic variation. By performing an eidetic variation, you begin with an experience or imagination of an object, O, and proceed by imaginatively varying O (or your experience of O) until you realize that it is essential for (your experience of) O to have the feature F. For instance, you begin with your perceptual experience of a black laptop and make variations concerning how the object is given to you. At some point you realize that if your experience ceases to have a presentive character, it ceases to be a perceptual experience. It is essential to, or necessary for, perceptual experiences to have a presentive character. Typical phenomenological insights such as “All experiential consciousness is intentional,” “Intuitive acts can fulfill empty intentions,” and “Physical objects can only be given in perspectives” – are to be regarded as eidetic insights. Of course, eidetic insights are not limited to phenomenological examples but include logical and mathematical intuitions. “We can assert ‘blindly’ that two plus one is equal to one plus two; but we can also make the same judgment in the manner peculiar to intellectual seeing” (Husserl 1982, 327; see also Husserl 1996, 325–326).

The type of evidence corresponding to eidetic intuitions is apodictic evidence. While Husserl uses the terms “adequate evidence” and “apodictic evidence” synonymously for most of his career, he clearly distinguishes them in Cartesian Meditations. This distinction is important because, phenomenologically speaking, “adequateness” refers to an ideal of non-perspectival givenness such that the intuited object is fully disclosed to the subject. Apodicticity, however, is characterized as “the consciousness of seen, actually experienced necessity” (Husserl 2008, 120; translation modified).8 By having apodictic evidence, I can see that something must be the case and could not be different, which means I can see why something must be the case, e.g., that 2 + 3 = 5. As Husserl makes clear in Cartesian Meditations, apodicticity is consistent with inadequateness (see Husserl 1960, 15). I can eidetically intuit certain necessary features of the number 2 but I cannot intuit all of them. I can conceive of the number 2 from the perspective of cardinal numbers but also from the perspective of ordinal numbers. We summarize:


	Type of object: Essences or necessary truths

	Type of experience: Eidetic or a priori intuitions

	Type of givenness: Given as indubitable or necessarily true

	Type of evidence: Apodictic evidence





Evaluative experiences

Perceptual experiences present their objects as “bodily present” or “in the flesh.” However, at least sometimes our experiences present their objects in an evaluative manner. For instance, we may perceive a painting to be beautiful or a human action to be despicable. Such evaluative experiences are central to Husserl’s (meta-)ethics and disclosing their intentional structure remains a focus of contemporary phenomenology (see, e.g., Drummond 2013, 2018; Melle 2002; Rinofner-Kreidl 2012). Husserl used the term Wertnehmung to refer to evaluative experiences. This terminology is supposed to emphasize the analogy between perceptual and evaluative experiences. However, this term is also notoriously difficult to translate. In what follows, I will mainly stick to the term “evaluative experiences” that is also common in current debates. When I discuss Husserl’s writings, I will use the term “value-perception” to refer to his Wertnehmung.

The term “value-perception” (Wertnehmung) does not appear in the works published during Husserl’s lifetime; however, this concept is central to his lectures on ethics (Husserl 1988 and 2004). Also, we find a brief but extremely valuable depiction in his lectures on “Logic and General Theory of Science” (Husserl 1996). For Husserl, value-perceptions are perceptual-like experiences in which an object is intuited/presented as valuable. Husserl distinguishes between aesthetic and moral value-perceptions. An example of an aesthetic value-perception would be when you are looking at a painting and experience the painting as beautiful. Moral value-perceptions, in my view, primarily concern human actions. When you see hoodlums burning a cat or your neighbor beating his dog, these actions are perceived as morally wrong. Husserl strongly emphasizes the analogy between perceptual and evaluative experiences. While the most mature and detailed account of value-perception can be found in the later lectures (Husserl 2004), it should be noted that already in his earlier lectures (Husserl 1988), the systematic significance of this conception is evident.9 “The justification of value judgments and axiological laws leads back to value-intuition, to perceptual, intuitive value-givenness, and hence to essentially contributing acts of valuing” (Husserl 1988, 366; my translation). It is particularly important that just as perceptual experiences can fulfill empty intentions concerning physical objects, so too can value-perceptions fulfill value-intendings (Husserl 2004, 223).10

In the light of the analogy between perceptual experiences and value-perceptions established in Husserl 2004, it is clear that value-perceptions must be originary presentive acts, but this is never unambiguously stated. Luckily, in Husserl 1996, Husserl offers a brief but very precise clarification.


Normally, we talk about perception and experience only if there is a spatio-temporal factual being of which we are directly conscious; in the case of perception, more precisely, we are conscious of it as directly self-presented. Here we have an exactly parallel, originary presentive [my emphasis] act that we might label value-perception; the act of direct value-givenness. (And more generally, parallel to experience in the ordinary sense – the experience of factual being – we could talk of the experience of value.) Here, too, direct value-perception and value-positing can be more or less clear or vague and distinct or confused.

Husserl 1996, 286; my translation


Here, Husserl explicitly states that evaluative experiences are originary presentive acts, which means that they are a source of immediate justification. Husserl’s remark that evaluative experiences “can be more or less clear or vague and distinct or confused” further highlights the similarity to perceptual experiences. This similarity is further emphasized when Husserl insists on the objectivity of values:


And all this says: Values are objects. There are not only factually existing objects and natural objects, not only things, but there are also values. […] There is no doubt that here there is a new domain of objects [namely values] and it is this domain [the domain of values] with respect to which the psychologism of modern age has sinned against most. […] And a value is what it is whether it is grasped by an act of valuing or not.

Husserl 1996, 290; my translation


So what does Husserl say about the presentive character of evaluative experiences and to what type of evidence do they correspond? Husserl does not deliver a thorough account answering these questions. However, I take it to be a plausible assumption that certain objects can embody or manifest a variety of distinct values so that different human beings, while confronted with the same object, can be directed towards and immediately grasp different value-aspects. How we perceive valuable objects depends on various factors including our beliefs, history, cultural background, etc.11 In this sense, also our evaluative experiences have a perspectival character. Accordingly:


	Type of object: Values (or better: objects embodying/manifesting values, i.e., goods [Güter])

	Type of experience: Evaluative experiences

	Type of givenness: Presented as valuable

	Type of evidence: Inadequate evidence?


In this section, we aimed at a more detailed account of Husserlian sources of knowledge, i.e., types of originary givenness. Of course, there are further types of experiences that might be important in this context. On some occasions, Husserl states that imaginations are originally presentive with respect to possibilities (see Husserl 2002b, 191, 198; Jansen 2005, 127). Acts of memory stand in a certain relationship to past events, although it is unclear whether they are supposed to be originally presentive (see, e.g., Husserl 1982, 338). Many phenomenologists argue that acts of empathy are orginally presentive concerning others’ mental states. Husserl, however, opposed this view (Husserl 1960, 109; 1982, 6). Instead, acts of empathy are presentifications (Husserl 1973b, 187–188) such that other persons are co-given or appresented (Husserl 1960, 143; Husserl 1973c, 234).

Much systematic work remains to be done by a phenomenological epistemology to clarify the epistemic role of originary givnenness and its relationship to co-givenness. And there is an infinite amount of fieldwork that could be done to elucidate further aspects of specific modes of givenness. Husserl addressed the basic sources of knowledge by introducing the conception of originary givenness, emphasizing the unifying character as well as the diversity of our sources of knowledge.
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Notes

1For similar claims, see Husserl 1996, 330; Husserl 2000, 200, 204, 242; Husserl 2019, 208. For a detailed discussion see Berghofer 2019c.
2Phenomenologists are particularly interested in the relevant experiences. “The common denominator of phenomenological approaches […] is to take seriously the variety of human experiences as the starting point and the permanent authority of philosophical inquiries” (Drummond and Rinofner-Kreidl 2018, 2; see also Zahavi 2019, 17).
3Indeed, one can say that for Husserl the most fundamental epistemological question is how subjectivity can be the source of objective knowledge (see Melle in Husserl 1984, XXXI). In this context, Husserl’s noetics, which addresses the justificatory significance of subjective acts, is particularly important. For a detailed analysis of Husserl’s noetics see Berghofer 2019b.
4In this light, it is obvious that Husserlian phenomenology, at least to some extent, must be an epistemological project. Husserl stresses the need for a phenomenological epiastemology on various occasions. “No epistemology without phenomenology” (Husserl 2008, 213, translation modified). Hence, it is surprising as well as unfortunate that phenomenology is often considered to be independent of or even antagonistic to epistemology.
5For more details on Husserl’s moderate foundationalism see Berghofer 2018a.
6For various epistemological implications of this passage, how Husserl’s phenomenological epistemology relates to current approaches in the analytic tradition, and how current debates could benefit from a Husserlian input see Berghofer 2018b; 2018d; 2019a.
7For more details on a phenomenological epistemology see Berghofer 2018b; 2018d; 2019b. See also Hopp, Chapter 23 in this volume.
8I advocate a fallibilist reading, which means that when you have apodictic evidence with respect to some proposition, this proposition is presented to you as being necessarily true, but there is no guarantee that it is true at all. For a further explanation see Berghofer 2018c.
9However, it is no accident that the term “Wertnehmen” occurs frequently in Husserliana XXXVII but only once in a supplemental text in Husserliana XXVIII (Husserl 1988, 370). The focus of his early ethics is on general laws, while the focus of his later ethics on justifying acts.
10For a further elaboration on Husserl’s value theory see also Rinofner-Kreidl, Chapter 29 in this volume.
11This is not intended to support value relativism but value pluralism, according to which the same object can embody different values, some of them being of higher dignity than others.
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Husserl’s complex concept of objectivity

John J. Drummond

The objectivity of knowledge is the “cardinal question of epistemology” (Husserl 2001b, 1:14) and concerns the “relationship […] between the subjectivity of knowing and the objectivity [Objektivität]1 of the content known” (Husserl 2001b, 1:2). Against Sigwart’s psychologism (see Sigwart 1895, 1:7–8), Husserl argues that truth, if “essentially related to thinking intelligences, their mental functions and modes of change, […] would arise and perish with them, with the species at least, if not with the individual” (Husserl 2001b, 1:87). A proper sense of objectivity rejects subjectivism.

A proper sense of objectivity, however, also rejects objectivism. Despite the mind-independence of objects and truth, they are known to us and are accessed through subjectivity and its structures. So, we have neither subjectivism nor objectivism, but we have both subjectivity and objectivity which are inseparable correlates. Thus arises the question that drives the main body of Logical Investigations: “How then might the ‘in-itself’ of objectivity come to ‘presentation,’ come to be ‘grasped’ in knowledge, and thus again come to be, as it were, subjective?” (Husserl 2001b, 1:169, translation modified).2 What, in brief, is the relation of things objectively known to mind?

This question also raises the issue of just what it is to be an object. Hence, any discussion of epistemological objectivity must address the fact that the term objectivity can also be used in an ontological context. From an ontological point of view, objectivity has to do with the fact that something just is an object. It has to do, in other words, with the thing’s “object-ness” or “object-hood” rather than whether our knowledge grasps things that are not psychological entities, states, or processes. We cannot properly develop an understanding of the objectivity of knowledge apart from an account of what it is to be an object for a knowing subject.


Ontological considerations

An object, Husserl tells us, is, “in the necessarily broad sense of formal logic,” anything that “can be made the subject of true and false predications” (2014, 13). This logical formulation has ontological implications. Insofar as the phenomenological reduction turns our attention to the intentional correlation between experience and experienced things and thereby to the significance of things for us, formal logic and formal ontology, although distinguishable, form a unity (see, e.g., Husserl 1969, 79). Formal logic concerns itself with “meaning-categories” (Bedeutungskategorien) such as “subject,” “predicate,” “proposition,” and “syllogism,” whereas formal ontology, aiming at a mathesis universalis, concerns itself with “object-categories” (Gegenstandkategorien) such as “object,” “state of affairs,” “unity,” “plurality,” “number,” and “relation” (Husserl 1969, 88–90).

Formal ontology identifies the formal structures experienced in our straightforward encounter with objects as well as the operations that can be performed involving these forms. Formal logic takes up the same formal structures and operationally derived combinations but considers them merely as supposed, as meanings or senses. The unity of formal logic and formal ontology, then, is the identity of the structural forms in the difference introduced by the shift of attention from an ontological orientation toward things in their significance for us to a logical orientation toward the significance of things for us. If our suppositions are confirmed in fulfilling experiences, then we recognize the identity that obtains between the meaning-forms and object-forms, between the object as meant and the object as it evidently presents itself. In brief, the meanings with which logic is concerned are fulfilled in the experience of the things themselves. It is in what Husserl calls “truth-logic” (1969, 308) that the identity between formal logic and formal ontology is realized.

A phenomenological ontology, therefore, is the study of things as experienced, and ontology is thereby reinscribed within phenomenology. Bracketing the question of existence in the phenomenological reduction entails, moreover, that ontology is the study not merely of experienced actual existents but of the possible objects of (possible) experience. The phenomenological ontologist is concerned with anything that can be an object of possible experience and the subject of true or false propositions. What exists for Husserl is the object of a true judgment, and since I can truly judge not only about physical things (spatio-temporal existents) but about possible objects, ideal objects, historical objects, future objects, and fictional objects, it follows that all these kinds of objects exist. From a phenomenological point of view, the notion of objective existence is indexed to the modal properties of the experience of a thing. What is actual, however, is what presents itself intuitively evidenced in a perceptually rooted experience (see Drummond 2015).

What does phenomenological analysis tell us about what it is to be an object? It is a phenomenological commonplace that a perceived object – say, the seen tree – appears differently in multiple phases of a single temporally extended perception and in multiple perceptions by the same subject. It appears differently to different subjects. It appears as having multiple properties that are dependent upon multiple circumstances and causes; it appears under different conceptions, and so forth. This suggests that to be an object is to be: (1) the (epistemological) object of these experiences and subjects; (2) the (ontological) substrate of these properties; and (3) the (logical) subject of the different conceptions of the object as expressed in judgments, etc. The categoriality at work throughout is that of identity-in-manifold.3

While Husserl’s references to the categoriality of identity-in-manifold appear most commonly in his discussions of the perceived object, the importance of this structure extends far beyond accounts of the perceptual object. The structure can be employed universally in the accounts of different kinds of objects and of the identity and objectivity proper to them. To illustrate this point, let us consider perception, conceptualization, idealization, and formalization.

The tree, for example, is presented in a manifold of merely sensible appearances. It is also presented in a manifold of causal relations whose effects are manifested in sensible changes (Husserl 1989, 44–56). Furthermore, there is the manifold of perceptions of the same tree by a single perceiver and the manifold of perceptions of the same tree by multiple perceivers. There is the manifold of different kinds of experiences presenting the tree: perceptions, memories, imaginings, judgments, likings or dislikings, valuings, choices involving the tree, and so forth. Finally, there is the identity between the manifold of empty and intuitively fulfilling experiences of the tree.4 The identity in this manifold of manifolds is what it is to be the tree. It is the (ontological) objectivity of the tree.

From the perceptual synthesis of identification that apprehends an identical, individual object in a manifold of appearances Husserl distinguishes the synthesis of like with like that underlies our conceptual grasp of essences. He further distinguishes three kinds of conceptualization involving different ways of turning from the experienced similarity to the active interest in and focus on the universal. They are generalization, idealization, and formalization. They involve different relations between the essence and the manifold of similars in which the universal is disclosed.

I experience a multiplicity of objects as having properties in common, and in serially directing my attention to the individual objects, I notice the similarity.5 Unlike perception, however, the agreeing contents are spread out in several spatially individuated objects, and in noticing the similarity I do not cancel the recognition of the difference among the objects. The consciousness of difference among them persists through the recognition of the similarity even as I actively change the focus of my attention from the multiplicity of objects having similar properties to that single feature by virtue of which the objects form a collection of similar objects (Husserl 1973, 323). This identical thing confronts me as an object of a new kind that is disclosed in my conscious turning of attention toward it. It is an ideal object – in this case, an empirical universal – and the similar things previously grasped simply as of a type are now apprehended as instances of this universal.

Ideal objects are present to us only when we turn our attention from the multiplicity of similar things to that which is the same and grounds the similarity. There is, for Husserl, no independent awareness of the universal object; it is constituted only against the background of the synthesis of like with like and is always understood against that background: “The being of the universal in its different levels is essentially a being-constituted in these processes,” that is, “processes of productive spontaneity” (Husserl 1973, 330) that bring the ideal object to explicit and original givenness. Even though I can be forgetful of the manifold through which the universal has originally been presented, it cannot be, that is, become present as an ideal object, apart from it. The universal is the identity instanced in a manifold of individual objects.

The empirical universal is disclosed in the process of generalization, a process that yields inexact, morphological concepts (Husserl 2014, 133). An exact concept, such as the concept of an ideal geometric figure, by contrast, is possible only insofar as we can construct a progression of actual and imagined cases of, say, boxlike objects. This progression is arranged such that it approaches an ideal of exactness in the reproduction of angular and length relationships. The shift of focus to the limit case discloses the ideal figure or essence, in this case, the cube. Both the empirical universal and the idealized figure are ideal objects existing in their own proper way, that is, in their own proper union and contrast with the series of objects existing in the real, spatio-temporal world and the possibilia revealed in imaginative variations thereof. The ideal transcends the real but does not exist in a complete separation from the real (Drummond 1995, 34–41).

Finally, formalization occurs in the special case where the similar property seized upon is a property of any conceivable object whatsoever. Hence, the universals identified are such that they belong to all genera and species of objects and to every possible individual existent. Here we have come full circle to the formal-ontological categories that are the ontological correlates of the meaning-categories of formal logic. In all the cases considered, the “object-hood” or “object-ness” of the object – its ontological objectivity – is located in its being an identity in a manifold (of manifolds).


Epistemological considerations

Ontological objectivity, we have seen, must be understood in terms of the intentional structure of experience and the category of identity-in-manifolds, including the manifold of emptily intending and intuitive fulfilling intentions. Husserl’s account of epistemological objectivity recognizes that there are different levels and different kinds of objectivity. The levels are what I shall call “putative objectivity” and “intersubjective objectivity.”


Putative objectivity

In his discussions of the noema, Husserl characterizes the identity of the intended object as the determinable X (Husserl 2014, 257–258, 259–260). In perceiving the tree, we see it from a particular perspective in which we have a sensuous appearance of one part of the tree, but our perception grasps the tree as a whole, including its unseen parts. We envision, in other words, what other aspects of the tree we will see as we move our eyes or head or whole body. As the perception continues, these envisionings, originally empty intentions, are fulfilled in intuitive experiences (or disappointed, but even the cancellation of the sense intended contributes to the sense of the object as “not-p”).

These intuitions yield a basic level of epistemological “objectivity.” This sense involves more than just being an object; the thing is grasped as it truly, really, “objectively” is. Intuitively experiencing or “evidencing” an object is to directly and attentively apprehend the object – say, a thing or state of affairs – in a manner that confirms or corrects the emptily intended, non-evidenced sense of that object. The object in intuitive experiences is present to us in an “originary” way, “in person” (Husserl 2014, 270–273), and intuitions are characterized by “perfect clarity”: “the having of the meant itself” (Husserl 1969, 61–62).

Simple perception is the paradigmatic case but not the only form of intuition. Husserl also speaks of: (a) conceptual intuitions directed to morphological essences (e.g., empirical universals) or to exact, mathematical essences (Husserl 1973, 321–330; 2014, 133–134); (b) categorial intuitions directed to states of affairs or (in contrast to groups organized by figural moments) explicitly articulated collections (Husserl 2001c, 2:271–292; 1969, 61–62); (c) “axiological intuitions” directed to value, to things as valuable (Husserl 1989, 10);6 and (d) moral and practical intuitions that combine axiological intuitions and practical insights into the rightness of actions.7 In each of these kinds of experience, an object [Gegenstand] is constituted as a correlate, an over-against [Gegenüber] the experience, and the object’s putative epistemological objectivity in all these experiential forms is secured by the experience’s intuitive character.8

The subject who is intentionally directed to a world and who intuits objects over against itself is a personal subject who acts in relation to the things in its surroundings and, as such, is the center of a surrounding world [Umwelt] (Husserl 1989, 195). The surrounding world is not the natural world of the physicist but a world of things that have evaluative and practical significance for the subject. This fact somewhat shifts our understanding of intentional directedness toward the world. The over-against character of the object and world to which the subject is directed, while not lost, is deemphasized. The world is less what confronts me than it is an extension of my personal being. The world is less an objective world “in itself” than it is a world “for me” (Husserl 1989, 196). Putative objectivity, in short, tends toward a relativism.


Intersubjective objectivity

Among the things capturing my attention in my personal world are other persons, whom I recognize as each having their own personal worlds. These recognitions are empathetic experiences in which I recognize other persons as conscious beings like me but who nevertheless are irreducibly different from me insofar as their streams of conscious experience are inaccessible to me in the first-personal way that my own experience is accessible to me. While relative to the individual person who is their center, they are not subjective worlds “belonging” to the personal subject as a real part. Rather, in experiencing other persons, I recognize that the other is an object in my personal world, that I am an object in the other’s personal world, and, most important, that there are objects common to our personal worlds. As Husserl puts it,


In the comprehensive experience of the existence of the other, we thus understand him, without further ado, as a personal subject and thereby as related to objectivities, ones to which we too are related: the earth and sky, the fields and the woods, the room in which “we” dwell communally, the picture we see, etc.

Husserl 1989, 2019


But this understanding does not end there. We communicate with one another about the object intended by each of us as a part of our respective personal worlds. For example, when students discuss their papers with me, we reciprocally recognize one another as rational beings, but our thematic attention is turned to the merits and demerits of their papers. Different persons by virtue of their mutual recognition, communication, and mutual comprehension form social associations that disclose a “common surrounding world” with “communal characteristics of a new sense and at a higher level” (Husserl 1989, 201, 204).

The movement is from subjects with their surrounding worlds whose experiences have a putative objectivity to a community of persons with a common surrounding world that merges the personal worlds of its members, thereby fashioning a higher level of objectivity. As Husserl puts it, “the otherness of ‘someone else’ becomes extended to the whole world, as its ‘objectivity,’ giving it this sense in the first place” (1970a, 147).

These individual persons and associations of persons share the same material nature, and this nature along with the communalization of the lives of the members of an association provides the basis for that community’s fashioning of a cultural world (Husserl 1970a, 133). Furthermore, an association of associations emerges in an analogous manner. In this manner, a single, shared world, in this case the world of nature underlying the plurality of cultures, is disclosed. The objective world is revealed as encompassing mere nature, animal being, human being, sociality on various levels, and cultures. It is part of the sense of the world – part of its very objectivity – that it be experienceable by “an intersubjective community of embodied subjects” (Zahavi 2017, 135). The objective world is the correlate of this embodied, intersubjective community; the objective world is essentially rooted in transcendental intersubjectivity, and therein lies it objectivity.

I shall call the objectivity proper to the world shared by all subjects and cultures “intersubjective objectivity,” which, Husserl says, “the first form of objectivity” (Husserl 1970a, 120). It encompasses not only cognitive objectivity – our common apprehension in perceptions and judgments of the materiality of things belonging to our communal world – but the objectivity proper to our scientific knowing, our grasping the value of things [Wertnehmungen], our explicit value-judgments [Werturteile], our volitions, and our moral judgments.10 Intersubjective objectivity, in brief, is the objectivity belonging to our concrete lived experiences of a natural, communal, and cultural world.

Language and communication secure this objectivity insofar as they provide our understanding with a public and enduring presentation and a new level of objectivity by raising meaning to the level of the conceptual and the universal. But expression refers back to the objects of experience, that is, to the ways in which objects are truthfully grasped and the categorial formations proper to different kinds of objects.

Husserl emphasizes the world of nature in speaking of intersubjective objectivity. My view, however, is that we must distinguish two variants of intersubjective objectivity. The shared world of material nature underlies the various and varied worlds of culture. Abstracting from the properties belonging to these worlds as cultural, we are left with the world of nature in itself as the object of intersubjective experience. Husserl believes that there is a “higher” form of objectivity regarding nature, namely, the “theoretical” or scientific objectivity realized in the modern natural and mathematical sciences. If, however, we do not perform that abstraction, we remain in the cultural world with its value systems, practices, and institutions. But it is incorrect to think that our understanding of these cultural worlds does not have its own proper form of objectivity. It is to these variants of intersubjective objectivity that I now turn.


Theoretical objectivity

Modern science – by which Husserl understood Galilean and Newtonian science – replaced qualitative physical explanations appealing to the mechanical relations existing among objects with mathematical formulas describing and detailing the dependencies among properties. The world thus presents itself as ideal, as perfectly regular in the variations of properties (Husserl 1970a, 127). Mathematical formulas make possible, given the knowledge of variations in particular properties, the exact prediction of changes in other properties. The ability to predict exactly, in Husserl’s view, transforms science into a highly technical discipline of discovering, deductively grounding, and then applying formulas to the real world so as to produce an ideal, theoretical, scientifically “objective” knowledge of the world of which our ordinary experience grasps mere appearances.

Associated with the development of modern mathematical science is a change in the conception of the relation between the real and the ideal. No longer is it the case that the natural sciences idealize nature; instead nature is identified with the idealization. Nature simply is ideal, mathematically structured, objective nature, and the objects of ordinary, everyday experience are subject-relative appearances of the idealized nature. Mathematical science understands nature as an ideal, subject-independent order. Its objectivity is its faithfulness to facts and its freedom from any kind of relativistic bias grounded in personal or communal values or interests.

There is a paradox here, however, for the mathematical science in which the world presents itself as an ideal order independent of human subjectivity is itself a human experience achieved by abstracting what is subject-relative from life world (Husserl 1970b, 48–49). The supposedly subject-independent, idealized nature is subject-relative, albeit in a manner that is not relative to or dependent on the particularities of individual subjects.

Husserl’s conception of modern science and theoretical objectivity has been challenged by developments in the atomic physics emerging in his time and by subsequent developments in the sciences of complex dynamic systems. What is essential remains, namely, a nature that is in itself mathematical, given in formulas, and interpretable only in terms of the formulas (Husserl 1970b, 53). For example, Einstein’s general theory of relativity allows for different frames of reference and varying observations relative to individual frames of reference, but at the same time it requires that the mathematical laws underlying the differences in observation be invariant.

When we turn to Einstein’s discussion of the photoelectric effect, we are led more or less directly to the possibility-interpretation of Schrödinger’s wave-equation and Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle. These yield the conclusion that scientific prediction can do no better than predict (1) the various probabilities that a particle will be located in a certain position within a defined spatial extent and a certain range of momenta, or (2) the various probabilities that a wave will have a certain momentum within a defined spread of momenta when located, roughly, at a certain position. Thus, paradoxically, quantum mechanics provides a great deal of certainty about its uncertainty; it is capable of providing exact predictions of a range of probabilities.

The world’s manner of presentation is now clearly recognized – even by scientists – to depend upon a relation to observers. The relativity to the hermeneutical situation of an observer (i.e., the observer’s frame of reference or his concern with measuring one of a pair of conjugate variables) does not yield a scientific relativism. Nor does it diminish either the nature of scientific knowing as an exact knowledge of natural processes or the symmetry between scientific explanation and prediction. The properties of matter continue to be mathematicized and idealized. Science remains capable of making exact predictions, although for certain phenomena, it is capable only of predicting an exactly delimited range of probabilities rather than a precise result. The determination of this range of probabilities, however, is fully law-governed.

The sciences of complex dynamic systems present a more radical challenge to the Husserlian conception. Since there are a variety of physical systems resistant to any satisfactory modelling in the linear equations rooted in traditional idealizations, these sciences are less committed to traditional idealizations that abstract from irregularities or nonlinearities in a situation. Meteorological systems, for example, and turbulence in fluids pose serious problems for predictability because such systems are essentially nonlinear and manifest what is known as “sensitive dependence on initial conditions” (Gleick 1987). The science of dynamic systems presents a nature constrained within limits, and within those limits there is apparently random and unpredictable behavior. Given the same initial conditions, these non-linear equations would be law-like in yielding the same results in every instantiation. But given the variations in nature, we cannot assume that initial conditions will be the same. Hence, we find determinism without predictability; we find non-deterministic behavior within deterministic systems.

To the extent that Husserl’s view of science is tied to idealizations of the sort found in Galilean and Newtonian science and to exactness in prediction, his view no longer seems adequate as a description of the science of dynamic systems. Nevertheless, it remains true that nature presents itself as mathematical, as given in formulas, and as interpreted in terms of those formulas. And those formulas continue to present an idealized nature, although not one whose central properties have been reductively interpreted so as to eliminate irregularities and nonlinearities. Surprisingly, perhaps, the sciences of dynamic systems invite us to apply the richer and more fruitful notion of identity-in-a-manifold to the scientific presentation of nature. The mathematical identity expressed in the nonlinear equation manifests itself in very different natural phenomena whose connection is analogous to the connection between radically different perceptual appearances of a physical object that changes greatly over time.

Although Husserl endorses for the modern and contemporary worlds the mathematized view of nature and the scientific objectivity following from it, he rejects this view, however, when advanced as a philosophical claim about the nature of reality itself rather than the nature of reality as scientifically understood. Scientists – and more than a few philosophers – forgetting the origins of scientific knowledge, came to view science’s method as the sole means for achieving “objective” knowledge, the sole means of achieving genuine objectivity and truth. Not so for Husserl, however, who believes the cultural world involving axiological and practical reason has its own form of truth and, hence, objectivity.


Cultural objectivity

The second variant of intersubjective objectivity is the objectivity proper to the different cultural worlds rooted in the shared world of nature. As we have seen in the discussion of putative objectivity, persons understand in the first place their own concrete surrounding worlds; they empathically recognize in their surrounding worlds other persons – ultimately, a community of persons – with whom they share a world; they understand their own cultures, that is, the cultural productions of their own communities – the achievements of objective spirit [Geist] –and they do so precisely as persons who belong to the communities that shape those cultures throughout their histories.

This pattern repeats at a higher level. The communalization arising in our empathetic experiences of others reveals that different local communities “constitute different surrounding worlds of culture, as concrete life-worlds in which the relatively or absolutely separate communities live their passive and active lives” (Husserl 1970a, 133). To understand these culturally other humans a person must start from what is generally understandable of others simply as human beings and as manifesting in their words and actions a cultural viewpoint. The person must then “open up ways of access to a sympathetic understanding” (Husserl 1970a, 133) of that culture. This, of course, is not a temporal progression, but it reveals the layers of sense in our concrete experience of other cultures.

As in the empathetic experience of another person, the disclosure of other worlds is subject to the “law of ‘oriented’ constitution.” (Husserl 1970a, 133). The cultural world too


is given as “oriented” in relation to a null-member or rather a “personality.” Here I and my culture are primordial over against every alien culture. To me and my cultural companions an alien culture is accessible only in a kind of “experience of an other,” a kind of “empathy,” by which we project ourselves into the alien cultural community and its culture.

Husserl 1970a, 134, translation modified11


If we extend the analogy between empathetically experiencing another person and empathetically experiencing another cultural community, we arrive at the question of whether there is a kind of objectivity beyond theoretical objectivity that transcends different cultures. Cultural objectivity, unlike theoretical objectivity, must allow for the fact that cultural worlds cannot be stripped of their relation to subjectivity. While Husserl recognizes this issue, he tells us little about its solution.

We can approach the problem by briefly considering the objectivity of experiences central to our cultural productions, namely, affective-evaluative and volitional experiences. Let us consider first the intentional feelings and emotions in which values are disclosed. Empirical cognitive-theoretical experiences are directed to material things, while experiences such as feelings and emotions reveal additional non-material, evaluative features of those things. Things thereby take on “objective” attributes that are not given in mere cognitive-theoretical experience. The objects having such value-attributes belong to the person’s surrounding world (Husserl 1989, 198), but what from a naturalistic perspective might be thought a causal “stimulus” is from the phenomenological perspective a “motivation” (Husserl 1989, 199).12 The thing “draws” the subject toward itself in relation to the person’s contextual circumstances and practical aims.

It is by virtue of the feelings and emotions motivated by such alluring objects that we (dis)value things, and it is in relation to our practical aims and social practices, customs, and traditions that we encounter them not as mere things of nature but as utensils, tools, works of art (sculptures, paintings, literary products), insignias, seals, vestments, icons, sacred spaces, and so forth. The things that affect us and capture our attention are the things we (dis)value and about which we make judgments of (dis)value. It is on the basis of these valuations that we make choices about the goods we shall pursue in our actions and in our life taken as whole.

What kind of objectivity, if any, characterizes such experiences? What might it mean to speak of the truthfulness of the emotions? There must be some way that they are objective and truthful because we recognize in some cases that someone ought to experience a certain emotion and, in other cases, that a person’s emotional response is inappropriate and wrong. Our emotional responses can go wrong in four ways: (1) we can be cognitively mistaken about the features of the thing or situation toward which the experience is directed; or (2) we can be affectively mistaken about the value-attributes of what is truthfully cognized (a special case of which is a “cognitively impenetrable” emotion [Goldie 2000, 76; Drummond 2004, 109]). We can also be self-deceived; that is (3) mistaken about the true target of our emotion; or (4) mistaken in identifying the emotion we experience (Roberts 2003, 317).

This suggests that a feeling or emotion is appropriate (truthful) if and only if: (i) the underlying cognition of the thing’s non-axiological properties is true; (ii) it rationally motivates the feeling or emotion; (iii) it epistemically justifies the value-attribution; and (iv) a (pre-reflective or reflective) self-assessing emotion (e.g., approbation or pride) positively appraises and justifies the object-directed emotion (Drummond 2017, 156–160).

Condition (iv) arises out of the fact that our object-intending experiences invariably involve a moment of self-awareness, and just as our object-intending experiences encompass both cognitive and affective moments, so too our self-awareness, whether pre-reflective or reflective, encompasses cognitive and affective moments. Hence, our object-intending experiences involve a second-order emotion assessing our first-order object-directed feelings and emotions. This second-order emotion recognizes the motivational fit between the cognized non-axiological reasons and the emotional response as well as the epistemic warrant between the non-axiological reasons and the axiological sense of the value-attribute to which the feeling or emotion is directed.

Condition (iv) must also be understood as complex. The second-order self-assessing emotion recognizes the value of the first-order emotion in the light of (but not necessarily occurrent reflection upon) the concepts of the first-order emotion (say, fear) and of its formal object (danger). Familiarity with these concepts allows the subject of the experience to recognize that (i) the experienced non-axiological properties fittingly motivate the experience of fear,13 (ii) they fittingly motivate the degree to which the fear is felt, and (iii) they epistemically justify the attribution of danger given the presence of those non-axiological properties.

In experiencing an object as (dis)valuable for realizing some end, the evaluation presupposes that the object (say, a charging bear), feared as dangerous (a value-attribute), possesses cognitively grasped properties by virtue of whose presence I recognize the bear as possibly causing harm to me or someone close (physically or emotionally) to me. And in choosing, say, to flee, I presuppose valuations not only of the bear as dangerous but of the good (safety) I seek to realize and of fleeing as conducive to realizing safety.

A special kind of choosing is present in the choice of what Husserl calls “vocational goods,” by which he means the good(s) that organize(s) my life as a whole and whose pursuit gives meaning, significance, and purpose to it. The choice of vocational goods is deeply personal. Our commitments to deeply held values “call” us and our response arises from “the innermost center of the ego” (Husserl 2012, 146 n.) and motivates us to adopt an ethical project that is “the deepest ground of [our] personal identity and individuality” (Melle 1991, 131; 2002, 243–244). The choice of vocations involves a particular kind of will, namely, resolve. I resolve to be a teacher or a parent, but this resolution is undertaken in the light of our cultural (hence, objective) conceptions of what is involved in these roles. As I undertake to realize my resolutions, I appropriate and modify these conceptions, adapting them to my circumstances and judgments about how best to realize the ends that proper to the roles, ends that have been conceptually fixed.

Although individual subjects can come to a conceptual understanding, concepts, which involve language and possess intersubjective objectivity, are properly formed by the cultural community itself in its determination of the sense, say, of grief and of the conditions under which it is appropriate to feel grief. These cultural understandings become traditional, and tradition accounts for our initial understanding of empirical concepts, emotion concepts, value concepts, and moral concepts and thereby shapes an individual’s openness to the future in the light of the community’s past. It is against the background of this traditional understanding that we appropriate or modify or reject tradition. Tradition, in other words, is always subject to revision and clarification by successive generations. As the community incorporates these revisions and clarification into its concepts, they are intersubjectively evidenced and to that extent possess a “genuine, though restricted, kind of objectivity” (Husserl 1970a, 132).


Conclusion

I have identified two levels of objectivity: putative and intersubjective. The latter is divided into two kinds: theoretical objectivity and cultural objectivity. It would seem from the description of them that cultural objectivity is not truly objective in the way that theoretical objectivity is. I think such a conclusion incorrect. We have seen above: (1) that the world of nature is common to all cultural worlds; (2) that cultural worlds are rooted in the world of nature; and (3) that cultural communities empathetically can encounter one another in a manner that brings them into a subjective unity. But is there anything that unifies the cultural worlds as cultural, as beyond materiality? Since I do not have the space to develop the idea, I can only suggest that there is.

The empathy that lies at the heart of intersubjective community also grounds two moral emotions in its recognition of the other as a person. These are respect and sympathy. Respect and sympathy in my view ground the moral sphere in such a way that we should expect all persons to respect the autonomy of the all other persons but, at the same time, to care for the well-being of all other persons (Drummond forthcoming). There is, in short, a moral basis for an objectivity that transcends cultures. And recalling our discussion of object-hood, this moral basis is an identity that manifests in a manifold of cultural enactments.


Notes

1Husserl uses three terms to denote objectivity: Objektivität, Gegenständlichkeit, and Sachlichkeit. All three terms are often used as equivalent to Objekt, Gegenstand, and Sache, to refer simply to objects in the ordinary sense of things experienced. Husserl also uses them, however, in contexts where they refer more specifically to objectivity as a feature of things (the ontological sense) or a feature of knowledge (the epistemological sense). While some commentators suggest that Husserl uses Objekt (translated as “Object”) in contexts related to a pure logic or formal ontology and Gegenstand (translated as “object”) in contexts discussing knowledge (see, e.g., Moran and Cohen 2012, 228), this is not a rigorously observed rule; the terms are frequently used interchangeably. More important, that difference does not carry over to the more abstract terms, although some translators nevertheless use “Objectivity” for Objektivität and “objectivity” for Gegenständlichkeit. I believe there is neither an important distinction nor a consistent usage that necessitates signaling to English readers which German term is translated.
  Husserl sometimes uses Sache to refer to a “mere thing,” apart from all evaluative and practical characteristics. In addition, Ideas II refers to “the stratum of the mere thing [die Schicht bloßer Sachlichkeit],” but I do not find this expression in the German texts collected in the revised critical edition of Ideen II/III (Husserl forthcoming), and I assume it is an emendation by Edith Stein. I thank Julia Jansen, the Director of the Husserl Archives, for permission to examine and refer to the revised edition of Ideen II/III.

2I have modified the translation to conform to the first edition (1900–1901) of Logical Investigations. The second edition (1913) reads: “how are we to understand that the ‘in-itself’ of objectivity comes to ‘presentation,’ indeed to an ‘apprehension’ in knowledge, and thereby in the end again becomes subjective?” (Husserl 2001b, 1:169, translation modified).
3Robert Sokolowski (1974, chapters 1–2, 4) details three “formal structures” at work in Husserl’s phenomenology: wholes and parts, presence and absence, and identity-in-manifolds. These structures are intertwined, but there are contexts in which emphasizing one over the others is fruitful. Such is the case when discussing the ontological aspects of objectivity.
4See Erhard, Hopp, and Berghofer, Chapters 12, 23, and 24 in this volume on fulfillment.
5Groups of objects can be experienced in different ways. Here I discuss a group of similar objects that, when individually considered, can be seen to share a similar property. I then focus my attention on the similarity. But I can also experience a group of similar objects and focus my attention on the whole. I can immediately perceive the aggregate, for example, a flock of geese. I do not perceive the geese serially; nor do I judge the group to be a flock. I just see the flock as a flock. The perception is of an organized group, and the qualitative features of the group as organized are what Husserl calls “figural moments” (Husserl 2003, 215–217; see also Gurwitsch 1964, 71–73).
6In the 1913 lecture course Nature and Spirit (Natur und Geist), Husserl says, “In assessing the work of art as a value [i.e., a valuable thing], it is objective in a completely different way: it is not just sensuously intuited (we do not live in the act of perceiving), but rather axiologically intuited.” Although it does not appear in Husserl’s original manuscripts for Ideas II, Edith Stein included this in the main text of her edition thereof (Husserl 1989, 10, translation modified); it is included in No. 24 (p. 816) of the thematic elaborations appended to the forthcoming revised critical edition.
7For a more detailed phenomenological account of the different forms of intuition, see Drummond 2015.
8Also see the chapter by Berghofer, Chapter 24 in this volume.
9See also Walsh, Chapter 20 in this volume.
10For discussions of the objectivity proper to axiological and practical experience see Drummond 2009; 2010; 2013; 2017.
11The expressions enclosed in quotation marks are italicized in the German edition. Since spacing is there used for emphasis, I did not reproduce italics in the translation. I take it that the use of italics is to stress that the sense of these terms in this context is analogous to their normal use. It is surprising that Husserl would suggest that this kind of empathy is a projection, since he explicitly rejects the view that an individual’s empathetic experience of another is a projection of oneself into the other. He also notes in the immediately following sentence that this empathy requires additional intentional investigations. The earlier language of “sympathetic understanding” is preferable.
12In the revised critical edition of Ideen II/III (Husserl forthcoming), this text appears in Beilage VII to the so-called H-Blätter of 1913. Husserl (2001a, 156, 196–197, 202) returns to these themes of “stimulus” [Reiz] and “turning toward” [Zuwendung] what “stimulates” the subject. Anthony Steinbock translates Reiz when enclosed in quotations marks as “allure” in order to distinguish it from a stimulus understood naturalistically, and this illuminates the way in which the object that “stimulates” the subject—effects its allure on the subject—is not yet grasped as an object. The “stimulus” affects the subject and the subject yields to it, turning its attention to the thing and to the determination of it sense.
13For the notion of fittingness see Brentano 1969, 18 and Jacobson 2011. The notion is usually used in reference to the motivation of the emotion itself. I have extended that to the intensity of the emotion.
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Husserl on epistemic agency

Hanne Jacobs

When contemporary epistemologists speak of epistemic agency, they are most generally thinking of how we as knowers are active in relation to our beliefs. That we are active in relation to our beliefs or other attitudes means for some contemporary authors that belief itself is active or that believing is something we do. So, for example, Matthew Boyle has argued that “a rational subject’s believing what she does is itself her enduring act of holding it true” (2011, 22). And for Boyle we are in a position to give reasons for our beliefs when asked because we are active in this way. As he writes, we expect that a knower “be able to address the question why he holds the relevant belief, and [we] hold him accountable for the cogency of his answer. This suggests that his believing something on a certain basis is itself an active condition” (2011, 21).

Critics of such a robust notion of epistemic agency do not typically deny that we are in some sense active in relation to our beliefs. So, for example, Kieran Setiya acknowledges: “Coming to believe, forming a belief, gaining and losing confidence are all dynamic phenomena” (2013, 183). Moreover, Setiya also acknowledges how certain actions may affect our beliefs when he writes:


We can go out and gather evidence; we can ask other people; we can imagine possibilities; we can run through ideas and arguments in our minds. We can also, more nefariously, manipulate ourselves by avoiding exposure to counterexamples, by associating only with those who share our views, and more fantastically, with the aid of a hypnotist or a belief-altering drug.

Setiya 2013, 183


These things do not in themselves warrant talk of epistemic agency in any robust or notable sense though, according to Setiya, because, he argues, belief is, unlike acting, which is dynamic, a state and hence static. Further, our beliefs being static is compatible with us having reasons for our beliefs. As Setiya points out:


If all that is meant by the claim that belief is active is that one can believe things for reasons, this is something no-one should deny. It is sometimes true that I believe that p on the ground that q, whatever this state involves. The only mistake would be to miss its static character.

2013, 182


Given the static character of belief, Setiya argues for a deflationary account of epistemic agency “on which it amounts to no more than the prospect of believing for reasons” (2013, 182).

The sort of activity one allows for in relation to beliefs is not just a theoretical matter – the activity we allow for in relation to our beliefs determines the way we are responsible for those beliefs. On the aforementioned nondeflationary account of active belief defended by Boyle, I am responsible for the beliefs I hold in an intrinsic way. As Boyle writes:


If a person produces grounds for belief that are obviously poor, or if he admits to having no grounds in a case where grounds are obviously required, we are ready to criticize his belief and, significantly, we address our criticism to him.

2011, 10; see also 2009, 124


For Boyle, us holding others (and ourselves) accountable in this way is due to belief being active: “believing is itself an exercise of agency, one for which the subject bears a characteristically agential sort of responsibility” (2009, 121). On a more deflationary account of epistemic agency, however, according to which we may be active in relation to our beliefs insofar as revising our beliefs and arranging ourselves to be in an optimal or worse epistemic situation are things that we do, it would seem that we would be responsible for our beliefs in at most an indirect or extrinsic way insofar as we are responsible for these revisions and improving our epistemic situation (see also Boyle 2009, 126).

In this chapter I aim to show that Edmund Husserl’s descriptions of the nature and role of activity in the epistemic economy of our conscious lives imply a nondeflationary account of epistemic agency. Specifically, as I will develop, Husserl’s phenomenological descriptions suggest that the attentive mode of experiencing is active in a nondeflationary sense. While a variety of experiences can be active in this way, the activity makes an epistemic difference in what Husserl calls doxic (doxisch) experiences, which include perceptions and propositional judgments.1

After providing the main outlines of what I take to be Husserl’s view of the activity characteristic of attentive doxic acts, I respond to the aforementioned contemporary accounts of epistemic agency from a Husserlian perspective. I show that while Husserl would agree with Setiya that our beliefs are indeed states, or static, he also thinks we can only have reasons for our beliefs because we are epistemic agents in a specific nondeflationary sense. Hence, I suggest that Husserl would reject the deflationary conclusion regarding epistemic agency that follows for Setiya from the claim that beliefs are states. I also show how Husserl’s claim that beliefs are states does not make him vulnerable to Boyle’s critique of accounts of the relation between judgment and belief as well as the ways in which we can be said to have control over our beliefs, which Boyle uses to motivate his own nondeflationary account of epistemic agency. I conclude by showing how Husserl’s alternative account of epistemic agency furthermore considers the activity that is characteristic of attentive doxic experiences to be nontrivially related to the activities of belief revision and activities by means of which I can improve or worsen the quality of my epistemic situation. And what follows from this, I suggest, is that I can be held intrinsically responsible for holding the beliefs I do as well as for the absence of belief.


Intentionality and activity

For Husserl, belief is characteristic of not just certain propositional attitudes but also our perceptions. To state it in the terminology of Logical Investigations, both unmodalized perception (i.e., perception not marred by doubt or negation) and propositional judgment have a “quality” of belief and a “matter,” or intentional content (Husserl 2001a, 128–131; see Erhard, Chapter 12 in this volume). What differentiates perceptions from propositional judgments is their matter, or content – they present something as this or that object or as a state of affairs respectively (Husserl 2001a, 152–158). What perceptions and propositional judgments have in common is their quality, or the way they both posit (setzen) something as actually existing (wirklich) (Husserl 2001a, 158–162). In Ideas I, Husserl describes the objects we perceive as appearing with a character of being (Seinscharakter), and he writes, correlatively, of perceptual belief (Wahrnehnmungsglaube) (Husserl 2001b, 64; Husserl 2014, 206) that can be modalized in cases of perceptual doubt (Husserl 2014, 207–208). Intentional experiences that have the character of belief, or are doxic (doxisch) experiences, are to be contrasted to evaluative and practical experience.2

By the time of Ideas I, it is Husserl’s view that experiences can occur in two modes: current (aktuell) or not current. Current experiences are also characterized by Husserl as explicit (explizit), or patent, and contrasted to potential (potentiell), implicit (implizit), or latent experiences (Husserl 2014, 60–62, 226–228). Importantly, actuality (Aktualität) is a mode (Modus) of conscious experience, which means that one and the same experience can at one moment be actual, or current, and the next moment be merely potential. The difference between a current and potential experience is its relation to the self (or ego). That is, as Husserl writes, experiences that have the mode of actuality have the “character of subjectivity” (Husserl 2014, 184) in that these experiences are implemented or enacted (vollzogen) by the self, or I. Hence, Husserl calls the mode of experience that is actual the ego cogito (Husserl 2014, 50) and the respective experiences cogitationes (e.g., Husserl 2014, 105). In contrast, acts that are not current are those in which the enacting subject (vollziehendes Subjekt) does not yet live or does not live any longer. Intentional experiences that are enacted by a subject are called “intentional acts” (intentionale Akt) to highlight their particular active character, in the sense of these experiences being carried out or implemented (vollzogen) by the ego. At one point in the manuscripts now published as Studies on the Structures of Consciousness (Studien zur Struktur des Bewusstseins), Husserl at times equates this distinction to (one sense of) the distinction between passive and active experiences (e.g., Husserl 2020a, 370n1).

Since actuality is a mode of consciousness, one and the same act can change its mode of actuality without changing the way it intends (i.e., its matter) and posits (i.e., its quality) what is intended. As Husserl writes:


The cogito thus in fact designates […] the authentic act of perceiving, judging, enjoying, and so forth. Nonetheless, the entire structure of the experience in the described cases, with all its theses and noematic characters, is the same if it lacks this actuality. For this reason we distinguish more clearly between implemented acts and acts not implemented. The latter are either acts that have “fallen outside of implementation” or stirrings of an act.

Husserl 2004, 227


The self enacts or implements a perception or judgment when the experience is actual, current, or a cogitatio. As Husserl also puts it: “The explicit, intentional experience is an ‘implemented’ ‘I think’” (Husserl 2014, 226). What this more concretely amounts to is that unlike nonegoic experiences, the positing is something that I do: “a stance taken, that bears the radiating of the ego in itself, is accordingly an act of the ego itself” (Husserl 2014, 184). This activity is further characterized as an expression of the self’s freedom (Husserl 2014, 184) and as a form of spontaneity (Husserl 2014, 242; see also Jansen 2016; Sheredos 2017; and Kidd, Chapter 18 in this volume).

Husserl thus suggests that actual, or explicit, experiences, such as perceptions and propositional judgments, are active, free, and spontaneous in that the positing characteristic of doxic experiences is in these experiences enacted by me. What epistemic difference this activity makes, however, is far from clear. That is, potential, or implicit, experiences are for Husserl also positings (Setzungen; albeit potential ones), or experiences in which something is posited as existing or as being the case (Husserl 2014, 221, 232). What is more, it is also not immediately clear what kind of experiences these potential, or implicit, experiences are, even if we can descriptively make sense of describing perceptions and propositional judgments as experiences I have insofar as there is a self that is having the experience (see Zahavi, Chapter 21 in this volume).

However, Husserl provides a further characterization of egoic experience that can clarify this and help us understand the difference the actuality or egoicity of an experience makes in the epistemic economy of our conscious lives: for Husserl, egoic experiences are attentive experiences. Attention is here to be understood as a mode (Modus) of consciousness, which is not surprising considering Husserl’s characterization of actuality as a mode of consciousness. Negatively stated, for Husserl, attention is not one mental event or experience amongst others. Rather, attention is a mode of experiencing that any intentional experience can take on. Or, as Husserl puts it: “This attending or apprehending is […] a particular mode of act that every consciousness, or better every act, (that has not done so yet) can assume” (Husserl 2014, 67). So, on this account of attention, there are attentive and inattentive ways of being aware of something.

By conceiving of attention as a mode of consciousness, Husserl is furthermore also suggesting that the difference between attentive and nonattentive consciousness is not essentially a difference in the content of experience (as if it were just a more or less determinate content), and he is also suggesting that it is not a difference in the attitude one has towards the content of experience (e.g., belief or a modalization of it, such as doubt) (see Husserl 2014, 190). Thus, even though one can bring further determination to the content of one’s experience by paying closer attention to the world (Husserl 1973a, 96–99; 2000, 290, 312), and while how the world appears when attentively engaged with might change or modalize my previous perceptual beliefs (Husserl 1973a, 87–96), the difference between an attentive and nonattentive experience is not essentially one of content or attitude but rather a difference in the mode of experience – attentive experiences are egoic experiences in that the self lives in or enacts the experience, which is to say that the self is attentively aware of something.

Having identified egoic experience with attentive experience, we can now also get a better sense of what exactly potential or nonegoic experiences are and in turn better understand the epistemic difference an experience’s relation to the self makes. In the case of perception, implicit or potential experiences are more concretely background perceptions, the existence of which we can in Husserl’s view reflectively attest to. As he writes: “When I reflect on perceptions, I find a distinction between foreground and background experience, distinctions of preference, that are with regard to the perceived object characterized as unnoticed, noticed, and primarily noticed” (Husserl 2014, 282). To state it differently, when perceptually attentive to something, I am perceiving or perceptually experiencing more than what is attended to in that what stands out in my experience of the world stands out on the background of what is also experienced though not attended to – and this background is both spatial and temporal in the sense that it includes both what appears at present and is not attended to as well as what is (emptily) retained (Husserl 2001b, 220) and may inform my perception and perceptual expectations at present through association (2001b, 226–230).

When it comes to propositional experiences, the distinction between actual and potential predicative experience amounts to the distinction between judgments that I enact and beliefs that I have. At any point, what I believe outstrips by far what I currently judge to be the case. Current acts of judging are judgments I at present actually make and in which I am attentively directed towards what is being judged (the state of affairs). My beliefs, in contrast, are what Husserl calls sedimentations (Sedimentierung) or habitualizations (Habitualisierung) of my actively judging something to be the case – which Husserl characterizes as a secondary form of passivity (sekundäre Passivität; Husserl 1969, 26; see also 319–322; 1973d, 203) as it results from active judgments, while the primary form of passivity is the aforementioned perceptual background experiences.

Nonattentive experiences, such as perceptual experiences of what remains in the background or beliefs that I am not currently entertaining clearly have epistemic import in that they inform my attentive perceptions and current judgments. That is, due to the horizonal structure of perception, the sense (Sinn) with which something appears is, through association, informed by my past and current perceptual background experiences, which are implicit experiences (see Doyon, Chapter 13 in this volume, on the horizonal structure of perception). Likewise, current judgments are made on the basis of our perceptual awareness, which always outstrips our attentive awareness, and background beliefs. Background experiences have epistemic import, both on a perceptual and predicative level, in that through them the epistemic gains of our past experiences are retained and can count in the present. But what additional epistemic difference does it make that a current judgment or perception is enacted by me and attentive? What a closer look at the attentive nature of egoic perception and judgment reveals, I suggest, is that our awareness of the evidence for our perceptions and judgments is tied to the actual mode of attentive consciousness because it is only in this mode that I actually or currently posit the world being a certain way.

For Husserl, when perceptually attentive to something, I relate in a specific way to what is experienced. Specifically, Husserl describes egoic attentive experiences as characterized by a striving to know (Erkenntnisstreben), which is an explicit intending (intentio) of how things actually are (wahre Selbst; Husserl 2001b, 128). We come to know what things are actually like when our intending something as this or that (say, for example, when I expect to see something in a certain room upon entering) shows itself to be this or that in our unfolding perception (the thing that I anticipated being in the room is perceived by me as being there) – that is, when our anticipations are fulfilled (see Hopp and Berghofer, Chapters 23 and 24 in this volume). The difference that the attentive mode of perceptual experience makes, epistemically speaking, is that this fulfillment is experienced by me. Specifically, I would like to suggest that, in contrast to nonegoic background experiences, my attentively experiencing that what I anticipated the world to be like is how the world appears in my experience is characterized by a “receptive action” (rezipierende Aktion; Husserl 2001b, 127), where receptivity is to be understood as the lowest form of activity (Ibid., 511). In a number of recently published manuscripts, Husserl describes this activity in terms of an “accepting” (akzipieren) or “taking up” (aufnehmen) how something is afforded by our experience (see Jacobs 2016 and 2021 for an elaboration on this point). And in the following passage, Husserl describes what epistemic difference the active I makes:


What does the active I accomplish? It does not produce the objective unity, which is available in a preconstituted manner and affects it before it turns towards it. But the I enlivens the intentionality in the specific manner of an activation, of an active enactment, and becomes itself enacting or, in other words, becomes a subjectivity that turns towards, grasps the unity, follows it, and gets to know the unity – this is the case of a “mere” experiencing presentation, which does not already have “categorial form” and hence does not originate out of an original activity. […] In any case, the I gets to know the object and the start of that is active receptivity, the taking up of what is already constituted as known.

Husserl 2020b, 200, my translation and emphasis


What I take this to mean is that when attentive, when perceiving or judging, I am in a position to take up how something presents itself to me as being such or accept that the world is how I experience it to be (or I do not or only provisionally). Insofar as my perceptions go on to inform my future experiences, I would like to suggest that we understand this accepting as letting something count epistemically (or not, or only provisionally). This accepting is active, but it is not to be understood voluntaristically. That is, I accept in light of evidence or I accept that this is how the world is because it appears to me that way. But when accepting in this way I am active because I am both aware of and endorse (or not, or only provisionally) this evidence – which is something I do and can only do in the attentive mode of consciousness. While potential or background experiences contribute to how I experience something so to speak behind my back, in these experiences I am not aware of evidence in the same way. This, I suggest, is due to the positing characteristic of these experiences not being actualized at present. Attentive or patent experiences, on the contrary, do actualize the positing of an experience, and with it the awareness of what speaks in favor of experiencing how one does, which in turn puts the self in a position to accept and go along with how things appear, or not. In other words, attentive experiences are epistemically distinct in that I am aware of and receptive to evidence in these experiences because I actually posit the world to be a certain way. Or again, it is only when I enact a positing that what speaks in favor of this positing can show up for me, and when it does I go along with and let whatever it is that I posit in this way count (or not, or only provisionally).

A perceptual example can elucidate how attention, the actualization of the positing character of perception that it entails, and the accepting that how things appear is how they are are all part of a holistic phenomenon. Imagine that when walking through an empty store my attention is captured by what appears to be another human being. I attentively turn towards them, and I see that it is another person shopping. Here, unlike in Husserl’s familiar example of turning toward what appears to be a human but turns out to be a mannequin (Husserl 2001b, 72), I go from a background to an attentive foreground awareness. However, this foreground awareness does not just foreground. Part and parcel of this phenomenon is that in the turning toward there is also an active receptivity at work which makes sense of the fact that soon after attentively turning toward the other shopper, I turn away from the other shopper and go about my day – there is nothing more to see there. Or, better, I accept that how the world appears is what it is like and there is nothing more to see there.

I have thus far focused on perceptual experience because this is for Husserl the most basic doxic experience, but what I have described also applies to belief as a propositional attitude. That is, on the proposed account of epistemic agency, predicative experiences can either be current or not. In the first case, we are talking about what is commonly called a judgment. A judgment, when it is not current, is what is commonly called a belief. What this means is that the positing of a state of affairs can be done so attentively, when actually judging or positing that S is P, which in turn can be done in light of evidence of S being P. However, after having judged in this way, the state of affairs still holds for me in that I have the belief that S is P without therefore currently judging that S is P or having the evidence for this judgment present to mind. So, judgment and belief are, on this account, the attentive (or current and explicit) and nonattentive (or passive and implicit) positing that S is P. Or in other words, judgment and belief are two different modes of the same positing that S is P: the occurrent and passive mode respectively or also the attentive and nonattentive mode respectively. And like in the case of perception, it is only when actually enacting a judgment that I am aware of the evidence for my judging that S is P. And while I have many beliefs, my awareness of the evidence of those beliefs is only available when I actually enact the belief in the form of an actual judgment in which I attend to what is posited. In contrast, when not current in this way, Husserl speaks of the belief-character as “dead” (toter Charakter; Husserl 2020a, 378). When the belief character is such, we are dealing with a belief as a state, which Husserl contrasts in the following way from a current or active judgment:


Each spontaneous thinking (each spontaneity of thought) corresponds to a state of thought [Denkzuständlichkeit]: a state, which is a passive experience [Erlebnis] […] each spontaneous thinking becomes eo ipso a mere state after it is over and is not held onto, and each faintly thinking is a state.

2020a, 265


Even when not currently judging that something is the case, I can still hold the belief that something is the case, which is according to Husserl an intentional experience that posits a state of affairs as actually obtaining (geltend). Importantly, however, this positing is not active but passive and retained. While it might sound odd to say that we posit something about the world while not currently judging the world to be that way, it does correspond to the commonsense idea that we believe more than what we currently judge to be the case. And our beliefs, as the passive states corresponding to our previously current judgments, inform how we experience – both on the perceptual and predicative level – in the future (unless of course that future experience provides evidence that casts doubt on our past judgments).

More generally, now speaking about all non neutralized objectifying or positing acts, Husserl describes the contrast between active experiences and passive states as follows: “For all acts, we must distinguish (as positings in a broad sense) between the enactment of an act, act-spontaneity, and the state, the passivity which it passes into, etc.” (2020b, 388). Similarly, describing experiences in general, Husserl writes: “mere states are conscious experiences that are not intending. Each intending experience can be modified into a mere state, and each state of consciousness can become an act” (2020a, 67). And these states of consciousness become acts when the I directs itself to their intentional object, and I can do so in active perception or current judgments, which are spontaneous acts or “spontaneous acts in the broader sense of turning toward as such” (spontanen Akte im weiteren Sinn der Zuwendungen überhaupt) including both “acts of sensibility and the understanding” (sinnliche und Verstandesakte) (2020a, 267).


Husserl’s account in a contemporary context

As has been pointed out in the literature (Jacobs 2016; Kidd, Chapter 18 in this volume), Husserl’s phenomenological descriptions of activity agree in a number of respects with the account that Matthew Boyle has developed. That is, there is according to both Husserl and Boyle something like a robust sense of epistemic agency, and for both this particular epistemic activity is what can account for the fact that we have reasons for belief because of the self-awareness that is characteristic of the activity in question. That is, we can avow or declare those reasons because intrinsic to the “holding” (Boyle) and “actual positing” or “accepting” (Husserl) is a prereflective awareness of how one takes the world to be and the reasons for taking the world to be that way. Specifically, it is the very structure of our holding a proposition to be true (Boyle) or actually positing something to be the case (Husserl) that accounts for us being in a position to declare our reasons for this holding or positing.

A crucial difference, however, between Husserl’s account and Boyle’s Kant-inspired account of epistemic agency is that for Husserl epistemic agency is only actualized in and through the attentive mode of consciousness – and hence, epistemic agency in the sense of accepting and letting something count epistemically speaking is restricted to current experiences such as attentive perceptions, judgments, and other current attitudes. In contrast, as discussed here, beliefs are for Husserl static/states and only the corresponding actual judgments are active/activities. Husserl uses the concept of hexis to capture belief states. For example, he writes:


Insofar as I have a “fixed conviction,” I have an enduring egoic property, a relatively enduring hexis, out of which acts of this content in the proper circumstances can always again come to spring forth. But I have the conviction, I am not the conviction, and I am not in the conviction in the way in which I have “properties.”

Husserl 1973c, 195, my translation; see also Husserl 1973b, 404


In describing beliefs in this way, Husserl at once differentiates beliefs as states from properties of things as well as from egoic acts. While the latter are active, our beliefs are not for Husserl.

The particular way in which Husserl understands the distinction and relation between states and activities does not only differentiate his account from Boyle’s but would also allow Husserl to address a potential important counterargument from Boyle. That is, Boyle motivates his own account of belief as the activity of holding a proposition to be true by way of a critique of theories that consider this activity to consist in the act of judging. Boyle finds these accounts problematic because they consider epistemic agency to be a temporal process that through judgments generates beliefs. However, how this generation is supposed to happen is unclear (Boyle 2011, 12–15). In addition, Boyle likewise criticizes accounts that localize our ability to control our beliefs in the making of judgments that produce beliefs by emphasizing that judging something requires that one believes it and pointing out that this is incompatible with taking the former to produce the latter (Boyle 2009, 130–132). He instead argues in favor of us having an intrinsic kind of control over and responsibility for our beliefs, which is not conceivable if we merely produce our beliefs since then we can at most be held accountable for the activities that produce certain beliefs and not these beliefs themselves (Boyle 2009, 135).

Husserl’s account as I have presented it may appear at first sight to fall under those accounts that are the target of Boyle’s criticism. That is, the activity of actually positing is indeed what Husserl would call judgment in the broad sense (also characterizing attentive perceptions, which are doxic experiences), so this would raise the question for our predicative experience as to how judgments produce beliefs. And it seems that this would entail that the kind of control I have over my beliefs is merely extrinsic in that I produce them through judging but am not responsible for holding them.

Husserl’s descriptive account of the relation between current judgments and static beliefs can, I think, respond to the charge that their relation remains mysterious. That is, for Husserl, judgments are active modes of belief that can be modalized into passive belief states, and they do so when I stop paying attention to what is posited in the judgment. In other words, when I judge something and believe what is taken to be the case in the judgment, I have one experience that can be either actual (when attentive in the form of an actual judgment) or not (when retained in the form of an abiding belief). So a current judgment does not produce a belief but rather is this belief – albeit in a passive or nonattentive mode. And while, like for Boyle, according to Husserl, I do hold beliefs, my holding a belief is a state and is to be differentiated from the activity characteristic of epistemic agency – which I have suggested is the activity of letting something count by accepting that something is how it presents itself in attentive perception or a current judgment. My holding a belief shows forth in the validities that inform my experience and actions now and in the future. But importantly, in order to hold beliefs, I need not be actively holding them – beliefs and the validity of what they posit are retained passively without the need to actively hold them. In other words, the holding that Boyle is interested in is accounted for by Husserl’s sophisticated account of time-consciousness and his account of how the past is retained in the present (see Rodemeyer, Chapter 14 in this volume). And, for Husserl, and as Boyle wants to argue, I do have a control over these beliefs that is not captured by the fact that I have produced them in me. But in order to exercise that control I need to pay attention to what they posit – or modalize the experience from a passive into an active one.

My beliefs are hence states for Husserl, but that does not entail that I produced them and it does not entail that the control I exercise over my beliefs is limited to producing them. Rather, my beliefs are passive states of holding the world to be a certain way, and this state can be actualized in attentive modes of experience in which the evidence for holding this belief becomes available to me and my beliefs can be reassessed as to their validity. And I have control over my beliefs insofar as I can actualize them in current judgments in which I reassert or reassess the validity of what I take to be the case.

Husserl thus agrees with the skeptic of epistemic agency that beliefs are states and hence not active in the sense that matters for understanding epistemic agency. However, that concession does not necessarily mean one should be deflationary about epistemic agency. That is, it is Husserl’s view that belief states can be modalized into attentive judgments which are active in a robust sense in that they accept or let something count epistemically. And it is only because I am active in this way that I can have reasons for belief. That is, it is only when actualizing my belief states through paying attention to what they posit (state of affairs) that this positing is made current and that I can become aware, assess, and avow what speaks in favor of this positing. So, if for someone like Setiya epistemic agency just refers to being able to have reasons for belief, Husserl would argue that having (in the sense of having access to) reasons for belief already entails a commitment to a more robust or nondeflationary account of epistemic agency. For without attention, we do not have access to the reasons for our beliefs. In other words, as soon as our active judgments modalize into passive beliefs, or as soon as we stop paying attention to what we believe to be the case, our grounds for believing such are not accessible – until we pay attention to the posited state of affairs again, which will also make available the grounds for my judging it to be so. Importantly, when attentive in this way, I will accept the posited state of affairs (or not), and in my doing so I am active. This is not to say that our passive beliefs do not inform our current judgments – but it is to say that I do not have access to the reasons for those beliefs unless I make these beliefs current in the form of actual judgments, and only then do the reasons for my belief become available. It goes without saying that for most of my beliefs I have not made the corresponding judgment or attended to what is believed. Indeed, this is what it means to be socially-historically embedded – most of what I believe does not originate in me, even though these beliefs do inform my experience of the world.

I do not want to suggest that these initial responses to both Boyle’s Kant-inspired account of epistemic agency and Setiya’s skeptical response to it can settle the matter in favor of the Husserlian account. Indeed, as becomes increasingly clear, the phenomenological account of epistemic agency, as everything in Husserl’s phenomenological epistemology, depends on other commitments regarding the nature of conscious experiences (attention, perception, judgment, time-consciousness, sense, etc.). What I would like to do in concluding is point out how for Husserl the activity characteristic of attentive experience – namely, receptive activity – is nontrivially connected to the activities that make our epistemic situation better or worse. What this means, I argue, is that we are not only intrinsically responsible for the beliefs we have but also for what we fail to know about the world and others – i.e., the absence of belief.


Responsibility for belief

Thus far I have tried to lay out what I consider to be Husserl’s nondeflationary account of epistemic agency, according to which we are active when attentively experiencing or judging something because when doing so we accept how something presents itself or let it epistemically count. It is not difficult to see how the proposed account of this activity of letting something count is nontrivially tied to the activity of improving or not improving one’s epistemic situation. And this further differentiates Husserl from the aforementioned accounts.

While Husserl has a lot more to say about the phenomenon of attentive experience, what follows from what I have discussed thus far is that the activity of accepting is related to the activity in relation to belief that deflationary theories allow for – my feeling the need to improve my epistemic situation by going out and gathering evidence, asking other people, etc. is due to my not or not fully accepting the evidence I have for taking the world to be a certain way. Concretely, I will not pay further attention to something in a certain respect if I have accepted how the world is in this respect, if I think I have seen what there is to be seen and believe what there is to know. This means that in being responsible for the receptive activity of attentive experience I am also responsible for the ignorance that may result from this accepting. It is especially in the latter respect that it seems to matter that we hold each other personally accountable. That is, we can easily imagine a situation where someone has a range of valid beliefs but is also ignorant about much of the world and others within it. If we connect personal or intrinsic responsibility to the holding of certain beliefs, as Boyle does, it is not immediately clear how we could hold someone personally responsible for the absence of belief. On the Husserlian account I have outlined, however, I do think that one can be considered personally responsible not just for what one receptively accepts the world to be like but also for what one does not know or want to know. After all, it is me who accepts while attending to something that this or that is the case and it is this same self that attends more or less to the world in a given respect. And both my accepting and attending are something I do and can be held accountable for. And it seems that this constitutes an advantage of a theory of epistemic agency – namely, that it can account for how we do not just hold each other accountable for the beliefs we hold but also for the absence of beliefs about how the world actually is, where the latter may not clearly or simply be the flip side of the holding of false beliefs. Ignorance can be blameworthy on this account as it can be in our daily interactions.


Notes

1When I speak in what follows of perceptions and judgments as experiences, I do so to capture the German term “intentionales Erlebnis.” Dahlstrom (Husserl 2014) likewise translates “Erlebnis” with experience, which emphasizes the lived-through character that the German term conveys. Since I am focusing on intentional experience throughout this chapter I do not reiterate the designation “intentional” throughout the chapter when characterizing perceptions and judgments as experiences. At the time of Logical Investigations Husserl used the term “intentional act” to refer to all intentional experiences. However, by the time he was writing of Ideas I, Husserl distanced himself from this use of the term and began to use the term “Akt” only to refer to a particular mode of intentional experience – i.e., the actual or explicit mode of being intentionally aware of something. The account of epistemic agency that I develop in what follows tracks this terminological shift.
2While Husserl’s analyses of our experience often focus on a detailed description of a specific intentional experience such as perception or propositional judgment, he also describes how these experiences contribute to an unfolding and holistic experience of an actual world (which is ontologically plural, in that we experience things, values, artworks, people, and institutions, etc.) as being a certain way. And our experience of the world is likewise characterized by Husserl in terms of belief as a he speaks of a “general positing of the world” (Generalthesis der Welt; Husserl 2014, 68). In what follows I will more narrowly focus on unmodalized perceptions and predicative judgments with the aim of elucidating the sense in which these particular intentional experiences can be active and what difference this makes in the epistemic economy of our conscious lives. I will likewise abstract from the evaluative and practical dimensions of our concrete perceptions. For the latter see Drummond and Rinofner-Kreidl, Chapters 25 and 29 in this volume.
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The battlefield of reason and feeling

 Husserl on the history of philosophy in search of a phenomenological ethics

Inga Römer

Husserl was initially interested in the philosophy of mathematics and logic, more generally in epistemology and later in transcendental philosophy. However, at quite an early point in his career, he came to the idea that ethics could be developed as a practical science analogous to an a priori theoretical science and that it would thus be an important part of phenomenology.

An inquiry into the historical sources of Husserl’s search for a phenomenological ethics leads to a twofold discovery. On the one hand, Husserl is not a rigorous historian of philosophy. Unlike Heidegger, for example, he initially did not think that interpretations of the history of philosophy were an indispensable part of phenomenological philosophy itself. With respect to ethics, he apparently only started to speak about its history when he was beginning to lose students in lectures that were considered to be too abstract (see Peucker 2004, xx). He would also rely, in important parts, on Brentano’s lectures on ethics (Brentano 2009a; see also Brentano 2009b) and Jodl’s History of Ethics as a Philosophical Science (Geschichte der Ethik als philosophische Wissenschaft) (Jodl 1920; 1923). On the other hand, however, Husserl’s interpretations of the history of ethics indeed became important for the development of his own approach. Brentano’s and Jodl’s interpretations of the history of ethics shaped the way Husserl views the problem of a phenomenological ethics. Several authors – especially Shaftesbury, Hume, Kant, and Fichte – helped Husserl to sharpen his own phenomenological analyses. And finally, Husserl’s late approach to phenomenological ethics includes an ethical interpretation of the history of ethics itself.

The first part of this chapter discusses Brentano’s and Jodl’s influence on how Husserl approaches ethics. The following four parts follow Husserl’s interpretations and critique of the history of ethics from Socrates to Fichte. A final part discusses the history of ethics viewed from the standpoint of Husserl’s late ethics. I will end with the question as to whether Husserl’s conception of ethics stood in a certain tension to what he actually discovered in his phenomenological analyses of ethical phenomena.


Setting the stage with Franz Brentano and Friedrich Jodl

Husserl’s initial reading of the classics in ethics is strongly inspired by Franz Brentano. Between 1884/1885 and 1886, Husserl studied with Brentano and attended two of his classes on practical philosophy (see Melle 1988, xvi). In addition to those lectures that were published posthumously (see Brentano 2009a), Husserl also refers to “Brentano’s ingenious work Vom Ursprung sittlicher Erkenntnis” (Husserl 1988, 90), translated as The Origin of Our Knowledge of Right and Wrong, first published in 1889 (Brentano 2009b). Another work Husserl used extensively was Friedrich Jodl’s History of Ethics as a Philosophical Science, which was published in two volumes, in 1920 and 1923. For the purposes of this chapter, we will only emphasize two ideas that became important for Husserl himself: the idea of an analogy between different psychological phenomena and the idea of a certain structure of the history of philosophical ethics.

Husserl does not start his inquiry into ethics with the analysis of ethical phenomena or experiences, but he takes his starting point in the idea of a certain method, the “method of analogy” (Husserl 1988, 19) that parallels ethics and logic. By doing this, he is following Brentano. Brentano distinguishes three basic categories of “mental (psychische) phenomena:” “representations,” “judgments,” and “movements of the mind” (Gemütsbewegungen), while stating that there was an “analogy” between judgments and movements of the mind (Brentano 2009b, 9–10). While Husserl agrees thus far with Brentano, he introduces a further distinction and articulates a critique. Husserl subdivides the classification of the movements of the mind insofar as they include acts of valuing as well as acts of willing. This leads him to an idea of reason that is threefold: theoretical, axiological, and practical reason. Axiological and practical reason are the basis for ethics and are structurally parallel to theoretical reason and its relation to logic. Furthermore, Husserl criticizes his teacher because:


Brentano stands in fact on psychological ground, and just as in the logical sphere he did not recognize the possibility and necessity of a formal logic of signification, likewise here he does not recognize the possibility and necessity of an ideal and formal ethic and axiology.

Husserl 1988, 90


This first important, even critical reference to Brentano’s idea of analogy sets the stage for Husserl’s ethics.

The second idea is one that Husserl takes up from Brentano’s lectures and Jodl’s history of ethics. For Brentano, the guiding question throughout the history of ethics was whether “the principles of ethics [are] cognitions (Erkenntnisse) or feelings” (Brentano 2009a, 27). Jodl not only denotes the idea of ethics as a philosophical science in the subtitle of his historiographical book, but also identifies two major topics in the history of ethics. The first one is the opposition of “empirical and metaphysical” systems, the second one is the “great pair of topics” (Doppelthema) of a “morality of sentiment (Gefühlsmoral) and a morality of reason (Vernunftmoral)” (Jodl 1920, 5). He takes those two antitheses to be intertwined with each other throughout the history of ethics. Husserl’s own interpretations of the history of ethics follow these two theses with respect to the main systematic antitheses and questions. Considering these two starting points, one cannot help but notice that Husserl began his search for a phenomenological ethics not with analyses of experiences and ethical phenomena, but with two ideas: the idea – or even the presupposition – of an analogy between theoretical and practical reason, and the idea that ethics has to look for a first principle and decide whether this principle is reason or feeling.


Scientific ethics in statu nascendi in its struggle with hedonism

The post-war lectures portray Husserl’s perspective on the history of philosophical ethics to be a struggle between scientific “ethics in statu nascendi (Ethik im Keimzustand)” (Husserl 2004, 38) and hedonism. He begins with a brief discussion of ancient philosophy and then dedicates more thorough analyses to the modern anglophone tradition.

Husserl thinks that the idea of scientific ethics received its first “impulse” (Husserl 2004, 36) from Socrates. Even though Socrates was not a systematic philosopher and did not yet conceive a full scientific form of ethics, his dialogues already aim at the “vision of the essence of practical values,” subscribe to the idea that those essences have to be found in “a methodical process of cognitive labor,” and thus prepare the “platonic method of a priori knowledge” (Husserl 2004, 37). Husserl defends Socrates’s position – that an insight into the truly good would simply be accompanied by genuine happiness, without happiness being the ethical end in itself – against the objection of hedonism (see Husserl 2004, 38). It is this understanding of Socrates that Husserl opposes to ancient hedonism. The core of his critique is directed against Aristippus, but he also mentions Euclid and Eudoxus. Husserl’s main argument against ancient hedonism is analogous to his critique of psychologism in logic: a general factual human striving for happiness is not a sufficient reason for the universal validity that would make the striving for happiness the fundamental norm of ethics. The naturalism contained in hedonism ultimately results in ethical skepticism (see Husserl 2004, 40). The first ancient form of the antithesis that characterizes the history of ethics is thus to be found between Socrates and hedonism. If Husserl does not ascribe an essential role to Aristotle, it is because although Aristotle was “the father of logic […] he did not in the same sense become the father of ethics,” since he did not find an ethical “analogy to formal logic” (Husserl 1988, 37). An “Aristotle of pure ethics” (Husserl 2004, 31) did not yet exist in the literature on ethics.

According to Husserl, this antithesis of scientific ethics in statu nascendi and skeptical hedonism is deepened in modern philosophy where it becomes the opposition between rationalism and empiricism (see Husserl 2004, §9). It would be erroneous, however, to think that Husserl one-sidedly places the rationalists, who would be on the right path, in opposition to the empiricists, who would have erred entirely. His more nuanced appreciation comes to the fore in his interpretation of Hobbes (see Husserl 2004, §10). On the one hand, he understands Hobbes’s theory as an egoism, hedonism, and utilitarianism (see Husserl 2004, 48–49). On the other hand, he admires Hobbes for his rational construction of the state – “the origin of the idea of the state in reason” (Husserl 2004, 49). Certainly, Hobbes’s theory is empiricist and egoistic, but that is not what matters most. One could interpret his approach as an idealism in which a certain idea of man serves as the basis for the rational construction of the state – a construction that proceeds analogous to geometry: “Hobbes thus conceives a so-called mathematics of sociality in an empirical guise – in fact a sociality of pure egoists” (Husserl 2004, 59). Abstracting from his empiricism, Hobbes would thus be able to serve as a model for a “formal mathesis of sociality” (Husserl 2004, 59).

In spite of Hobbes’s merit of having paved the way for the idea of a formal mathesis of sociality, it is his empiricism and egoism that would actually dominate the following period of modern philosophy. In his critique of this modern tendency, Husserl deepens the criticism he had already formulated with respect to ancient philosophy. In addition to his critique of hedonism as empiricism and thus skepticism, he now introduces two more arguments. On the one side, he aims to show that all hedonism is ultimately egoism, even if it sometimes comes in the disguise of altruistic hedonism. On the other side, he shows that hedonism does not account for the fact that neither the motive nor the end of an action experienced as good is pleasure since pleasure would only be what accompanies the success of such an action, an argument Husserl had already found in Socrates. In what follows, I present Husserl’s take on hedonism in more detail.

One might ask why Husserl does not end his critique of hedonism with his critique of empiricism as skepticism. Is hedonism not already disqualified by the argument he had introduced in the context of his discussion of ancient ethics? The answer lies in the following distinction. The “fundamental error” (Husserl 2004, 62) of hedonism is indeed its confusion of the question quid facti with the question quid iuris. But, as Husserl contends, it is “a thing of utmost importance […] that every principle thesis and argument has its a priori core content,” even if it presents itself in “empirical guise” (Husserl 2004, 63). It is this “principle thesis” that would have to be discovered and, if necessary, criticized. In other words, we need to abstract from the mistake of empiricism in order to analyze its a priori core content. The question then is whether this core content may be embedded in an ethics that is not empiricist. As we have already seen, Husserl answers this question in the negative for the following two reasons.

First, the targets of Husserl’s criticism of hedonism are found in English and French philosophy, essentially in utilitarianism and materialism, namely, Bentham, Hartley, and Mill, as well as Mandeville, Helvetius, and Lamettrie. While Mandeville, Helvetius, and Bentham defend the idea that the only motive for action lies in the principle of self-love, Hartley and Mill argue for the existence of altruistic feelings and their status as possible motives for action. The thesis of self-love as the only motive for action is false, according to Husserl, and he finds his essential counterarguments in Hume’s An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. We praise moral actions committed far away and long before us, actions that have no visible connection with our own present state and are thus unable to sustain our own interest (Husserl 2004, 96–97). And even if we may more enthusiastically praise a morally good action when it contributes to our own interest, we do not identify the reasons for our appraisal with this contribution to our own self-interest (Husserl 2004, 97). Husserl finally emphasizes that we also praise actions that are contrary to our self-interest and that this contradiction does not diminish but rather increases our moral appraisal of the action (Husserl 2004, 97–98). Self-love thus cannot be the sole motive for morally good actions.

The second, less radical type of hedonism allows for true altruistic motives for action, but it is nevertheless also false. Husserl discusses Hartley’s argument, which stems from the psychology of association. According to Hartley, if you constantly strive toward a means for an end, you will eventually end up striving for this means as an end in itself. This would be the case with respect to virtues: you first value, for example, charitableness as a means so that others will like and support you, and then you ultimately value charitableness as an end in itself, a virtue. Husserl criticizes this argument on its own grounds, that is, on the basis of the psychology of association. It would simply not be convincing that someone who only follows his own interest would arrive at valuing charitableness in itself; rather, habit would only strengthen action from self-interest (see Husserl 2004, 101–102).

The first reason for rejecting hedonism, even if abstracting from its empiricist and thus skeptical foundation, can be thus formulated entirely on its own ground: hedonism is ultimately egoism, and egoism cannot sufficiently explain our practice of moral appraisal. The English and French philosophers discussed by Husserl would thus not be able to achieve what they claim their arguments accomplish. Husserl’s second reason for rejecting the “a priori core content” of hedonism lies in the fact that it confounds pleasure as accompanying actions and pleasure as the motive and end of an action. It is at this point that Husserl praises Aristotle for having already criticized this confusion within hedonism: the pleasure at the outcome of a successful aspiration is not necessarily the telos in the sense of an aspired end (see Husserl 2004, 66). While Husserl’s first argument against hedonism was purely negative and critical, this second argument introduces a positive core element of his own phenomenological ethics, namely the correlation of “value-ception (Wertnehmen),” a “feeling (Fühlen),” on the one hand, and the “felt value (erfühlten Wert)” (Husserl 2004, 71), on the other hand. If we analyze our experiences, we find a feeling that is analogous to perception and intentionally directed at values as objective values. The realization of such an intended value is usually accompanied by pleasure, but this does not mean that pleasure is itself the motive or the end of the action realizing the value.

Husserl’s view on the history of philosophy is thus far characterized by a battle between, on the one hand, a scientific ethics in statu nascendi that manifests itself inchoately in Socrates and to a certain extent in Hobbes, and, on the other, the hedonism of the English and French tradition that suffers from empiricism and thus skepticism and proposes an erroneous analysis of our experience. According to Husserl, this antithesis undergoes an important transformation and becomes the opposition between an ethics of reason and an ethics of feeling in the following period.


Ethics of reason and ethics of feeling

Husserl sees the following period of the history of ethics characterized by the opposition between an ethics of reason (Verstandesmoral) and an ethics of sentiment (Gefühlsmoral). On the side of the ethics of reason, he mentions Cudworth and Clarke as well as More and Price; on the side of the ethics of feeling, he discusses Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Butler, as well as Cumberland, Adam Smith, Thomas Brown, and more recently Herbart and Lotze. While Husserl’s early lectures on ethics concentrate on the antithesis between Kant’s ethics of reason and Hume’s ethics of sentiment, the post-war lectures discuss a wider range of authors. As we will see further on, it is Lord Shaftesbury that plays the most important role in the transformation of Husserl’s own approach during these years.

Of the rationalists, Husserl praises Cudworth for the “parallelization of the ethical with the mathematical” (Husserl 2004, 129). Ethics transcends the empirical and the anthropological, just as mathematics does; however, Husserl criticizes Cudworth in two respects. First, he rejects Cudworth’s theological foundation of moral authority, a foundation that is circular and leads to heteronomy (see Husserl 2004, 131–132). Second, he believes that Cudworth neglected a “significant difference […] that separates the ethical from the mathematical” (Husserl 2004, 134) because he does not distinguish between “judging reason” that refers to the predicates true and false and “practical reason” that refers to the predicates good and bad as well as ought and ought not (Husserl 2004, 135). Cudworth would thus end up on “the downward path of an incorrect intellectualism” (Husserl 2004, 136). Husserl also finds Clarke guilty of this last mistake for confounding rational laws of nature and rational ethical laws (see Husserl 2004, §29). In passing, he mentions however that More distinguishes between the moral sense and the sense of true and false without attaining however the phenomenological distinction of the three kinds of rational acts (see Husserl 2004, 154, 159).

On the side of an ethics of feeling, Husserl especially praises Shaftesbury (see Husserl 2004, §33). Shaftesbury is more sophisticated than the hedonists when he distinguishes three kinds of affects, the two natural kinds, selfish and social affects, and an unnatural kind like malice and spitefulness. But what is even more important and what will become of essential significance for Husserl himself is Shaftesbury’s idea of “affects of a second order,” such as “feelings of respect and disrespect, approval and disapproval” (Husserl 2004, 156). These affects of a second order are evaluating affects directed at affects of a first order. They take their measure in the idea of “harmony or disharmony” (Husserl 2004, 157) and result in moral judgements. Shaftesbury’s doctrine of the “two-tiered character (Zweistufigkeit) of feelings and drives” and of the “affects of reflection (Reflexionsaffekte)” is of essential “importance” according to Husserl (Husserl 2004, 160). However, the form and the context in which this doctrine is presented are insufficient. With respect to its form, Shaftesbury understands ethics as an “aesthetics of affects” (Husserl 2004, 157), which would neither account for the rational and active character of moral affects nor for the difference between moral and purely aesthetic affects. With respect to the context in which it is presented, Husserl accuses Shaftesbury of incoherence. In the background of his aesthetics of affects lies a metaphysical teleology that presupposes the integration of all affects into one single system of harmonious perfection. Not only is this metaphysical teleology insufficiently justified, but in Husserl’s eyes it is also connected to utilitarianism insofar as Shaftesbury would believe man to be morally motivated by the idea of teleological self-preservation and the preservation of mankind. According to Husserl, the metaphysical teleology and its utilitarian implication are inconsistent with Shaftesbury’s aesthetics of affects. They would have to be eliminated and the theory of the two-tiered character of feelings would need to be refined within phenomenological ethics (we will come back to this in section five). One of the central questions that remain open in Shaftesbury is the question by which criteria the first order affects are evaluated. Butler was clearly aware of this question; however, he was unable to resolve it in a conclusive way (see Husserl 2004, §35). It is Hutcheson who proceeds a little further when he emphasizes that reflection accords a higher status to social inclinations by excluding egoistic motives from the sphere of moral affects. But even if Hutcheson manages to see more clearly a certain parallelism between the faculty for the knowledge of truth and falsity, the faculty for the beautiful and ugly, and the faculty for the morally good and bad (see Husserl 2004, 170) and hence goes further than More, he openly affirms empiricism and therefore cannot overcome skepticism in moral philosophy.

Even if the seventeenth century could be considered to have made important progress with respect to the search for a rational ethics that also gives a proper place to sentiment, it is with Kant and Hume that this struggle reaches its most refined form.


Kant and Hume

Both Kant and Hume are a major inspiration for Husserl’s theoretical philosophy. Hume’s Treatise is the most annotated book in Husserl’s library, and Husserl saw his own phenomenology as an “attempt […] to realize the deepest sense of Kantian philosophizing” (Husserl 1956, 287). Also in ethics, their antithesis serves Husserl as a point of reference to develop a nuanced rationalism and to retain the advantages of empiricism.

Husserl’s first doctoral student wrote a dissertation on Hume’s ethics (see Melle 1988, xxvii), and Husserl himself believed that Hume had reached two significant insights in this area. On the one side, Hume understood “that feeling is an essential presupposition for ethical concepts and judgments” (Husserl 1988, 391). A purely rational analysis would be empty and not able to arrive at ethical concepts and judgments. On the other, if there are only empirical sentiments, then ethics is not a science. We would at best arrive at general sentiments found in all human beings, a generality (see Husserl 1988, 385) that would not be sufficient to ground a universal ought, ethical validity, and normativity and therefore an ethical science. According to Husserl, Hume’s great achievement is that he did not back off from this dilemma but subscribed to its consequences: he is “fully consciously an ethical skeptic” (Husserl 1988, 390). What Husserl says about Hume’s ethics is very similar to what Kant says about Hume’s interpretation of causality. If the idea of causality relies on nothing more than habitual association, it does not imply scientific necessity; if ethical judgment relies on nothing more than general human feelings, then there is no universal obligation and thus ethics cannot be a science. Kant praises Hume for having clearly stated this skeptical consequence with respect to causality but criticizes him for having stopped there. It is just the same with Husserl, who praises Hume’s insight into the skeptical consequences of an empirical ethics of sentiment but criticizes Hume for not having seen a third option.

This third option Husserl has in mind is a formal and a material axiology and praxis. In Husserl’s eyes, Hume is right on the basis of the alternative he presupposed, but he is wrong tout court because he overlooked another possible option. For Hume, there are “only purely logical and mathematical axioms” (Husserl 1988, 398), and moral judgments are not “relations of ideas” in the sense of mathematical judgments (see Husserl 1988, 396). Husserl agrees that moral judgments do not have the same form as mathematical judgments but does not concur with Hume in his conclusion that they are therefore merely empirical. The option Hume missed is the idea of formal a priori laws and material a priori laws specific to axiology and praxis and therefore to ethics. This axiology and praxis is also analogous to formal logic, and they concern different ontological regions. On the basis of his presuppositions and the alternative between a priori laws of logic and mathematics and empirical regularities in ethics, Hume was right in rejecting the idea of ethics as an a priori science. But since Hume’s alternative was incomplete, he was ultimately wrong.

Husserl does not only praise Hume for his consistent attitude with respect to his dilemma. Husserl also believes that Hume’s concrete empirical analyses of moral feelings can be made fruitful within a phenomenological a priori context. He had already stated the same possibility of a phenomenological transformation of empirical contents in discussing seventeenth-century ethics of feeling, yet he believes Hume to be the ultimate master in this field. Referring to Kant’s suggestion that Hume woke him from his dogmatic slumber, Husserl considers Hume to be the “one who awakens him to a true conscientious ethic, going back to the deepest phenomenological sources” (Husserl 2004, 155). Compared to Shaftesbury and Hutcheson, Hume gives “an incomparably superior theoretical elucidation” (Husserl 2004, 187) of the wide and diverse range of moral feelings and is thus for Husserl an indispensable source for phenomenological ethics, which would only need to abstract from Hume’s underlying empiricism.

Kant is interpreted as the rationalist counterpart to Hume. From early on, Husserl emphasizes that Kant’s “true idea” was the following: if there is normativity and validity in morality (Sittlichkeit), morality would need to “stand under laws” (Husserl 1988, 417). In this respect, Kant has an insight that is superior to Hume’s ethical empiricism. But in Husserl’s eyes, Kant’s development of this essential insight leads him into an “abstruse formalism” (Husserl 1988, 415). The law proposed by Kant, the categorical imperative, demands that the maxim can serve as a universal law. According to Husserl, the “empty possibility of universalization” does not “ground ethical correctness” (Husserl 1988, 418), but rather leads to absurd consequences. However, one cannot help but notice that this “abstruse formalism” with its absurd consequences does not result from Kant’s foundation of ethics, but rather from Husserl’s interpretation of it, an interpretation that can and has been situated in a long tradition of misunderstandings since Hegel (see Rinofner-Kreidl 2010; Grünewald 2014). In order to show this, let us just briefly consider two of Husserl’s examples. We can only mention some of the major misunderstandings without being able to delve into the details of the meaning of Kant’s requirement of universalization (see Römer 2018, chapter 2.4).

The first example is that of eating roast veal (Husserl 1988, 415). Husserl asks, am I allowed to eat roast veal, if I am hungry and roast veal is served? According to Husserl, the Kantian answer would have to be negative, since there might be some rational being who is a herbivore and who would perish if she were to eat roast veal or any kind of meat. Husserl concludes that the maxim of eating roast veal when it is served can thus not serve as a universal law and is therefore forbidden. But the same argument would hold for any other food, so that the maxim to eat any specific food could not serve as a universal law and would thus be forbidden. The absurd consequence would be that we would need to die of hunger in order to not violate the Kantian moral law. One of the problems with this Husserlian interpretation is that it does not consider the difference between maxims that are allowed, maxims that are forbidden, and maxims that are obligatory. A maxim that passes the test of universalization is not obligatory but only permissible. I may make it my own, but I am not obliged to make it my own – and the same holds for every rational being. According to Kant, “Whether I eat meat or fish, drink beer or wine, supposing that both agree with me,” it is up to me, and the one who would demand strict laws for these things would support an unjustified – and one might precisely say “absurd” – “concern with petty details” and “tyranny” of virtue (Kant 1999, 6:409). And even if we abstract from the fact that Kant would scarcely consider the rule “eating roast veal when it is served” a maxim since it is too specific, it needs to be emphasized that a contradiction would only exist in this “maxim” if I allowed myself to eat roast veal without permitting everyone else to do so as well.

The second is Kant’s famous example of the deposit that Husserl takes to be Kant’s example of false promising. If the maxim, “No one needs to keep a promise in cases in which all written proof for the making of the promise is missing” (Husserl 1988, 415), were a universal law, people would only be more careful with respect to establishing and keeping written proof, but it could serve as a universal law. And this result would be contrary to our moral intuition. If however the maxim is formulated in a more general sense, such as “no one needs to keep his promise” (Husserl 1988, 415), we would get another result: no one would make promises if this maxim were a universal law; the law would be annihilated (aufgehoben) and the maxim therefore forbidden. This result corresponds to our moral intuition, but it would have the strange implication that a law is annihilated if it does not have any existing case of applicability even though we tend to think that a good law is precisely prohibiting its own factual application (see for the same argument Brentano 2009, 31). In this case, Husserl seems to follow a sociological and consequentialist reading of the categorical imperative, according to which I would have to reflect upon the question, “what would our world be like, were my maxim to be a universal law in it?” However, this does not seem to be Kant’s idea. As already indicated above, according to Kant, my maxim contains a contradiction if I make an exception for myself within my own maxim. In this case, that would mean that if I want to increase my happiness by the universalized maxim of false promising, I want false promising for me in order to obtain my end, and I do not want false promising for everyone else in order to obtain my end. In Husserl’s eyes, however, Kant’s moral law leads to absurd consequences.

But even if Husserl rejects Kant’s moral law because of its presumed emptiness that would lead to unacceptable consequences, he still proceeds to criticize it because he believes it is not formal enough (see Husserl 1988, 43–44). While Husserl himself defends a complementarity in which formal axiological and practical laws, analogous to formal logic, would then have to be applied to the separate realm of material axiological and practical laws a priori, he sees that Kant’s categorical imperative contains in itself the principle of its material application. So even if Kant’s formalism had excluded all material components from ethics, his formal categorical imperative was ultimately not formal enough, since it was not formal in an analogical sense, comparable to formal logic. Husserl criticizes Kant precisely for this lack of formality.

Finally, Husserl objects to Kant’s theory of respect for the law. While Heidegger posits, “Kant’s interpretation of the phenomenon of respect is probably the most brilliant phenomenological analysis of the phenomenon of morality that we have from him” (Heidegger 1982, 133), Husserl believes that the theory of respect testifies to Kant’s inconsistency. Kant first rejects all feelings from ethics because he believes them all to be empirical, while he now introduces respect for the law as a non-empirical incentive (Triebfeder). Furthermore, in Husserl’s eyes it is phenomenologically not convincing that the pure idea of the universalizability of a maxim would actually have the effect on sentiment Kant describes.

In the antithesis between Kant and Hume, Hume is the phenomenological master of moral feelings in spite of his empiricism, and Kant’s great insight is the foundation of ethical normativity on a priori laws in spite of his erroneous formalism and his unconvincing theory of moral feeling. We have seen that Husserl’s own idea of a phenomenological ethics was, from the beginning, inspired by Brentano and consisted in an analogy between ethics and logic. A formal axiology and praxis with laws analogous to the laws of formal logic is supposed to be combined with material axiology and praxis, covering the material a priori laws of values and actions with laws analogous to those of the regional ontologies of different kinds of objects. However, already in his early lectures, Husserl had come across several problems with respect to this idea of analogy. First, his attempt to establish an analogy in practical philosophy for the self-contradiction of skepticism in theoretical philosophy seems contrived since it does not exist when practical skepticism is formulated in a theoretical way (see Husserl 1988, 34). Second, formal axiology and praxis seem to be closer to regional ontology than to formal logic since values and actions are specific kinds of entities, which are more specific than the “something in general (Etwas überhaupt)” (see Husserl 1988, xl–xlii). And finally, Husserl’s own suggestions for formal laws make it clear that they are useless without the material counterpart – a uselessness and banality that was the object of a parody by his students (see Husserl 1988, xxiv). Unlike Max Scheler (see Scheler 1973) or Nicolai Hartmann (see Hartmann 2017), Husserl has never proposed an extensive selection of material values a priori, and the reason for this seems to have been a hesitation with respect to its feasibility. Husserl’s Brentanoian categorical imperative, “Do the best among that which is attainable” (Husserl 1988, 221) might be a convincing formal law – but if I do not have a catalogue of all material values, I cannot apply it. The difficulty of identifying material values a priori, which would not only be the factual noemata of my present perception of value but which may also claim to have a priori validity, seems to have been one of the major problems that led Husserl to a transformation of his approach to ethics after the First World War.


Husserl’s late ethics inspired by Fichte and Shaftesbury

It has been widely accepted that there is a significant distinction, at least between Husserl’s reflections on ethics before and after the First World War, but there may even be three distinct periods of his ethical work (see Melle 1991; 2002). While the pre-war ethics understood ethical subjectivity as a perspective on the objective realm of values that was to be realized according to the formal and material laws of axiology and praxis, Husserl’s post-war ethics can be interpreted as an ethics of the renewal of the rational and loving person (see Römer 2011). Within this new approach, entailing both rational and affective sides, Husserl changes the categorical imperative to “Be a true person; lead a life that you can thoroughly justify in evidence (einsichtig), a life in practical reason” (Husserl 1989, 36). Or simply “Act rationally!” (Husserl 2004, 234). Two criteria determine this rationality. First, the striving of a person needs to be coherent. And second, everything that a moral subject intends as valuable needs to be fulfilled by evidence, by the fact that it is evidently given as a value. However, Husserl now emphasizes that this evidence is never absolute since the rationality of the valuable needs to prove itself through the totality of personal and even historical life, which is essentially open-ended. This rational side of Husserl’s personalism finds a complement in his theory of affectivity and love. While his idea of objective material values remains intact, he focuses increasingly on what he calls a “personal love” (Husserl 1989, 28), the “deepest center” (Husserl 2013, 358) of the I, calling the I to a specific kind of values and to certain absolute subjective values that are to be realized. Husserl now gives an important place in his ethical system to an absolute, personal affection, which is pre-rational and to be taken up by the striving for rationality. However, such a striving based on absolute affection is directed towards full rationality, but it can also lead to tragic situations. There is a “plurality of oughts (Vielfältigkeit des Sollens)” that may come into “conflict (Streit)” with each other (Husserl 2013, 396), a conflict that can manifest itself on the intra-subjective or the intersubjective level. Husserl wonders whether there is not ultimately a “universal ought that brings all specific oughts to a unity,” but he corrects his own idea by commenting that “this has not been demonstrated” (Husserl 2013, 387, also note 2). Even if we cannot discuss this new approach any further here (see Römer 2018, chapter 3.1.3), we will emphasize two historical influences on this complementary post-war perspective on phenomenological ethics.

The first influence is Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Since 1903, Husserl taught seminars on The Vocation of Man, and at the end of the First World War, he had given some lectures on Fichte. He praises Fichte’s popular writings, especially The Vocation of Man and The Way Towards the Blessed Life, while criticizing the speculative Doctrine of Science. “Fichte’s idea” (Husserl 2013, 335), that is Fichte’s praiseworthy idea, would have been the idea of subjectivity striving towards rationality for itself and its world, a striving towards “teleological unity,” and towards the “supreme moral end” (Husserl 1987, 275) of ethical rationality. Husserl’s new categorical imperative, mentioned above, seems to be coherent with what he finds in Fichte’s search for a rational ethical life. Furthermore, Husserl is attracted by Fichte’s identification of the religious life with the ethical life (see Husserl 1987, 280–281), particularly the idea that true blessedness is nothing more than the teleological striving for ethical perfection itself. While Fichte’s main works contain a speculative doctrine that Husserl rejects, Husserl believes in the possibility of a phenomenological transformation of the basic idea contained in Fichte’s popular writings.

As we have already seen, during the post-war period, Shaftesbury attracted Husserl as well. “[I]f we let Shaftesbury’s suggestions and his unclear but yet not empty theory of the affects of reflection guide us” (Husserl 2004, 165), we would come to see the “wonderful phenomenon of self-determination” (Husserl 2004, 162). It is this phenomenon of self-determination recognized by Shaftesbury which prepares Husserl’s idea of a renewal of the self towards an ethically rational life grounded in the absolute ought of affectivity. If Shaftesbury had not been able to identify the criteria of self-evaluation, Husserl believes that the phenomenological notion of reason as coherence and fulfilled intentionality of values can accomplish this. Furthermore, Shaftesbury’s concrete analyses of ethical affections would have to be phenomenologically refined. Finally, Shaftesbury’s unjustified metaphysical teleology could be substituted by a phenomenological teleology of striving for the superior moral end of a rational moral life that integrates absolute affection and objective values to the greatest extent possible.

Fichte and Shaftesbury do not belong to the same period of the history of philosophy, but with respect to Husserl’s late ethics, one may see them as the two philosophers who take the battle between reason and sentiment to the next systematic level by giving it a different orientation – one that prepares Husserl’s own approach in the post-war years.


Phenomenological ethics and the history of philosophy

Husserl presents this battlefield between an ethics of reason and an ethics of feeling throughout the history of philosophy as one that is itself structured by a certain tendency.


In the form of this antithetical struggle, ethics searches for the path towards its own scientific idea according to which it can finally and really begin to become what it wants to become: a strict science, a science in the full and true sense.

Husserl 2004, 46


This tendency in the history of ethics towards ethics as a science would find its culmination in the “present age […], which might be allowed to consider itself […] as an era of completion (Vollendung), and here this means as an era of the beginnings finally found” (Husserl 2004, 47). So just as Husserl’s history of philosophy in the The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology culminated in transcendental phenomenology, the history of ethics would thus culminate in phenomenological ethics as a strict science, incorporating reason and sentiment.

According to this view, the history of ethics strives towards and culminates in Husserl’s own work on phenomenological ethics. His approach can be considered as “the beginnings finally found,” insofar as he believes to have found a certain reconciliation of the battle between reason and feeling. While he first saw this reconciliation in a complementarity between formal axiology and praxis on the one side and material axiology and praxis on the other side, he later came to see it in a renewal of the person who integrates rationality and affectivity in her ethical life. Instead of choosing between a first principle of reason and a first principle of feeling, Husserl thus proposes a complementary solution, which itself undergoes the transformation we have described.

However, is the ultimate result of Husserl’s own analyses of ethical phenomena really ethics as a strict science – a science with formal and material laws a priori to be established as a theory by the phenomenologist? Does Husserl’s late research on the ethical life not lead us to the idea that a general formal claim of phenomenological rationality is to be pursued by the search for a coherent striving that follows the deepest claims of affectivity, rather than by living according to a set of formal laws of preference and cataloging a priori material values? Even if Husserl himself never seems to have let go of his initial idea of formal and material axiology and praxis as an ethical science, his late work on ethical experiences might ultimately suggest an ethics of a rational and sometimes tragic striving rather than an ethics as a strict science of material values and their corresponding practical laws.
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The ethics of Husserl and his contemporaries (Lipps, Pfänder, and Geiger)

Mariano Crespo


Introduction

In recent years, the study of Edmund Husserl’s ethics has gained particular relevance. This interest began with the 1988 publication of Husserl’s Lectures on Ethics and Value Theory (Vorlesungen über Ethik und Wertlehre) (from 1908–1914) and continued with the 2004 publication of his Introduction to Ethics (Einleitung in die Ethik) (from 1920–1924) lectures and of Reflections on Ethics from the Years in Freiburg (Reflexionen zur Ethik aus den Freiburger Jahren). Furthermore, the recent 2020 publication of Studies on the Structure of Consciousness (Studien zur Struktur des Bewusstseins) will decisively contribute to growing interest in the founder of the phenomenological movement’s ethical contributions.

Husserl’s concern for ethical issues was palpable from the beginning of his teaching career at the Georg-August-Universität Göttingen during the 1901–1902 winter semester in which he gave a lecture entitled, “On the freedom of the will,” for students across all of the university’s schools. He dedicated spring break of 1902 to the study of the moral relevance of feelings. Another lecture series, which he delivered during the summer semester of that same year, was entitled “Fundamental Questions on Ethics.” In these lectures, Husserl attempted to critically and objectively develop the idea of a formal axiology and praxis for the first time. This idea constitutes one of the guiding threads of Husserl’s lectures on ethics and the theory of value given in the 1908–1909 winter semester and in the summer semesters of 1911 and 1914 in Göttingen. With respect to his first years in Freiburg, the lecture, Introduction to Philosophy (Einleitung in die Philosophie), given in 1916 and repeated in 1918, is especially significant. In the aforementioned Introduction to Ethics (from 1920–1924) lecture as well as in research manuscripts published under the title Reflections on Ethics from the Years in Freiburg (Husserl 2013), Husserl distanced himself from his initial, Brentanian-inspired ethical approaches.

In this chapter, I do not intend to carry out a detailed analysis of the different phases of Husserlian ethics. Rather, I will analyze the connections between what, in general terms, can be called Husserl’s ethics and the ethical approaches associated with three of his contemporaries, namely Theodor Lipps, Moritz Geiger, and Alexander Pfänder. Establishing these connections is, in my opinion, not only of historical interest, but is also of philosophical importance insofar as it highlights three fundamental ethical issues. I will discuss the epistemological status of ethical laws, the fact that ethical values are not strictly comparable and, finally, the need for a detailed phenomenological analysis of the will. The first of these issues arises in discussion with Theodor Lipps about the experience of others (Fremderfahrung); the second is raised by one of Moritz Geiger’s objections while the third is the result of Husserl’s study of two of Alexander Pfänder’s texts. Husserl raised these issues early on in his ethics, but, in one way or another, they are present throughout all of his research. Thus, in this chapter, I intend to reconstruct these issues in dialogue with the three aforementioned authors.


Lipps: The epistemological status of ethical laws

The personal relationship between Edmund Husserl and Theodor Lipps (1851–1914) seems to date back to 1902, although already in 1897, in his “Note on German Writings on Logic from the Year 1984” (Bericht über deutsche Schriften zur Logik aus dem Jahre 1894), Husserl reviewed Lipps’s article entitled “Subjective Categories in Objective Judgment” (“Subjektive Kategorien in objektiven Urteil”) (Husserl 1979, 142–145). During the following years, Husserl received copies of some of Lipps’s work, namely On Feeling, Willing, and Thinking (Vom Fühlen, Wollen und Denken) (1902), Guidelines for a Psychology (Leitfaden der Psychologie) (1903), Psychological Studies (Psychologische Studien) (1905), and Psychological Investigations (Psychologische Untersuchungen) (1905). There is no record that he received the monumental book Fundamental Facts of Psychological Life (Grundtatsachen des Seelenlebens) (1883) or Fundamental Questions in Ethics (Die ethischen Grundfragen) (1899). The two philosophers met on several occasions although their (arguably) most significant meeting took place in May 1904. Around this date, Husserl gave a presentation in Munich, which is tangentially why several of Lipps’s students (Adolf Reinach, Johannes Daubert, Alexander Pfänder, Moritz Geiger, Theodor Conrad, among others) later went to study with Husserl in Göttingen.

Both Husserl and Lipps studied several issues of ethical relevance. Among them, we can mention various analyses related to axiological questions and value-acquisition, the relationship between joy and value, considerations about the will, etc. Yet, detailed examination of their similarities and differences on these issues, which largely lacks a systematic approach, goes beyond the limits of this chapter. Here, I would instead like to offer a few general considerations relevant to Lipps’s and Husserl’s divergent views on the epistemological status of ethical laws. For this, I will rely on their analysis of aspects related to an issue that, although it is certainly of an epistemological nature, has clear ethical consequences: the experience of others (Fremderfahrung).

With regard to this issue, Lipps and Husserl share the thesis that what is properly given to us is our self only. Therefore, access to another’s consciousness is always mediated by their bodies. Given this, we have two possibilities: Either we: (1) directly start from the perception of the other body; or (2) we start from the self-givenness of the I and attempt, through perception of the other body, to grasp the other self’s experience. (1) is supported by theories of reasoning by analogy (Analogieschlusstheorien), while (2) rests on theories of empathy (Einfühlungstheorien). For the former, the idea is that, when I look at a person’s face, I perceive certain expressive movements that I am familiar with by way of my own face. Therefore, I infer that, when another person makes a certain gesture, they are experiencing the same experience that I have when I make that same gesture. Thus, it involves a type of reasoning by analogy. Based on my own experience, I infer that the other person experiences what I experience when I have the same facial expression.

Lipps was one of the first critics of this theory, pointing out various problems such as the impossibility of knowing the exact facial gestures that I make when I have a certain experience. Husserl also adds another objection, although he does not thereby uncritically accept Lipps’s criticism.1 In any case, both Lipps and Husserl argue that the experience of others is not a type of knowledge that can be reduced to logical inference. Thus, when we perceive, for example, others’ facial expressions, we immediately understand at the same time the expressed emotions, for example, sadness, fear, or boredom. However, this does not mean that we “perceive,” in reality, fear or sadness. According to Lipps, fear and sadness cannot properly be “perceived” because they are not found in the external world. We only obtain direct knowledge from these emotions through self-experience. In other words and in a strict sense, the only emotions to which we have experiential access are our own.

The difference between Lipps and Husserl lies in the way in which they explain how this happens. The former believes that, by virtue of an unexplainable instinct or a vital activation (Lipps 1906, 36), observing a gesture arouses an affective state that corresponds to the other’s affective state expressed in his gesture. Husserl considers that identifying an “instinct for empathy” is a “due to phenomenological ignorance” (Husserl 1973, 242; see also Crespo 2019).

Husserl thinks that Lipps only focused on the most basic level of this perception and, above all, rejects his recourse to the instincts of vital manifestations and the imitation of others’ expressions to explain experience. Certainly, Husserl takes from Lipps the term “empathy” (Einfühlung), but he never accepted it in Lipps’s sense, namely, an instinctive projection of one’s own immanent experiences on bodies that are outside of one’s self (Husserl 1973, 331–339). Even his original approach to the problem, which he developed before 1910, does not rest on the example that Lipps takes as a starting point, namely, so-called expressive movements (of joy, anger, etc.). Husserl begins, rather, with the conception of an external body as a living, feeling body (Leib) or as capable of feeling (Husserl 1973, texts 3 and 4).

Husserl and Lipps’s main point of disagreement arises in how they understand the relationships between psychology and philosophy and, ultimately, the way they understand philosophy in general, and ethics in particular. For Lipps, since philosophical disciplines such as logic, aesthetics, ethics, etc., operate with representations, sensations, volitional acts, etc., they rely on internal experience and, ultimately, on psychology (Lipps 1883, 3). This leads him to the view that a moral phenomenon such as altruism is based, ultimately, on human beings’ peculiar psychological constitution. It is by virtue of instinct that I am able, for example, to relate to another’s gesture and sadness itself. In this way, I somehow create the other individual from myself in a projection of my own self. The important thing here is that this projection or “sympathy” is an instinct. Certainly, sympathy moves us to treat the other altruistically, but it is still an instinct, a psychological fact.

Husserl sees this type of explanation as problematic based on its ultimate outcome, namely, the abandonment of strict universal validity or universal binding character of ethical norms (Husserl 2004, 390). In this way, the laws referring to altruistic behavior, as based on facts (instincts) a posteriori, become factually universal, moral rules with a “very diluted” universality. In his criticism of the proponents of a morality of sentiment (Gefühlsmoralisten), Husserl argues that the laws of ethics are not laws of a psychological nature, but rather are a priori laws, i.e., laws of reason. While empirical science studies causal connections, ethics deals with motivational connections, with essential, that is, necessary, laws.


Geiger: Values are not strictly comparable to each other

Moritz Geiger (1880–1937) belongs to the generation of Theodor Lipps’s disciples who, in 1906, moved to Göttingen in order to study under Husserl.2 Between 1913 and 1930 he was, together with Scheler, Pfänder, Reinach, and Husserl himself, one of the editors of the Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological Research (Jahrbuch für Phänomenologie und phänomenologische Forschung). At least until 1933, Geiger regularly corresponded with Husserl (Husserl 1994, 86–117); these letters demonstrate his deep respect and affection for his teacher from his Göttingen years. From 1923 to 1933, he was a professor at the University of Göttingen, after which, motivated by Nazi persecution of his Jewish ancestry, he settled in the United States where he taught at Vassar College (New York) and later at Stanford University. He died in September 1937 at just 57 years old.

As Spiegelberg (1994, 200) notes, Geiger’s intellectual interests were quite broad, ranging from mathematics to aesthetics to areas such as the philosophy of existence and even experimental psychology. Husserl’s assessment of Geiger varied over the years, ranging from a complimentary footnote in Philosophy as Rigorous Science to an assertion in the 1920s that only “a quarter” of Geiger’s work was really phenomenological.3 It seems that Husserl saw members of the so-called “Göttingen circle” as having developed a phenomenology focused on a priori relationships between objects (Gegenstandsphänomenologie) to the detriment of constitutive or genetic problems.4

In what follows, I focus on Geiger’s critique of a central approach to Husserl’s early ethics, namely, a certain uniformity of the way in which Husserl understands the world of values. This understanding grounded his view on the laws of summation and absorption of values and, ultimately, the categorical imperative (see Crespo 2015). This Husserlian conception is indebted to Brentano’s ethics of the supreme good. In this regard, and in the face of Husserl’s initial rejection of Geiger’s criticism, Husserl subsequently accepted it in the first half of the 1920s, stating, “This ethics of the supreme practical good, as derived from Brentano and accepted by me in its essential features, cannot be the last word. It needs essential limitations!” (Husserl 2013, 391–392).

In short, Geiger’s critique is of interest for two reasons. On the one hand, it contains a philosophical argument insofar as it highlights the difficulties of a uniform conception of the world of values; on the other hand, it has historical interest in that it caused Husserl to take on new approaches in his late ethics. Let us consider the main elements of this critique.

Husserl raised this issue within the general context of his analysis of the parallelism between logic and ethics and, more specifically, of a discussion about formal axiological laws that do not have analogous laws in the logical-apophantic sphere (Husserl 1988). In this sense, we must not lose sight of the fact that completely separate laws come into play in the sphere of acts of desire and in the sphere of volitional acts (Husserl 1988, 102). More specifically, these laws refer to hierarchical relationships among values. In this order of things, Husserl points to Brentano’s The Origin of our Knowledge of Right and Wrong as the place where these laws were first formulated as laws of preference. This book fundamentally mentions three cases: (1) preferring something good and known as good to something bad and known as bad; (2) preferring the existence of something known as good to its non-existence, or preferring the non-existence of something known as bad to its existence; and (3) preferring one good to another which, although not part of it, is in every way equal to the said part (Brentano 2009, §31, 17).

In spite of the fact that, according to Husserl, Brentano did not clearly distinguish between noetic laws, that is, laws that refer to what is considered good, and ontic laws, namely laws about the good as such, Brentano did, to his credit, recognize that the world of values contains Steigerungsverhältnisse, i.e., relations that are “equal,” “more than,” and “less than.” In order to clarify these relationships, Husserl formulates the laws of the absorption and summation of values. The first of these laws reads as follows: “In all choice, the best absorbs the good and the absolute best absorbs everything else that is practically esteemed as good in itself” (Husserl 1988, 136). In relation to this, the categorical imperative is characterized precisely by the impossibility that the value of the action it initiates be absorbed by the value of another action. For its part, the law of summation affirms the following: “A sum of goods […] is itself a good and a good that is higher than each individual good taken collectively” (Husserl 1988, 133).

In 1909, Husserl presented Geiger’s objection as an objection against the law of summation, but, in reality, it is an objection against the common element of this law and the law of absorption – that is, the existence of Steigerungsverhältnisse, relationships of more, less, or equal standing between values or, what is the same, the idea that all values can be compared with one another.

As Melle points out (Husserl 1988, XLVII), it is not entirely clear that Husserl, in his 1909 text, understood the true meaning of Geiger’s critique (see Métraux 1975; Cabrera 2017). Husserl seems to take Geiger’s objection more seriously in a research manuscript from 1919–1920 and in texts on ethics written in the 1920s (Husserl 2013), recognizing therein how ridiculous it would be to suggest that, for example, mothers weigh whether the care they provide for their child is the best in her practical field in the sense implicit in the laws of summation and absorption of values (Husserl 2012, 146). To suggest this would be to go too far in the parallelism between the logical and ethical forms of reason, forgetting that the relationship between objective values and the subject who values is not identical to the logical sphere’s relationship between objects for judging and objectifying acts.

The view that Husserl adopted, which constitutes a fundamental part of his late ethics, contains the conjunction of, on the one hand, the objectivity of values and, on the other hand, the special meaning that said value has for each one that captures it. Husserl expresses this by pointing out the need to distinguish between two types of values, namely, objective or intersubjective values directed at anyone, and subjective values, which arise from the peculiar relationship between the object and the subject, rather than, in the proper sense, from the object. For the former, the law of absorption is valid. Therefore, in this area, choosing the least good rather than the best is reprehensible.

However, this law is not valid in the case of so-called subjective values. For the latter, absorption and summation laws are not applicable since there is no quantitative or determining difference between them. Deciding against them would amount to being unfaithful to oneself. An authentic life consists precisely in fidelity to these subjective values connected to one’s overall vocation. Moreover, Husserl admits that it is possible for my conscience to require me to do something that, in a comparison of values, does not seem to me like the best option and could even seem foolish (Husserl 2013, 390).

In this sense, the absolute character of the duty that a mother experiences in caring for her child resides, ultimately, in the vocation that consists in taking care of her child’s well-being. In this way, the will is no longer just subject to objective axiological laws, but also to a vocation. Therefore, it can be said that each human being has their specific or individual categorical imperative that refers to its own practical sphere (Husserl 2013, 321). It could even be the case that my voice of conscience demands something that I would never consider the best when comparing values. In the case of conflict between objective and subjective values, it is impossible to absorb the good for the best, and rather involves the sacrifice of one value for another (Husserl 2013, 392; see also Cabrera 2017, 218).

In this context, love plays an important role to the extent that love-inspired valuation (liebendes Werten) flows from the subject to the individual object, giving it a value that it would not have on its own. The values that arise from this special type of “valuation” are called “love values” (Liebeswerte).

A detailed analysis of Husserlian ethics’ later approaches starting in the 1920s, which were remotely caused, to a large extent, by Geiger’s critique from 1909, exceeds the limits of this work. The distinction between objective and subjective values, as well as the different types of duties based on each of them, the preeminence of the latter with respect to the former and, ultimately, the abandonment of a Brentanian-inspired ethics constitute some of the most significant elements of Husserl’s late ethics, whose remote origin is, as mentioned and in my opinion, Geiger’s critique.


Pfänder: Phenomenology of Willing

Like Moritz Geiger, Alexander Pfänder (1870–1941) was among Theodor Lipps’s students at the University of Munich. In 1870, he obtained his PhD in philosophy with a thesis, directed by Lipps himself, entitled The Consciousness of Willing (Das Bewusstsein des Wollens), which constitutes the origin of one of his best-known works, namely, The Phenomenology of Willing (Phänomenologie des Willens). In 1904, he first met Husserl in Munich, and following from that encounter they maintained a robust correspondence until 1931. His book Introduction to Psychology (Einführung in die Psychologie) also appeared in 1904. During these years, and like other Lipps disciples, he distanced himself from Lipps’s psychologism. Pfänder was perhaps the most prominent member of this group and became, along with Adolf Reinach, Moritz Geiger, Max Scheler, and Husserl himself, a co-editor of the aforementioned Yearbook. In the first and third volumes, his Psychology of Attitudes (Psychologie der Gesinnungen) (1913 and 1916) was published; in the fourth, his Logic (Logik) (1921) was published. In 1930, he became a full professor at the University of Munich. In 1935, despite serious illness, he published his voluminous work The Soul of Human Beings (Die Seele des Menschen). He had planned a volume on ethics but managed only one kurze Darstellung – a brief account on the topic. He also wanted to publish an introduction to philosophy and phenomenology, but only developed some fragmentary projects. He died on March 18, 1941.5

Despite Husserl’s reservations about how Pfänder practiced phenomenological analysis (Husserl 1994, 215), there are several connections between these authors’ ethical approaches. Schuhmann (1973) classifies Husserl’s manuscripts on Pfänder into two groups: on the one hand, those dealing with Pfänder’s works Introduction to Psychology, Motives and Motivation (Motive und Motivation), and Psychology of Attitudes and, on the other hand, those dedicated to Pfänder’s phenomenology in general. As regards the first group, in his introduction to Husserliana XXVIII (Husserl 1988), Melle points out that the descriptive analyses of acts of the will found in his 1914 lectures on Fundamental Questions on Ethics and Value Theory are related to research manuscripts on the phenomenology of the will that Husserl raised upon reading Motives and Motivation.6 Likewise, Husserl carefully studied Phenomenology of Willing, as evidenced by the numerous annotations and underlinings he made in his copy.

The limits of this contribution do not allow me to thoroughly analyze the similarities and differences between Pfänder’s ethical approaches and Husserl’s early axiology. Here, I only intend to refer to what, in my opinion, constitutes the main point of discussion between these authors concerning the nature of the volitional act. I refer to the question of the contribution of feelings to these types of acts.7 Put more specifically, we must ask whether: (1) striving experiences constitute, in reality, the sum of a representative experience or “consciousness of objects” (Gegenstandsbewusstsein) and a feeling (Gefühl); or if (2) striving experiences constitute their own type of experiences that are different from both object consciousness (representative experiences) and feelings (Gefühle). In Phenomenology of Willing, Pfänder defends position (1), while in Introduction to Psychology, he maintains position (2). In the first of these texts, Pfänder starts from the distinction between two senses of the term wollen: on the one hand, a broad sense that encompasses, as it were, all volitional experiences, namely, “every longing, hoping, appetition, aspiration, fear, repugnance, etc.” (Pfänder 1963, 12). For this broad sense, Pfänder uses the term Streben. On the other hand, we have a Wollen in a strict sense “when [...] we want a certain represented lived experience” (ibid.). For his part, Husserl proposes a solution to this problem that, although related to (1) and (2), in my opinion, differs from both.

The analysis in Phenomenology of Willing starts from the understanding that mere representation or thinking about a given action does not necessarily turn it into a striving experience, that is, into an experience of something desired, anticipated, or wished for. In this sense, one could speak of sentiment’s essential contribution to striving experiences, to the point of saying that the consciousness of objects (Gegenstandsbewusstsein) is made into a striving experience through an element of an essentially sentimental nature (Fühlen, Gefühle). Striving is always oriented towards something that is comprehended as not present. Certainly, something can be considered as not present without any striving oriented towards it. In this order of things, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the act of the will, as a special kind of striving phenomenon, is different from mere awareness of objects, of attention to them, of their perception, and so on. All these experiences can exist without any act of the will arising.

Pfänder asserts that the feeling of striving (Strebensgefühl), with an additional consideration of something as not present, is ultimately responsible for our striving. In Pfänder’s words, “feeling that is linked to that which is represented decides whether the represented is an end or not” (Pfänder 1963, 38). In other words, something is an end to the extent that it is an object of striving (Gegenstand eines Strebens). Striving toward something does not just mean representing it; rather, that representation also contains an element of a sentimental nature, namely a striving feeling (Strebungsgefühl). Again, the question arises as to the nature of this striving. In line with his previous analysis, Pfänder insists that this striving is currently lived (etwas jetzt Erlebtes), rather than just represented, and emerges as a different experience. Now, unlike representations, which, as objective contents of consciousness, can be attended to during experience, feelings can only be lived as positive or negative participation in the self, in the content of consciousness itself.

In this order of things, Pfänder points out that there are differences between the act of the will and different types of striving experiences. The former “appears precisely not as an occurrence caused by a different agent, but rather as an act of the self-center itself” (Pfänder 1963, 133). While the mental stroke (geistiger Schlag) of the voluntary act arises from the center of the self (Ich-Zentrum), the remaining tendencies always have their origin in the bodily self (Ich-Leib), that is, they are external to the nucleus of the self and, in this sense, they are lived as eccentric strivings.

As mentioned, Husserl extensively read and annotated Phenomenology of Willing, although he never quotes it. He especially focused on the text Motives and Motivation, which Pfänder considered “the continuation, and partly the correction” of his first work (Pfänder 1963, 125). In the manuscript A VI 3/5, Husserl recognizes the depth and care with which Pfänder carried out his analyses on the sphere of the will, although he also thinks that they constitute, in reality, the beginning of more fundamental research into the sphere of the will. With this assertion – which, in my opinion, he did not sufficiently substantiate – Husserl indicates that he agrees with Pfänder’s analysis on many, but not all, points, without further specifying what this agreement consists in (cited in Schuhmann 1973, 102).

Without presuming an exhaustive study here, I would like to point to at least three aspects on which both authors seem to agree. In the first place, Husserl unproblematically accepts Pfänder’s distinction at the beginning of Motives and Motivation between a ground of will (Begründung des Wollens) or motive and causation of willing (Verursachung des Wollens) (Pfänder 1963, 125; See Husserl 1988, 103). This distinction, on the one hand, demarcates the different fields proper to ethics and psychology respectively, and, on the other hand, opens up “a perspective on a new science including an analogous doctrine to logic and referring to the facts of the will and its sufficient foundation” (ibid.). These two aspects are clearly present in Husserl’s 1914 lectures dedicated to fundamental questions on ethics.

Second, as seen in Husserl’s aforementioned lecture “The sphere of the will in narrow and broad senses,” specifically in the initial paragraph of the third section, Husserl also accepts Pfänder’s distinction between volition in a broad sense (which would include all striving acts) and volition itself, that is, the very volitional act (Husserl 1988, 103). Third, Husserl and Pfänder agree that the element ultimately responsible for such a volitional act is of an emotional nature. Thus, for the latter author, for an act of will to take place, it is essential that there be a “peculiar practical intention” (eigentümliche praktische Vorsetzung). This peculiar intention does not simply involve the self in a peripheral way, so to speak, but rather arises from the self as if it were a kind of “mental stroke” (geistiger Schlag) that does more than just approve (Pfänder 1963, 135; Pfänder 1967, 22). This geistiger Schlag is emotional in nature and arises from the center of the self (Ich-Zentrum).

Although Husserl and Pfänder (or at least the Pfänder of Phenomenology of Willing) agree that a striving act requires an element of emotional nature, they differ, in my opinion, on the way in which this element contributes to the striving act itself. While Pfänder argues, in Phenomenology of Willing, that this emotional element is an integral part of cognitive acts, Husserl argues that practical acts, among which he includes striving acts, are based on emotional and cognitive acts. He does not therefore see them as contributing as an integral part, but rather as a founded act.

In the “Phenomenology of the Will” excursus, which is part of Husserl’s 1914 lectures On Fundamental Questions on Ethics and Value Theory (Husserl 1988, 102–125) and in the context of examining analogies between deliberation (Überlegung), decision, and conjecture in the theoretical and practical spheres, Husserl claims that, in the field of practical acts, when, for example, we have to choose between three elements, we choose the one that we see as valuable. For this preference to arise, “no rational evidence (Vernunfteinsicht) is required. It is enough to consider a thing as valuable or non-valuable (Für-wert- oder Für-unwert-Halten)” (Husserl 1988, 122). As is known, for Husserl, considering a thing as valuable or non-valuable or, in other words, capturing the value or non-value of an object, is a Gemütsakt.

According to Husserl, emotional acts do not require cognitive acts to constitute their intentional correlates (values) or to manifest intentionality. Moreover, the way in which values are given to acts that apprehend them, that is, to emotional acts, is completely different from the way in which the intentional correlates of cognitive acts are. While the latter are seen as objects, values are not. The way in which the beauty of a work of art is presented to me when I enjoy it is very different, as Husserl claims, from the way in which I perceive its width in an act of sense-perception. Stated in Husserlian terms, cognitive acts are objectifying; emotional acts are not.


Conclusion

In this chapter, I have tried to reconstruct the dialogue that Husserl and three of his contemporaries maintained around three fundamental ethical issues, namely the epistemological status of ethical laws, the recognition of the fact that not all values are comparable and, finally, the need for detailed phenomenological analysis of the will and its modalities. Considering the first question, the dialogue with Lipps is especially important because it establishes a clear separation between psychology and ethics. In this sense, we must recall that Husserl criticized moral sentimentalism for not having correctly delimited the distinction between these two types of laws. For his part, Geiger’s objection against the assumption that is at the basis of Husserl’s initial understanding of the law of summation, namely, the consideration of the world of values as a uniform whole, urged Husserl to extend his early axiology towards new horizons. Finally, Pfänder’s analysis of the will constituted an important impetus for Husserl’s own analysis thereof and its modalities.


Notes

1In fact, he expressly distances himself from it in Husserl 1973, Nr. 1, Beilagen IX and X, 1–3; 36–41.
2See Métraux 1975 and Spiegelberg 1994, 200–212. See also Karl Schuhmann, where he states that Geiger began studying with Husserl in the summer semester of 1906 (1977, 96). During that semester, Husserl only taught one lecture entitled “General History of Philosophy” (“Allgemeine Geschichte der Philosophie”) and some “Exercises” (“Übungen”) on Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason. Later, in July 1909, Geiger visited Husserl in Göttingen and, years later, in 1921, in St. Märgen (127; 250).
3In the aforementioned note in Philosophy as Rigorous Science, Husserl refers to “the excellent review ‘On the essence and meaning of empathy’ by Dr. M. Geiger” and how “its author strives to identify the true psychological problems that, in attempts made so far to describe empathy and to theorize about it, in part have appeared clearly and, elsewhere are utterly confused; and he comments on how much has been tried and achieved in solving them” (Husserl 1987, 40). Critical reference to Geiger can be found in a letter to Roman Ingarden from December 24, 1921: “Schon Geiger ist nur ¼ Phänomenologe” (Husserl 1994, 215).
4This is his critique of Pfänder’s phenomenology found in the same letter cited in the previous note. However, it does not seem to be fair since, as Spiegelberg (1994, 204) points out, much of Geiger’s work, such as, for example, on empathy and the act of capturing aesthetic value, belongs to an act-phenomenology (Aktphänomenologie). On the way in which Geiger understood the phenomenological method, see Geiger 1933 as well as Spiegelberg 1994, 200–212 and Métraux 1975.
5For more detail on the life and work of Pfänder see Geiger 1933, Spiegelberg 1974, Schuhmann 2004 and 1973, and Crespo 2009.
6Referring to manuscripts A VI 3, pp. 47–56. See Husserl 1998, XXX and Pfänder 1963. On this, see Schuhmann 1973, 94.
7In Crespo 2015b and 2018, I have thoroughly studied this question.
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Evaluative experience

 Intentional complexity and moral teleology

Sonja Rinofner-Kreidl

The everyday life of human (and many non-human) beings is imbued with values. We are in touch with values when we enjoy the smell and taste of fresh rye bread or the sentiment of Nina Simone’s The Other Woman, when we take pride in our kids’ brilliance, fall in love, or envy the blossom in our neighbor’s garden. We also are immediately aware of valuable aspects of reality when we feel blessed, elated, and inspired or rather depressed, traumatized, and swallowed up by dark episodes of grief. These and many other experiences include evaluations. According to early phenomenologists like Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler, Dietrich von Hildebrand, Moritz Geiger, Adolf Reinach and others, values are accessible and given via feeling acts. Different brands of phenomenology specify the acts involved and the precise mode of value-givenness in more or less different ways. They nonetheless share at least three beliefs. First, values are accessible in no less of a reliable, distinct, and distinctive manner than any other type of intentional object. Second, it is by means of intentional feelings that we can grasp the (positive or negative) value-aspects present in persons, actions, or things. Third, intentional feelings cannot be reduced to pure feeling states or feeling qualities (so-called “qualia”).

In current metaethical debates, the talk about values and evaluative experiences is linked to controversies about value realism (see Oddie 2013). Those who take evaluative experiences seriously and, consequently, acknowledge that reference to values can be justified (if it is, for instance, properly founded upon a specific sort of emotional experience) usually are considered naïve intuitionists and advocates of unpromisingly strong accounts of value realism and moral realism. John Mackie (1977) notably endorsed this kind of criticism which strongly influenced metaethical debates in the following decades. Understanding a phenomenological approach to values requires reassessing what has become taken for granted as the default position of the problem of value in metaethical and axiological debates in the wake of Mackie’s critique as well as some other similar critiques. The default position can be described as follows: the ontological status of values as a peculiar kind of (mind-independent) objects and the epistemological difficulties in explaining how a grasping of values could justify value judgments and how it could be achieved at all represent the hard problems of value. The challenge lies precisely in the way ontological and epistemological difficulties are intertwined with one another. If values really are ontologically independent, that is, abstract Platonic entities, which cannot be reduced to natural entities, it is inconceivable, so the argument goes, how they could exert any causal or motivational role in human beings’ real-life behavior. Hence, a phenomenological approach to values requires reassessing both the ingrained skepticism against human beings’ ability to grasp values and the concomitant skepticism against value realism and moral realism.

This chapter focuses on Husserl’s axiological and ethical investigations. Its aims are twofold. First, it intends to offer guidelines for understanding the complexity and specific character of evaluative and practical experiences and their functional roles, status, and significance as part of Husserl’s overall theory of reason. Second, the main characteristics of Husserl’s early and late elaborations on axiology and ethics will be summarized and explained. Specifically, I will refer to Husserl’s lectures on ethics and value theory from 1908–1914, his Kaizo-articles from 1923–1924, his lectures on ethics from 1920–1924, and his later research material gathered in Husserliana XLII. Given that a dominant view among Husserl scholars maintains a strong tension or even contradiction between Husserl’s early and later writings on ethics and value theory (see Drummond 2010; Loidolt 2008, 2010, 2011; Melle 1991, 2002, 2007; Peucker 2011), I place a great deal of emphasis on the conceptual and methodical framework grown out of Husserl’s Logical Investigations (henceforth: LI) and refined in later works.


Basic intuitions, descriptive tools, methodical requirements

Contrary to current criticisms of value theory in analytic circles and beyond, Husserl holds that although evaluative experiences constitute a more complex type of experience than the non-evaluative kind, they do not go beyond or betray human beings’ rationality. Neither do evaluative experiences represent an irregular or problematic type of experience. At any rate, Husserl argues, this is how matters present themselves if we abstain from ontological, metaphysical, or other theory-induced presuppositions. What is required, rather, is to delve into the nature of the experiences at hand and do so as far as possible in a nonprejudicial and open-minded manner. In the decade after his LI, Husserl interprets this attitude of presuppositionlessness in terms of the so-called “phenomenological reduction.” What is the benefit of this methodical device? It establishes a framework for delivering fine-grained descriptions of how different types of intentional experiences are related to a variety of different kinds of objects without burdening or distorting this micro-analytic work with preconceived ontological or metaphysical presumptions.

The aforementioned approach rests upon a basic intuition Husserl elaborates on in his LI. Explaining this intuition requires taking note of Husserl’s brand of a rational (non-empirical, non-psychological) investigation of human consciousness. To begin, he characterizes intentional experiences or acts as showing a tripartite structure composed of: 1) the act, including its real constitutive content like sensory feelings; 2) intentional or meaning content (“act-matter”); and 3) the intended object (Husserl 1970b, 112–115). This structure allows for describing and analyzing a manifold of variations with regard to the acts’ modes of reference to objects or, in case of more complex acts, states of affairs. To be able to speak about different modes of reference requires distinguishing the object as it is intended in some individual act from the object that is intended simpliciter via a variety of real or possible acts exhibiting different modes of reference (Husserl 1970b, 113–114). Modes of reference, among others, vary according to the intentional content involved or by virtue of the different types of acts referring to the same object. For instance, I may perceive the oak tree in my garden, or embrace its trunk in my dreams, or judge its appearance at the crack of dawn. In this case, the intended object is the same while the type of acts referring to the object differs.

The various types of intentional experiences or acts (e.g., perceiving, judging, remembering, imagining, wishing, wanting, etc.) have a specific nature or essence. The latter can be analyzed in terms of different types of dependent and independent parts and different forms of connectedness holding them together. Accordingly, intentional experiences appear as complex unities of various types of content with differing degrees of complexity. Any logically relevant difference with regard to modes of object reference, as established by a variety of intentional experiences, must be analyzable in terms of descriptive characteristics of the related type of intentional experience or act (Husserl 1970b, 105, 120). Moreover, intentional experiences constitute rational unities iff the contents involved establish a specific form of connectedness called “foundation.” The law of foundation specifies a dependency relation: A founded content x cannot exist except that a founding content y also exists. One-sided foundation relations imply that x could be removed without doing away with y’s existence. The same does not hold vice versa (Husserl 1970b, 9–13, 19–20, 22–24, 116). For example, the pleasure I feel when I am seized by the splendor of the oak tree in my garden could not occur if I did not gain sight of it (in a perceiving manner, or otherwise). The oak tree could not be said to be beautiful without pointing out its stature, its height, the color, shape of its leaves, and other characteristic features. Generally speaking, an object’s value properties supervene on its natural properties. The pleasure I take in the splendor of the oak tree one-sidedly depends on grasping its natural properties (see Husserl 1988, 19–35). Another person or I myself at another occasion, however, could perceive the oak tree without feeling pleasure.

Husserl’s conception of emotional intentionality (“Gemütsintentionalität”), which covers evaluative and practical experiences, is carved out in more detail in the years after the publication of his LI. As mentioned above, the relating acts are constituted as founded units. To be more precise, they are characterized as non-objectifying acts of feeling or willing. Acts of this type necessarily require a supplement in terms of an intentional content (“act matter”) that functions as a dependent moment within their unity (Husserl 1970b, 23) although the very same content could also occur as part of an independent objectifying act. If this condition of supplementation were not met, the position-taking response of non-objectifying acts could not take place due to the lack of any referential structure. Yet there must be some object referred to. Nothing can be beautiful without it appearing in a certain way, like the marvelous oak tree.

Yet how should we understand the aforementioned statement that non-objectifying acts require completion by an intentional content that functions as a dependent moment within their unity although the very same content could also occur as part of an independent objectifying act? Taking up an idea initially brought forth by Franz Brentano, Husserl submits that any intentional experience is related to an object by virtue of a presentation or judgment (see Melle 1990). The latter are designated as “objectifying acts” (Husserl 1970b, 129). In the case of complex (i.e., founded or multiply founded) act unities, the objectifying function cannot be realized except by means of a presentational or judgmental content that is built into the act’s unity as a dependent part. For this reason, the presentation or judgment does not occur as a full-fledged and independent act on its own (see Drummond 2010, 445–446; Rinofner-Kreidl 2013, 61). Whenever the objectifying function is met within higher-order, non-objectifying act-unities, it hinges upon a modified intentional structure as described above. Note that any matter, according to Husserl, is the matter of an objectifying act. It is only owing to this basic characteristic that it may function in complex (founded) acts as well. If it does, we are faced with “secondary intentions” whose intentional character is due to their being founded in “primary intentions” (Husserl 1970b, 167). This reflection allows us to pinpoint a crucial insight: an accurate description of evaluative (i.e., value-grasping) and practical (i.e., willing) experiences, according to Husserl, cannot be given unless one specifies how their inherent structure is determined by simple or multiple-layered foundational relations.


Early lectures on axiology and ethics from 1908–1914 (Husserliana XXVIII)

In the years after the publication of LI, Husserl argues that reasoning about values and motivated, i.e., value-based, actions should take account of evidences gained bottom-up by considering various examples of evaluative and practical experiences through descriptive analysis. An intentional analysis, however, would not be feasible as a form of philosophical enquiry aiming at uncovering essential structures if there was no top-down counterbalancing move. A specific brand of top-down intervention is given priority in Husserl’s formal axiology and formal praxis. The relating investigations are meant to parallel and supplement the project of a formal logic, according to the broader and more ambitious understanding of pure logic as a general theory of science, as specified in Husserl’s Prolegomena (Husserl 1970a).


Formal axiology and formal praxis

The general aim lying behind Husserl’s constant intellectual endeavors, both in the domains of theoretical and practical philosophy, is to combat psychologism and skepticism. According to the ideas Husserl pursues in the first decade of the twentieth century, doing so requires formulating objectively valid a priori laws referring to formal relations with regard to axiological and practical issues. Let us take a look at some examples.

 

(Formal axiology)


	Suppose B is a (positive) value, and suppose if A then B. From this, it follows that A is also a (positive) value, that is, a derivative value (relative to B) (Husserl 1988, 76–77).


 

(Formal praxis)


	If a positive volitional intention is correct, then the corresponding negative one (i.e., the corresponding omission) is incorrect. Or: if a certain decision or action is justified, the corresponding non-decision or omitted action (the action’s negative correlate, so to speak) lacks justification (Husserl 1988, 126).


 

The validity of such laws cannot be denied. Yet they do not tell us anything about the concrete (material) contents of any single evaluative or practical experience. They talk about values, volitional intentions, and purposes, as well as about relations between different aspects involved in them from a merely formal point of view. The aim is to specify formal rules for correct evaluations and correct volitional intentions with regard to varying modalities of evaluating and willing (Hart 1997a; 1997b). Establishing such a rational framework for possible evaluative and practical experiences does not require consideration of any concrete experience and individual subject undergoing it. The focus exclusively lies on a priori laws and rational structures inherent in possible experiences. This approach results in a rationalist ethics revolving around the idea of optimizing choices under the guidance of a categorical imperative originally formulated by Brentano and reinterpreted in Husserl’s early ethics: “Do the best among the attainable good within your respective practical sphere” (Husserl 1988, 142).1 Applying this imperative in a proper manner is based on the rules of aggregating values (Wertsummation) and the idea of value-absorption. Given a fixed amount of values that can be realized, it is feasible to determine, all things considered, the relatively best value which then trumps all other values whose realization was good, yet not as good as the realization of the best value (Husserl 1988, 129–137, 145).2 The absorbing value is relatively (rather than absolutely) best because its priority hinges upon the fact that a given set of alternative value realizations is fixed. Any alteration with regard to these alternatives may very well change the resulting total value view.

Part of the above-sketched formal scaffolding is that the aggregation and absorption of values cannot work in a suitable manner unless one stipulates (as Husserl does) that with regard to any moment and any possible moral agent the set of available alternatives for decision-making and acting is completed. This means that we presuppose a finite number of alternatives that are completely known to the subject in any possible instant – this is what Husserl calls the “practical sphere” or an agent’s “practical possibilities” (Husserl 1988, 137). Only on this condition of a self-contained and fully transparent set of alternatives can the intended rational outcome, i.e., application of the categorical imperative, be ensured. The downside of this conception is that the above-mentioned idealizations and stipulations keep it far away from real people’s decision-making and acting. They, in fact, result in excluding the subject’s point of view from axiological and practical considerations.


Once again: theoretical and methodological issues

To understand how Husserl brings together the top-down, a priori reasoning of formal axiology and formal praxis, on the one hand, and his bottom-up, descriptive interest in the variety of corresponding experiences, on the other, it is helpful to resume the above discussion of theoretical foundations. This should also give us some clues as to how central concerns of Husserl’s LI are woven into the further development of his theory of reason, which rests upon a modest epistemological foundationalism in terms of an intuition-based conception of evidence, justification, and knowledge (see Berghofer 2018; Hopp 2012). Part of this framework is the so-called “analogy of reason” Husserl discusses in §§5–8 of his lectures on axiology and ethics from 1908–1914 (Husserl 1988, 36–69; Melle 1988). The guiding idea of reason can briefly be summarized as follows. Reason’s distinctive mark is that, for each and every type of intentional experience, reference to the pertaining object is subject to the difference between right and wrong (see Husserl 1989, 68; 2004, 91). With regard to any concrete manifestation of human reason, it is legitimate to ask whether the intended object has been grasped correctly or appropriately. Relating standards of appropriateness and failure vary according to different types of intentional experiences and correspondingly different kinds of objects (Husserl 1988, 58, 127; see also Berghofer, Chapter 24 in this volume). In other words, the conditions of rightness or correctness respond to the nature of the object one intends. At this juncture, the theory of foundation reenters the stage.

Following Husserl, I argued that an evaluative experience could not suitably grasp the value-aspects of a given object if it were not based on either a presentation or a judgment. As explained earlier, the latter ensures the “aboutness” of the experience at hand. The same applies with regard to practical experiences. Take, for example, my willingness to help a friend who finds herself in dire straits. My willing cannot be sensibly motivated unless it is based upon a (logically) prior grasping of both the positive value of this particular friendship and the negative value of the specific deficiencies, pains, shameful circumstances of living, etc. my friend is suffering from. Yet my willing also presupposes that I take note of the relevant matters of fact. I do so via corresponding judgments stating, e.g., that my friend lacks enough money to make a living or that she undergoes an episode of depression after a recent divorce. I must believe that certain deficiencies, pains, and shameful circumstances really hold sway over my unfortunate friend. Otherwise, I could not feel motivated doing away with them or alleviating them as far as possible. Hence, there are two layers of implicitly effective presuppositions,3 i.e., judgments and evaluations, which our intentional analysis has brought to light. The unity of the practical experience at issue entails a double-layered foundation.

The important conclusion we can draw from the prior example is that Husserl’s analogy of reason and his theory of foundation imply that modes of intuitive fulfillment (or conditions of correctness) vary according to different types of intentional experience and correlating kinds of objects (see Drummond 2009, 373–376; Drummond and Rinofner-Kreidl 2020). Growing intentional complexity in terms of multiple layers of foundation amounts to multiplied reasons for possible failure. My wanting to help a friend may turn out to be inappropriate because, for example: 1) I suffer from weakness of will although I rightly assess the desperate situation of my dear friend as harmful and I rightly judge the relevant matters of fact; 2) I rightly judge the relevant matters of fact, yet I am indifferent to those specific harms she suffers from (e.g., her depressive mood), although I would be willing to help her if I were not caught in this state of non-empathic perception and value-blindness; 3) I incorrectly judge the relevant matters of fact (e.g., I believe that she still enjoys a happy marriage) although I would assess them in a thoroughly negative way if I did and consequently would be willing to help her. Obviously, there are degrees of failure we may distinguish and failures accumulating in the aforementioned respects. Total failure would comprise failure regarding any intentional constituent implied in the act as a whole. Husserl did not spell out in detail the varieties of different degrees of intuitive fulfillment or rightness that were just outlined. These varieties nonetheless articulate what is implied in his theoretical framework (analogy of reason; theory of foundation; (non-)objectifying acts, etc.).

Two further implications need to be mentioned: Husserl’s two-tiered value constitution and his much-disputed defense of the sovereignty of logical reason (“Allherrschaft der logischen Vernunft”) (Husserl 1988, 51), i.e., the sovereignty of formal-logical reason (“Allherrschaft des formallogischen Verstandes”) (Husserl 1988, 261). The sovereignty thesis has been understood to challenge the independence of the axiological and practical functions of reason from its theoretical or logical function and indicate that Husserl’s early notion of value-perception (Wertnehmung) is not a truly practical notion but unduly theoretical in its character (see Loidolt 2012, 13, 20). I propose that clarifying the two-tiered value constitution paves the way for a suitable interpretation of the sovereignty of logical reason. Suitability here demands that the relating interpretation does not produce an inconsistency by, on the one hand, establishing the analogy of reason and, on the other hand, abolishing or undermining it by granting an unduly predominant role to theoretical reason.

From LI onward, Husserl is ready to acknowledge that perception and the perception of value (i.e., the grasping of valuable aspects of reality) are similar at least in regard to certain issues. For both perception and the perception of value, for instance, the relating object is immediately given without any intervention of intermediary (indirect) inferential evidence. It is presented in an intuitively fulfilled manner (Husserl 1996, 286). Given that both perception and the perception of value are directed towards concrete objects, partial fulfillment is expected to be the usual case. This fits with Husserl’s general claim that types and modes of evidence vary in accordance with the nature of the respective object. Certainly, my perceptual intention of the oak tree in my garden, for example, is only partially fulfilled by its present intuitive givenness which is experienced as embedded in a series of other possible intuitions of the same object. Yet it is not at all clear that the same must hold for my immediate grasping of its splendor. Discussing the similarities between perception and the perception of value, we should especially consider Husserl’s thesis that perception determines meaning although it does not entail it (Husserl 1970b, 196–199). This thesis backs up Husserl’s further claim that perception does not include and therefore is distinct from the perceptual judgments it motivates and possibly gives rise to. What does this mean? Husserl submits that it is only by referring back to corresponding perceptions that perceptual judgments can be warranted. Granting this to be the case, however, does not support the entirely different claim that perceptions include propositionally structured position-takings and therefore are themselves judgments. Contrary to this, Husserl insists that what we perceive functions as a truth-maker with regard to a suitable variety of different judgments. Consequently, he argues in favor of both a non-arbitrary epistemological relation between perceptions and perceptual judgments and the relative independence (epistemic authority or autonomy) of perceptions.

This conception of how perception and perceptual judgments are related to one another also lies in the background of Husserl’s defense of the sovereignty of reason in his early lectures on axiology and ethics. In this case, we are concerned with the relation between apprehending value and practical experience, on the one hand, and a judgment upon these experiences, on the other. Husserl introduces the problem at hand by means of a conceptual distinction between constitution and objectification. While emotional experiences either are evaluative position-takings towards some object (evaluative experiences) or in any case entail such position-takings (practical experiences), they cannot objectify this object-directed achievement. Objectifications like, for instance, the attribution of value qualities to an object or the reflective identification of a value quality, can only be carried out by means of theoretical acts (Husserl 1988, 253, 267, 334). Given that constitution and objectification are effectuated at different levels, it is close to designating the entire process a “two-tiered value constitution” (see Rinofner-Kreidl 2016). If we carefully distinguish the different levels involved, an equivocal usage of the term “value” becomes obvious. Its primary meaning refers to an immediately given valuable object which is grasped as valuable in this or that respect. Husserl here talks about “das Werthabende” (that which has value) as the concrete value, represented by a valuable object and perceived by focusing on its specific valuableness. The concrete value is something that has value without being a value (Husserl 1996, 288, 290–291). For the sake of clarity, we may designate this “valuea.” The second meaning, which results from a reflective turn on the intentional content of valuea, is the value predicate or value quality, considered as such (“valueb”). Contrary to Scheler, Husserl submits that valuesa are epistemologically prior to valuesb (see Drummond and Rinofner-Kreidl 2020).

Two things follow from what I have thus far explained. First, Husserl’s analogy of reason – the claim that rightness and wrongness mark a relevant distinction and are distinguishable in every single case albeit in a probably uncertain and defeasible manner – pertains to the first-level constitution of intentional relations. As far as the centrality of the rightness-wrongness distinction is concerned, all manifestations of reason are on par with each other. Insofar as they are susceptible to the rightness-wrongness distinction, all of these manifestations bring to light the teleological power of human consciousness (Husserl 1988, 343). Second, analogical considerations bear on sameness and difference. Otherwise, the analogy at hand collapses into downright identity (non-differentiation), meaning that the idea of reason is absolutely homogenous. The differentiating aspect comes to light with regard to the relation between first-level constitution and second-level objectification. In connection with this, theoretical (or logical) reason is privileged because it lies in its nature to render explicit whatever is given by articulating its content in terms of propositionally structured statements. Hence it is by means of theoretical reason that the intentional content implied in evaluative and practical experiences gets objectified (Husserl 1988, 68–69). The fact that theoretical reason is privileged with regard to the function of objectification, however, does not deny the epistemic authority and relative autonomy of immediate perceptions of value and volitional experiences. On the contrary, according to Husserl’s epistemological foundationalism, original givenness is the firm ground on which the entire architecture of human knowledge rests. The sovereignty thesis therefore maintains a limited sovereignty, consisting in rendering explicit what already was implied in originally presenting intentional experiences. This achievement of logical reason nonetheless is crucial, both epistemologically and (what is more important in our present context) morally. Once objectification has taken place, epistemic and moral subjects can reflectively appropriate the variegated experiential givenness they previously attained. Morally speaking, this appropriation is necessary for entering the ambit of moral reflection and carrying through all the clarifying and integrating work done by it. Crucially, this includes screening prior instances of value-givenness and value-based decision-making in order to figure out whether and to what extent they could be endorsed with a view to similar prospective instances. In this vein, the sovereignty of logical reason enables moral agents to overcome contingency and arbitrariness with regard to value realizations; it plays a helping role in developing their personality according to certain ideals of moral personality and moral community.

Epistemically viewed, reflective appropriation within practical contexts manifests itself in Husserl’s distinction between a (merely) correct (first level) and an insightful evaluation (reflective level) (Husserl 2004, 165). The latter requires that one has a grip on the adequate reasons that speak in favor of correctness. This additional intellectual achievement does not overrule or second-guess the justificatory evidence previously attained by means of emotional intentionality (“Gemütsbegründung”), yet it amounts to a theoretical insight that grasps the latter’s evidence’s correctness. In this regard, Husserl does not leave any doubt that


insightful valuing is more valuable than merely correct valuing, and also that it is intrinsically valuable. […] that correct valuing in fact is valuable only for the sake of its justifiability, that is, only derivatively, only owing to its relation to possible insightful valuing.

Husserl 1988, 241, translation mine


Relating to the teleological aspect of increasing one’s awareness and coming to know the (individual) leeway of one’s possible intellectual and moral growth, reaching this reflective level clearly is desirable. To sum up, we may say that without the privileged functioning of theoretical reason, the pivotal role of an intentional teleology and its unificatory work at various levels of consciousness could not be possible.

Genetically viewed, the main direction of an intentional teleology as sketched above is vertical. It works bottom-up, from lower to higher levels of consciousness, transforming passive intentional achievements into active ones. It does so on the condition that the passive-active distinction is a relative distinction that reoccurs at different levels of consciousness. Epistemically viewed, the core issue of Husserl’s intentional teleology is the relation between signitive intention (“pure meaning”) and intuitive fulfillment, given that the former already predetermines what kind of givenness would appropriately fulfill the relating intention. If we consider the bottom-up genetic dimension of teleology as a temporally extended process, the added value of a teleological view becomes obvious. The latter is able to expound the dynamics of epistemic relations by including epistemic agents’ reflective striving for fulfillment (Husserl 2014a, 290–309; Rinofner-Kreidl 2015). Certainly, this is a very positive impact of the sovereignty of theoretical reasoning: it motivates subjects to develop specific intellectual virtues (e.g., intellectual curiosity, veracity) and to cultivate the attitude of striving to become reasonable by going beyond any single occurrence of evidence in favor of a series of evidences at various levels of consciousness. In this vein, becoming reasonable entails acting as a self-conscious agent habitually striving for clarification, evidence, and justification. Clarification is bound up with a reflective ascent. It is among the core goals of Husserl’s intentional analysis. Whatever functions implicitly (i.e., meaning; value) while “naively” undergoing experiences is rendered explicit by virtue of reflectively analyzing intentional structures. Non-objectifying acts are not directed toward the (ideal meaning) contents of their founding perceptions or judgments; rather, they are directed toward their intended objects, even while this directedness is enabled by the hidden functioning of the contents at hand. My feeling of delight at a bird’s singing would be inadequately described by stating that I feel delight at a mental representation of a so-and-so-characterized bird-appearance. Equally, value-grasping acts are not directed at values as their objects. They are directed at valuable objects or states of affairs (Husserl 1988, 338–340). Accordingly, meaning contents are not presented as intended objects while performing acts of meaning (Husserl 1970a, 108).

The ethical dimensions of intentional teleology which prevail in Husserl’s elaborations in the 1920s and 1930s include the genetic and epistemological aspects, yet clearly go beyond them. Now, the focus lies on moral personhood. Among the questions Husserl raises are the following: What does it mean for moral persons to become aware of their practical identity, to reflectively endorse or correct it in favor of a conscious and self-responsive personal development? How do moral persons who have become aware of this self-developmental task interpret it in terms of various forms of embedding themselves in small-and-large-scale communities?


Ethical issues in the 1920s and 1930s (Husserliana XXVII, XXXVII, and XLII)

In 1923–1924 Husserl wrote five articles for the Japanese journal The Kaizo (Renewal) (Husserl 1989, 3–94). Three of them eventually were published. These articles, which bring to light all the above-mentioned dimensions of an intentional teleology, revolve around the idea of renewal with respect to the individual, communal, and cultural life of human beings. The guiding idea spanning over the five articles is that any truly renewing self-education needs to be grounded in philosophy as a rigorous science. What Husserl intends to show, however, is not only the required theoretical foundation of any rational development in the human world, but he also draws attention to the far-reaching practical significance of a phenomenological philosophy. Here, “practical significance” takes on a double meaning. It refers to the societal and cultural impact of a philosophical theory, yet it also highlights the ethical responsibility of any true philosophy. The so-conceived intertwining of theoretical foundation and practical significance lies in the background of Husserl’s Kaizo topic: the nature of man’s rationality and the corresponding possibility of renewal in terms of a rational development of humankind as well as the praxis of initiating such a development.4

For this purpose, Husserl develops a phenomenological view of how human beings rise above their natural condition, their natural desires, and tendencies. In the course of this “awakening” (Husserl 1989, 34–35), they discover their ability to determine their own will and to follow autonomously chosen purposes. At no point is this ideal intellectual and moral history meant to screen the possible development of an isolated individual human being, nor does it tend to get engrossed in biographical narrative. Rather, Husserl marks typical stages and manifestations of what it means for human beings to become conscious and familiar with the world and with themselves. This includes an incrementally increasing sensitivity for human-related plasticity, both world-directed and self-directed. In particular, Husserl expounds as to why it is natural for humans, according to their “second nature” (Husserl 1989, 42; Husserl 2004, 165), not to remain enclosed in their own individual reasoning and narrow, limited home turfs. Instead, as reasonable beings humans are able to transcend these limitations in favor of sharing ideas on how to live and think. Considered morally, it is mostly a shared striving for self-improvement and truthfulness that unites people. Accordingly, Husserl submits that in ethical theory individual and social issues are inextricably intertwined, irrespective of an ingrained distinction between individual ethics and social ethics (Husserl 1989, 21, 50–54).

Although Husserl forcefully argues in favor of rational development, he does not draw up any concrete desirable state of humanity as a final telos. It fits with the formal and reflective leanings of Husserl’s value theory and ethics that he renounces any such prescriptive telos. He rather enquires into the mindset and nature of human beings that is supposed to be a prerequisite for any possible development deserving the name “(self-)improvement.” In this respect, philosophical theory can support human knowledge and help bring about the future flourishing of mankind by warding off various brands of human self-understanding that interfere with or render impossible a positive development. Among them are reductionist conceptions of the human mind or person, which endorse strong naturalism, psychologism, historicism, or a generally skeptical view. Another equally important contribution of philosophy goes beyond overcoming hindrances of positive development. As the late Husserl stresses, philosophers should have a keen interest in understanding and strengthening human beings’ ability to realize those purposes that have proved worthwhile. However, it is typical for Husserl’s way of doing philosophy that he refrains from straightforwardly defining those purposes. He rather submits that concrete, i.e., materially defined purposes, cannot be fixed in advance. Doing so requires taking into account particular and context-dependent evaluative experiences which provide human agents with the necessary “material” to determine their willing (Husserl 2004, 104, 164, 214–215, 233, 235, 253). As far as these object-related evaluative experiences are concerned, Husserl still sees his formerly specified categorical imperative at work (Husserl 1989, 31, 33–36, 47). Yet in his later work, Husserl’s main line of reasoning goes in another direction. Whatever the good may be human agents struggle to realize, it is undeniable, he argues, that the success of this striving ultimately depends on the fact as to whether the agents are apt and determined to control their own willing and striving or not. This is obviously a meta-level concern indicating that realizing the good and becoming a good person as someone who strives for realizing the good requires engaging the firmness of one’s willing. According to this meta-level consideration, becoming good entails willing the good as an effect of a self-reflective turn which is characteristic of any reasonable volition. This results in a universal will to live a life guided by practical reason (Husserl 1989, 26, 35, 39–40, 44). With a view to Husserl’s double orientation toward an object-related value aggregation and a meta-level concern for becoming good, John Drummond indicates that there is an “ambiguity and bifurcation in the notion of the good” (Drummond 2010, 450). This gives rise to a corresponding bifurcation (and missing clarity) in the notion of teleology: on the one hand, there is an aretaic version of teleology dwelling on the self-reflective realization of reason and on the other, a consequentialist teleology based on a maximizing aggregation strategy (“choose the best among the attainable ends”). In accordance with this critique, we also have to ponder whether Husserl occasionally tolerates an equivocal usage of “happiness” (or “bliss”). In general, stressing the distinction between object-directed (first level) and meta-considerations about happiness can restore conceptual clarity (Rinofner-Kreidl 2017, 192).


Love’s power: how to approach a truly human ethics

As previously argued, Husserl, in his Kaizo-articles, strongly focuses on the impact of sharing reasons with regard to various kinds of intellectual, social, and moral projects. In his latest manuscripts on ethics and value theory gathered in Husserliana XLII, Husserl rethinks the prospects of a human life worth living. He does so under the guidance of a new perspective. To be sure, his core interest still is the reflective capacity and self-formative potential of human nature. Yet in his latest period, he focuses on specific emotional abilities and types of relationships and attachments which enable and motivate people to embark on ethical projects in the first place. In particular, Husserl dwells on the emotional bonds of love. He does so with a view to love’s role for cherishing a meaningful life, on the one hand, and for enabling an ethical theory that does justice to people’s real lives and real capabilities on the other. Bearing this concern in mind, Husserl takes a thoroughly critical stance toward his own earlier formulation of the categorical imperative. Now it seems clear to him that value aggregation and value absorption as specified in his early lectures on ethics and value theory cannot ensure a suitable grounding for ethical theory. However useful these principles may be in guiding rational calculation and rational choice, they are inapplicable under the non-ideal conditions prevailing in daily life. Hence, they evade any thorough phenomenological-descriptive foundation. An ethics based on such rational methods cannot, in principle, adequately respond to real-life ethical problems (see Husserl 1988, 419–420; Husserl 2012, 146; Husserl 2014b, 309–310). Husserl therefore suggests that his former categorical imperative either has to be abandoned or reformulated. He chooses the latter (Husserl 2014b, 391–392). He redefines the categorical imperative by introducing the notion of an absolute personal ought whose normative power is meant to be effective and legitimate even on the condition that only one individual person meets the demand at hand (Husserl 2014b, 196–203, 318–321, 343–350, 390–392).5 Husserl’s self-critique with regard to the categorical imperative goes hand in hand with the discovery that personal values might be more important than objective values (in terms of motivational and existential aspects) (Husserl 1989, 41, 44; Husserl 2014b, 46–66, 201, 350–359, 413–422). Regarding personal values, we cannot rely on value aggregation and value absorption because the “calling” of an absolute personal value (e.g., a mother’s love for her children) cannot be compared with and weighed against other personal obligations, given that these really are personal values, i.e., values that are deeply rooted in someone’s practical identity (Jacobs 2010; Staiti 2015). On this condition, failing to meet an absolute, i.e., an incomparable and unweighable personal demand, amounts to giving up or betraying oneself as a moral person (Husserl 2014b, 199, 356, 377).

Love is what lies at the bottom of those personal relationships and personal values that justifies an absolute personal ought, if it is to be warranted at all. Consequently, the newly defined notion of an absolute ought approves of a certain range of manifestations of partiality. These elaborations on the notion of a personal ought match with current metaethical debates launched by Bernard Williams’ “one thought too many” line of reasoning (1981, 1–19). Husserl’s conception of a love-based ought amounts to a moderate moral particularism, which takes the emotional ties between people sharing a form of life or even particular projects and periods of life seriously.6 However, Husserl’s stance with regard to the debate on partiality versus impartiality and on particularism versus universalism is not as clear as it might seem at first sight. The gist of Husserl’s relevant reflections is not to merely change sides and replace the formerly cherished ideas of impartiality and universalism with their opposites. Doing so would corroborate and further ingrain the radical opposition. Conceiving of Husserl’s late ethics of love in such a manner – as a shifting of position within an otherwise unchallenged opposition – falls behind the subtlety of Husserl’s earlier and later thoughts (Rinofner-Kreidl 2017, 194). Rather, Husserl’s intervention is of a more nuanced manner.7

Notwithstanding his self-critical view on the early formulation of his categorical imperative, Husserl in the 1930s is still interested in achieving and justifying a universal perspective.8 His views on how to approach such a perspective have changed, however. Now, he is convinced that the starting point and permanent anchoring of any striving for universally shared ideas and values is the particular life of particular individuals within their social communities. It is only from this starting point that ethics can get off the ground, i.e., that humans can learn how to go beyond their own interests and the interests of their beloved ones. To be sure, marshalling these interests of love, according to Husserl’s late considerations, is warranted, yet doing so does not exhaust the entire range of human beings’ humanity. It does not even necessarily improve an understanding of our individual lives. It is by going beyond the narrow circle of one’s individual life that one becomes distinctly aware of its specificities. Often, it is only when one looks back on a situation from outside that situation and context that love’s reasons come to light, or that one fully understands why one has been attached so dearly to this very life. As Husserl ponders in his late manuscripts, true humanity lies in our particular loving attitudes and loving bonds. Yet it also and more explicitly lies in our transcending them and looking back on them. “Transcending,” however, does not mean leaving behind. Rather, it means to let love’s dialectic do its work. This dialectic rests upon love’s capability to transform itself (even by reflective appropriation), and also those who love. “In love’s bond, we metamorphose” (Nozick 1989, 86).

Truly approaching a gradually more universal view requires enlarging the horizon in which our loving attitude is able to shape the world, others, and ourselves (Husserl 2014b, 451–457). There is a universalizing, i.e., self-transcending tendency inherent in our loving. “As soon as the other […] is given to me as subject of his personal ought, I cannot but sympathize with him, love him. Supporting him as this [individual, SR] subject then is my absolute ought” (Husserl 2014b, 337). It is the power of love that lies behind Husserl’s new vision of a universalism from within – from within our lives and hearts. What Husserl has in mind toward the end of his intellectual life journey is not a rigidly universalist ethics brought to light by denying the emotional underpinnings that shape our lives from the very beginning. Neither does Husserl want to embark on a rigid ideal of pure impartiality and objectivity. Yet he does not endorse anti-universalism, radical partiality, and non-objectivity either. How then should we understand Husserl’s turn toward the idea of love? What kind of change of mind does it give rise to? What does it reveal – with a view to both one’s individual life and the shared projects of ethical thinking and “ethicizing” our lives? Most importantly, it reveals that we are involved in such projects long before we realize it. Accordingly, any talk about exclusively individual concerns reflect an arbitrary theoretical point of view. Love knows better. Yet love is Janus-faced. It helps us feel at home in the world and exposes us to risks and uncertainties. It keeps us going and throws us down. Nothing compares with love’s motivating, pushing, elating, and enticing power, and nothing is capable of frustrating, humiliating, endangering us, and taking the ground from under our feet as love does. In both directions, love instills meaning in our life because it helps us find out who we really are. Forcing us into a reflective mood of exploring our own self is an experience that makes us prepared for tracing ethical concerns. This self-related aspect of love is as important as the other-directed aspect hinging upon attachments and human relationships. The vulnerability revealed in our loving also lies in both directions.9

On a larger metaphysical scale, our shared vulnerability comes to the fore as soon as we join the late Husserl in raising the following disconcerting questions: How can we be justified to believe that reasonable practices among humans and a good life for everyone will prevail, given the overwhelming appearance of death, pain, ruin, treachery, cruelty, and stupidity, all of them mixed up and allotted according to an unpredictable fate (Husserl 2014b, 307–318)? How do we have to conceive of the world and ourselves in order to think that an overall favorable development is possible? Leaving aside any detail and discussion, Husserl responds to this challenge in the following manner. Trust in reason is among the most basic and inescapable conditions of human life (Hart 1992, 122; Husserl 2014b, 331–332, 406–407; Rinofner-Kreidl 2020). At the bottom of this, and equally inescapable, lies the idea of God, formally understood in terms of an ideal of perfection and pure goodness, which guarantees the perfectibility of the world and of ourselves (Held 2010; Husserl 1987, 277–278, 284–293; Husserl 1989, 33–34; Husserl 2014b, 201–203, 400–409). To be sure, neither the idea of God nor the issue of trust in reason emerges as novel in Husserl’s latest period. It is more the specific linkage and urgency they acquire within the ambit of thinking about love, responsibility, and the future of mankind that gives a new ring to these ideas in Husserl’s thinking. As an anti-naturalist philosopher, Husserl always has been prone to take the issue of trust in reason seriously. The motivation for doing so simply lies in the fact that explaining the motivation to think and act reasonably must not be left to the evolutionary history of mankind. Certainly as soon as human beings acquire reflective abilities, they are able to realize that striving for clarity, understanding, truth, and truthfulness is worth doing for its own sake. Yet realizing that these are intrinsically valuable purposes is comprehensible only for those who already are able to act in a manner that is reason-responsive and susceptible to values. Hence, there remain some “dark” aspect of vulnerability and dependency (or fate) involved in humankind’s rising above pure nature. Arguing that nonetheless this entire “awakening” and “enlightening” movement lies in the responsibility of each and every human being gives an existential turn to Husserl’s phenomenology. Yet, if Husserl is right in considering the idea of God inescapable, this also includes the need to reconsider the relation between phenomenology and metaphysics (see Cavallaro and Heffernan 2019; Rinofner-Kreidl 2017, 193; forthcoming).

This is the challenge Husserl faces when mulling over a truly human ethics centered around the notions of love, responsibility, and (self-)perfection: how to accurately state those assumptions that tacitly (and perhaps metaphysically) back up the idea of self-improvement and its teleological function. As Husserl conceives of it, this function manifests itself as a unifying multiplicity. It unifies the intentional (moral) lives of individual subjects, past and present. It also unifies different layers of meaning in human consciousness, emotional and intellectual, as well as the different functions of reason, theoretical and practical. Finally, it is a teleological view that unifies the self and other on a local and a global scale, in accordance with a love-based universalism from within.


Notes

1This approach has been called an “idealized consequentialism” (Drummond 2010, 451). For a critical review of Brentano’s anti-Kantian aspirations worked into the above formulation and Husserl’s readiness to follow them at this time, see Rinofner-Kreidl 2010.
2An ought commanded by the categorical imperative, then, is determined by its non-absorption and its inability to be absorbed (Husserl 1988, 136).
3Regarding both layers, the notion “presupposes” indicates a logical, not a temporal qualification.
4In elaborating on these issues, Husserl upholds the analogy of reason introduced earlier (see Husserl 1989, 9, 20–21, 40, 59). In his lectures on ethics from 1920–1924, he also vindicates the analogy of reason, stressing that intentional feelings are within the domain of reason (“Vernunft im Medium der Gefühle,” Husserl 2004, 92). See also Husserl 2004, 5, 63, 72, 74–77, 82, 90–92, 112, 118 ff, 153, 228–229, 271–272. There, he specifies a primacy of praxis that equates the true self with the moral self and gives priority to her unifying work within the entire horizon of theoretical, evaluative, and practical activities (Husserl 2004, 164).
5For a detailed discussion of Husserl’s conception of an absolute personal ought, see Hart 1992 and 2006; Loidolt 2008 and 2012; Heinämaa 2020; Rinofner-Kreidl forthcoming.
6Current debates on love within ethical contexts equally challenge or redefine the universalist claims of ethical theories or otherwise reinterpret the nature of love and love-based relationships (e.g., Baron 1991; Nussbaum 1996; Herman 2018).
7This is the reason why I designated the position that is in the offing in the late manuscripts as a moderate particularism. See also Hart 2006, 235–239.
8See “In principle, absolute values are values for everyone. It is only the means for attaining them that can be exclusively owned by individual beings” (Husserl 2014b, 337, translation mine).
9Among the descriptive tasks that have to be met by a phenomenology of emotions is to figure out the multifarious modes and impacts of vulnerability that come to bear in different types of emotions. See, for instance, the essays on shame, grief, trust, love, and awe in Drummond and Rinofner-Kreidl 2018.
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The person as a fragile project

 On personhood and practical agency in Husserl*

Sophie Loidolt

Many theoretical accounts of personhood, both classic and contemporary, regard practical agency as a core feature of what it means to be a person. Husserl is no exception. To take a stance, to express it, to even form one’s whole life and actions according to certain convictions, is at the center of Husserl’s descriptions and characterizations of personhood. In Ideas II, Husserl famously introduces his philosophy of the person by arguing that motivation, not causality, is the basic law that governs the life of the person. Furthermore, he shows that the “personalistic attitude,” which discloses this “spiritual world” (geistige Welt) of motivational coherence (motivationaler Zusammenhang), is a basic, natural, and intrinsically social attitude of our everyday life. What follows from this is an equally basic understanding of normativity that is connected to being a person: while the person is intrinsically linked to the motivational structure of her bodily consciousness, she can also let herself be motivated by critical questioning and critical evaluation of these motivations, i.e., by reason (Husserl 1989a, §60). This crucial capacity to “take a stance,” enriched by the possibility of asking for evidence, for true motivation, leads Husserl directly from his social ontology of the person into ethical considerations.

And, indeed, roughly at the same time as Ideas II, Husserl develops his first substantial approach toward a phenomenological ethics that puts the person and her potentially rational acts of valuing and willing in a specific situation front and center. Through the next decades, this so-called “personalistic ethics” develops into two corresponding strands: a perfectionist strand of rigorous self-formation through critical self-evaluation (Husserl 1988), and a more affective strand that revolves around the criteria of this self-evaluation and finds it in the so-called “love-values” (Liebeswerte) (Husserl 2014, 343–360, 410–422). These are unique personal responses to the world of values that individualize the person in her ordo amoris and that shape her decisions by becoming an absolute ought for her.

Finally, even the bigger picture of transcendental idealism connects to Husserl’s conception of the person and practical agency. This might be surprising at first glance. Both the personalistic attitude as well as the personalistic ethics derived from it seem to be very mundane issues that do not necessarily call for a transcendental reflection on questions of world constitution. They are, after all, very much integrated into the natural attitude. However, Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy is a communicating whole (without necessarily being a system) and is not to be detached from the philosophizing person in that philosophy reflects back on her and her world. This is why Husserl, in the 1930s, speaks of the “transcendental person” as the “concretion” of transcendental subjectivity (Husserl 2002a, 158, 200; see also Luft 2006). In contrast to Kant, Husserl’s transcendental subjectivity is not a structure but the experiential unity of a single consciousness which is constantly operative in the process of constitution in transcendental life (transzendentales Leben). Hence, through the transcendental reduction, the concrete philosophizing I with its contingent habitualizations and limitations is discovered as this transcendental subjectivity which has concreticized and continues to concreticize itself in this person. This reflection does not leave the mundane person untouched. Rather, she sees herself within a transcendental framework now, which also includes a transcendental history of constitution, both genetically and generationally considered, and a future for which one is responsible. The transcendental ego as pole and substrate of its totality of potentialities is, as it were, the transcendental person which emerges by virtue of a primal institution [Urstiftung] through the phenomenological reduction. This transcendental person enters into the universality of the concrete transcendental and thereby takes on a life that brings all potentialities into play and that can now develop all possible modes of exercising self-preservation [Selbsterhaltung] and self-actualization (Husserl 2002a, 200; Luft 2006, 154, translation modified). This “primal institution” (Urstiftung) of the “transcendental person,” the inscription of the transcendental into the mundane as its usually hidden dimension, carries with it the idea of a “final institution” (Endstiftung) in which this person is called to act reasonably for the sake of a whole “ethical humanity” (Husserl 1989b).

These are, of course, very big ideas that leave many questions open. But by drawing attention to this encompassing spectrum, we can see just how closely the practice of transcendental phenomenology and the search for evidence and justification are intertwined with personal agency and ethical responsibility for Husserl. His practical philosophy is thus not a compartment that is neatly separable from the theoretical issues. Likewise, the “universe of a plurality of monads” and their intentional “being-in-one-another” is not a detached metaphysical phantasy for him, but links back directly to these acting persons that we are here and now (Husserl 1960, 107–108, see also 139–141).

Given this background, I would like to re-examine some prominent questions that are usually asked when dealing with persons and their practical agency: the questions of their uniqueness, their freedom, and their unity. What is it that makes us unique as persons? And how does this influence or even determine what we do and how we live? Am I free to just be who I want to or ought to be? Or is there something I should be true to, such as my deep self? How do we encounter, explore, and form who we are? What roles do others play in this process? In which sense is unity a task for personal agency and in which sense is it a given?

Before going deeper into these questions, let me point out some typical analytical distinctions, methodological structures, and operative terms that guide the debate on personhood and practical agency in Husserl. Some are more common, but others show a specific Husserlian approach to the problem. First and foremost, it is important to reflect on Husserl’s talk of the “layers” of the self, which are constitutional layers, and which are products of abstraction by theoretical activity directed at a unified whole (see also Zahavi, Chapter 21 in this volume). This entails questions of form and concreteness, as well as questions concerning the relation between the transcendental and the mundane (see also Rump and Crowell, Chapters 9 and 11 in this volume). On the level of agency, questions of activity and passivity, involving habitualization, are crucial, as well as temporal horizons, including those of Urstiftung and Endstiftung (see also Rodemeyer and Jacobs, Chapters 14 and 26 in this volume). Finally, intersubjectivity and intersubjective interaction is essential to everything a person is and can be. Practical agency is therefore always regarded in an intersubjective context, and the person’s environment (Umwelt) is always a personal world (see also Walsh and Drummond, Chapters 20 and 25 in this volume).


Uniqueness

Uniqueness is an important feature in phenomenological theories of the person (see Moran 2016 and 2017). This is, most fundamentally, rooted in the nature of consciousness itself which is, according to Husserl, “uniquely and originally individual” (Husserl 1989a, 315).1 The stream of consciousness is, as mentioned above, not an abstract structure, but a concrete uniqueness as an experiential unity. Its irreducible individuality manifests itself already on a passive level in the affective and associative life of consciousness: I am given to myself as this life, primitive in its basic drives, but yet unique – not only through the rather formal mineness of my experiences and the constantly self-producing unity of time-consciousness, but also through my unfathomable attractions and repulsions, likes and dislikes that I live through (Husserl 2014, 18). Encountering others means encountering other unique streams of consciousness who are radically separated from mine but therefore appear as a “you” in empathy (Einfühlung). This also already happens on a very basic, even instinctive level. Husserl’s theory of transcendental intersubjectivity demonstrates how an objective world can only be constituted through plural subjects appearing as living bodies before each other. At the very basis of his transcendental phenomenology there are hence plural, irreducible, unique, and embodied streams of consciousness sharing a world (see Loidolt forthcoming b).

Since this sharing mostly comes to pass in interaction, the mundane flipside of transcendental world-constitution is the emergence of persons. Arguably, most of my unique traits only manifest themselves because of, and in the course of, this growingly complex interaction. Husserl even claims that only through the interaction with a “you,” i.e., through sociality, something like a “personal I” is constituted (Husserl 1973b, 175–180; 1989a, 301, 331, 360–362). Sociality and agency are hence decisive for the emergence of persons and especially practical and rational agency seem crucial in a more developed phase to “preserve” (bewahren) the person. But it is important to note that the uniqueness of the person is not created by social interaction nor practical agency. Rather, it is actualized, formed, and unfolded through them. The accomplishment of being a person hence requires these acts, but also and more fundamentally, it requires an ontology of irreducibly unique streams of consciousness, which is provided, as Husserl sees it, by his transcendental phenomenology.

Given this complex structure of constitutional layers, starting with the self-unifiying temporalization of the stream of consciousness up to the value-commitments that actively individualize the person, Husserl’s theory of the personal ego and its foundations are truly multifaceted. Different aspects of it can therefore be linked to several of the main theories of personhood throughout the history of philosophy: the plural uniqueness of irreducible consciousnesses with their “unique style” (Husserl 1989a, 289; see also Hart 2009, 166) echoes the medieval tradition of the soul as “irreducible or incommunicable substance” (see Moran 2017) – without, however, being conceived as a substance. Instead, the phenomenological approach focuses on the “experiential I,” experiencing and living its uniqueness. This again, links it to the Lockean tradition. Yet, as Hanne Jacobs (2010) has shown, Husserl’s account of personal identity is more complex than Locke’s account of persistence over time, involving habitualization and sedimentation. Through these features, the person is much more geared to the world, even through phases of sleep, i.e., interrupted consciousness.2 Finally, there are also quite striking similarities to be found with regard to normative accounts of personal identity, especially the much-discussed account of Christine Korsgaard (2009). Husserl does not view personality primarily as a universal structure of reason, actualized by empirically conceived human beings (as Kant does), but rather as a living and lived uniqueness with (social) agency. Nevertheless, he indeed argues for a quite heavily loaded normative account of personal identity, especially in his later writings. One could even claim that Husserl moves from a more descriptive account of the person in Ideas II to a normative account in the later writings. But this does not mean that he changes his mind on the ontological basis of being a person. Rather, the person is more and more viewed as an entity that is not only the “subject of acts of reason” (Husserl 1989a, §60), but that “becomes an issue for herself.”3 Being a person is a task I am concerned with. My given and lived uniqueness thus must be somehow appropriated – and this decisive step as well as its first-personal involvedness and concern describe the stages of the unfolding of the person. We find a peculiar normativity here that arises from ontological premises and remains bound to them. It calls for different forms of activity that stretch over time and form a life by taking position.

This process of personal active individualization takes the general form of an active appropriation of my passive givenness and of my conscious life in general. As indicated above, Husserl views acts of position-taking (Stellungnahme) vis-à-vis the world and one’s own passive responses as the crucial feature of becoming and being a person. But one could worry about the fact that having a certain set of preferences and convictions arising from my experiences does not yet really individualize me, since any other conscious unity could potentially have the same. Husserl thus becomes more and more concerned with the issue of how I can really be called an “individualized” person. One solution is that I have to make these decisions and convictions mine by relating to them as an author, not as a mere owner or sufferer (Jacobs 2010, 347). My decisions are mine because I authored them, not because of their content. Furthermore, this institutes habits in a person and forms my ego over time, as well as predestines me for future decisions: “Being the bearer of such enduring position-takings, the ego is always more than the source of its positing, since it is, as a personal ego, also the product of this positing” (Jacobs 2010, 346). I am and will be the one who took this decision and remained true to it. While this is the truly active side of practical agency (see Husserl 1989b), where much seems like a free decision about who I want to be, including habitualities, the discussion of “love values” (Liebeswerte) (see Husserl 2014) introduces again a certain passivity, in which my uniqueness speaks to me from a “deep self” and I am called to follow.

I have argued in other writings (Loidolt 2009, 2012, 2017, forthcoming a) that this turn to “love values” is a move from a cognitivist meta-ethical stance concerning the possible intentional fulfillment of evaluative acts in his earlier ethics (Husserl 1988) to a deeply personalistic approach.4 The latter could even be called “existentialist” in the sense that it makes the ethical call of an “absolute ought” the existentially relevant event in a person’s life (Loidolt forthcoming a). Here I want to claim that there is a direct connection between this first-personal concernedness that becomes central for Husserl’s later ethics and the first-personal concernedness that becomes crucial for his theory of being a person through practical agency. This crystallizes in the question of the individuality and uniqueness of the person. The person is now not only viewed as a potentially rational agent who reaches generalizable decisions in specific situations (see Husserl 1988, 138–139; Husserl 1989a, §60); instead of this – though still important – capacity to “be universal,” it is rather the person’s irreducible individuality which is considered the ethically relevant feature. This individuality shows itself in the person’s potential receptivity for a singular ethical experience and vocation:


A distinctive feature, however, is that the I is not only a polar and centering inwardness, thereby accomplishing meaning and value and deed out of itself, but that it is also an individual I, who, in all its presenting, feeling, valuing, and deciding, has a deepest center, the center of love in the distinguished personal sense; the loving I who follows a “call,” a “vocation,” an innermost call, which strikes the innermost center of the I itself and which is raised to new decisions, new responsibilities and justifications of the self.

Husserl 2014, 358–359


The struggle for uniqueness thus harks back to a “given,” “deep” uniqueness which manifests itself in the values, persons, and vocations I lovingly and inescapably respond to, and which therefore becomes my innermost task.5 This connects passivity to activity and obliges the person to follow a call that has the special disclosive quality of “opening her up” as a person: to herself, to the future, to the world, to others, in “endless self-disclosure” (Heinämaa 2020, 12) – accompanied, as Husserl remarks, by a feeling of enthusiasm (Husserl 2014, 358–359), but also accompanied by constant self-evaluation. This experience of love which I cannot willingly choose by far exceeds the simple positive evaluative experience (wertnehmen) everyone would have when being confronted with an objectively positive value. Instead, there is a special subjective surplus on top of this experience: that it is me who is addressed by this value or by its call and that this call makes and obliges me to become who I am: “A call resonates to the I, a call towards a final, absolutely binding decision” (Husserl 2014, 359).

One might be reminded of Max Scheler’s (1973) notion of “love” here as well as of related Christian notions of the soul. Nevertheless, the soul’s uniqueness, as Husserl understands it, must not be regarded as ready-made determination, as if, before all times, my soul was always determined to love the value of truth. Rather, it is mostly others6 who become my absolute oughts, which introduces a certain contingency and world-relatedness into the primal fact of my uniqueness. Furthermore, and in contrast to Scheler, Husserl draws more Kantian conclusions for what it means to be a person through practical agency. Commitment, duty, self-critique, and self-evaluation constantly accompany, scrutinize, and form this “enthusiasm” of love (Husserl 2014, 358.)

While a sophisticated normative exposition of personhood is gained in this way, this account does imply that the more active and self-concerned the notion of the person becomes, the more exclusive it gets. It is true that Husserl always viewed “spiritual acts” (geistige Akte) as central for being a person. However, his earlier, more descriptive characterization of a unique style of the person also fits less developed (and less ambitious) selves7 who might not form life-projects but are still attributed with a certain personality and uniqueness – at least in our everyday lives. It is not so much the question of higher animals I want to bring up here, as rather the loss of the second-person perspective that occurs through the fixation on the person as being an issue for herself. As Sara Heinämaa has emphasized in a reading of Ideas II, “the expressive being of humans is a primary experiential fact” which is why we experience persons directly as unified beings (“bodily-spiritual wholes”) (Heinämaa 2017, 404). That I might recognize somebody as the same person through her unique style and expressiveness, even though the person might consider herself as completely changed, creates an interesting tension that gets lost in an exclusively first-personal account of self-formation. Someone can be (and mostly is) unique for other “yous” not because of this inner perspective but because of more passive features that might not be under the control of practical agency.8 Consequently, the uniqueness I am concerned about might not be the same uniqueness that others immediately perceive. Of course, it is also true that the more we engage with certain persons, the more we care about their “inner perspective” and vocation (see Heinämaa 2020). This, in fact, brings Husserl to his ultimate social form of a “community of love” where persons support each other in becoming “who they are” (Husserl 1973b, 172–175; Husserl 2014, 301–317, 512–515). But if we want to stick to a less demanding conception of society as well as personality, we can encounter uniqueness already on the level of intersubjective appearance, in which my agency makes me appear as unique regardless of me making myself unique. While the former, more expressive and performative account of personal uniqueness seems compatible with Husserl, the latter, more normative, formative, and responsive one, is the one Husserl actually opts for.


Freedom

If the person is under the obligation to form herself according to her love-values, the question of her freedom arises. I will shortly discuss four constellations in which this question plays a role for Husserl: 1) the practical freedom of the “I can;” 2) bound freedom with respect to reason and love-values; 3) freedom and the menace of senselessness; and 4) freedom and personal duty.


Practical freedom: the ‘I can’

The freedom of practical agency is a very concrete and experienced freedom for Husserl. It does not need transcendental justification but is rooted in the basic “I can,” which may eventually grow into a capacity for evaluative self-formation:


At the very beginning of philosophy, is the “I am” not at one with the “I can?” […]

I have the evidence of the “I can” (des Könnens), of freedom, at once with the evidence of the possible disturbance of my freedom which does not override it […]. I affirm my universal will and my universal evaluation, I strengthen their power, which can now overcome greater inner resistance. I make progress, I reduce my personal unworthiness (Unwert) – this is how I shape my ethical self […]; it is a practical possibility. And as I experience that I can do so, I possibly want to do so due to this “experience.” I do so often, and if I do so, I am free.

Husserl 2014, 306–307


As we can see in this passage, freedom is an issue of the will which enacts its “volitional yes” (Willensja) or “volitional no” (Willensnein) with respect to evaluated passive affections and inclinations, and then acts accordingly: “As a subject, he [the human being] is free insofar as he can resist passivity […]” (Husserl 2014, 305), and for Husserl, this experience of resistance and of acting differently according to my will is all the proof that practical freedom needs. But this also implies that I need to be “in charge.” If someone else “owns” my will (like in the case of slavery), my personal agency is severely damaged (Jacobs 2010, 348) and I cannot exercise my freedom. Practical freedom as a creative and self-formative power (Gestaltungskraft) thus implies a concrete notion of political freedom for Husserl, even if he does not spell this out in further detail.


Bound freedom: vocation and community

But am I free with respect to my love values and my vocation? Husserl definitely does not argue for an existentialist freedom à la Sartre where I completely create myself like an artwork. There is a call that binds this freedom, morally as well as eudemonically. I am still practically free in the sense that I can listen or refuse to listen (weghören) to the call of my vocation and love values. But not only do I morally fail myself as a person in this instance, Husserl also takes it as a given that this will make me ultimately deeply unhappy (Husserl 2014, 415). Another tricky problem is that my vocation might elude normal standards of rational justification. What makes love values different from other intuited (wertgenommen) values is that they might resist evidential clarification and might be given only irrationally, i.e., through instinct.9 But this again points to the uniqueness and individuality of the person that is passively given – and that is a task for reason, not its creation:


The I which has an innermost I, to which vocations are issued which are the vocations of this very I, possesses individuality. As this I, it is subject of absolute personal norms. It is free, insofar as it can either follow the call or refuse to follow it or just not listen to it (not listening, looking away [weghören, wegsehen]). It must be noted that this individual call will always ultimately be related to values, but that it can be instinctively blind like the originally blind maternal instinct. Also in this manner it has the form of an absolute call and is experienced as an absolute ought.

Husserl 2014, 359


Husserl develops several strategies to deal with the tensions of rationality and irrationality – from metaphysical and teleological constructs that should guarantee harmony between the different individual calls (Husserl 2014, 164–168, 196–198, 334–336, 515–516) up to different forms of intersubjective justification, namely by relying on a kind of empathic understanding which perceives seemingly irrational ethical decisions with approval (Billigung): “What can be foolishness for the value-comparing understanding, is approved of as ethical and can become an object of greatest worship” (Husserl 1988, xlvii). One is thus never just alone with one’s ethical call but appears before a community which judges one’s motivations. The person’s “ethical universe is not a private affair. All these universes are related to one another in the community of humans and form one single universal coherence, to which each subject is related” (Husserl 2014, 391). This “existential rationalism” (Loidolt forthcoming a) in Husserl, which never gives up on questions of evidence and justification, is hence paired up with an idea of ethical community, a Husserlian “kingdom of ends.”

Ultimately, I think that Husserl recognizes both the passivity of the person in her ethical call as well as her freedom in answering to it in full responsibility. Ethical experience for Husserl is thus not only an experience of free practical agency according to insights and value-perceptions to do “the best among the attainable” (see Husserl 1988, xlvi). It is, much more, a shattering of this rational agent, a binding experience that might go beyond what I can make evident; that I can only justify by making my very own life its example and reality. It is a kind of freedom that Levinas might have called “freedom invested” (Levinas 1969, 302): for Husserl, my life becomes ethical not through mere insight but through the free decision to follow and unfold what calls me, within a community (Husserl 2014, 305).


Senseless freedom: despair

This great project can be threatened, however. A person can end up in the tragic situation of having to sacrifice one of her love values, which severely harms her self (see Heinämaa 2020, 9): “I am sacrificing myself and the pain of the sacrifice is insurmountable” (Husserl 2014, 415). Moreover, “Death, fate, and meaningless accident” (Husserl 2014, 408) can destroy the best of all ethical lives. This already is a severe confrontation with despair. But on a global scale, the whole world could just be chaos, and everything could end up in a “desert,” or, even worse, a man-made “hell” (Husserl 2014, 307, 310). “Can I live in a senseless world?” (Husserl 2014, 307), which means for Husserl, a world without reason, where “idiots” take over, whose actions I fail to influence with reason (Husserl 2014, 308). It is quite clear that this is not only a problem of the philosopher who cares about a teleology of progress and the overarching rational coherence of the world. Although Husserl does touch on these topics, it is the concrete experiences of war, death, and the whole breakdown of a lifeworld one once believed in that deeply trouble him. The “dark horizon of futility (Sinnlosigkeit)” (Husserl 2014, 304; see also 201–203, 300–302, 406, 408–409) hence plays an important role in Husserl’s late ethical considerations. For our topic, it is relevant insofar as this can totally paralyze my practical agency as a person and render my whole freedom an illusion in view of the factical course of the world:


What indeed, if life were worthless, if it could not become good at all through me, if it is beyond my power to achieve that? What if my free will does not reach as far or is even mere pretense (Schein), if I were a toy of blind forces that rule my life and the whole world and produced the illusion of free agency in me?

Husserl 2014, 306


The menacing contrary to the freedom of practical agency is hence not determinism but rather total futility. If all is senseless, my practical agency is futile and the willing and acting I is literally inhibited, up to the state of total immobility. The principle of motivation that brings forth persons, as it were, collapses before an impending darkness that kills all motivation.


Defiant freedom: the absolute ought

The answer Husserl gives to this challenge is Kantian in spirit, existentialist in flavor, and remains true to his theory of motivated personal agency in theoretical terms:


Howsoever […] humanity may fall into delusion and degenerate to the beastly or to a fatal degeneracy of man [Menschheitsentartung], may all beauty of the world [or] anything that is of any value for us in it break down – I live, I still have a horizon of life, I still have possibilities of real action, albeit alongside the irrational contingencies which belong to each coming moment […]. I live like I ought to, I do what I have to do right now, I fulfill the order of the day (imperative of the moment). I do not look away from these elements of senselessness of being (Unsinnigkeiten des Seins), in looking at them I consciously take them into account by taking them on and including them in my “I will:” in defiance of them I do what I can and exclusively what I ought to.

Husserl 2014, 398


It is the experience of “absolute value” (Husserl 2014, 309–310) and thus “absolute ought” that serves as a motivation against all paralyzing impossibility. The mother, caring for her child would not stop doing it even if she was sure the world would end tomorrow (Husserl 2014, 310). This is, in fact, what “everything ethical is about” for Husserl: “I resist this hell and do my ‘duty’” (Husserl 2014, 311). But, of course, “I cannot consider myself happy. This way, the categorical imperative and […] happiness – rightly understood happiness – enter into a tension (or ‘virtue’ and ‘happiness’)” (Husserl 2014, 311).


Unity

In light of these menacing scenarios, we can see in which way unity is a striving, an ideal (in the form of an Endstiftung), and a moral obligation for the person in Husserl. The unity of the person is an issue for the person (Husserl 2014, 201). This implies two things. First, we are talking about different kinds of unity on different conditioning layer-levels. Second, the person can fail in achieving this unity she cares about.


Different kinds of unity

While the self-uniting and self-reproducing stream of consciousness is clearly a necessary but definitely not a sufficient condition for personal unity, the Lockean understanding that persistence through time is a criterion for “personal identity” is also not enough for Husserl. Why? To be united through first-personal access and memory does not satisfy the demands that arise in the possible fulfillment of the act-structure that makes up the person: position-taking. This is key to understanding what kind of unity Husserl requires as a specific unity of the person. Of course, I can have this or that conviction, I can even be its conscious author, but it would all be quite inconsequent for Husserl if I just swam along in the coming and going convictions of my life. Husserl admits that this suffices to constitute a certain personal identity with habitualities and even narratives. But he objects to himself that this would “only” be a “fleeting, multicolored I:”


[…] in the life of the act, the ego forms itself as a permanent person and forms itself, insofar as it accomplishes the acts by itself and in every such positing as a positing has its opinion, as that who it is. But this ego would still only be a flowing, multicolored ego, once this and once that, insofar as it has once these and once those opinions, and so on and on.

Husserl 2002b, 430 footnote 1


I want to claim that this worry – and, consecutively, Husserl’s normative approach – lies in the ideal demand that he sees in position-taking as an intentional act: taking a position ideally implies that I can hold on to that position because it is true and justified, not because I am just stubborn and ignorant. So, if I want to be able to hold on to my convictions, I will constantly have to reexamine their validity, maybe adapt my position, maybe revise some of my judgments – but with the goal not to have to revise it in the end: to arrive at a finality (Endgültigkeit), as far as my personal convictions are concerned, that is, the Endstiftung of my personality.


Apodictic critique is the means for producing truth as finality. Apodictic truth is just another word for finality. What does this say other than that criticism is the means to shape myself in the only possible form in which I can be true to myself, in which I can neither bring myself nor come into a position where I betray myself, which is of course an ideal.

Husserl 2002b, 430


At this point we can see how closely Husserl’s conception of the person is linked up with his concept of act-fulfillment and thus, of truth and evidence. And this, again, is connected to his most fundamental convictions about the nature of consciousness. At the basis of his genetic phenomenology, consciousness is conceived as an intentional striving that already in the prepredicative sphere seeks to overcome doubt, insecurity, and contradiction (Widerstreit) (Husserl 1973, §21). This feature of a basic striving for truth and clarity (involving procedures of achieving evidence, i.e., fulfillment of my intentions) is something that Husserl even locates in the instinct-structure of intentionality by pointing to the affective motivation for achieving unity and overcoming unpleasant and “split” states of doubting and becoming unsure about one’s intendings (Vermeintheiten). Ernst Tugendhat (1970, 191–192) criticized this basic interest in truth for remaining in a “philosophical vacuum” since one could also avoid justification and thus avoid these sorts of tensions – as mentioned above: one could simply remain stubborn and ignorant. Whether or not one wants to go along with Tugendhat’s criticism (which leads him to Heidegger’s approach and Dasein’s “fallenness”), the care for truth and the drive towards justification are indeed basic features of Husserl’s theory of consciousness and carry important ramifications for his notion of the person. So I would agree with Jacobs (2010) that “Husserl’s vision on personhood, in the end, is a dynamic one” (349). But importantly, it is a dynamic that is truth-orientated, in a multiplicity of ways.10 Just moving along with the world leaves me with a “multicolored I” which seems to be a bit too dynamic for Husserl, not serious and committed enough in its personal position-takings. The care for the self will and must ultimately be a care for the truth. Having said that, it is of course clear that different kinds of acts have different forms of evidence. And these acts are often entangled: judgments or evaluative acts rest on perceptions, willing rests on evaluations, loving on affectivity, feeling and decision (Heinämaa 2020, 3–5). Furthermore, if my position-taking commits me, as a person and as a truth-seeker, it will not be enough to just form any unity of truth, but that of my “true self.” The turn to love-values thus only further complicates the quest for truth and justification; it does in no way abolish it. The unity Husserl hence seeks for as a specific unity of the person is a set of my convictions that can last for a lifetime because they are constantly tested with regard to my “deep self,” as well as with regard to the world.


The person as a fragile project: living in self-critique, living with others

As was made evident in the previous section, unity of the person is something incredibly hard to achieve. As Husserl himself says, it is an “ideal.” And one may wonder if it is not a truly unreachable ideal or, in Sartre’s (2003, 615) words, a “useless passion,” given Husserl’s own framework where “the world is in constant becoming like I myself and the other subjects constituting it” (Jacobs 2010, 358).

But where does that leave us? Husserl might know all of this very well, but in a certain sense, and as his writings manifest, this doesn’t help. Rather, it could be just another source of desperation for the person, just as being united and true to oneself (if only for a moment!) is a source of blessedness (Seligkeit) (Husserl 2014, 309–312).11 Even if we are not inclined to use this dramatic language,12 the person seems to be deeply affected by the state of her unity or disunity and fragmentation.


I, preserving myself, feel comfortable in unanimity, I feel uncomfortable, disturbed, inhibited in discordancy. Universal striving for unity. The acting will (Aktwille) directed towards unity. The I consciously directed towards universal truth and correlatively directed towards itself, towards self-formation, towards the I which can always remain true to itself, always remain in harmony with itself.

Husserl 2002b, 430, footnote 1


Husserl is convinced that “the human being as human being does not live in the moment. For him [the human being], the whole unity of his past is a given, a unity to be overlooked and grasped, and accordingly his future and his whole flowing life” (Husserl 2014, 303). The human being as a person can regret her past and what she has done and she can fear who she might become. The question of her happiness does not seem to be separable from the question of her possible unity, and at the same time, she cannot elude the unity of her life that is simply given to her.

I would therefore argue that the person in Husserl cannot be defined as the unity achieved by practical agency because this claim would probably mean that personhood is impossible to achieve (which would seem rather absurd). The person is much more the fragile and menaced potential unity who cares for her unity, and who invests her practical agency to maintain and sustain it. The person is a project and issue for herself. But as such, she is more disunited than united, more fragmented than whole, and more confronted with conflict than peace. This fragmentation must still take place within a formal unity of mineness and a Lockean unity of memory (i.e., Husserl’s “unity of life”) to be a problem for the person at all. But in this sense, it also belongs to the person and the innermost issues she has to deal with. I am therefore hesitant to claim that in the case of a memory in which I do not recognize myself and despise myself or feel alienated from myself, there is only a “formal identity of myself as the self that is both recollecting and recollected […], not a personal identity” (Jacobs 2010, 350). I think it could perhaps rather be au contraire, that it precisely makes up the identity of the person that she has that problem. If I am broken and alienated from myself, this concerns me, as a person, and this will most likely not be an easy problem for me. It is not a second person whose unity does not affect mine, and who just happens to share the same unity of life. In a slight reformulation of Jacobs’ (2010, 350) phrasing, I would thus like to say that the “key term” concerning the unity of the person is indeed “appropriation,” but not in the sense of a clear-cut yes-or-no-question I can simply decide about (“does x belong (or not belong) to my identity?”). Rather, the appropriation concerns the question I am burdened with vis-à-vis all I am, was, and will be: doing, feeling, wishing, etc.

The person is therefore not just a normative artwork of her commitments, but rather constantly has to deal with failure and fragmentation. And in Husserl’s eyes, this is inevitably done in terms of happiness and unhappiness as well as blessedness and despair concerning myself as well as the unforeseeable facticity of the world (Husserl 2014, 201–203; see also Cavallaro and Heffernan 2019; Summa 2019). If Husserl seems to be obsessed with unity, it is because of the pain of fragmentation and brokenness. Husserl knows that most of us can only suffer this by turning to thoughtlessness (Husserl 2014, 304). His countermeasure is then, as we have seen above, to live in constant self-critique, “in the only possible form, in which I can be true to myself” (Husserl 2002b, 430).

Let me add in a final note that Husserl does not regard this to be a lonely enterprise. Even if I have critically remarked above that the second person perspective gets neglected with the normative focus on self-formation, it is in a certain way retrieved in his interpersonal ethics of love (see Heinämaa 2020):


As soon as I have the other given as the subject of her personal ought in empathy […] I “have to” sympathize with her, love her. And to encourage and support her is my absolute ought. The values of neighborly love are by far the biggest part of the values of an absolute ought.

Husserl 2014, 337


It might, in turn, be others who see me as I am and who might help me to become who I am. Just as they perceive my uniqueness beyond my practical agency, they might also care about my unity, in lovingly supporting my project of being myself, and vice versa. So, in the end, it might be our practical agency for one another that allows us to be, become, and stay the persons who we are.13


Notes

*This chapter is a part of a research program funded by the Czech Science Foundation (Project “Personal Identity at the Crossroads: Phenomenological, Genealogical, and Hegelian Perspectives,” GACR 18-16622S)
1For a closer examination of these questions, see Dan Zahavi, Chapter 21 in this volume.
2As Jacobs writes: “In short, when we wake up in the morning, everything that we have habitually acquired awakens with us and secures the intimate experience of self-continuity through sleep that we all have” (2010, 340).
3I am well aware that this is a Heideggerian formulation, elaborated especially through the works of Steven Crowell (2013, 2021), yet I would like to claim that without being a Heideggerian, Husserl follows a similar line of thought, albeit with different premises and consequences.
4Similar claims have been made by Melle (2002 and 2007), Hart (1992, 2006, and 2009), and Römer (2011). This does not mean, however, that Husserl would dismiss his own axiological theory as wrong. He just no longer considers it to be the appropriate approach to an ethical experience: “It is obvious that an ethics which is carried out according to the mere categorical imperative like it was, following Brentano, taken as a basis here, is no ethics at all” (Husserl 1988, xlvi).
5Husserl is aware that all kinds of problems emerge from this constellation regarding rational justification of an irrational call (Husserl 2014, 384). I have discussed several solutions he offers (from intersubjective justification to sacrifice to teleology) in Loidolt 2012 and forthcoming a.
6The paradigmatic case here is the child. But Husserl also states more generally that “values of neighborly love are by far the biggest part of the values of an absolute ought” (Husserl 2014, 337).
7I am just briefly alluding here to deliberately less “ambitious” theories of personal identity arguing against necessary coherence in narratives or life-projects (Strawson 2004).
8Having said that, I do not want to claim that my unique style couldn’t change at all through practical decisions. But the example of a person that changes so much (and only) “inside” that she is not recognizable anymore in her bodily-spiritual appearance at all seems far-fetched. Furthermore, the argument is not simply that the body is the source of personal identity (I could also be recognized by others in my uniqueness when they don’t see my body but, for example, only receive chat messages), but rather an argument for the intersubjective entanglement through which personal identity unfolds.
9Anthony Steinbock (2015) and James Hart (2009) have elaborated on these issues by speaking of “reasons of the heart,” an approach that also goes back to Scheler.
10In a more recent paper, Jacobs (2016) further clarifies her position by making a comparable argument, linked to “critical stances” and reflection, given that stances follow evidence. In this sense, stances are active, without being voluntaristic. Furthermore, our discussion has shown that we also agree on the points I make in the section below, concerning the fragility of the person. Jacobs elaborates on the related topic of commitment and the “active self” (Jacobs 2021).
11The wish for unity and its blessedness could even become a source for self-deception (e.g., to hold on to the person that we are) and thereby severely undermine the ethical project of becoming a person. See Rinofner 2012.
12Husserl even uses much more dramatic expressions like “sinning against oneself, “betraying one’s true self,” “losing oneself,” “acting against one’s true being” etc. (Husserl 2014, 42, 254, 352, 356).
13I would like to thank Hanne Jacobs and Dan Zahavi for helpful comments on an earlier version of this chapter.
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Husserl on social groups

Sean Petranovich


Introduction

Between the works published during his lifetime and what we read in his manuscripts, Edmund Husserl had a great deal to say about persons within social groups. These writings range from casual observations to more philosophically penetrating reflections from ontological and phenomenological points of view.1 I here present an interpretation of Husserl’s writings on the topic of social groups, showing that he had a rich understanding of social groups and arguing that this conceptualization was informed directly by his theory of parts and wholes (i.e., his mereology). Husserl’s mereology impacted not just what he takes any social group to be in general, but also informed his writings on the topic of our experiences of living within social groups as group members. Husserl’s use of language such as “unity,” “mediate, “immediate,” “distance,” “intimacy,” or “closeness” in discussions of social groups makes intuitive sense, as we use these kinds of terms colloquially. We refer in non-technical ways to our immediate family versus distant relatives. We can have intimate relationships with loved ones and have our close friends. The uniqueness of Husserl’s thought on social groups is not that he employs these terms, but that they are backed up with specific meanings from his mereology.

Husserl extends the use of “community” to cover a wide variety of social groups. Husserl speaks, for instance, of groups such as family communities (Husserl 1970b, 259; Husserl 1973b, 175–179), cultural communities (Husserl 1960, 92), linguistic communities (Husserl 1970b, 209, 358–360; Husserl 1973b, 182–183; Husserl 1989, 329), the supranational European community (Husserl 1970b, 269–299, 209), the French community (Husserl 1960, 92), the philosophical community (Husserl 1970b, 276–280, 287), practical communities of will (Husserl 1973b, 169–175), the community of love (Husserl 1973b, 172–175), scientific communities (Husserl 1970b, 130, 288, 319, 362; Husserl 1973b, 183, 193; Husserl 1989, 392), religious communities (Husserl 1973a, 106–107), and communities founded on law (Husserl 1989, 200). Husserl was a contemporary of Ferdinand Tönnies, and was similarly sensitive to differences in group dynamics between social formations such as “community” (Gemeinschaft) and “society” (Gesellschaft) (Husserl 1973a, 107–110; Husserl 1973b, 182; see Drummond 2002). However, Husserl is far more liberal in his use of the notion of “community” to describe groups over and beyond what that term meant to Tönnies. While Husserl recognizes ways in which larger civil societies differ from smaller communities like families, part of the contribution of his writing on social groups involves showing just how much is shared amongst members even of larger social groups than is ordinarily acknowledged. I will here be using terms like community, society, and social groups interchangeably.

Two passages can preliminarily situate Husserl’s account of social groups. In Ideas II, Husserl writes that all unified personal associations:


[…] do not constitute merely a collection of social subjectivities, but instead they coalesce into a social subjectivity intimately organized to a greater or lesser degree, which has its common opposite pole in a surrounding world, or external world, i.e., in a world that is for it.

Husserl 1989, 206, translation modified


Further, in his Kaizo articles, Husserl writes:


The community is a personal and, as it were, many-headed yet interconnected subjectivity. Individuals are its members, functionally intertwined through multifaceted, interpersonal, spiritually unifying “social acts” (I-Thou-acts; instructions, appointments, activities of love, etc.). At times, a community functions as many-headed, yet is in a higher sense “headless”: namely, without having the unity of a focused, willing subjectivity that acts analogous to an individual subject. But it can also take on a higher form of life and become a “personality of a higher order,” not as the carrying out of community performances that are the mere combined formations of individual personal achievements, but in the true sense of communal personal achievements as such, realized in their striving and willing.

Husserl 1988, 22, my translation


Individual persons are the parts of a community by way of the varying acts associated with their membership, and different types of group organization refer to different ways in which the interconnected (verbunden), intertwined (verflochten) properties of members and their worlds factor into the group whole. According to Husserl, social groups refer to ways in which there is a pairing of persons together into personal associations (Husserl 1960, 118; Husserl 1989, 201; see also McIntyre 2013; Zahavi 2014). Individuals who are grouped together into a personal association are said to have their own “surrounding world” (Husserl 1989, 195), that is, of having an experiential sense belonging specifically to group members (Husserl 1960, 92). In some cases, a group functions on autopilot by way of a kind of social inertia, as relatively unorganized insofar as we have an unfocused, many-headed yet “headless” assemblage. In other special cases, the community is said to be highly organized and explicitly goal-driven, taking on the characteristics of a unified, large-scale person.

Husserl frequently describes social groups using the notion of “communal spirit” (Gemeingeist), indicating the presence of socio-cultural similarities shared by group members (Husserl 1973b, 165–204; Husserl 1981, 188, 190; Husserl 1989, 208–209, 219, 255; see also Allen 1978; Caminada 2019). What is to be made of the relation between parts of this communal spirit and the group as a whole? A brief summary of Husserl’s theory of parts and wholes as laid out in his Logical Investigations is here necessary before further elaborating on his discussions of social groups.

For Husserl, parts (Teile) of a whole (Ganze) are said to be either pieces (Stücke) or moments (Momente), with Husserl framing this distinction as being between independent (selbständigen) and non-independent/dependent (unselbständigen) parts (Husserl 1970a, 6, 29). Pieces are independent or potentially independent parts (Husserl 1970a, 20–22, 29). One example of pieces in relation to a whole could be the different components of a house such as its beams, roof, floor, different rooms, and so forth. Moments, on the other hand, are non-independent (dependent), abstract parts; they cannot exist individually without supplementation. An example Husserl gives of moments are spatial extension and color (Husserl 1970a, 35). We can abstractly separate the notion of extension from that of color, but Husserl claims that extension necessarily exists as extended with some color and color necessarily exists as a color extended in space. Importantly as I will show for his notion of social groups, Husserl also discusses the relation between “mediate” and “immediate” parts in relation to a whole, demonstrating a metaphorical “distance” that obtains between parts and wholes.


If P(W) is a part of the whole W, then a part of this part, e.g., P(P(W)), is again a part of the whole, but a mediate part. P(W) may then be called a relatively immediate part of the whole.

Husserl 1970a, 30


Husserl’s distinction between mediate (mittelbar) and immediate (unmittelbar) parts also goes by the names of remote (ferneren) and proximate (näheren) parts, and he thereby provides a mereological (i.e., non-spatial) account of distance (Husserl 1970a, 30–34). In this way, we encounter different organizations of mereological unity (Einheit) (Husserl 1970a, 32–33). My living room floor is a part of my living room, and my living room is a part of my house. As such, my living room floor can be considered a part of a part of the house, being both mereologically proximate to the living room and relatively remote from the house as a whole. Parts and wholes existing according to relations of what Husserl calls “founding” (Fundierung), such that one content A by necessity cannot exist without the existence of another content B (Husserl 1970a, 34). For Husserl, reciprocal founding relationships between contents such as color and extension are said to be proximate, while one-sided founding relationships involve mereological remoteness (see Waldenfels 1971, 160–164).

Husserl is clear that in the case of social groups, his is not referring to the notion of a mere collection of mereologically independent persons (Husserl 1988, 48–49; Husserl 1989, 206). Put otherwise, and contra individualist approaches such as that of Max Weber, Husserl’s account of social groups amounts to them not being reducible to assemblages of individual persons considered solely as independent pieces; a social group is not a heap (see Caminada 2016). At the same time, Husserl opposes the holist notion of social groups such that the whole would overpower or otherwise eclipse individual persons; as founded objects, social groups require the individuals within them and have no existence in the absence of those persons (Husserl 1973a, 110). For Husserl, social groups are more than the sum of their parts and are organized into different forms of social unity insofar as there is something shared amongst members that coalesces them into a personal association. The nature of this association will be different for different types of social groups, but candidates appealed to by Husserl in terms of binding a group together with a shared surrounding world are things like common interests, histories, vocations, or other practical activities. While each type of social group shares the same surrounding world of nature, each group has its own particular socio-cultural surrounding world which is most fully open to group members, yet which remains only an experiential possibility for non-members (Husserl 1960, 92). As evinced above, Husserl conceptualizes social groups as being organized either in a loose, “headless” fashion or in a tightly-organized fashion. This distinction and dynamics between different types of social groups can be elucidated by appeal to Husserl’s mereology.


Anonymous groups

Let’s turn first at what Husserl means in the case of less focused social groups, which I designate as “anonymous” groups.2 If, as Husserl claims, social groups are “intimately organized to a greater or lesser degree,” how do matters stand for groups with less intimacy? The structure of a less focused group within Husserl’s writings exhibits properties akin to what he describes in his mereology as a “concatenation” (Verkettung). While all complex objects according to Husserl have parts, concatenations are made up of parts that are themselves unified wholes with their own parts. Put otherwise, concatenations are wholes composed of multiple groups. Considered formally, Husserl describes concatenations as two or more associations that are combined into a larger association. In that larger association, then, at least some relations between parts are said to be mediated in the sense of being at a further mereological distance from other parts of the association. The associations making up this concatenation, furthermore, have “some but not all members in common” (Husserl 1970a, 33). There is thereby still unity, though only a “partial unity” (Teileinheit) between members that are at a mereological distance from each other. Applied to the social world, some social groups as wholes contain other personal associations within themselves, making it the case that there is mereological distance between parts of parts and of their more comprehensive whole. In this vein, Husserl points out that some groups have hierarchical orderings (Husserl 1960, 132), and in discussing personal life within “stratified” (aufgestufter) community forms, Husserl points to the possibility of nesting within groups such as a family, a nation, and a supranational community (Husserl 1970b, 270). This organizational structure evinces Husserl’s mereological notion of a concatenation to the extent that the larger group is composed of smaller sub-groups.

When Husserl discusses the mereological structure of a concatenation in general, the terminology he uses is of “mediated” forms of unity, meaning that we are talking about part-whole relations with higher levels of mereological distance. When he writes of social groups containing mediation or remoteness, then, we should take this to mean that group members are included in the whole by way of being parts of parts of the large whole. In such cases, some of the members of the whole are related to others and to the group in an immediate way, but others are related in mediated fashion (mereologically speaking). Husserl’s descriptions of these social groups refer to the experiences that community members have of some though not all fellow group members, of membership along with indeterminate others, or experiences of a socio-cultural surrounding world as experienceable for indeterminate others. While there is here still unity in the functioning of group members, anonymous, concatenated groups are “headless” insofar as the larger group is not itself fully coordinated in its thinking and acting (Husserl 1988, 22). As mediated, experiences of belonging to an anonymous group include the larger group as itself an object only pre-reflectively in the experiences of those members. Group members may at some level “know” that they belong to the group, but it need not constantly be at the fore of their experiences. In this way, the group as a whole to which one belongs is a “remote” part within the experiences of members. As one form of social group, an anonymous community is founded on its members, but the community as a whole does not necessarily found aspects of the lives of its members in a reciprocal fashion. In anonymous communities, this relation is more akin to a one-sided founding relationship between members and anonymous communities understood as wholes. Regarding membership within “many-headed” communities, Husserl describes experiences of group members using diction associated with his mereology, as including a “horizon of remoteness” (Fernhorizont) and of referring to an indeterminate multiplicity of other persons (Husserl 1973b, 218).

One type of social group that fits the bill of being an anonymous community in this sense is a particular linguistic community, such as the group of all German speakers (Husserl 1973b, 220–221). An overarching linguistic group will likely include some members who I know personally, while others will be indeterminate, entirely unknown or known only as strangers. As such, this type of group as a whole is itself made up of smaller sub-groups as Husserl describes concatenations. In discussions of linguistic communities, it is therefore unsurprising to find Husserl describing them as both “immediate” and “mediate” (Husserl 1970b, 358). For Husserl, the experience of belonging to an anonymous, concatenated community like a linguistic community usually only includes the sense of the group as a whole pre-reflectively. For example, Husserl writes that even though a linguistic community is one form of community, it is unlike more tightly knit grouping such as marriages insofar as the former does not explicitly bring about the sense of being a “personal whole” (personales Ganzes) (Husserl 1973b, 182). The social group itself is not ostensibly presented to its members as an object in their everydayness. In the case of a linguistic group, unity is established on the basis of linguistic norms (Husserl 1973b, 423). In these instances, Husserl often writes that members “know” (wissen) of their membership, using scare quotes to indicate a form of community membership that does not explicitly involve apprehending the community as a thematically experienced object (Husserl 1970b, 164; Husserl 1989, 195).3

In another of Husserl’s other examples to be counted as an anonymous social group, a large political state is founded on the basis of its members as parts, but not all or even any of the experiences of its members have to be had by members as indicative of the state considered as a whole (Husserl 1973b, 182; see also Schuhmann 1988; Drummond 2000; Buckley 2000). There is unity within the state as a whole, but Husserl indicates that this unity is sustained via power (Macht) and dominance (Herrschaft) (Husserl 1973c, 412). A large political group evinces the kind of hierarchical nesting found in mereological concatenations to the extent that there is a subordination of the wills of members under the authority of rulers (Husserl 1973a, 110; see Drummond 2000). In the language of mereological proximity, most members of anonymous concatenated communities like large states are remote from the community as a whole, belonging more proximately to other groups such as to families or circles of friends. Not all other members are known personally, and unknown others are characterized with a sense of indeterminateness. Members of anonymous communities contribute to the existence of the community whole, but they need not explicitly experience the whole as close to who they are as its parts. This amounts to experiences of membership as being amidst both determinate and indeterminate others, yet where our shared surrounding world is not one that exhibits the coordinating force of a shared goal. Some of those who are group members with us remain unknown in the cases of a state (Husserl 1973b, 220–221), and Husserl describes experiences of membership within that kind of political community as “mediated” and “indirect” (Husserl 1973b, 182).

While Husserl believes that there is unity in an anonymous social group, he points out that the influence an individual person exerts within the group as a whole or has exerted upon themselves may not be experienced clearly in its relation to that whole. The impact of individuals upon one another and the whole may only involve implicit as opposed to explicit relations to the whole (Husserl 1973b, 183; see also Flynn 2012). In these cases, Husserl writes that membership amidst a shared surrounding world is shaped by traditions that are taken over second-hand, perhaps even falsely, from sources such as testimony or, appealing to the medium of his day, from newspapers (Husserl 1970b, 326; see also Husserl 1970b, 364; Husserl 1973b, 183; Husserl 1989, 191). Husserl here refers to accidental or coincidental influences between persons as parts and the social whole. In mentioning the kind of “accidental acquaintance” that can be had with others in a social group, Husserl uses mereological language in referring to interpersonal relations that involve “remote influences” (Fernwirkungen) (Husserl 1973b, 222–223), and it is in these instances that we get a “community of influence” (Wirkungsgemeinschaft) as opposed to more tightly knit person-like groups (Husserl 1973b, 195, 201, 204). Given Husserl’s mereology, this refers to being a part of a part, of being removed from the whole to which members belong by means of mereological distance. Such accidental influences lack a direct intentional reference to the group as a whole. While one can, in principle, responsibly appropriate a socio-cultural tradition, tradition can also – according to Husserl – be passively promulgated across historical generations without an explicit endorsement of them. In the latter case, there are influences that arise not directly from the concrete experience of other persons, but from traditional demands that are issued to members by an “indeterminate generality” (unbestimmter Allgemeinheit) (Husserl 1989, 281; see also Husserl 1973b, 222). There is here only an implicit or vague reference to other persons in one’s group. This presence of historical tradition upon group members sheds light on what Husserl means by attributing a “community memory” (Gemeinschaftserinnerung) to “many-headed” communities, as something from the past is preserved through group interactions without having to be explicitly acknowledged or owned (Husserl 1973b, 220–221). Indeed, it is precisely when Husserl discusses relationships between different historical generations in the form of such traditions that he explicitly invokes the term “concatenation” (Husserl 1973c, 179, 219, 499, 583). Just as the dangers Husserl describes regarding the “seductions of language” mean that we can communicate with one another without having to go back to the original sources of the concepts we are speaking about when we use language, so too can we experience being members in an anonymous community through implicit or accidental influences without having to clarify the structure, origins, purposes, or ends of the community in question (Husserl 1970b, 362). This kind of social group lacks a unified form of valuing or willing together, even when it continues to possess its own mediated form of unity (Husserl 1988, 22).

That which marks shared membership within groups of strangers such as large clubs or political states for Husserl is that they typically involve experiences of interacting amidst indeterminate others. Nevertheless, a state, according to Husserl, is a unified whole even though not everyone knows one another and even though some of my fellow group members are experienced as strangers (Husserl 1973b, 182). In this respect, the structure of such groups resembles the mereological structure of what Husserl describes as concatenations, where parts are mediated and at a remove from the whole to which they belong. According to Husserl, there is an agreement (Einverständnis) that coordinates the interactions of members, but the relation we have to others in the form of an agreement is “mediated” in ways that are different from communities where we know the other members more determinately (Husserl 1973b, 198). The unity of an anonymous group remains in place so long as this agreement is maintained implicitly in the continued participation of members or explicitly through acknowledgment. The unity of a social group can be broken on Husserl’s account in instances when there is no longer agreement, such as in a slave rebellion when members no longer go along with the goal-seeking of a practical community of will (Husserl 1973b, 181–182).4

For anonymous groups ranging from linguistic communities to the unity of European culture, Husserl describes experiences of peacefully going about our business by appeal to members being constrained by norms (Normen) (Husserl 1973a, 105–107; Husserl 1973c, 423). As akin to concatenations, these social groups exhibit mereological distance between their members as parts and the wholes to which they belong. Shared norms within anonymous communities are experienced as components of our surrounding world insofar as others are characterized as possessing a sense of responsibility in relation to their potential treatment of me (Husserl 1973c, 422–423). One here implicitly trusts that others will refrain from inflicting unprovoked harm (see Petranovich 2018b). For members of such anonymous communities, valuing and acting are constrained by the specific content of these background norms within the shared surrounding world of the group. These constraints in the form of generalized norms amidst indeterminate others are indicative of the experience of anonymous community membership.


Intimate groups

We can now turn to what Husserl means regarding social groups with a relatively greater degree of intimacy. Husserl speaks of at least some social groups as “personalities of a higher order” (Personalitäten der höheren Ordnung, hereafter designated as PHO) (Husserl 1960, 132; Husserl 1988, 4). These higher-order entities are presented as groups that are in some respect akin to individual persons writ large. For Husserl, the status of being of a higher order does not amount to a social group being entirely separable from the individuals making it up or overpowering the individual agency of its members. Instead, the group is said to be necessarily founded upon its individuals and their actions, having no existence in the absence of its individual members and their activities (Husserl 1970b, 271; see also Buckley 1992; 1996; 1998; 2000; Drummond 1996; 2000; 2002). Husserl claims that PHO can have memories of their own and that they have the possibility of possessing something like consciousness or self-consciousness (Husserl 1973b, 204, 220–1; Husserl 1988, 49). These social groups are said to have their own convictions and appraisals (Husserl 1973b, 193). In the way that an individual person is able to act, so too is a PHO said to act in the sense of collective action through the coordination of its members (Husserl 1973b, 170, 192–195).5

The language Husserl uses to describe highly focused social groups of this sort is of “intimacy” and “proximity.” There is here another overlap between his writings on social groups and writings on parts and wholes, so what exactly does Husserl mean by intimacy in a mereological sense? Less mediation amidst parts and between parts and wholes is representative of mereological intimacy, and thereby of those communities considered to be intimate in Husserl’s sense. As Husserl says, “The members of an association that is free from concatenations are said to be immediately associated or proximate [unmittelbar verknupft oder benachbart]” (Husserl 1970a, 33). In the case of “intimacy” (Innigkeit) in his mereological sense, Husserl writes that these are exemplified in cases where there is a unified whole that is disparately more intimate insofar as it is less mediated (eine ungleich innigere, weil weniger vermittelte), where there is a close founding dependence that that holds between parts and their whole (e.g., akin to that between color and extension) (Husserl 1970a, 37).

For members of a social group, mereological proximity refers to some group members who are “close” to the community as a whole. Put otherwise, members of intimate social groups are more immediate or less mediate parts of the social whole in contrast with others. Mereological relations of independent pieces to a whole are described by Husserl as associative or combinatory (Verbindung), while mutually dependent moments are said to be interpenetrative (Durchdringung) (Husserl 1970a, 35). While social groups are in part (so to speak) founded on persons understood as independent pieces (see Boehm 1969), it is the property of parts being interpenetrative that most properly, for Husserl, better represents his notion of intimacy. We frequently find reference to the mereological property of intimacy in his discussion of tightly knit groups.

One place that this experiential structure of intimate social groups is found is in Husserl’s writings on families and small circles of friends. In the case of experiences within “normal marriages” and “normal friendships,” Husserl refers to them as being intimate, and indeed as some of the most intimate forms of unity (diese innigste Einheit) (Husserl 1973b, 219). In these communities, there is said to be a merging of one life with others’ lives. Given Husserl’s mereological understanding of intimacy, such a merging can be understood in terms of a mutual, interpenetrative dependence between members of the group in their relation to the group whole. Husserl considers families to be intimate communities in his mereological sense, furthermore, since he refers to their form of unity (Einheit), their existence as a whole (Ganzes), to be one in which members are associatively interpenetrating (verbindend durchdringen) with each other; family members are here “living and working in the other” (Husserl 1973b, 179). In the family, each individual member directly relates to the whole by way of their specific, practical functions around the household (Husserl 1973b, 179). Family members are not founded upon one another and the community as strictly as color and extension, but their experience of membership roles in the family still exhibit dependence upon one another in a fashion that is more necessary and irreplaceable compared to anonymous groups.

In an intimate practical community of will (praktische Willensgemeinschaft), there is a coordination of action, a cooperative working-together of group members toward a shared practical goal (Husserl 1973b, 169–174). Husserl here writes that there is an intertwining of wills for such group members, beyond the mere acknowledgement of others’ intentions. This practical group can be said to be intimate if the relations between members are “reciprocal” as opposed to one-sided; both members reciprocally found and are founded through the actions of the other. Husserl’s claim is that in this kind of practical community of will, members can be said to share a will, and the accomplishments of one person simultaneously realize the others’ wishes (Husserl 1973b, 170; see also Szanto 2016). The “community of love” (Liebesgemeinschaft) represents one version of such a practical community of will for Husserl, in the sense that the wills of members are reciprocated in each of the members; the willing of one lover is taken by another member as equal to their own will (Husserl 1973b, 172–175). Throughout his discussion of the community of love as one form of a practical community of will, Husserl invokes mereological notions of proximity by way of intimacy and interpenetration. The striving of one person is here either implicitly or explicitly joined with the striving of another person by way of a “loving interpenetration” (liebende Durchdringung).

As another example, Husserl writes that certain groups of philosophers exhibit the mereological feature of intimacy. In his “Vienna Lecture,” Husserl describes the members forming some of the earliest philosophical groupings as existing in an intimate form of community:


A new and intimate community – we could call it a community of purely ideal interests – develops among men, men who live for philosophy, bound together (verbunden) in their devotion to ideas, which not only are useful to all but belong to all identically.

Husserl 1970b, 287


The mereological structure of intimacy exists here insofar as the individual members are so “close” to the tasks pursued by the community taken as a whole that their joint task is taken to be sufficiently similar for all members. This is not to say that Husserl takes all philosophical groups to be intimate, expressed in his concern that much of the philosophy of his day was splintering, beginning to lose it unity relative to the unity of philosophy in past ages. While it may be that philosophical congresses were still being held where philosophers meet, Husserl claimed that the philosophies themselves no longer meet. This non-intimate form of a philosophical social group lacks an inner togetherness (innere Zusammengehörigkeit) (Husserl 1960, 4–6).

The notion of an intimate social group like an intimate philosophical community need not be limited to those who are currently working on philosophical problems or even those who are still living. This is seen in the way Husserl writes that his life and Plato’s life are unified (Husserl 1973b, 198). By taking over some of the philosophical projects begun by Plato, Husserl sees himself as exemplifying one way to establish an intimate transhistorical social group. Husserl similarly writes of being able to “feel himself into” the “bygone Aristotle” (Husserl 1973b, 200) and expresses the possibility of an author interacting “into me” through their works in such a way that “we are communalized” (wir sind vergemeinschaftet) (Husserl 1973b, 222). In this respect, spatial and temporal closeness is less important for these types of social groups compared to mereological closeness. Individuals cooperatively found such a community (even when this is one-sided in terms of a historical succession) and are also dependent upon that community as a whole. By this, Husserl indicates the possibility of taking over the projects of those with whom I share interests or projects, and of establishing a unity in the form of a community. While the notion of a concatenation was used by Husserl in discussions of ways in which tradition and historical generations influence us, the discussion here is of mereological intimacy to the extent that the social group is tightly bound and explicitly focused in pursuit of a shared endeavor. Instead of a tradition understood in the sense of a continued one-way chain, there is mutual foundational dependence in Husserl’s mereological sense since the community depends on philosophers insofar as it is founded upon them and their activities, while individual philosophers reciprocally depend on the philosophical community as a whole for their own individual pursuits (see Petranovich 2018a).

In Husserl’s sense of an intimate social group, individuals have a relatively less mediated or immediate relation to the whole compared to concatenations. Some social groups can exist despite the coming and going of members. If the community can continue to exist even when some of its parts have left, then this dependence is not reciprocal such as is found in intimately dependent moments such as color and extension. One experiences oneself and fellow members within an anonymous community as more akin to independent parts (pieces) rather than as reciprocally dependent parts (moments). Intimate communities are similarly founded on individuals as their parts, but these community wholes have the additional experiential features of reciprocally determining aspects of the lives of members such as by providing explicit constraints to the direction of their wills in pursuit of an explicit goal. In these special cases, we encounter Husserl’s descriptions of social groups understood as PHO. While anonymous groups can continue to exist despite the coming and going of members, intimate communities may not be similarly durable (see Miettinen 2013, 229).


Conclusion

The focus of this chapter has been an interpretation of what Husserl takes social groups to be in general, and to discuss the ways that Husserl describes the experiences of members within different groups. Based on how the distinction between societies and communities is traditionally drawn, one would expect Husserl to label groups like political states or linguistics groups as “societies,” reserving the term “community” exclusively for more tightly knit groups like families. However, by using “community” as an umbrella term, Husserl demonstrates elements of our social fabric that weave us together into a “communal mind,” even when we do not explicitly acknowledge the groups to which we belong. As I have argued, Husserl maintains an account of the unity of community even in anonymous, concatenated social groups by appealing to his mereological concepts, embedding the unity of a social whole in group structures and in the experiences of members by appeal to varying mereological distances between individuals and their groups.

In a recent article, Katherine Hawley argues for a return to mereological accounts of social groups, a position she identifies as being more popular near the middle of the twentieth century but as having waned following philosophical criticisms levied in the 1980s (Hawley 2017). While Hawley admits that an overly simply mereology of social groups faces philosophical difficulties, this does not mean that we must throw out all mereological approaches. By drawing attention to more recent accounts of mereology in the analytic philosophical tradition, she demonstrates ways in which social mereology should be rehabilitated. Though Hawley does not gesture to Husserlian mereology, and understandably does not delve into the ways that Husserl was already using mereology in the context of his thoughts on social groups, this movement bodes well for Husserl’s contemporary relevance to philosophical discussions of social groups. The place of Husserl in contemporary work on the topic of social groups is further demonstrated by the recent trend of integrating Husserl into the landscape of analytic social ontology (see Chelstrom 2013; Caminada 2016; Salice and Schmid 2016; Szanto 2016). For many varieties of philosophical questions related to ethics and social-political life, Husserl’s discussions of social acts, agreements, the coordinations and subordinations of wills, and the background of social norms provide fertile ground for future work.

Husserl’s writings on the topic of social groups support the position that groups are founded on the lives of the persons within them, that these groups are more than the sum of their parts, and that the status of the social whole differs depending on varying levels of mereological mediation. The experiences of members of various social groups similarly varies in terms of how fellow members are encountered and whether the group as a whole is experientially thematized. A substantive portion of Husserl’s writings on the topic of social groups are expressed using the explicit concepts or the implicit diction developed in his theory of parts and wholes. By approaching the topic of sociality from a mereological standpoint, this allows us to see the nuance of Husserl’s consideration on this topic. Given the recent resurgence of interest in approaching questions of social ontology from a mereological standpoint, Husserl’s writings on social groups continue to offer philosophical resources for philosophical research.


Notes

1Husserl’s thinking on the topic of social groups blossomed amidst conversations and cross-pollination including, but not limited to, thinkers such as Edith Stein, Gerda Walther, Adolf Reinach, and Max Scheler (see Salice 2015).
2While Husserl does not to my knowledge refer to social groups directly as anonymous, he does use the term frequently to refer to the hidden functioning of subjectivity in the pre-reflective lifeworld (e.g., see Husserl 1960, 47–48, 152–153; Husserl 1970b, 109, 112–113, 206, 264; Husserl 1989, 384). I use the term here in the context of social groups to highlight hiddenness in terms of other group members being either unknown or known indeterminately as strangers as well as hiddenness in terms of not explicitly social groups to which we belong.
3Our ability to be practicing members of a linguistic community while not explicitly recognizing our membership in the midst of our engagement is itself akin to how Husserl describes experiences of language by way of reading, such that we seamlessly pass through written words and sentences when our interest is not that of a grammarian (see Husserl 1970b, 361; Husserl 1989, §56; Husserl 2001, 25–27).
4The harmonious unity of social groups is not the final word for Husserl. There are several places within his work where dissent or conflict within social groups comes into play. For more on this see Zahavi 2001, 85–104; Miettinen 2014, 163–164; Szanto 2016.
5For further discussions regarding interpretations of Husserl’s account of PHO, see Carr 1983; Drummond 1996; Buckley 2000; Donohoe 2004; Miettinen 2013; Caminada 2016; Szanto 2016; Petranovich 2018a.
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Husserl’s idea of philosophy as a universal, strict science and its ethical meaning in the context of the crises of today

Reflections from outside of Europe

Esteban Marín-Ávila

This chapter will discuss the implications of Husserl’s conception of philosophy as a rigorous science in the context of the development of his thinking in axiology and ethics. I will nuance Husserl’s idea of the universal character of philosophy after establishing that it is a project that strives to be valuable and practically meaningful. Specifically, I will examine Husserl’s claim that the only possibility of overcoming the crisis of the civilization of his time is the renewal of an aspiration that lies at the origin and core of European culture and history. I will try to show that despite its Eurocentric prejudices, this account contains important ideas that are to be carefully considered when we try to understand the global and local crises of today. In the conclusion, I will try to make a convincing case for why and how a form of thought such as transcendental phenomenology, which claims to be European, can nevertheless provide invaluable conceptual resources to think about matters of concern for non-Europeans.


Philosophy as rigorous science and the limits of impersonal knowledge

I would like to begin by putting forward some ideas that lay at the core of Husserl’s conception of phenomenology as a rigorous or strict (strenge) science. One of the earliest and more important formulations of this idea is found in the article entitled “Philosophy as Strict Science” (1912). It contains a claim that in my opinion must be taken very seriously in order to grasp the kind of project that is at stake in such a conception. This claim is that if philosophy is to become a rigorous science, then it must take the form of impersonal knowledge. Understanding this claim will also shed light on whether phenomenology can be ethically meaningful, and if so, in what sense.

In this article, Husserl attributes two main characteristics to the idea of philosophy as a strict science: it must be radically self-critical and universal. The first of these characteristics alludes to Husserl’s claims that philosophy must include a critique of reason (Husserl 1965, 77), and in so doing it must clarify its point of departure and its goal (Husserl 1965, 146). The second characteristic of philosophy as a strict science, its universality, consists in the fact that philosophy should render truths that can be acknowledged as valid by any subject and that leave no room for private opinions or points of view. This implies, as I will later argue, that it yields impersonal knowledge and that it develops in forms of impersonal collaboration.

Husserl distinguishes his concept of philosophy as a rigorous science from two different conceptions of philosophy that were prominent in his time and that are still interesting today because their major claims seem to remain, although in different forms, highly influential, namely, naturalism and historicism. In the first part of the article, Husserl repeats a shortened version of his critique of psychologism deployed in the Prolegomena of Logical Investigations, only this time directed against naturalism. Even when it conceives of itself as a strict science, naturalism is naïve because it takes a conception of nature for granted. However, such naiveté results in a self-contradiction: as a theory that claims that the principles of logic are empirical laws of nature, it makes these principles dependent on the facticity of nature and susceptible to changes that render truth relative in a strong sense. Consequently, it leads to skepticism. Nevertheless, because it is assumed to be truthful, this very theory that explains the facts of nature and its laws is assumed to be valid regardless of the natural laws of nature, for this truthfulness is dependent upon the validity of the basic principles of logic. Thus, Husserl observes that the naturalist sets up theories which deny what she presupposes (Husserl 1965, 81). This same objection is made to historicism, which he describes as having a close affinity to naturalism because it “takes its position in the factual sphere of the empirical life of spirit” (Husserl 1965, 122). Thus, he claims that if it is carried out consistently, historicism leads to an extremely subjective skepticism that would also deny the basic principles of logic that it presupposes (Husserl 1965, 125).

When confronted with the problem of the historical conditions of philosophy, Husserl points out that the content of the natural sciences is also motived by historical relationships and that their objective validity is not questioned for that reason (Husserl 1965, 124). He insists on the importance of distinguishing the questions of fact from the questions of validity: “the scientific decision of regarding validity itself and regarding its ideal normative principles is in no way an affair of empirical science” (Husserl 1965, 126).

How should we understand these questions of validity that are to be distinguished from those of facts? Allow me to propose that according to Husserl they are philosophical questions that can only be addressed with the “philosophical intuition in the correct sense, the phenomenological grasp of essences” (Husserl 1965, 147). Thus, they are inquiries into idealities, i.e., essences, and they are concerned with the problem of the meaning of their objects in a way that, as Husserl himself points out, is usually misunderstood and quickly dismissed as scholastic. This “scholastic” misunderstanding would follow from overlooking the fact that the phenomenological grasp of essences does not derive judgments from linguistic concepts but rather looks into the phenomena that make language possible and from which all linguistic concepts derive, regardless of whether they are experiential, mathematical, or of any other kind (Husserl 1965, 96–97; Husserl 1987, 20; see also Sowa, Chapter 8 in this volume).

Another crucial aspect of Husserl’s defense of philosophy as a rigorous science comes to the fore when he attempts to define its task in contrast to that of philosophy conceived as Weltanschauung. The comparison is made here between these two conceptions of philosophy in terms of their practical character and the goals pursued by them (Husserl 1965, 137). To fully appreciate this point, it is important to stress that Husserl acknowledged the value and practical significance of Weltanschauung understood as wisdom or traditional habit-based knowledge. As Antonio Zirión has argued, what Husserl criticized, partially for practical reasons, was not Weltanschauung as such, but the identification of the conceptual elaboration of this kind of wisdom with philosophy (Zirión 2016). For while philosophy conceived as a rigorous science has as its goal the infinite task of clarifying all its assumptions, Weltanschauung assumes the task of providing answers to the current problems of a historical and personal situation by recourse to knowledge that comes from habit and tradition (Husserl 1965, 130–131, 138).

Another argument that should be considered here is that, according to Husserl, failing to distinguish between Weltanschauung and philosophy as a rigorous science amounts to sacrificing the former for the latter, or more precisely, the eternal results of the latter for the immediate answers of the former (Husserl 1965, 142–143). One cannot assume the radical attitude that is necessary for philosophy as a rigorous science and at the same time try to build a philosophical system based on traditional wisdom. However, in connection with this topic Husserl adds another interesting point related to the character and the vocation [Beruf] that he considers the philosopher’s, as well as to the way in which science and authentic philosophy – philosophy as rigorous science – should be characterized as “practical” endeavors. Thus, he claims that whereas the one who engages in Weltanschauung should have a particular personal character and a characteristic wisdom based on experience, for the scientific philosopher it is enough to have theoretical talent. This difference is moreover related to the way philosophical knowledge can be transmitted and to how and under which conditions philosophy can become a collective enterprise. Husserl claims that Weltanschauung philosophy can only be taught the way wisdom [Weisheit] is taught, i.e., in a personal way, by a personality that directs itself to another personality. These personalities are called to teach either because of their particular style [Eigenart] and their particular wisdom [Eigenweisheit], or as servants of higher practical interests, such as religion, ethics, or law (Husserl 1965, 144; Husserl 1987, 59). In contrast, philosophy as a rigorous science would be impersonal (Husserl 1987, 591) and cumulative because its collaborators would contribute to enrich what he calls a “treasure of eternal validities [einen Schatz ewiger Gültigkeiten] that must prove a blessing for humanity” (Husserl 1965, 144; see also Husserl 1987, 59). Thus, at the core of this distinction lies the idea that the kind of knowledge that scientific philosophy makes possible cannot depend on the habits and situations of the philosophers.

Moreover, Husserl thinks that whereas the motives behind philosophy as Weltanschauung are compatible with the goal of influencing practice, philosophy as rigorous science is endangered at times when practical motives make powerful upsurges because the theoretical vocation of the scientific philosopher is disturbed when moved to serve directly practical goals (Husserl 1965, 137). In this sense, the vocation of the philosopher is characterized in this writing as anti-practical. According to Husserl, since it can give definitive answers where Weltanschauung only provides vague explanations, scientific philosophy does indeed serve a higher practical interest than the former. However, Husserl thinks that, as in the case of other sciences, this practical character of scientific philosophy can only be obtained precisely when it does not renounce its pure theoretical – anti-practical – goal (Husserl 1965, 138–139).

At this point let me note that for reasons that I will discuss below, this characterization of philosophy as an impersonal kind of knowledge was the center of a criticism directed at Husserl’s philosophical project by the Mexican thinker, Luis Villoro, who, from a different historical, cultural, and social context, addressed some of the questions that also drew Husserl’s attention at the end of his life. In his 1959 lecture Ciencia radical y sabiduría (“Radical Science and Wisdom”), Villoro suggests that philosophy cannot become entirely scientific, in the sense of being an impersonal kind of knowledge, without renouncing itself as philosophy. Part of Villoro’s argument points to the fact that questions regarding values and decisions can only be addressed by a kind of wisdom whose validity is personal, circumstantial, and historical (Villoro 1975). This means that the very questions regarding the value of philosophy and the decision to prefer scientific philosophy over its conception as Weltanschauung cannot be a matter of impersonal knowledge (Villoro 1975). Moreover, if questions of values and decisions cannot be addressed in impersonal, scientific knowledge, then a scientific philosophy would not be able to speak to the problems that matter for our personal, historical, and concretely situated lives. And it is precisely for this reason that the scientific character of philosophy cannot be pursued at the expense of eliminating personal wisdom.


It would seem that it is impossible to free philosophy from the tension between the two forms of knowledge that Husserl opposes and tries to exclude, so that none of them can be given in isolation without ceasing to be philosophy. At least as an ideal, philosophy has sought to be a scientific wisdom and a wise science. In such connection, both names would lose some of their habitual meaning. Wisdom without science would be religion or myth, common sense or popular advice, apology or poetry, everything but philosophy. Science without wisdom would be theory of a region of objects, technique, or simple theoretical game, but not philosophy.

Villoro 1975, 148, my translation


It is worth noting that Villoro’s criticism is directed at Husserl’s conception of philosophy as a rigorous science, but only because this rigorous science is conceived entirely as an impersonal and non-situated form of knowledge. To this, I will add that the conception of philosophy as a kind of impersonal knowledge must be nuanced or perhaps even rejected in light of Husserl’s own evolving thinking about the axiological and practical dimensions of rationality, including his account of the radical kind of rationality that phenomenological philosophy – understood as a scientific philosophy – aims to deploy.


The axiological and practical dimensions of rationality and their relation to persons and situations

In his lectures on ethics from 1914, 1920, and 1924, Husserl held that it is possible to aspire to universally valid knowledge pertaining to axiological and practical questions. Nonetheless, he also observed that the validity of value assumptions and the rationality of actions depend on the personalities and the concrete contexts of the concerned subjects in ways that are not parallel to beliefs.

It is well known that Husserl was attentive to the fact that each person can love and thus be called to value different things above all others – a topic that he explored in several research manuscripts under the heading of absolute values and absolute ought (Husserl 2013, 297–332; see De Warren 2017). However, this aspect of the problem of the relativity of values did not surface in Husserl’s attempt to create a formal axiology and a formal ethics in the lectures of 1914, which contain many insights that would be picked up again in later writings such as the Kaizo articles and the lectures on ethics from 1920 and 1924. There we find an attempt to establish the fundamental laws that can be obtained when considering what it means both to hold something as valuable and to rationally execute any action whatsoever. It turns out that Husserl finds formal and structural reasons why values and rational actions are relative to subjects and their motivational circumstances in a way that is not parallel to the sphere of mere belief. This relativity is clearly not factual but a priori because it pertains to the essences of values and rational actions, that is, to the very meaning of values and rational actions in general.

Without going into the details of how values are grasped in affective lived experiences that have the form of pleasures [Gefallen] or displeasures [Missgefallen] in relation to things or states of affairs – a topic he would explore more carefully in Ideas II, the lectures on ethics from 1924, and the manuscripts of the Studien zur Struktur des Bewusstseins (see Rinofner-Kreidl, Chapter 29 in this volume) – it is most appropriate to remain here with Husserl’s early formal characterizations of values and lived experiences of valuing because they focus on their foundational or motivational structure. “The factum of valuing, liking, disliking, desiring, etc., only indicates that <we> are impressed by objects, that we feel so moved by them” (Husserl 1988, 86, my translation). The question of how we are moved by the objects that we value can be answered in this formal approach by pointing out that to hold something as valuable means to “approve” its being in the sense of positing it as something that “may be” [es möge sein] and that, if practically feasible, motivates an act of will that posits it as something that “shall be” [es soll sein] as a consequence of the actions that fulfill such a practical intention (Husserl 1988, 105). This motivational structure follows from the necessary relationships that hold between valuation, belief, and action, as well as between values, objects, and deeds.

Briefly stated, evaluative experiences cannot take place independently from theoretical intentions because values are qualities of objects and states affairs; however, they also motivate actions that are concerned with making or preserving the reality or the real access to what is intended as of value and with doing the opposite with what is not (Husserl 1988, 105, 108–109). In addition, our valuations of different things also relate to each other in a peculiar way since we are able to assess them in more complex, polythetic valuations in which we determine that something is preferable to something else or that something is worse compared to something that is merely bad (Husserl 1988, 100). This has significant consequences for all those valuations that constitute what Husserl calls derivative values (Husserl 1988, 70–71), that is, what is valued as a result of axiological assessments of different beliefs, practical considerations, and other valuations (Husserl 1988, 76–77). It is worth noting that these axiological assessments are neither beliefs nor theoretical conclusions but precisely affective acts of valuing objects or states of affairs as a consequence of beliefs, practical considerations, and other valuations.

Even though Husserl in these lectures distinguishes between objects that have value in themselves and those that have derivative value, he implies that the former can always lose that value or have their axiological qualities modified as a result of these motivational relationships. As mere examples of how the synthesis of beliefs and valuations can render new rational valuations, it is worth mentioning that a whole can have a derivative positive value because one of its parts has value in itself and that something can have a derivative positive value because it is the cause of something valued in itself. Likewise, if two positively appreciated things cannot coexist, then the existence of the lesser good acquires a derivative negative value (Husserl 1988, 176–179).

It is not necessary to go into detail here about Husserl’s theory of formal praxis. However, what is worth mentioning is that according to Husserl an essential trait of volitional acts is that they posit their objects as about to exist or still existing by virtue of this very intention. In other words, to intend something in a practical manner is either to attempt to make it real or to preserve it (Husserl 1988, 108–109, 111). Yet for an action to be rational, it must be based on evident beliefs, rational axiological insights or assessments, in which the desirability of its goal is given, and in rational deliberations of whether it is feasible for the agent (Husserl 1988, 128–129). This last point means that even though many persons can value and thus find the same state of affairs desirable, it might be the case that, given their different capabilities and practical contexts, it is only rational for some of them to attempt to pursue it. Moreover, how the whole motivational structure is further complicated by volition can be appreciated by considering that each person has different capabilities, which may vary at different times and which determine the valuable things that can exist and coexists for her and consequently also her whole surrounding world of real and possible states of affairs with derivative value.

The crucial point here is that, according to Husserl, acknowledging this subjective and contextual relativism on questions of value and rational actions need not lead to skepticism. Husserl’s argument is that it is still possible to make objective claims about values and rational actions, that is, claims that can be acknowledged as valid by anyone, but only in so far as these claims refer to motivational contexts and persons. “What under certain presuppositions is worth desiring [Wünschwert] (desirable [wünschenswert], as we say) can be under others indifferent or worth fleeing. But once the presuppositions are set, everything is objectively determined” (Husserl 1988, 89, my translation). Moreover, Husserl observes that the fact that different persons can value the same things in different ways and necessarily have different practical possibilities can also be addressed in objective claims that make reference to the persons in question:


Naturally, the valuing can refer to the person, to her deeds, to that which is good or bad under the particular presuppositions that obtain for her. But then it is precisely determined in itself what is useful and good for this person in her situation and what is not. Here, the person belongs to the state of affairs valued; the valuing matter refers to her.

Husserl 1988, 89, my translation


And something similar is said about the practical realm: “The practical possibilities are essentially referred to the subject capable of volition. […] [Therefore] the objectivity of the practical possibility essentially refers to the subject in question” (Husserl 1988, 149, my translation).

What are the implications of these observations for the question of the value and practical meaningfulness of the philosophical endeavor? Husserl himself would say a decade later in the Kaizo articles that the philosophical vocation is in itself ethical (Husserl 1989, 3–94). In his 1924 lectures he claims that science as a form of activity that produces truths must be subordinated to ethics (Husserl 2004, 16, 18). These claims have important consequences. One of them is that if phenomenological philosophy attempts to be a rigorous science not only in the sense of being universally valid, but also in that of being radically self-critical, then it has to be able to gain insight into how and why it is not only a practical possibility, but also one that is valuable and thus worth pursuing. According to what I have attempted to show, it seems that this cannot be done entirely abstracting from the persons and situations to which it is referred as a valuable, practical possibility.

This means that the radical self-criticism of philosophy cannot be undertaken in the form of an impersonal knowledge, at least if by that we understand a form of knowledge in which the personality of the knower and her circumstances are irrelevant. The concrete value and practical meaning of philosophy is relative to the person who philosophizes and to her context. At this point, is important to make a fairly obvious observation, namely, that the circumstances, habits, and capabilities of any person cannot be completely known from a third person perspective. Thus, the questions of what can be given as valuable with evidence to a particular subject and what she should do in a concrete context cannot be answered in the form of impersonal knowledge (Marín Ávila 2018).


The ethical significance of philosophy as strict, universal science

It is well known that for Husserl ethical questions are those concerned with how to live in the best possible way and that means to assume a life according to the will to live with the widest possible theoretical, axiological, and practical insight. This idea lies at the core of the 1914 lectures on ethics to which I alluded in the last section (Husserl 1988, 153). However, Husserl’s answer to the question of how the attempt to do scientific philosophy relates to the will of undertaking an ethical individual and social life shifted from a relatively abstract appeal to ideals of reason and humanity to a more concrete and situated argument of a crisis of reason and European civilization. With this, his early characterization of scientific philosophy as an anti-practical and impersonal kind of knowledge is nuanced.

In the final part of this chapter, I want to address a problem that follows from Husserl’s conceptions of philosophy in general and ethics in particular. According to Husserl, the aspiration to live an ethical life must entail the will to develop philosophy as a rigorous science. If it is therefore possible to claim that the reasons to strive under any given circumstance to cultivate a kind of knowledge that is radically self-critical and universal are ultimately ethical, would this mean that a single general account of the value and practical meaning of philosophy is sufficient to explain the concrete ethical character of such a form of knowledge under any circumstance? Should an account of the value and practical meaning of scientific philosophy that was developed in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century suffice to explain why it is something worth pursuing today in Mexico or anywhere else?

As we have seen, in Philosophy as Strict Science Husserl claims that scientific philosophy would provide eternal validities for the humanity of the future. In the same vein, in the Kaizo articles he argues that to strive to live the most rational-meaningful possible existence implies to strive to constitute the intersubjective conditions under which such a life is possible, and that means constituting a universal society and a universal personality of a higher order that collaborates in its pursuit to know, value, and act in the most rational way (Husserl 1989, 3–94).

Here it is helpful to keep in mind that to live ethically consists in aspiring to live a fully rational individual and collective life, which means to attempt to gain the best achievable insight and understanding of our world and to act to the best of our capabilities based on it. And it is also worth noting that Husserl does not consider this rational life as a means for the best possible life, but as the best life itself. Thus, it is not the case that rational beliefs and axiological assessments are good because they make possible adequate or correct actions. On the contrary, actions and lives that lack insight are not rational or meaningful: separated from their doxical and axiological components, they cannot be characterized as such (Husserl 1988, 152–153).

To my knowledge, the ideas of the goodness of rationality and of science in themselves was not discussed in detail by Husserl before he began to work on the Crisis and other closely related texts of the 1930s. Only in these later writings do we find for the first time a historical-philosophical analysis of civilization’s crisis in which the aspiration to develop phenomenology, understood as a universally valid and radically self-critical kind of knowledge, can be shown to be something valuable and practically meaningful. In other words, while in other earlier writings Husserl had argued that the aspiration to build a scientific philosophy is something valuable and good in itself, in The Crisis he attempts to show the particular ways in which it is valuable and good in the specific historical and cultural context in which his reflection is situated. That is, he attempts to show the concrete derivative value of such an enterprise in that particular historical and cultural situation.

As is well known, in these works Husserl argues that the crisis of his time is at the same time a crisis of the modern European sciences. It is the result of an impoverished concept of reason that came about in European history with the rise of the modern physical sciences and their remarkable capability to predict and transform reality. Here it is important to stress that Husserl is quick to acknowledge that “[t]he scientific rigor of all these disciplines, the convincingness of their theoretical accomplishments, and their enduringly compelling success are unquestionable” (Husserl 1970, 4). Consequently, the crisis does not concern “the scientific character of the sciences but rather what they, or what science in general, [have] meant and could mean for human existence” (Husserl 1970, 5). Moreover, it is a crisis of European “[…] culture and the role ascribed to the sciences […]” in it (Husserl 1970, 5).

Nevertheless, it is important to note that Husserl alludes to the crisis as something that began “with a change which set in at the turn of the century in the general evaluation [Bewertung] of the sciences […]” (Husserl 1970, 5). This “change in the public evaluation was unavoidable, especially after the war” (Husserl 1970, 6). To say it bluntly: it was a crisis that concerned the value of the modern sciences in the context of European culture at the beginning of the twentieth century. The crisis as described at the outset can be summarized as follows: in as far as science abstracts from everything subjective, it also abstracts from the questions which were more pressing in such “unhappy times” of the “most portentous upheavals,” namely “questions of the meaning or meaninglessness of the whole of this human existence […],” questions that “concern man as a free, self-determining being in his behavior toward the human and extra-human surrounding world and free in regard to his capacities for rationally shaping himself and his surrounding world” (Husserl 1970, 6).

A second, deeper explanation, is developed in the rest of the work and revolves around an idea that goes back to Galileo: while the revolutionary step taken by Galileo of grounding physics in mathematics made it possible to make more accurate inductions and causal predictions regarding nature, it also gave rise to two important historical assumptions that continued to influence the sciences and everyday thinking of his days (and clearly ours too): namely, that the being of nature is in itself mathematical (Husserl 1970, 53–56), and that the whole of reality can be entirely studied by a technical, mathematical, way of thinking without insight (Husserl 1970, 46–53).

The first assumption obscures the fact that to study nature through mathematical formulas implies measuring “the life-world […] for a well-fitting garb of ideas” and “[…] take for true-being what is actually a method” (Husserl 1970, 51). Among other things, this entails reducing the knowledge of the lifeworld to the knowledge of what is ideally measurable without being aware of this reduction, of how this activity of measuring ideal objects is possible, and what it means to undertake such activity.

The second assumption obscures the difference between insightful thinking and what Husserl calls “symbolic” or “technical thinking,” the latter consisting in “the mere art of achieving, through a calculating technique according to technical rules, results the genuine sense of whose truth can be attained only by concretely intuitive thinking actually directed at the subject matter itself” (Husserl 1970, 46). Thus, whereas the propositions of mathematics originally derive their truths from the insight into the meaning of the idealities to which they refer, mathematical-technical thinking makes it possible to reach the same conclusions by different means: “One operates with letters and with signs for connections and relations (+, X, =, etc.) according to rules of the game for arranging them together in a way essentially not different, in fact, from a game of cards or chess” (Husserl 1970, 46). However, Husserl is clear in pointing out that the problem is not the reliance on technical-mathematical thinking, but that this method is not “understood and practiced in a fully conscious way” (Husserl 1970, 47).

Acknowledging that the concept of rationality has been historically impoverished in the last centuries by abstracting everything subjective from it and by its reduction to technical thinking without insight, it is possible to stand in a better position to appreciate what is at stake in Husserl’s call to renew the ethical aspiration to live a rational and insightful life. We are also in a better position to understand why, according to Husserl, the pursuit of a scientific philosophy has ethical significance as something not only valuable in itself, but also practically meaningful and urgent in the context of the crisis from which he is writing. What he has in mind and what transcendental phenomenology aims at recovering is not any kind of universal rationality but one that is grounded in subjectivity and evidence.

Thus, Husserl’s conception of the universality that is inherent to philosophy is placed here in a more concrete, historical perspective. This perspective includes interesting insights and directions of inquiry that are worth pursuing further; however, one of the issues here is the implication of the fact that philosophy with its aspiration to achieve universal truths had its origin in the particular cultural context of ancient Greece and that it continued to develop in European history and culture to give rise to the modern sciences and the global civilization that is now in crisis.

It must be said that there are some problems that result from Husserl’s ambiguous usage of the concept of “Europe” and from a Eurocentric reinterpretation of the history of the world that he shared with many of his contemporaries. This interpretation projects Europe into the past to attempt to show that everything that happened before had led to its becoming (Dussel 2002, 222). A Eurocentric view of this kind is palpable in Husserl’s account of the teleology of European culture and particularly philosophy and the modern sciences as having developed entirely in isolation and from internal motives. Husserl alludes to these problems as if the cultural entity named “Europe” always had clear cut boundaries and could have developed without the exogenous influences that it actually received, such as the Arab domination of parts of contemporary Spain, which among many other things reintroduced the texts and ideas of Aristotle to Europe, or the encounter of Europeans with America, which forced the paradigm shift in the modern sciences by introducing to them a part of the world that could not be explained by resorting to archaic ways of thinking (Dussel 1995; 2002; O Gorman 2016). I think that a consequence of this is that some aspects of Husserl’s understanding of the crisis should be carefully examined if we wish to really endorse his commitment to a universal philosophy and to avoid reducing it to the continuation of the discussions in hegemonic nations that exclude those that are had elsewhere.

On the one hand, Husserl conflates European culture with the very possibility of striving to obtain universal truths and to pursue rigorous science. It may be the case that ancient Greek culture was the only one able to achieve a universal concept of truth as the idea of an infinite task that comes together with the relativization of its own worldview (see Husserl 1970, 345; 1989, 189; and Moran 2011, 478–480) – an empirical claim that, as Ian Angus has pointed out, still needs to be proved with comparative data (Angus 2020). It might also be the case that European culture – with its major Greek, Roman and Christian roots – has been shaped around these Greek ideas of cosmopolitanism and universal reason. Nevertheless, from this it does not follow that such an idea of truth can only be opened from within Greek culture and its development in Europe.

On the other hand, Husserl claims that the solution to the crisis depends on the recovery of a non-reductive ideal of reason that is already a cultural reserve of European culture, i.e., the recovery of an aspiration that not only defines Europe, but that he believes is essentially European in the sense that it cannot be thought without reference to Europe. Husserl famously said in the Vienna Lecture that “there is something unique [in Europe] that is recognized in us by all other human groups […] that […] becomes a motive for non-Europeans to Europeanize themselves,” (Husserl 1970, 275) namely, a peculiar sort of attitude of individuals toward their surrounding world, and that Europeans that understand themselves properly would never embrace another culture in the same way, e.g., they would never “Indianize” themselves (Husserl 1970, 275). Does this mean that it is not possible to assume the peculiar sort of radical and universal theoretical attitude that is characteristic of philosophy in India and other cultural spaces without the influence of Europe?

Either Husserl’s usage of the concept “Europe” in the writings of The Crisis is so vague as to allude to any culture that is open to universality and could therefore be easily substituted by another term that is not so closely associated with a continent or with a very broad and diffused cultural and geopolitical region, or his claims about the European origin and solution to the crisis are highly questionable. To say that to engage in a genuine philosophical inquiry means to become European and that this can only be done by renewing European culture amounts to perpetuating the ideology of colonialism and continuing to reject and devalue all cultural elements that are not clearly identifiable with “Europe.” This of course includes rejecting and devaluing any attempt to do philosophy outside of what is vaguely considered to be Europe and the North Atlantic and their canons. In considering these problems, it is convenient to rethink some of Husserl’s ideas concerning the global crisis of sciences and reason in general, as well as the way in which it should be philosophically addressed.

Without subscribing to some of the above mentioned Eurocentric assumptions, it can be agreed that the crisis denounced by Husserl is global in so far as most of the world has been shaped today by the advent of the modern world system in the last five centuries and the global hegemony of European countries in the last two (Dussel 2002), co-emerging with the hegemony of the modern sciences that were mainly developed there. These sciences have shaped the globe through a kind of knowledge that is particularly apt in making causal predictions and yielding all kinds of technologies, but the tendency to take them as models for all kinds of knowledge and rational inquiries has had two important consequences. The first is the tendency to abstract from the questions that concern our subjectivity, and with this, to refuse to address in a rational, scientific manner the problems that concern the meaning or meaninglessness of our existence and the way in which we are to use our freedom to intervene in the world. The second is the tendency to sacrifice insightful for technical thinking, i.e., to sacrifice understanding under the false assumption that rigorous thought can only have the form of calculation.

Consequently, overcoming the crisis of the modern sciences and modern global civilization involves first showing what kind of theoretical or philosophical approach makes it possible to pose the problems concerning human existence in a rational, scientific way. This is something that greatly concerned Husserl because most of his works are devoted to laying the foundations for a new way of understanding philosophy as rigorous science, i.e., as transcendental phenomenology. However, in order to overcome the crisis, it is necessary to go beyond laying the ground to do philosophy as a rigorous science. It is necessary to effectively reintroduce these questions that interest us the most and approach them in a philosophically rigorous way because philosophy can only be said to be ethical once it contributes to realizing a fully rational individual and collective life.

If we subscribe to the idea that phenomenology is valuable and practically meaningful in as far as it can raise the questions that rationally interest us the most, then it is still necessary to ask which questions these are and whether they are the same under all circumstances. If the crisis of the civilization in which we live has its roots in a lack of or prejudice against insightful reason, then it can be said that it is only natural that to some extent the development of phenomenological philosophy under different circumstances will focus on different problems that arise from this lack or partiality of reason.

I think that this can be exemplified by the way in which phenomenology has been received and developed outside of Europe under circumstances that differ in some respects with those of Husserl. Thus, the appeal of phenomenology in Mexico, for instance, has been connected to a great extent with the necessity of coming to terms with our own problematic historical reality, with our interest in thinking what does not seem to be thinkable in terms of an impoverished and conspicuously calculative concept of reason that rules out the relevant questions and the means to address them. Some of the problems that interested most Mexican thinkers of the last century, such as Luis Villoro, José Portilla, and Emilio Uranga, who enthusiastically embraced the works of Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre, concerned the situation of living under circumstances that had their roots precisely in European colonialism: the struggles regarding the identity of Mexican indigenous people (Villoro 1950), false and often ambiguous discourses that served the purposes of domination (Villoro 2007b), the relationship between precarity and valuing (Villoro 1997 and 2007a), collective practices to prevent the acknowledgment of values (Portilla 1984), or the accident of being Mexican (Uranga 2013). In all of these cases, phenomenological philosophy and existentialism were embraced with a firm conviction that philosophy had to illuminate rationally – and that means, under universal concepts – the concrete historical circumstances under which we live (Flores, Rossi, and Villoro in Portilla 1984, 9–12).

There have been very interesting recent attempts to develop a critical phenomenology capable of addressing contemporary social problems in dialogue with critical theory and post-structuralism (see Salamon 2018 and Weiss et al 2019). Here I want to claim that classical transcendental phenomenology already has this vocation as well as valuable conceptual resources to fulfill it. However, to paraphrase an earlier quotation from Husserl: it seems that we are still not capable of addressing in the spirit of philosophy as rigorous and universal science the most burning questions of our times, nor of bringing forward an understanding of ourselves as free agents and of our surrounding world that is radically and fully rational. As I have tried to show in this chapter, the latter would mean trying to understand the roots of the crises of today based on a willingness to put into question all our prejudices and on the aspiration to achieve not only rational beliefs, but also rational evaluations and rational practical deliberations. If it were unable to do this, phenomenology would succumb to what Villoro considered the fate of a philosophy incapable of dealing with the questions that matter to us: to become a theory of a region of objects, technique, or a simple theoretical game, but not philosophy. After all, the ethical significance of the task of developing philosophy as rigorous science lies in the ability and willingness to effectively pose and address these questions in a rational, insightful way. The failure to do so would amount to phenomenology’s failure to be a fully rational and meaningful philosophical project.


Note

1This passage is missing from the English translation.
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Philosophy of science






 33

Husserl’s theory of science

Marco Cavallaro


The system of a theory of science

The program of a theory of science forms the backbone of Edmund Husserl’s philosophy. Not only did it influence the Husserlian conception of phenomenology by determining its topics and the scope of its agenda (Husserl 2014, 308), but it is also revealing of Husserl’s own meta-philosophical convictions. Long before he explicitly addressed the issue of the “crisis of sciences,” Husserl admits that “we do not understand sciences in general” (Husserl 2008, 174), “that all science is a mystery” (Husserl 1979, 122), and that “[p]roblems in the theory of science are a chief theme for the philosophy of our age” (Husserl 1969, 6). For him, a clarification of science and scientific knowledge is the main task of philosophy and, like Descartes, “‘first philosophy’ is itself only an expression for a completely radical, and at the same time universal, theory of science” (ibid., 2).

Husserl’s concept of a theory of science merges with his concept of logic. The two disciplines share a common aim and subject matter. First, logic seeks to search “into what pertains to genuine, valid science as such, what constitutes the Idea of Science” (Husserl 2001a, 25) and is interested in “what makes science science” (ibid., 144), while a theory of science, according to its essential purpose, deals with “the general nature of science in general” (Husserl 2003, 16), and its investigations concern “whatever makes sciences into sciences” (Husserl 2001a, 16). Second, the “nature of the logical” is precisely what sciences have in common (Husserl 2003, 16) and the logical in the sciences encompasses everything that is logical in general (Husserl 2008, 6–7). Science in turn is “logical through and through” and presents “the logical κατ’ έξοχήν (par excellence)” (ibid., 6). Thus, if theory of science is “eo ipso the science of the logical as such,” Husserl maintains, “[a] concept of logic can surely be rightly understood as coinciding with that of the science of science in general, of the theory of science” (ibid., 7).1

The ultimate goal of a theory of science is a “clarification” (Klärung) or “elucidation” (Aufklärung) of the essence of science (Husserl 1975, 29; 1980, 80–90; 2001a, §4; see also Moran 2007). For Husserl, the situation of the scientist who lacks insight into the ultimate reasons for her scientific work is akin to that of the artist who, without conscious knowledge of the laws of her artistic actions, applies them unconsciously in practice (Husserl 2001a, 15–16). Sciences that “operate with fundamental concepts not produced by the work of originary clarification and criticism […] are not sciences at all but, with all their ingenious performances, mere theoretical techniques” (Husserl 1969, 181).

The process of the clarification of science requires us to spell out its conditions of possibility (Husserl 2001a, 65–66). For Husserl the question regarding the conditions of possibility of science is nothing but a “generalization” of the question concerning the conditions of possibility of knowledge which Kant first established in his Critique of Pure Reason (ibid., 149).2 The most original take in Husserl’s transcendental questioning consists in distinguishing manifold conditions of possibility. A list of conditions of possibility for science includes real (empirical) and ideal (pure), logical (objective) and noetic (subjective), formal (analytic a priori) and material (synthetic a priori), apophantic (meaning-related) and ontological (object-related) conditions. Some of these pairs stand in a genus-species relationship to each other – as shown in Figure 33.1.
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Figure 33.1The conditions of possibility for science according to Husserl

It is worth elaborating these distinctions in greater detail since, as we shall see below, they are directly connected with Husserl’s division of the many tasks and corresponding subdisciplines of a theory of science.

The first opposition regards the distinction between real and ideal conditions of possibility and, correlatively, between empirical and pure theory of science. Empirical theory of science considers what enables the concrete realization of human knowledge in science (ibid., 17). Real conditions of possibility equal the psychological conditions which enable a thinker to perform cognitive acts (ibid., 149–50) – e.g., concentration, a certain mental freshness, intellectual practice, and the like. In addition, any problem related to “intellectual hygiene,” such as questions concerning the effect of psychoactive substances (like alcohol, coffee, or tea), daily routines, and individual’s sensitivities on scientific practice also belongs here (Husserl 2003, 16). For Husserl, the task of investigating the conditions which makes cognitive acts “really” (real) possible is proper to empirical psychology (Husserl 2001a, 118). A theory of science devoted to the investigation of the empirical laws governing scientific inquiry qualifies then as psychology of science.

The second mode of asking about the conditions of possibility for science puts aside any consideration regarding the factual constitution of the human mind and deals instead with purely ideal conditions that determine a priori the possibility of science. Ideal conditions of science are for Husserl “objectively valid” (objektiv gültig), meaning they hold true regardless of whether or not scientists have insight into them (ibid., 150). Investigating the ideal conditions of possibility for science is the proper task facing a “pure” theory of science, which is the sole version of theory of science Husserl is interested in. The latter is concerned “with the formal features that stamp [sciences] as sciences, with the features that determine their mutual boundaries and their inner articulation into fields, into relatively closed theories, with the features which fix their essentially different species or forms etc.” (ibid., 24), and its intent is to explore “certain essential characteristics that all sciences as such have in common” (Husserl 2008, 43).

Among the ideal conditions of the possibility for science in general, Husserl distinguishes “noetic” from “purely logical” conditions (Husserl 2001a, §§ 32, 65–66). Noetic conditions are based on the idea of knowledge intended as the subjective act of knowing considered in specie. They are rooted not in the individual subject or in a given species of individuals (e.g., human beings), but in the form of subjectivity in general and in its relation to knowledge (ibid., 75–76); thus, they apply to any consciousness whatsoever (ibid., 117). On the other hand, logical conditions are grounded purely in the content of possible knowledge and can be explored independently from all relation to the thinking subject and the idea of subjectivity in general (ibid., 149–50).3

Purely logical conditions can be further divided following Husserl’s distinction between two concepts of object: namely, “the object in terms of how it is determined” as opposed to the “object simply” (Gegenstand schlechthin) (Husserl 2014, 260–61; see Drummond 2015). Husserl also refers to the former with the titles “noema,” “sense” (Sinn), and “meaning” (Bedeutung). Even if they are inseparably linked, meaning and object for Husserl never coincide (Husserl 1975, 52). The expressions “the current German chancellor” and “the current de facto leader of the European Union” have different meanings, but they refer to one and the same object. Accordingly, it is possible to differentiate the conditions of possibility that are rooted in the a priori of meanings from those that depend on the a priori of objects simply.

Husserl’s conception of the formal and the material (Sachhaltige) underlines the last distinction between formal and material conditions of possibility of science. The formal is the mediated product of a “formalization” (Formalisierung), meaning the substitution in a given concept or proposition of everything specifically material (Stoffliches) with the idea of something in general (Etwas überhaupt) (Husserl 2003, 31; 2008, 61). On the other hand, material concepts such as tree, table, red, rough, sound, and the like are immediately grasped through sensuous intuition (Husserl 2008, 105). Formal conditions of science ground formal concepts, laws, principles and are the topic of formal theory of science. A material theory of science deals instead with those ideal conditions which determine the possibility of material concepts, laws, and principles of science.

Combing the different poles of these oppositions allows us to identify complex kinds of conditions of possibility – along with manifold subdisciplines of a theory of science (see Figure 33.2).
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Figure 33.2Husserl’s system of a theory of science

A major distinction within pure logic is between ideal logical conditions and ideal noetic conditions, which mirrors the distinction between objective and subjective logic. Objective logic and noetics formulate mutually complementary, necessary conditions of the possibility of science (Bernet 1981, 42). According to the formal versus material opposition, noetics is internally divided into “formal noetics” and “material noetics” (Husserl 2019b, 336–337). Similarly, ideal logical conditions are subdivided into ideal logical formal conditions and ideal logical material conditions. The discipline which investigates the former Husserl calls “formal logic” or “formal Wissenschaftslehre” (Husserl 1969, 90), while the latter is the subject-matter of a “logic of material being” (Logik des sachhaltigen Seins) (Husserl 1988, 302) or “material theory of science” (materiale Wissenschaftslehre) (Husserl 1969, 149, translation modified). Again, ideal logical formal conditions refer either to meanings or objects, insofar as Husserl distinguishes a “logic of meaning” (Bedeutungslogik) from a “logic of object” (Gegenstandslogik). Since each and every meaning is either a proposition (Satz, apophansis) or a possible component of a proposition (Husserl 2001f, 79), Husserl calls the logic of meaning also “apophantics” and distinguished it from “formal ontology” (Husserl 1969, 144–147).


Three tasks of a formal theory of science

Having determined the general aim of a theory of science and sketched its internal division, it is now necessary to characterize the more specific tasks with which the realization of the project of a theory of science is confronted. We start by looking into the architecture of formal logic since this is what Husserl chronologically sets forth first.4

A formal theory of science devotes itself to the exploration of what belongs to the “idea” or “essence” of science as such in “unconditional generality” (Husserl 2019b, 291–292). It is called “formal” because it deals with the form of science and not with what constitutes the special content of the individual sciences (Husserl 2001h, 42–43). The essence of science is objectively constituted by the ideas of meaning (or, more precisely, proposition) and of object as, roughly put, every science makes judgments about something. Accordingly, there are two fundamental directions of investigation in formal logic: formal apophantics and formal ontology (Husserl 1969, §§37–46; see also §§25, 27; Husserl 2001a, §§67–68, 70). Both thematic directions are formal inasmuch as they abstract from the content of knowledge and consider what is founded either in the idea of meaning or in the idea of objectivity in general. Formal apophantics and formal ontology are two disciplines separated by a fundamental difference in attitude (Husserl 1969, §44). While formal ontology maintains a “straightforward attitude” (Geradehin-Einstellung) directed towards objects, formal apophantics relies on the possibility of turning our regard from the “object-about-which” (Gegenstand worüber) of judging to the judgment as such (ibid., 131).

Husserl points out three general tasks inherent to formal objective logic, intended both as formal apophantics and formal ontology. Each of these tasks corresponds to a specific discipline. On the part of apophantic logic, we find a tripartition between: (1) pure logical grammar; (2) logic of consequence; and (3) a theory of possible forms of theory.

 

1) Pure logical grammar or the “morphology of meaning” (Bedeutungslehre) forms the most fundamental level of formal logic (Husserl 1969, 50; 2002c, 22). Its task is to “establish or scientifically clarify the primitive concepts” that make the theoretical unity of a scientific theory possible (Husserl 2001a, 153). These are formal categories of meaning like “proposition (judgment) and concept, and […] all the concepts that concern the structure of judgments, simple and complex” (Husserl 1969, 88). Since pure logical grammar is concerned with the ideal conditions of scientific knowledge operating in the medium of language, it abstracts from the relationship of meaning to meant objects as well as from the question of the objective validity of meanings, viz. their possible truth or falsity (ibid., 62–63). Nor does it consider the relations between meanings and grammatical expressions,5 or the relations between meaning and meaningful acts (Husserl 2003, 54). Therefore, for the purposes of a pure logical grammar, everything grammatical and psychological is irrelevant (ibid., 57), as its sole task is “setting forth the a priori constitution of the realm of meanings” (Husserl 2001d, 64).

Pure logical grammar divides into three subdisciplines: a morphology of primitive categories of meaning, a doctrine of the syntactical laws of composition of meanings, and a doctrine of grammatical operations (Husserl 1969, §§13, 22; 2001a, §67; 2001d, §14).6 The first of these disciplines not only provides an inventory of all categories of meaning, but also systematizes them from the viewpoint of their simplicity and complexity as well as from that of their independence and non-independence (Bernet 1981, 47). The second discipline investigates the syntactical laws of composition of non-independent meaning forms to (different types of) independent meaning forms. The third discipline considers those “operations” that make it possible to transform one meaning form into another (see Husserl 1969, 52–53). Husserl’s basic insight is that we are not completely free to connect each meaning form to another as “meanings are subject to a priori laws regulating their combination into new meanings” (Husserl 2001d, 61). These laws set forth “the requirements of merely significant unity, i.e., the a priori patterns in which meanings […] can be united to form one meaning, instead of producing chaotic nonsense [Unsinn]” (ibid., 49).

 

2) Besides those of pure logical grammar, there is for Husserl another set of a priori principles which regulate the composition of complex meanings and form the object of the second stratum of formal apophantics, i.e., the “logic of consequence” or “logic of non-contradiction” (Husserl 1969, §§13–14; 2001a, §68; 2001e, §§30–35). Connections of meanings are now considered from the viewpoint of their “objective validity” (Husserl 2001a, 154), which is their “validity on the basis of pure form” (Husserl 2002c, 19). Akin to pure logical grammar, the logic of consequence also does not take into account the truth value of judgements (Husserl 1969, 62–63) but investigates only whether the members of a judgment’s compound are “‘compatible’ with one another or contradict one another” (Husserl 1969, 54; see also 66–67).7 Both pure logical grammar and logic of consequence deal with the laws of compossibility of meanings. However, the logic of consequence does not consider the “purely logico-grammatical compatibility” of meanings in a whole, as it is “rather concerned with a compatibility of meanings in a ‘possible’ meaning, i.e., a meaning compatible with corresponding intuition in the unity of objectively adequate knowledge” (Husserl 2001e, 252–253). Here we confront a different definition of logical possibility than the one recognized by pure logical grammar. For pure logical grammar, a proposition is possible in so far as it is merely understood. Possibility is here “equivalent to ‘accordance with the laws of syntax’” (Mohanty 1976, 126). In the logic of consequence, possibility means “being free from contradiction,” that is, free of analytical “absurdity” (Widersinn) (Husserl 2001b, 202; 2001d, 67).

 

3) The ultimate task of apophantic logic is establishing a theory of possible forms of theories (Husserl 1969, §§28, 35; 2001a, §§69–70). All possible forms of theories must be deduced from the categorial forms investigated by the first two apophantic disciplines (Husserl 2001a, 155). But while the previous disciplines deal with the conditions of possibility of theory in general, the third discipline widens the scope of formal apophantics to include the idea of theory as such together with its internal differentiations as well as the a priori connections between possible theories (ibid.).

 

Following the parallelism of the two main disciplines of formal logic, Husserl divides tasks and subdisciplines in formal ontology analogous to distinctions made in formal apophantics.

 

a) The first formal ontological discipline is comparable to a pure logical grammar in the sphere of objectivity in general, whose aim is classifying and systematizing the most general formal categories of object as such. “[F]ormal object-categories” are concepts like “object, predicatively formed affair-complex, unity, plurality, cardinal number, relation, connexion, and so forth – all these concepts being kept free from the particularity of the cognition-material” (Husserl 1969, 88). The formal theory of parts and wholes laid out in the Third Logical Investigation belongs to this fundamental level of formal ontology. It distinguishes between independent and non-independent objects (Husserl 2001c, §2) and identifies a priori laws that determine the combinations of non-independent objects in a unitary whole (ibid., §10). Formal ontology deals exclusively with formal laws of combination between (formal) contents, like the law stating that “a whole cannot exist without its parts.” It does not worry about material laws determining possible combinations of material concepts, as the one expressed by the sentence “a color cannot exist without something colored” (ibid., §11).

 

b) If apophantic logic of consequence concerns the necessary conditions of formal truth and falsehood according to the a priori forms of meaning, the formal ontological science corresponding to it concerns “the being and not being of objects as such, of states of affairs as such, again on the basis of their pure, categorial form” (Husserl 2001a, 154). This level includes, among others, the pure theory of plurality (Vielheit) and the pure doctrine of numbers, which in turn are based on the formal ontological concepts of plurality and number (ibid.).

 

c) The highest level of formal ontology is the “pure theory of multiplicity” (reine Mannigfaltigkeitstheorie) (Husserl 1969, §§28–36; 2001a, §§69–70; see Hill 2000), which mirrors the theory of possible forms of theories. The objective correlate of the concept of a possible theory determined only by its form is the concept of a possible “field” (Gebiet) of knowledge to be ruled by a theory of such form (Husserl 2001a, 156). In mathematics, such a field bears the name of “multiplicity” (Mannigfaltigkeit).


The discovery of a material theory of science

In Logical Investigations, Husserl was primarily concerned with setting out the conditions of possibility for “nomological sciences” such as logic and mathematics (Husserl 2001a, 146–147). In Formal and Transcendental Logic, published almost 30 years later, such restriction of the scope of logic and thus Wissenschaftslehre is determined to be unwarranted (Husserl 1969, 101). During the period of time separating the publications of his two main logical works, Husserl progressively realizes the necessity to widen the scope of a theory of science to include “sciences of the real” (Realwissenschaften) as well as axiology and theory of practice (Praktik).8 This widening makes the task of delineating the general conditions of possibility for science concrete by shifting the focus from the formal conditions that pertain to each science whatsoever to the material conditions proper to specific kinds of science. In this manner, the concept of the “science-theoretical” (das Wissenschaftstheoretische) is extended beyond the boundaries of formal logic to include that which is not presupposed in the nature of science in general, but which is such that any particular science could, in principle, freely dispose of without losing the particularity of its own field (Husserl 2019b, 292). The resulting notion of a “material theory of science” (Husserl 1969, 149) is that of a theory of science that is not occupied with meanings or objects in general, but with specifications, i.e., “materializations” (Materialisierungen), of such fundamental formal categories. Despite his efforts, Husserl never succeeded to provide a general systematization of the material theory of science.9

It is important to observe that the extension of the original program of a theory of science to the sphere of the material a priori affects both domains of objective logic. This means that the discovery of material ontologies (of real, axiological, and practical being) goes along with the discovery of material apophantics (of real, axiological, and practical meaning). Even though Husserl did not elaborate in detail the system of material apophantics, he stresses its importance in several passages of his major works. In Ideas I, for instance, he writes about the necessity to implement “new morphologies of the propositions” relating to “the spheres of feeling and will” (Husserl 2014, 266), and in Formal and Transcendental Logic, he admits that “the spheres comprising extra-doxic acts can likewise be considered formally” and that “[t]his has great significance, because it opens up the possibility of broadening the idea of formal logic to include a formal axiology and a formal theory of practice” (Husserl 1969, 136; see also Rinofner-Kreidl, Chapter 29 in this volume). The well-known definition of noema in general as “the universalization of the idea of signification [Bedeutung] to the total province of the acts” (Husserl 1980, 76) can also be read as consistent with Husserl’s intention to extend the scope of apophantics beyond the formal categories of meaning.

As already mentioned, the widening of the theory of science involves the addition of sciences of the real and the practico-normative sciences into the field of the theory of science. In fact, both inclusions go hand in hand. By abandoning the restriction to formal logic, theory of science enlarges the scope of its agenda to include non-formal objective logics, i.e., the logics of material regions. But in the sphere of the material, Husserl distinguishes a material logic of things (Dinge), a material logic of “values” (Werte) (Husserl 1988, 310), and a material logic of practical “requirements” (Forderungen), that is, “oughts” (Sollungen) and “wishes” (Wollungen) (Husserl 2008, 430). All three types of objectivities are materializations of the formal concept of object in general and to each belong a specific “region” of being and a corresponding subdiscipline of the Wissenschaftslehre – namely: real logic, axiology, and theory of practice (Praktik), respectively.

This seems to engender a difficulty, though. Husserl speaks of formal axiology and formal theory of practice and thus of a formal a priori belonging to the spheres of emotion and volition (Husserl 1969, 136). At the same time, he also distinguishes formal from material axiology and formal from material theory of practice (see Husserl 2019b, 318).10 It seems then that the differentiation between formal (analytic) and material (synthetic) occurs not only outside but also within the axiological and the practical spheres. This does not imply, however, a revision of Husserl’s previous distinction between the formal and the material, but simply hints at its relative character. As Husserl points out, from the standpoint of formal logic, values as well as objects of the practical sphere are “materially determined objects” so that “the ‘formal’ ontologies of the latter, i.e., the ontologies of values and of the kinds of objects pertaining to practice, are material disciplines” (Husserl 2014, 295).

Husserl introduces the notion of “real logic” to refer to a theory of science whose scope is limited to the “sciences of reality” (Realitätswissenschaften) (Husserl 2008, 108). The problem of determining number, typologies, and interconnections between the regions of real being is part of the overarching problem of “nature and spirit” (see Melle 1996; Weiler 2001; Staiti 2017). Early attempts towards a classification of the material regions of reality (Realität) – dating back to Husserl’s lecture courses in Göttingen (Husserl 1988; 2006; 2008; 2019b) – find a systematization in the constitutive phenomenological analyses of the manuscripts for the book project of Ideas II (Husserl, forthcoming) and are brought into a foundational relationship to the idea of lifeworld in the Freiburg years (Husserl 1997; 2001g; 2002a).11 According to Husserl’s analyses, the sphere of real being is divided into three main regions: material or physical being; individual psyche (Seele); and collective spirit (Gemeingeist). In addition, Husserl also considers the sphere of organic body (Leib) as a hybrid region that overcomes the border between the physical and psychical. From these specific material ontologies, Husserl further distinguishes a “formal” ontology of real being, which he calls “general ousiology” (Husserl 1988, 302–304). In contrast to formal ontology proper, the latter is “a logic of material being [sachhaltigen Seins], which explores the a priori and lawful conditions in the most general way, which are predetermined by reality in the broadest sense” (ibid., 302). Ousiological laws thus apply to any real object whatsoever, regardless of whether it is a thing, body, psyche, or spirit.


Noetics

Considering the system of a theory of science, we previously noticed a major division between an objective and a subjective logic. So far, we discussed the architecture and evolution of Husserl’s notion of objective logic. It is now time to turn to his conception of subjective logic or “noetics.”

The distinction between objective and subjective components of science underlines the division between objective and subjective logic. All sciences allow for a double consideration: from a subjective point of view, science is made of psychological acts and dispositions; from an objective point of view, science is a theoretical unity, that is, a set of knowledge elements connected by foundational relationships, which refers to a certain field of being (Husserl 2001h, 44). Thematizing the subjective dimension of science requires a “conversion” (Umkehrung) from an attitude towards objects (meanings and objects simply) to an attitude towards the acts that intentionally refer to objects. This difference of attitude is what chiefly distinguishes objective from subjective logic.12 Noetics shares with objective logic the focus on the ideal conditions of science while putting aside any consideration of the empirico-subjective (see Husserl 2001a, §65). The proper subject-matter of noetics is thus acts in specie and the essential laws which rule their connections to each other and those of their inner components.

An implicit distinction that has yet to be addressed so far is that between pure theoretical noetics and epistemological noetics. Husserl also refers to the latter with the title “theory of norms of knowledge” (Normenlehre der Erkenntnis) (Husserl 2008, §27). While the former has the descriptive task of identifying all general categories of acts and the formal as well as material laws pertaining to them, the specific concern of an epistemological noetics is identifying the criteria to distinguish a priori between justified and unjustified judgments (see Husserl 2019b, 337–38). Moreover, albeit epistemological noetics is closely interwoven with the problems concerning a theory of knowledge (Erkenntnistheorie), this does not mean that it can be identified with epistemology altogether. Indeed, Husserl keeps the two disciplines explicitly separate (Husserl 2008, 133), for noetics solely lays the groundwork for the epistemological task of knowledge justification, but in itself does not provide any foundation.

As objective logic, noetics is internally differentiated into several disciplines. Noetic sciences are distinguishable according to their method or content. On the one hand, there are two possible ways of methodically approaching noetic problems: “superficially and in depth, macroscopically and microscopically, externally morphologically and internally analyzing and aspiring to ultimate insight, as it were, physiologically” (ibid., 139). Accordingly, a “logic, or noetics, of the superficies, of external, macroscopic differences [...] must be supplemented by an anatomy and physiology of knowledge that pierces more deeply and radically opens up and dissects the essence of knowledge” (ibid., 141). On the other hand, the distinction between formal and material disciplines applies to noetics as well. Thus, besides a formal noetics “which is directed at all sciences equally, by researching all acts of knowledge with regard to their claims to legitimacy” (Husserl 1987, 357), Husserl sees the necessity to postulate the existence of material noetics of empirical, valuing, and practical reason (Husserl 2019b, 337). The internal differentiation of “real noetics,” i.e., the noetics that correlates to real objective logic, closely follows the subdivision of regional ontologies (ibid.). Just as formal noetics distinguishes between correct and incorrect judgement, so too does a “noetics of willing” (Willensnoetik) (Husserl 1988, 153) or “practical noetics” (ibid., 45) distinguish between a rightful and unrightful will. Analogously, a “noetics of feelings” (Noetik der Gemütsakte) (ibid., 101), viz. an axiological noetics, investigates the norms to evaluate reasonable (vernünftig) feelings and discriminate them from unreasonable ones.


“Pure phenomenology” as part of a theory of science

The discipline called “pure phenomenology” is an integral part of Husserl’s program of a theory of science. It ought not to be confounded with “transcendental phenomenology,” which is a discipline whose aim is to provide an absolute and ultimate foundation of knowledge (see Husserl 1960, §§3, 12, 27; 1969, 6–7). This difference is not explicitly formulated by Husserl and has thus far been overlooked by Husserlian scholarship. Notwithstanding, it is crucial in order to understand the role phenomenology plays in Husserl’s project of a theory of science.

Both types of logic, and thus theory of science, considered so far result from an abstraction. Objective logic abstracts from the act of knowing and subjective logic from the content of knowledge. Neither of them thematize the correlation between the subject and the object of knowing – what Husserl technically calls “intentionality.”13 An analysis of the intentional relation from an essential standpoint is precisely the task of the discipline labeled “pure phenomenology” (see Husserl 2014, §84).14 In Ideas I, a work which bears the remarkable subtitle “General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology,” Husserl contrasts in this sense pure phenomenology to formal logic:


What the theorizing logician isolates in the formal doctrine of meaning, what he treats (thanks to the one-sided direction of his interests) as something on its own, without paying attention to or understanding the noematic and noetic connections that are phenomenologically interwoven in it – that is what the phenomenologist takes in its full interconnectedness. To pursue from every side the ways that essences are phenomenologically interwoven is the phenomenologist’s great task.

Ibid., 266


He also acknowledges that while “[i]n formal apophantics […] the attitude is completely noematic” and “in the formal apophantic noetics, the attitude is noetic” (ibid., 293), in phenomenology, judging (the noesis) and the object qua judged (the noema) are “investigated precisely in their necessary relation to one another and in the full interwovenness of consciousness” (ibid., 294). The same holds mutatis mutandis for all logical disciplines (ibid.).

As it was before the case for noetics, pure phenomenology cannot be identified right away with epistemology. In the lecture course Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge, Husserl asserts: “No theory of knowledge without phenomenology. But phenomenology also retains meaning independently of theory of knowledge” (Husserl 2008, 217, cf. also 382). This further clarifies the distinction between pure phenomenology and transcendental phenomenology. Although much ink has been spilled on the Husserlian notion of the transcendental, Husserl provides a crystal-clear definition of transcendental philosophy as “the theory of transcendence, of the individual consciousness transcending knowledge of the real” (Husserl 2001h, 79). As such, transcendental philosophy is a specific domain of theory of knowledge, questioning the sense and justification of the assumption of a so-called “outside world.” Transcendental phenomenology is thus nothing other than an application of pure phenomenology to the problems of transcendental-philosophical research; however, any “application of phenomenology,” as Husserl reminds us, is “not phenomenology itself” (Husserl 1980, 69).

By considering the essential laws ruling the intentional relation between noesis and noema, i.e., the so-called “a priori of correlation” (Husserl 1970, §46), phenomenology not only connects objective and subjective logic, but fundamentally relies on their respective a priori. For, not only do formal and material logical disciplines provide “clues” (Leitfäden) for phenomenological inquiries in terms of basic concepts and propositions (Husserl 1960, §21; 2014, 308), which phenomenologically interpreted become “index for phenomenological connections” (Husserl 1980, 124). More importantly, they offer “criteria to establish whether a phenomenological description legitimately applies the descriptive concepts” (ibid., 76, translation modified). Accordingly, phenomenologists are not entirely free in their eidetic descriptions, but rather committed to follow the laws set out by formal and material a priori and avoid senselessness and absurdity (both formal and material) as long as their truths must preserve validity for a theory of science. In this manner, the field of phenomenological research is, as Husserl puts it, open to “methodologically allowed transgressions” (ibid., 76) without which phenomenology would lose all sense for a theory of science.15


Notes

1In his insightful chapter on Husserl’s program of a theory of science, Denis Fisette argues that pure logic and theory of science are not identical. The former “is only an instrument or means through which Husserl attempts to satisfy to the three conditions stated at the beginning of the Prolegomena and which must be fulfilled by the theory of science if it is to claim the status of the science of science” (Fisette 2003, 42). In fact, this subtle distinction would hold only if Husserl had ever explicitly identified pure logic with formal logic—which, as far as I know, never happened. On the contrary, in a note in an appendix to his lecture course Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge from 1906/1907, Husserl points out: “To be separated are formal logic (formal ontology) and material ontology, formal logic and mathesis in the narrow sense and in parallel fashion also formal ethics and axiology. Why is this not taken into consideration in what follows? Formal and pure are not the same” (Husserl 2008, 434n33, emphasis added). In this sense, formal logic is a single part of the whole project of a theory of science, which Husserl identifies with pure logic.
2This claim has not been overlooked by neo-Kantian readers (Natorp 1977). However, it has been noticed that in his early work Husserl uses a “weak” notion of transcendental philosophy as a philosophy solely interested in the conditions of possibility of knowledge (Smith 2002, 54), which is in accordance with “metaphysical neutrality” (Zahavi 2002).
3Husserl labels any theory that directly or indirectly violates the ideal conditions of possible science as “skeptic;” accordingly, he distinguishes between logical and noetic skepticism, depending on whether a theory collides with the logical or the noetic conditions of knowledge (Husserl 2001a, 75–76). For Husserl, any such skeptical theory is “nonsensical” (widersinnig), insofar as it denies and proves impossible what it itself presupposes qua theory—that is, the essential conditions of possibility of theory in general (Husserl 2008, 180).
4Husserl’s conception of formal theory of science remained fundamentally unchanged throughout all his mature career (Husserl 1969, 104).
5Notably, Husserl distinguishes between meaning and language, i.e., meaning consciousness and linguistic consciousness. In our everyday life, the two go mostly hand in hand. At times, however, a meaningful thought pops up in our mind lacking linguistic expression, e.g., when we have an idea but cannot think of the right word to express it (Husserl 2003, 55). In his recent monograph, Dieter Lohmar has worked out the theoretical consequences of this key insight of Husserl (Lohmar 2016).
6On Husserl’s purely logical grammar see Edie 1976, 52–57; Drummond 2007.
7In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl distinguishes the logic of consequence from a “formal logic of truth” (Husserl 1969, §§ 15, 19–20). Since Husserl takes truth to be the adequate correspondence between the meaning intention and fulfilling intuitive givenness of the object (Husserl 2001e, §§1–39, 67–70), a formal logic of truth is interested in the formal conditions concerning the possible adequation of meaning (judgments) and object (states of affairs).
8Husserl’s partition of the sphere of the material into the three main domains of the real, the axiological, and the practical follows the traditional classification of three forms of reason into “cognitive, valuing, and practical reason” (Husserl 2019a, 6).
9In the Introduction to Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl announces that he is “preparing an exposition of a number of very comprehensive investigations, carried on for many years and intended to supplement those pertaining to the formal theory of science by those, of a wholly different sort, pertaining to a material theory of science” (Husserl 1969, 17). Unfortunately, that exposition never saw the light of day.
10As Melle (1988, 34–35) elucidates, the project of a material ethics, in the sense of a material axiology and material theory of practice, has not been systematically pursued by Husserl.
11Due to space constraints, I cannot delve into the evolution of Husserl’s divisions of the material regions of being. For a detailed account on this see (Cavallaro, 2020). See also Caminada 2019 for an insightful discussion on the classification of the regions of real being in the original project of Ideas II.
12To avoid the mistake of merging the kind of “conversion” proper to noetics with the one required to enter the field of formal apophantics, it suffices to recall Husserl’s distinction between noetic and noematic reflection (Husserl 1987, 265). Apophantics requires a noematic reflection which equals a turning from the object as such to the meaning, while the noetic field is opened up by a turning of the gaze from the objective to the subjective side of knowing.
13In the Draft of a Preface to the Logical Investigations from 1913, Husserl credits phenomenology for broaching the issue of “the correlation between being and consciousness” and thus overcoming the “abstract one-sidedness” of the positive sciences, like pure logic (Husserl 1975, 29–30).
14Accordingly, Husserl defines phenomenology also as “a morphology of phenomena and their corresponding meanings” (Husserl 1988, 330).
15This solves (or, at least, puts on a different light) the issue raised by Dominique Pradelle for whom the radicality of phenomenological reduction would be tainted by the fact that the constitutional analyses set out in Ideas II depend on the structural architectonics of the noematic regions (Pradelle 2010, 199). While a transcendental phenomenology aiming at absolute and ultimate foundation would indeed struggle with justifying it, the same “transgression” makes perfect sense if considered within the framework of a theory of science. Eventually, the main drawback of this and similar readings is to presuppose that Husserl had one notion of phenomenology, viz. transcendental phenomenology.
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Phenomenological psychology as philosophy of mind

Jeff Yoshimi

Phenomenological or “pure” psychology is the kinder, gentler, cousin to transcendental phenomenology.1 Transcendental phenomenology is deep and heady. It studies a priori conditions of the possibility of an appearing world, for example, rules which describe how streams of visual, bodily, and other forms of experience must unfold in a coordinated way in order for physical objects to appear. Phenomenological psychology is more down to earth. Begin with empirical psychology and generalize its results. Consider not just actual, but possible mental states, and identify invariant conceptual structures characterizing those states.2 Husserl argues that the two areas are parallel to each other: any claim of phenomenological psychology can be transformed into a claim of transcendental phenomenology, and vice versa.

I will argue that phenomenological psychology, for its part, can be regarded as a form of philosophy of mind (construed broadly to include philosophy of cognitive science, philosophy of psychology, philosophy of perception, and metaphysics of mind). Both broad areas study mental states using conceptual analyses whose scope goes beyond what our best scientific theories tell us. Both areas pursue these conceptual analyses alongside empirical research.

These considerations suggest that some contemporary philosophers of mind are, whether they realize it or not, phenomenological psychologists. Moreover, their claims are relevant to transcendental phenomenology insofar as they can be translated into claims about the necessary structure of objects as given in conscious experience.

In the first section of this chapter I review Husserl’s background in psychology and give a broad overview of his attitude towards psychology as it developed over the course of his career. In the second section I consider Husserl’s lectures on phenomenological psychology and related writings from his later period, where he formulates his concept of pure psychology in detail, and develops its “parallel” relationship with transcendental philosophy. In the third section I describe Husserl’s subtle view of the relationship between pure and empirical psychology. He encourages phenomenological psychology to inform empirical psychology, and even sees revolutionary potential in this direction of influence. He also allows phenomenological psychology to be influenced by empirical psychology, so long as any resulting claims are subsequently checked against phenomenological intuition. In the final section I argue that phenomenological psychology (and transcendental phenomenology) can be subsumed within philosophy of mind, broadly construed.


Historical background

Husserl studied psychology with some of the major figures of nineteenth-century psychology, including Wundt, Brentano, and Stumpf, and his writings demonstrate broad familiarity with nineteenth-century psychology and psychophysics.

As a teenaged university student at Leipzig (1876–1878), Husserl attended the lectures of Wilhelm Wundt, who is generally considered to be the founder of experimental psychology, and who is notable for the sheer breadth of his thought and writing (Husserl praised him for his “organizing power” [Husserl 1977, 2]). Wundt wrote book length studies – some multi-volumed – on physiology, sensation, physiological psychology, psychology, logic, ethics, philosophy, and anthropological psychology (Völkerpsychologie), among other topics. Wundt defined the “task” of psychology as involving two problems: “(1) What are the elements of consciousness? (2) What combinations do these elements undergo and what laws govern these combinations?” (Wundt 1924, 44). The laws he identifies describe how sensations are fused or synthesized (Verschmelzung) into perceptions via networks of passive associations, and how these perceptions can then be actively “apperceived” by attention and related to one another. He describes these (and other) laws in quantitative terms, and bases them on an astonishing wealth of experimental work, much of it anticipating later work, e.g., in cognitive psychology (Blumenthal 1977). Husserl critiqued Wundt’s account of logic in his Prolegomena, though in many ways Husserl’s phenomenology is close to Wundt’s, for example his analysis of sensory data and their “passive and active syntheses.”3

Husserl subsequently studied at Berlin, then at Vienna, where he met Franz Brentano. Though less experimentally oriented than Wundt, Brentano was supportive of early experimental research.4 His descriptive or pure psychology had similar broad aims to Wundt’s psychology: “to determine the elements of human consciousness and the ways in which they are connected” (Brentano 2012, 13). Brentano distinguished these pure psychological inquiries from physiological or “genetic” studies of the “causes that give rise to human consciousness” (ibid., 4). Whereas genetic psychology studies the physical factors that give rise to conscious states, descriptive psychology studies the forms and laws of combinations of these contents. His account of the elements of consciousness focused, famously, on intentional acts directed at objects, e.g., presentations, judgments, and directed emotions such as love and hate, as well as compounds of these. Kriegel gives the example of Brentano’s account of delight: “delight at x involves (i) a contemplation of x plus (ii) an enjoyment of the contemplation of x” (Kriegel 2018).

Another early psychological influence on Husserl was Carl Stumpf, a former student of Brentano’s and Husserl’s Habilitation advisor at Halle, who Husserl would ultimately dedicate the Logical Investigations to. Stump refined Brentano’s classificatory system and was more active as an experimental psychologist (his “lab” included a cathedral organ and tuning-fork piano (Stumpf 1930)). He developed a fairly sophisticated mereological account of the components of acoustical phenomena, e.g., intensity, timbre, pitch, etc. Husserl’s theory of parts and wholes owes much to Stumpf, and the two were personally close (Fisette 2009).

Husserl’s professional career can be divided into three phases, corresponding to his time at Halle as Privatdozent (1886–1901), his time at Göttingen as a Professor (1901–1916), and his time at Freiburg (1916–1938), first as Professor, then as a retired Professor Ordinarius. In each of these phases Husserl devoted considerable attention to psychology and its relation to philosophy and phenomenology.

In the first period, at Halle, Husserl is focused on mistakes associated with psychology, in particular the mistake of conflating the laws of logical thinking with the logical content of the laws themselves (e.g., taking modus ponens to be a contingent rule of human thinking rather than a universally valid law). This problem is clearly evident in Mill and Wundt’s work, for example, and seems to have been fairly common at the time. In fact, Husserl’s own early analysis of number had been critiqued by Frege for being psychologistic, and perhaps in part because of this Husserl went to great lengths in subsequent works to clarify that he was not a psychologistic philosopher.5 He wrote a book-length critique of psychologism as the Prolegomena to the Logical Investigations, and developed related critiques of skepticism, naturalism, and empiricism in the 1890s and 1900s. All three critiques target what Moran (2008) calls a “performative self-contradiction.” Skepticism, for example, claims that objectively valid knowledge is impossible. But that claim is itself presented as objectively valid knowledge (Husserl 2008, 178). Empiricism is a “counter-sense” because it asserts that “all valid thinking is based upon experience,” which is a general claim that could not be justified by empirical experiences of particular cases (Husserl 1982, §20; also see Husserl 2001a 75–76).6

In Husserl’s second period, at Göttingen, he writes the Ideas trilogy and develops his program of transcendental-eidetic phenomenology. According to Husserl, any object, of any type, can be understood as an achievement of coordinated conscious processes. He develops separate “regional ontologies” for different types of object, describing the rules and patterns which allow these different types of object to appear. This ontological system is intended to serve as an a priori basis for all the sciences, including psychology. Husserl discusses the grounding of psychology at length throughout the three books of Ideas. In the first (and only published) volume he repeats his earlier arguments against naturalism and empiricism, which led to misunderstandings of his position, as we will see. In the second volume he describes the region of physical reality and its relation to the region of animate reality, which includes mental states, and also describes dependencies between them: e.g., that brushing an object against one’s arms produces an ordered sequence of localized sensations (Yoshimi 2010). In the third volume he shows how this regional ontology can be used to provide an a priori basis for psychology.7

In his period at Freiburg, and into his retirement, Husserl primarily produced unpublished manuscripts and lectures. He was anxious to gather these materials together and to present his philosophical program in a final systematic work. He began to treat pure psychology as an accessible route into his difficult philosophical program, a way of starting in the familiar territory of empirical psychology but ultimately landing in transcendental phenomenology. He develops this “pedagogical idea” in several writings, including his lecture course on Phenomenological Psychology, which will be our focus, and in other late works aimed at disseminating his ideas to a wider audience. These include the Encyclopedia article and its various drafts (including the initial draft material from Heidegger), the Amsterdam Lectures, the Paris Lectures, Cartesian Meditations, and The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology.


Phenomenological psychology and transcendental phenomenology

Husserl’s lectures on Phenomenological Psychology were given in the summer semester of 1925 at Freiburg. The lectures open with a review of the history of psychology, tracing it to Plato and Aristotle, and noting that it “never lacked diligent cultivation” (Husserl 1997, 2).8 After the seventeenth century it endeavored to model itself on the new science of Galileo, Kepler, and Newton. He notes that psychology could never “compete in fruitfulness and rigor with the pace-setting natural sciences” (120), though he lauds nineteenth-century advances in “the psychophysics of the senses,” the “highly developed experimental skill of physiology” (2), and the emergence of professional organizations and methodologies.

Husserl then develops an early version of his historical critique of natural sciences (which he would later elaborate in The Crisis), according to which the natural sciences are wrong to treat objective data as fundamental, since those data are themselves derivative on a more fundamental lifeworld of experience. He draws on Dilthey, who argued that the full richness of a person’s “life stream” could not be captured by psychophysical laws linking stimuli with simple forms of experience. Dilthey emphasizes the interweaving of experiential elements in an “all-inclusive nexus” that “streams on continually” (5). Husserl’s examples include projecting oneself into the “living and striving of [an] artist” (7), and historically reconstructing the personality and motives of Bismark (13). However, though he appreciates Dilthey’s rich holistic approach, he faults it for lacking a “sufficiently fundamental sharpness” (7). Dilthey is “much more a man of brilliant intuitions of the whole than of analyses and abstract theorizings” (3). Thus, Dilthey’s method could never “get beyond vague empirical generalizations” and “a mere natural history of historical forms of mind.” What is missing in Dilthey is detailed conceptual analysis, or in Husserl’s terms, the eidetic method. Dilthey “has not yet seen that there is such a thing as a generic essential description on the basis of [...] an intuition of essence” (8–9), which could serve as “an explanatory result [that] socio-cultural scientific work could be referred back [to] methodically” (12).

Husserl next considers Brentano, who complements Dilthey’s rich holism with a more systematic intentional theory, an account of the “multiple forms of consciousness as consciousness of something, with all its constituents” (23). He also refers to Brentano’s descriptive psychology (which Brentano himself described as “pure psychology”), which studies the parts and wholes of experiences independently of their causal or physiological origins. Thus Brentano adds a layer of classificatory rigor to Dilthey’s “life stream” analyses of the whole person. However, Husserl also finds Brentano lacking. While he achieved a useful classification of intentional experiences and their objects, he did not develop a dynamical analysis of how these objects are “formed” in flowing streams of consciousness (29). He did not understand intentional objects as “a performance accomplished in multiple demonstrable forms and pertinent syntheses” (26). He “never saw and took up the great task of [...] inquiring about the entire multiplicity of possible modes of consciousness by which such objectivities come to consciousness for us” (26). Transcendental philosophy was thus “foreign to him” as was “the true meaning of transcendental philosophy, indeed the necessity of a basic eidetic transcendental discipline related to transcendental subjectivity” (122). Husserl goes on to describe Logical Investigations as “the full development of Brentano’s suggestions” (24), an “actually methodologically matured execution of the psychology he had in mind” (24).

On the basis of his discussion of Dilthey and Brentano, Husserl finally turns to pure psychology, which he describes as the “beginning of a novel psychology,” a revival of “the old idea of an a priori psychology” (29).9 Pure psychology and empirical psychology both study consciousness, but in different ways. In empirical psychology conscious experiences are treated as actual states of an organism, as psychical experiences located in space and time. They are “real occurrences which […] find their place with the real subjects to whom they belong in the one spatiotemporal world” (Husserl 1982). They are observed using measurement devices: “they have their objective place in time and objective temporal duration, which can at any given time be objectively determined by chronometers and other tools of measurement” (Husserl 2008, 198).

In pure psychology, by contrast, these same data are regarded as phenomena, e.g., not this actual perception of a chair, but this perception as a possible perception, taken only as a member of the class of possible perceptions of physical things. Whereas actual perceptions must be studied using experiments and observations, possible perceptions can be studied using the eidetic method, i.e., a type of conceptual analysis. Thus we have two parallel forms of data:


In the one case we have data belonging to the world […] data taken as psychic components. In the other case the parallel data, with their like contents, are not taken in this manner, because the whole world, when one is in the phenomenological attitude, is not accepted as actuality, but only as an actuality-phenomenon.

Husserl 1960, 32


So pure or phenomenological psychology involves a new way of analyzing the same data as empirical psychology, where the actually given posits of everyday life are converted into pure data of consciousness, which are instances of various phenomenological types, and which can be studied using Husserl’s eidetic method.10

Husserl goes on to argue that phenomenological psychology is itself just transcendental phenomenology in another guise, a “precise parallel to transcendental phenomenology of consciousness” (Husserl 1960, 32).11 Transcendental philosophy studies the conditions under which stable objects appear in the flow of consciousness. This is an overarching theme for Husserl, and the force animating some of the more rhetorically charged parts of his work: the idea that being itself – in all its categories – can be disclosed by his new science. Pure psychology is parallel to transcendental phenomenology in the sense that any claim of one can be converted into a corresponding claim of the other:


On the one hand, every […] pure psychology of knowledge (even though it is not itself a transcendental theory) can be “changed over” into a transcendental [theory of knowledge]. And on the other hand, every genuine transcendental theory of knowledge […] can be changed over into a pure psychology of knowledge. This holds on both sides, proposition for proposition.

Husserl 1997, 12012


How, for example, do light, energy, or legislative bodies manifest themselves? From the transcendental perspective, they manifest themselves as phenomena in streams of experiences, as performances “accomplished in multiple demonstrable forms and pertinent syntheses” (26). From the psychological perspective, these same phenomena can be understood in terms of pure concepts, considered independently of their factual instantiation, e.g., the pure concepts of extension, space, time, social group, etc. that must be understood in order to understand light, energy, and legislative bodies in the first place.

In Husserl’s later works of the Freiburg period, this parallel is taken to be pedagogically important, because it suggests that one can learn about transcendental phenomenology by way of pure psychology. Pure psychology is simpler because it starts from the familiar natural attitude, a domain of “positivity,” which precedes all philosophical reflection. We then consider these familiar objects of our world from a conceptual, eidetic standpoint. When we do that, we are doing what the transcendental phenomenologist does, inquiring into the rules and conditions that make it possible to perceive objects to begin with. It is as if we are tricked into transcendental phenomenology. He refers to this as a “pedagogical idea about how to introduce people to phenomenology given all the difficulties related to its unaccustomed transcendental attitude” (Husserl 1997, 123). This pedagogical insight explains pure psychology’s prominence in Husserl’s later works. It was the set up for the Encyclopedia article, and played a major role in his Amsterdam Lectures, the Paris Lectures, and The Crisis, all of which were intended to communicate his ideas to a broad international audience.


Phenomenological psychology and empirical psychology

Transcendental phenomenology and phenomenological psychology both study objects in the phenomenological attitude. Both are contrasted with empirical psychology, which studies actually existing entities in the natural attitude. Empirical psychology is an a posteriori, empirical discipline, which considers actual objects and experimentally produced variations on them. Phenomenological psychology is an a priori discipline, which considers possible objects of consciousness, and considers imagined variations on these phenomena. We can, in principle, move between these two forms of study. Going from empirical to phenomenological psychology, we take actual processes and “possibilize” them, freeing them of their ties to the real world.13 In the reverse direction, we can empirically study phenomenological results, focusing on pure possibilities only insofar as they are actualized in the real world, e.g., performing an experiment to test a proposed eidetic claim.

So inter-disciplinary influence is possible, but how did Husserl think it should go in practice? To what extent and in what way should phenomenological psychology influence empirical psychology, and vice versa? These two directions of influence are treated differently by Husserl.

In the first direction we have phenomenological psychology and its influence on empirical psychology. Husserl is quite enthusiastic about this direction of influence. He says that psychology will be “amplified” and made “made incomparably more fruitful” by way of the influence of phenomenology, so much so that “someday the psychologists will consider the ‘instrument’ of phenomenological eidetic theory to be no less important, indeed at first probably very much more important, than mechanical instruments” (Husserl 2001c, 43). Pure a priori sciences analyze the fundamental concepts at work in some region of reality, e.g., the psychic sphere. For example, if a psychologist studies judgements of temporal intervals in beat sequences, she is, whether she realizes it or not, making use of pure concepts relating to time consciousness and predicative judgment, that can be separately analyzed by phenomenologists.14 As Heidegger, in his draft of the Encyclopedia article, put it:


Pure psychology furnishes the necessary a priori foundation for empirical psychology […] psychology requires a disclosure of the a priori typical forms without which it is impossible to think the I (or the we), consciousness, the objects of consciousness, and hence any psychic life at all.

Heidegger, as quoted in Husserl 1997, 116


Husserl elaborates on the way a pure science can enrich an empirical science using the example of physics. Physics relies on pure concepts of space and time, which are studied in “pure geometry,” “pure mechanics,” and other areas where eidetic analyses “establish in concepts and laws […] that without which any nature at all would be inconceivable” (31).15 For example, we can’t frame a law about uniform linear motion without prior concepts of position, time, line, velocity, and space. Physics, could, of course, proceed without much reflection on these pure concepts, but:


empirically inductive natural science mounted an incomparably higher level of knowledge at that moment when it appropriated the mathematics of nature and recognized that the systematic formation of that a priori which belongs inseparably to nature provides ipso facto an infinity of absolutely necessary laws

Husserl 1997, 35


He goes on to say “the same must hold for every experiential science,” including psychology: they must all rise above “inductive empirical procedure” and establish essential laws.

In the reverse direction, how can empirical psychology influence pure psychology? Here the situation is more complex. Husserl lived at a time when logic and psychology were routinely confused with each other. It was also a time when psychology was trying to emulate the success of natural sciences. He laments that the “younger generation of psychologists” are “crushed by the monstrously swollen experimental-psychological literature,” leading them to “an unclear and superficial naturalism” (Husserl 2001c, 43). He does allow that philosophy and phenomenology have something to gain from empirical work. He notes “philosophy obviously has to lean on special sciences for support, to further process their results,” but even in making this concession goes on to say “The grain of truth that lies in [statements like this] has not become larger through repetition; on the other hand, the damage caused by the much greater portion of untruth in these distorted statements has become enormous. It threatens to consume German Philosophy” (ibid., 12). In fact, the whole tenor of his early and middle works is critical of an over-reliance on experimental methods and can lead to the mistaken impression that Husserl is totally opposed to empirical psychology.

Husserl recognized this misunderstanding, and on multiple occasions makes an effort to correct it. In his 1930 Author’s Preface to the English translation of Ideas I, for example, he notes “my criticism of psychological method did not at all deny the value of modern psychology, did not at all disparage the experimental work done by eminent men” (Husserl 1982, xviii). He intends, rather, “an elevation of psychology to a higher scientific level” and emphasizes “the obvious respect to which the new experimental psychology is fully entitled” (ibid., 43).16 Still, Husserl provides little detail (to my knowledge) about how pure psychology can be influenced by empirical psychology, beyond saying that it “has to lean on special sciences for support.”

We can piece together a fuller picture of the ways an empirical science can support a pure science by considering some features of Husserl’s epistemology, and by elaborating on his physics example. One of the great achievements of the last few decades of Husserl scholarship has been clarifying Husserl’s phenomenological method in terms of contemporary work in epistemology (Drummond 1990; Hopp 2008; Berghofer 2018a). A compelling case has been made that Husserl was a “moderate foundationalist,” according to whom intuitions, including eidetic intuitions, are immediately justifying. However, although eidetic intuitions are a source of immediate justification, they are not an infallible source of justification: the beliefs they justify can be revised or defeated. For example, Husserl allows that one eidetic seeing can conflict with another (Berghofer 2018a). An eidetic claim can also be revised on the basis of mathematical reasoning, empirical evidence, or collaborative engagement with other researchers. Husserl explicitly discusses cases like these, but in every case requires that any new or revised claim be confirmed by new intuitions. In the case of inference, for example, Husserl says: “inferences, non-intuitive modes of procedure of any kind, only have the methodological function of leading us to the matters in question upon which a subsequent direct seeing of essences must make given” (Husserl 1982, 169). Similarly, for empirical evidence, which can “call the attention of the investigator” to possible mistakes, and “prompt him to probe these findings in a new intuition” (quoted in Berghofer 2018, 560). So a priori research is subject to multiple forms of correction and revision, including revisions suggested by empirical research, so long as the corrections and revisions are themselves checked against subsequent intuitions.

It is natural to ask what the resulting interactions might look like, in practice. Here I think Husserl’s own example of physics in relation to the pure concepts of space and time is instructive. Consider our modern concept of spacetime: a pseudo-Riemannian manifold that is locally Minkowskian. A great deal of conceptual structure is packed into this mathematical concept, much of which developed in pure mathematics, independently of empirical research. For example, a Minkowski space (which describes spacetime without the influence of gravity), is one of the 34 = 81 possible 4-dimensional geometries associated with Felix Klein’s 1872 Erlangen Program (Gromov 1990). However, the focus on this particular geometry and the massive development of theory around it was guided by a great deal of experimental work, for example the observation that the speed of light is invariant in different reference frames.

The picture that emerges is one where pure and empirical sciences are semi-autonomous. They can proceed independently according to their own methods: eidetic analysis of pure possibilities on the one hand, and empirical observation and experimental intervention on the other. But they can also influence each another, corroborating claims, suggesting revisions, and motivating new directions of research. At times these interactions between pure and applied work can be deeply intertwined, as in the momentous developments of twentieth-century physics. Though Husserl did not seem to appreciate how rich these two-way interactions could be – perhaps given the prevalence of psychologistic mistakes in his time – I believe he would have accepted the arguments and evidence outlined above.


Phenomenological psychology as philosophy of mind

In this section I argue that phenomenological psychology in Husserl’s sense can be regarded as a form of philosophy of mind, where philosophy of mind is construed broadly to encompass all the mind-related areas of philosophy, including philosophy of cognitive science and philosophy of perception. What Husserl means by phenomenological psychology, and how he practices it, fit naturally in the landscape of contemporary philosophy of mind. Moreover, contemporary philosophy of mind and empirical studies of the mind are related in the same way that pure and empirical psychology were related for Husserl: as semi-autonomous pursuits, which proceed independently but can also influence one another.

One way to defend the claim that pure psychology is a form of philosophy of mind is to just observe how often topics in philosophy of mind have been studied in relation to Husserlian phenomenology. Here the evidence is impressive. In a recent review Phil Walsh and I surveyed the literature (Walsh and Yoshimi 2018), and found Husserl’s work explicitly discussed in relation to the following topics in philosophy of mind: ontological dependence, metaphysical grounding, intentionality, the twin earth thought experiment, Davidson’s anomalous monism, Searle’s Chinese Room argument, higher order theories of consciousness, non-conceptual content, representational theories of mind, self-awareness, collective intentionality, embodied cognition, temporal awareness, bodily awareness, cognitive phenomenology, direct realism, perceptual content, and the mind-body problem.17

A more systematic approach to the issue is to compare the methods and principles of pure psychology with the methods and principles of contemporary philosophy of mind. This takes us into unsettled areas of meta-philosophy, but we can still make a strong initial case.

First, Husserl distinguishes pure possibilities from a narrower set of possibilities consistent with contingent natural laws.18 In a similar way, philosophers of mind routinely distinguish nomological possibilities, which are consistent with the actual laws of nature, from metaphysical and logical possibilities, which form a much broader class. For example, philosophical “zombies” (creatures physically like human beings but without consciousness) are often thought to be metaphysically possible but nomologically impossible (McLaughlin and Bennett 2018). Of course, modality is itself a contested topic in contemporary philosophy, and Husserl’s concepts of pure vs. “motivated” (and other types of) possibility may or may not map on to contemporary distinctions, but he was clearly engaging in broadly the same kind of reasoning as contemporary philosophers when considering “pure possibilities” beyond what is consistent with our best empirical theories.

Second, eidetic analysis is a form of conceptual analysis philosophers of mind already practice.19 Though it is not clear what precisely conceptual analysis is, in practice it involves organizing concepts into hierarchical structures, identifying dependencies between concepts, and “testing” to see whether two concepts are separate by trying to imagine a case of one without the other. Husserl did all these things under the banner of eidetic analysis. He developed a complex and fairly extensive hierarchy of essences with his system of regional ontology and tested for distinctness and dependence by varying cases in imagination. He notes, for example, that “Extension can stay the same while color varies indefinitely” and also observes that “color stays the same while extent and figure vary indefinitely” (Husserl 2001b, 7). Thus extension is distinct from color, and color is distinct from extension. He separately argues that each is dependent on the other (we can’t imagine color without some extension or extension without some color). He uses similar methods to distinguish matter, quality, sensory content, and other components in intentional acts. Contemporary philosophers of mind and language argue in a similar way and make similar distinctions. For example, recent arguments that cognition has a proprietary non-perceptual phenomenology rely on the following variational argument:


compare an experience of hearing or reading a sentence without understanding, as when one reads a difficult passage without paying attention to it, and an experience of hearing or reading a sentence with understanding. There is clearly a phenomenal difference between these cases. Siewert argues that the difference is not a difference in verbal or perceptual imagery, since the verbal and perceptual imagery might be the same in both cases. The best explanation of the phenomenal contrast is that thought involves proprietary cognitive phenomenology.

Bourget and Mendelovici 2019


Husserl makes similar distinctions in his detailed analysis of meaningful expression in the First Logical Investigation, using the same type of reasoning, e.g., distinguishing meanings from their “imaginative accompaniments” by noting “how vastly they vary while the meanings of the words stay constant” (Husserl 2001a, 206).

Third, in both philosophy of mind and Husserlian phenomenology imagined scenarios or thought experiments are used to test conceptual claims. Any general claim that x entails y can be shown false by imagining a possible case (a pure possibility) in which x obtains but y does not. For example, does the concept of a machine that is behaviorally and functionally identical to a conscious human imply phenomenal identity? Searle famously argued “no” by imagining a machine functionally and behaviorally identical to a human (a “Chinese Room”), but which seems obviously not to be conscious. Husserl develops thought experiments in a similar way, with a similar purpose: in Husserlian terms, to construct “possible falsifying states of affairs in free phantasy” (Sowa 2011, 259). For example, one might suppose that any physical system whose state transitions are correlated to a person’s mental states would be experienced as an embodiment of that person’s mental states. Husserl denies this (perhaps wrongly) by considering the following case:


Let us imagine a consciousness […] my consciousness, say, which would stand in relation to a locomotive, so that if the locomotive were fed water this [my] consciousness would have the pleasant feeling that we call satiety; if the locomotive were heated, it [I] would have the feeling of warmth, etc. Obviously, the locomotive would not, because of the make-up of such relationships, become “animate organism” for this [my] consciousness.

Husserl 2001c, 104


Of course, Husserl is not in every respect a prototypical philosopher of mind. His writing style and grand rhetoric would be unusual today. The transcendental dimension of his work is non-standard (though in light of the parallelism claim, it may already be there in philosophy of mind!). The focus on essences is controversial, though again see Thomasson 2017 for an argument that Husserl’s method could be reconstructed in contemporary terms. On various issues Husserl defends controversial positions: Platonism, a priori knowledge, a form of epistemic foundationalism, etc.20 But what philosopher doesn’t endorse controversial positions? In fact, once Husserl’s more exaggerated rhetoric is filtered out, and his ideas are recast in contemporary terms, I think Husserl emerges as a fairly standard philosopher of mind: doing the kinds of things philosophers of mind do and pursuing conceptual analyses that fit naturally within the broad landscape of current philosophy.


Conclusion

I have developed three separate links in this chapter: one between phenomenological psychology and transcendental phenomenology; a second between phenomenological and empirical psychology; and, a third between phenomenological psychology and philosophy of mind.

The first link describes a close parallel between phenomenological psychology and transcendental phenomenology, whereby any a priori claim about the mind can be transformed into a claim about the rules in virtue of which objects are constituted for consciousness, and vice versa.

The second link involves two-way relationships of confirmation, correction, and revision between a priori phenomenological research and empirical psychology. These relationships also characterize the project of naturalized phenomenology, which emerged in the 1990s as a way of invigorating both phenomenology and the cognitive sciences, bringing empirical data to one and a richness of subjective perspective to the other.21 I have at times been deflationary about the project, arguing that phenomenology does not offer anything fundamentally or methodologically new to the scientific study of consciousness (Yoshimi 2016). However, having reviewed Husserl’s writings on the topic, I can now frame this same conclusion in a more affirmative way. It’s not that we today have nothing new to gain from Husserl’s method, it’s that we’re doing what he was advocating all along.22

The third link subsumes phenomenological psychology (and thus, transcendental phenomenology) into philosophy of mind, again, construed broadly to include related areas like philosophy of cognitive science.

These linkages suggest that philosophy of mind and philosophy of cognitive science have a transcendental dimension. I did not anticipate this idea when I began work on this chapter, but it has grown on me. By further clarifying (via conceptual analyses) the computational and dynamical framework in virtue of which agents make sense of the world, these areas promote the transcendental project of understanding the conditions under which a world appears in the first place. Philosophers in these areas are developing our potential to understand, with greater precision than ever before, the rules governing the manifestation of being out of the flux of conscious experience.23


Notes

1Pure psychology (reinen Psychologie) is “pure” in the sense of being a priori rather than empirical. The phrase goes at least back to Kant, and is associated with rational psychology in the tradition of Wolff and Leibniz. Phenomenological psychology (phänomenologische Psychologie) is specifically associated with Husserl. Not all pure psychology is phenomenological in Husserl’s sense; e.g., a rational argument for the immortality of the soul (I am grateful to Rochus Sowa for emphasizing this point). However, I will use the phrase “pure psychology” to refer specifically to those areas of a priori psychology that are also studied in “phenomenological psychology,” and thus use the two phrases interchangeably (as Husserl himself often does).
2Throughout this chapter I will move between reference to conceptual analysis and eidetic analysis without distinguishing the two, though for Husserl concepts are specifically associated with linguistic acts (Sowa 2011). Thus, for example, we can distinguish the linguistic meaning of a phrase like “equilateral triangle” (a concept) from what our thinking is directed at when we think about equilateral triangles (an essence).
3I am basing my description on Wundt’s 1912 introduction to psychology (Wundt 1924). By that time Wundt’s views, particularly concerning “unconscious inference,” had to some extent changed (Araujo 2015). Regarding Husserl’s critique of Wundt’s logic, note that Wundt reacted in print and developed a fascinating, under-studied account of logic and its relation to psychology (Kim 2016). In fact, having now reviewed Wundt’s work in some detail, it seems clear to me that a study (or series of studies) of Wundt’s relation to Husserl is overdue.
4According to (Huemer 2019) he “very actively supported the installation of the first laboratories for experimental psychology in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.”
5Whether Frege’s critique influenced Husserl in this way is controversial (Mohanty 1982), but the review was clearly associated with some kind of change. As McIntyre notes, “However the review may have influenced Husserl’s actual views, his subsequent writings are much more sensitive to the issues Frege raised” (1987, 530).
6Husserl argues that naturalism refutes itself in a similar way (Husserl 2002).
7The actual contents of the three books (the first published, the second unpublished but heavily edited, the third largely unedited after initial drafting), does not quite match the three-book structure Husserl imagined (see Husserl 1982, xxi–xxii).
8All quotes following without citation information are to Husserl 1977.
9In the secondary literature see Kockelmans 1967 and Uhler 1987.
10A useful discussion of Husserl’s understanding of essences and eidetic sciences can be found in Sowa 2011.
11For a more critical discussion of this parallel and its implications see Crowell 2002.
12Additional evidence. From phenomenology to psychology: “transcendental phenomenology has this characteristic, that every one of its propositions admits of being transformed into an a priori psychological proposition in the natural sense” (p. 32). From psychology to phenomenology: “Every pure psychological insight … [can be] utilized transcendentally so long as it receives its pure sense through the genuine transcendental reduction” (Husserl 1997, 6:120).
13See Sowa’s discussion of the “equivalence of actualities with pure possibilities” (2011, 258).
14A more formalized way of thinking about this in terms of alternation vs. variation: psychologists produce actual changes in objects (what Husserl calls “alternations”) by experimentally manipulating and observing them. These changes must always occur within the broader constraints imposed by the essences governing pure possibilities. Experimental alternations thus occur within proper subsets of the classes over which eidetic variations range.
15Or again, “nature as spatial must […] satisfy the essential forms and essential laws of every conceivable space, all conceivable spatial figures” (35).
16In his Lectures on Logic and Theory of Knowledge from 1906/1907 he presents these misunderstandings in terms of a dialectic. He describes how on the one hand he we was misunderstood by “Neo-Kantians and Neo-Fichteans” who “combat any involvement of psychology in theory of knowledge as psychologism and swear by the transcendental method” and on the other by “psychologistic empiricists” who “have maliciously said […] that the first volume of the Logical Investigations is […] psychology slain with a thousand arguments” (Husserl 2008, 197). See also Husserl 1982, §§20 and 21.
17Some of the items on this list reflect another, historical link between Husserl’s work and philosophy of mind: Husserl was part of the same intellectual tradition that philosophy of mind grew out of (Dummett 1996). He was close with Frege and known to Russell (e.g., there is the story about Russell taking Logical Investigations with him to prison; Milkov 2017); Carnap and Ryle were influenced by Husserl; etc. Some discussion of this shared provenance, with citations to more detailed discussions is in Walsh and Yoshimi 2018.
18For example, Husserl says “the proposition ‘All bodies are heavy’ does not have the unconditional universality of eidetically universal propositions because, according to its sense as a law of Nature, it carries with it a positing of factual existence [...]. In contradistinction, the proposition, ‘All material things are extended,’ has eidetic validity” (Husserl 1982, 15). The first proposition describes a narrower class of possibilities than the second proposition does.
19An argument that Husserl’s eidetic method can be understood in contemporary analytic terms is in Thomasson 2017.
20Though his commitment to these views is far more modest than has traditionally been supposed; for sympathetic reconstructions using contemporary philosophical resources see Thomasson 2017 and Berghofer 2018a.
21Here is how Francisco Varela (1996) described “The Working Hypothesis of Neurophenomenology”: “Phenomenological accounts of the structure of experience and their counterparts in cognitive science relate to each other through reciprocal constraints” (343). Owen Flanagan describes a method of “triangulation” whereby theories in phenomenology, neuroscience, and cognitive science are “rendered coherent, meshed, and brought into reflective equilibrium, into a state where theory and data fit coherently together” (Flanagan 1997, 100).
22Though differences remain. Husserl was enthusiastic about phenomenological psychology’s potential to influence empirical research, but was reticent and cautious about empirical psychology’s ability to influence phenomenological psychology, or in contemporary terms, philosophy of mind. My sense is that this pattern of enthusiasm is reversed in contemporary discussions.
23I am grateful to Sebastian Luft, Steve Crowell, and Scott Hotton for helpful discussion of this chapter, and to Philip Berghoffer and Rochus Sowa for comments on earlier drafts.
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Phenomenology and history

David Carr

The purpose of this chapter is to examine history in light of Husserlian phenomenology. This will involve examining history as a discipline or science, and how it relates to other disciplines, and then how it would be treated as an object of phenomenological method. Here the primary question is: how does history relate to the prescientific lifeworld? After considering this question, we can ask about the historical character of phenomenology itself.


History as a science of the natural attitude

History is an object of study, the human past, and since the beginning of the nineteenth century the study of history has been called a science, at least in some languages. The term “history” is used not only for the object of study, but also for the study or discipline itself, and this is how we shall use it here. Calling history a science means primarily that history has critical methods for validating its claims. In Husserl’s scheme it would seem to count among the “sciences of the natural attitude,” taking the world of the natural attitude, or the lifeworld, for granted and then focusing on certain elements or aspects or types of objects within that world. In Ideas II, under the heading of “phenomenological investigations on constitution” (Husserl 1989), we find something like a theory and classification of the sciences. The first part deals with the constitution of “material nature,” the second with that of “animal nature,” and the third with that of the “geistige Welt” or spiritual world. These seem to correspond respectively to the physical sciences, psychology broadly construed, and the humanities or “Geisteswissenschaften.” For Husserl they also correspond to three “ontological regions” of reality. History is normally placed in the third of these regions.

Implicit already in the notion of the natural attitude and its world, and increasingly explicit as Husserl develops his idea of the lifeworld, in his later work, is the idea that this world precedes the division of reality into the three ontological regions. The lifeworld encompasses all three, and we live in this world whether we pursue scientific knowledge or not. This pursuit would lead us to focus on aspects or domains within the lifeworld, and these would develop into the objects of the various sciences. But not everyone is a scientist or even has scientific interests; even science itself, at least in its modern sense, is a historically late development. But we all live in a meaningful world, and we would be led seriously astray if we sought to describe the world we live in along the lines of what the sciences tell us about the real world.

This is the view that emerges from Husserl’s Crisis. Here Husserl criticizes modern philosophers for unquestioningly accepting the world as objectified by the natural sciences, treating the mind as a separate domain of “ideas,” and then puzzling over how these domains can interact. Post-Galilean science has objectified and mathematized the world; but we don’t live in such a world. If we are to understand the scientific world, we must return to the lifeworld where it has its origins, try to understand the lifeworld on its own terms, and then describe how the scientific world is constituted or constructed upon it. This makes the lifeworld the key to a phenomenological understanding of modern natural science. But that, as important as it is, Husserl says, is only part of what phenomenology must address. The lifeworld points not to a partial problem but to a universal problem in philosophy. The lifeworld would be the key to understanding not just the natural sciences but the psychological and the human sciences as well. The roots of all forms of objectification are found in the lifeworld. If we are looking for a phenomenological understanding of history, then, we should look to the lifeworld for its origins.

What would be the nature of such an inquiry? In his treatment of the origin of natural science, Husserl looks to perception and its world of perceived things and events in space and time. This world is very different in many ways from the scientifically interpreted world, but we can see, with Husserl’s guidance, how Galileo, Descartes, and other thinkers moved from one to the other. What would be the life-worldly origin of history? Answering this question would be the key to applying the phenomenological method to the historical past. How is it given? How is it experienced? What is the nature of our experience of it?

We noted that the phenomenological treatment of the natural sciences focuses on perception and the world of perceived things and events in space and time. But this does not mean focusing on a class of objects in the world, to the exclusion of other objects in the world. We might be inclined to choose as examples inanimate objects and how we perceive them. But it is important to remember that animals are also perceived, and so are people (see Walsh, Chapter 20 in this volume). Furthermore, books are perceived, music is perceived, buildings are perceived. Everything we say about the perception of inanimate things would apply to these objects as well.

Turning to history, we would think first of the human world: the world of persons, their actions and motivations, their feelings and their accomplishments (see also Rinofner-Kreidl and Loidolt, Chapters 29 and 30 in this volume). This the world of the Geisteswissenschaften, or human sciences. Although Husserl does not often directly address the discipline of history itself, he follows the prevailing view that this is where history belongs. But this human world does not delineate a class or domain of objects to the exclusion of others. The human world contains more than just human beings; it extends to the objects of human use and value, the surroundings of agriculture and transportation, the constructed and built environments of human habitation. In short, the human world is not a part of the lifeworld as a whole, but is itself the whole world experienced from the human point of view. But what is the connection between the human world and history?

In phenomenology, the experience of the human world has been treated under the heading of intersubjectivity. This topic is approached first of all in the context of perception, and the subject of perception is an embodied subject (see Wehrle, Chapter 15 in this volume). This is the context of Husserl’s best-known treatments of the experience of others (Fremderfahrung) or empathy (Einfühlung). Thanks to my body – understood as the lived body, not the objective body – I am spatially situated in the real world and encounter the things around me as near and far, left and right, up and down. The mobility of my body and the changing perspectives it affords my senses permits the perceived world to take shape as a dynamic world of lived space. This is the world in which I can not only perceive but also move and act on my surroundings, and in which they can also act upon me. My relation to my own body is not that of a subject to an object. I have an inner awareness of it. Even though I can see and touch parts of my body, it is with my body that I do this. There is no difference between me and my body here. Of course, perceiving is not the only thing I do, so there is more to me than being a perceiver.

It is in this world that I encounter other persons who have bodies (more or less) like my own. Their bodies are not mere things for me, since I know that other persons have the same internal bodily awareness that I have. But I don’t share that awareness, any more than they share mine. Their bodies are directly present to me, but their inner awareness is only indirectly present – appresented, as Husserl calls it (Husserl 1989, 170f.). The same is true for their perspective or point of view upon the world. We inhabit the same world, but each from his or her own point of view. To perceive another person is to be in the presence of a perspective on the world which is not – and cannot be – my own.

We can call this the phenomenology of the first and second persons, of the I-thou relation, or of the face-to-face encounter. Certainly, the situation it describes is pervasive in our experience. It is the basis of important features of human existence: desire and the erotic, friendship, sympathy and empathy, obligation and sacrifice. The other is my alter ego, mon semblable, my mirror image. But the irreconcilable difference of perspective also reminds us that this is the place of conflict and opposition, of antagonism and struggle, of domination and oppression. In all of these, our bodies are involved, and they can unite us or divide us.

The face-to-face encounter is rightly taken by many to be central to how we relate to others. But is it the only way we relate to others? Not according to Husserl. Here we turn to a topic that is discussed today under the title of “we-intentionality.” If we examine this concept, we shall see that it opens up a new way of conceiving of intersubjectivity, one that will be important when we turn to history.


We-intentionality

Clearly, the concept of intentionality is the heart and soul of phenomenology (see Erhard, Chapter 12 in this volume). Directedness to a content, of-ness or about-ness, as introduced by Husserl in Logical Investigations (Husserl 1970b, 533ff.), leads eventually to and even requires the phenomenological reduction that becomes the phenomenological method. Of course, many thinkers, from Brentano to Searle, have employed the notion of intentionality without becoming phenomenologists. I would say that’s because they have not taken it seriously enough. In any case, the next question is: if intentionality is a property or characteristic, to what does it belong? The seemingly obvious answer: consciousness. “All consciousness is consciousness of something” is the usual formula used in explaining the concept of intentionality, and Husserl introduces intentionality in the context of a discussion of consciousness. And, of course, consciousness is implicitly tied to the individual.

This is the sense of intentionality that was operative in our discussion of perception and intersubjectivity so far. The embodied subject of perception is an intentional subject, related through embodied experience to things, other persons, and the spatiotemporal world to which they belong.

But the question that has been raised since Husserl introduced the idea of “personalities of a higher order” (Husserl 1964, 132) is whether we can attribute intentionality not only to individuals but also to communities or groups of individuals (see also Petranovich, Chapter 31 in this volume). We are encouraged to answer in the affirmative by observing ordinary language usage. “Parliament decided,” “Germany invaded Poland,” “the electorate can’t make up its mind,” etc. Social entities of various kinds, according to our way of speaking, have experiences, take decisions, act, find themselves in moods, feel anger. Of course these groups are made up of individuals, and it may seem easy to think of these expressions as shorthand for describing the thoughts, actions, and feelings of individuals: members of Parliament, German generals, individual voters. This is less easy to do, however, when we think of cases where we speak not of “they” or “them” but of “we” or “us,” i.e., of communities to which I consider myself to belong. It is because of these differences that collective intentionality is usually referred to as “we-intentionality.”

But what exactly is the difference between “we” and “they” in this context? There are in fact many important differences, and the linguistic one is the least of them. Many uses of “we” involve no collective intentionality at all. When my friend and I say, “we saw the Eiffel Tower,” there is a common object of our experiences, but the expression may mean no more than that I saw it and you saw it, perhaps even at different times. But if we saw it together, then we have not only a common object but also a shared experience, which is properly ascribed not to me and you individually, but to us jointly. If we go to the store, nothing more than two separate actions, and two agents, are implied. But if we do the shopping, or play a game of tennis, or build a cottage, then we are engaged in activities whose only proper subject is we. When I say we in this sense, I am referring to a collection of persons to whom I stand not in a subject-object relation, as if I were observing them from outside, like a sociologist or an anthropologist. Instead I relate to them as a participant in our shared experience or activity. My relation to the group is one of membership.

What I want to stress here is that this is one of the primary ways we relate to others. As we saw, phenomenology, with its origins in describing first-person singular experience, has largely framed the problem of intersubjectivity, or alterity, in terms of the face-to-face encounter, in which the other stands over against me. But in we-experience we relate in a different way, and this deserves our attention. And when as phenomenologists we try to describe this experience, it should be noted that we do not give up the first-person point of view, but rather attend to its plural rather than its singular form. The phenomenological approach allows us to describe and understand collective existence not from the outside but, so to speak, from the inside, consulting our experience as members or participants.

Such is the “world of the natural attitude” or the lifeworld that is relevant for history and the experience of history. It is a question of our interaction with others and our experience of and participation in we-intentionalities or social groups. Our engagement with this social world is what amounts to the natural attitude. Like the natural attitude of Ideas I, it has its underlying “thesis:” we believe in the existence of this world; we believe in the existence of other persons and of these communities. They are real for us; they are not objects or figments of our imagination, nor are they merely objects of abstract thought. The purpose of phenomenological reflection on these phenomena is neither to affirm, deny or doubt their existence but to understand how they are given in our experience. This is very different from the standard philosophical/metaphysical treatment of these matters. Certain thinkers have raised the issue of solipsism and whether “other minds” exist, or how we can know that they do. Others have worried about the existence of collective or we-subjects, and tried to reduce them to collections of individuals. Phenomenology has bracketed these metaphysical and epistemological questions and moved from the question of “whether” such entities exist to that of the “how” of their givenness.


Historical temporality

You may have noticed that so far I have said little about time and temporality. This may seem a glaring omission when the subject is history: does not temporality pertain to the essence of history?

Indeed it does, and it is high time this subject was broached. As an excuse for this late introduction of the topic of time we can point out that Husserl does not get to this topic until paragraph 81 of Ideas I: “It will be apparent that our presentation up to now has to a certain extent kept silent on an entire dimension.” He maintains that time involves a “self-contained sphere of problems” which must be treated separately, and refers the reader to his lectures on time-consciousness of 1905 (Husserl 2014, 156; see also Rodemeyer, Chapter 14 in this volume). But, in fact, all his descriptions have been implicitly temporal, for the simple reason that they concern consciousness or experience, and experience is inherently temporal. How does time figure in the main topics we have discussed so far?

These topics are: natural consciousness and its intentional structures and belief commitments to its world, or lifeworld, with the focus on we-intentionality and the plural subject. In his 1905 lectures, Husserl shows that consciousness must be seen not as a mere succession of perceptions, but as a perception of succession, comprising a “retention” of its past and a “protention” of its future. While the content of these phases is always changing, the structure remains, and the present is not a dimensionless instant, but a vantage point opening onto a “temporal field” of past and future. The expression “temporal field” looks like a spatial metaphor, and this is the way Husserl employs it in his brief reference to time in his initial discussion of the natural attitude in Ideas I. Just as the Here is a spatial vantage point upon a spatial “horizon of indeterminate actuality” (Husserl 2014, 49), so the Now opens up a “two-sided infinite temporal horizon,” the horizon of past and the horizon of future. Just as we can distinguish objective or geometric space from lived or experienced space, so we can separate objective or clock-time from experienced time.

There is a further important parallel between space and time: we have no experience of space “as such;” we experience space by experiencing things in space. Likewise, we don’t experience time “as such;” we experience time by experiencing things that take time. Husserl calls these “temporal objects,” and uses the example of the melody. It must unfold in time in order to be what it is. The idea of an instantaneous melody makes no sense. But this same is true of actions, conversations, dances, the swaying of trees in the wind. We call these events; experiences are also events. Note the two-sided correlation: the melody unfolds in time; my experience of it also unfolds in time. But my experience is temporal even if its object is not an event but an unchanging thing.

In keeping with the parallelism between space and time, we should recognize these features of our experience as constituting a belief-structure. The “thesis” of the natural attitude expresses my belief in the existence of the world. I believe in the existence not only of the particular object of my perception, but also in the spatial horizon to which it belongs. And just as I believe in the spatial horizon, I also believe in the temporal horizon. To anticipate a future is to believe that that future will become real. To retain or remember a past is to believe that it really took place. In this way the things I expect, and the things I remember, are for me on a totally different ontological plane from things that I merely imagine or envisage.

The temporality of my experience is reflected in the experience of others in the human world. As we’ve seen, this is the intersubjective world of other subjects with whom I interact and communicate, the world of persons and their experiences and actions. They too inhabit time as the two-sided horizon of past and future. Inanimate things are also in time, but they simply persist through it, even though their properties may change. But such things do not (as far as we know) envisage their future and remember their past. They exist in the now but do not experience it as now. But the temporality of persons is different from that of things. Every person I encounter (for simplicity we leave animals out of this picture) comes with her own field of protention and retention, the now serving as vantage point opening onto this field.

Returning to the parallels between space and time: each of us is always here in lived space, but your here, your perspective on the world, is different from mine. It is there for me, and I can never occupy it, at least not at the same time. It seems different for time: each of us experiences now, but we seem to occupy the same now. But this is true only in the sense of objective or clock-time. Just as here is a vantage point on a spatial field, now is a vantage point on a temporal field, and my field is different from yours, in virtue of our different protentions and retentions. Of course, we can speak of the same time and indeed of the same space: we occupy the same space but experience it from different points of view; we live in the same time, but experience it from different points of view.

We have been speaking of the temporality of the first and second persons, that of the face-to-face encounter. This is a primary mode of our encounter with others, but as we’ve insisted, it is not the only one. As we have seen, I also experience others as fellow members and participants in groups and communities in common endeavors and experiences. When we think of history it is more often in terms of such social entities than in terms of individuals or collections of individuals. The experience of history, we maintain, is principally the experience of participating in such collective entities. The key terms here are we-intentionality and plural subjects.

What about the temporality of such entities? If they are truly intentional subjects “writ large,” if the we-subject exhibits a structure that mirrors that of the I-subjects, then we should expect it to possess a similar temporality. As we attempt to describe such temporality, it is important to remember that we are considering such entities not as observed from the outside, but as participants from the inside. Like the I-subject, the we-subject is not just a thing that persists through time, but is aware of its temporality by anticipating its future and remembering its past. Here we can adopt the first-person plural discourse. Existing (like everything else) in the present, and acting and experiencing in the present, we are aware of this present as present, precisely because it stands in relation to a future and a past.

Consider some examples. As an individual I may participate in groups or communities that are political (citizen, member of a political party), religious, professional, ethnic or linguistic, recreational, familial (kinship relations, from narrow to broad). Such memberships constitute my “identity” as a person, both for myself and for others. That is, I identify myself, and others identify me, as … an American, a professor of …, a Catholic, a Jones, etc. Some of these identities may be more important than others in the sense that they play a larger part in my life, claim more of my time and my emotions – such as loyalty, sentiments, nostalgia, etc. My adherence to one identity can conflict with that of another. Some of the classic personal and social conflicts that appear in history and literature are of this nature.

What is important for present purposes is to see that social entities of this sort are essentially temporal in the same way that individual subjects are temporal. That is, as we said, they are not things that simply persist through time. They exist through actions and experiences that face and anticipate a future and have a past. In part, this is because they depend on the actions and experiences of the individuals that make them up, even if they are not reducible to those individuals. But just as there are collective actions, and thus collective plans and prospects, so there is a collective memory and a collective past.

We need to say more about the past, the present, and the future in this context. Metaphysical and epistemological disputes about the future usually turn on whether it is completely empty (it hasn’t happened yet) or completely full (it is causally determined in advance). Can we make true and false statements about the future? But these disputes have little to do with a phenomenological approach, which is concerned not with whether the future really is, or isn’t, but with how it appears. On the one hand it is always filled with content; that is, I have a protention not just of the next moment, but of a determined next moment. This is true even at the level of my body and its immediate surroundings. In walking across the room, I expect the floor to support me at every step. On the other hand, my expectations can be disappointed – I can fall on my face if the floor gives way. Surprise, pleasant or unpleasant, would be impossible without expectations. Thus, the openness of the future is always one that always cohabits with a certain determinateness.

We have described the present as a vantage point on past and future; but it is also a turning point in which my protentions become real – or are disappointed. As a field of unceasing change, the present nevertheless unfolds against a background of stable and changeless surroundings, the world of space and material permanence.


The historical past

As for the past, it seems to contrast with the future: while the future is open, the past is closed. What is done is done, and cannot be undone. Like the spatial horizon of an unchanging landscape, with receding fields in the foreground and looming mountains in the background, the unchanging past provides the stable frame for the changing present. And yet, like the future, it can be said to combine elements of the changing and the unchanging. Remember that we are not speaking here of the way things are but of the way they appear. Memory is fallible, and my firmest memories can turn out to have been mistaken. They are also subject to re-interpretation. Retrospection can reveal a meaning in events and choices that is different from the meaning they had when they happened. Think of the problem of unintended consequences, something that bedevils us all. I make a choice with the expectation that it will have certain consequences. Now, later, I see that it led to completely different consequences. That decision may not have changed, but it now has a meaning completely different from the one it had when I made it.

Here we are using the term “meaning” in a way that is completely appropriate for the sphere of human actions and interactions. The temporal field is a Gestalt, like the melody, in which each element is determined by its place in a temporal whole. Events, actions, experiences are not items isolated from each other but come embedded in a temporal complex of present, past, and future. The meaning of the present we are living through is determined by the envisioned and expected future, which is in turn affected by the remembered past. The meaning of the remembered past is constantly changing in light of the experienced present. And all of this is as true of the we-intentionality of social experience as it is of individual experience.

We have now arrived at the place where we can speak of “history” in a more focused way. We have noted that the term is associated more with social than with individual existence, and we have tried to illuminate social existence with the help of phenomenological concepts and terms: we-intentionality, temporality, etc. But the term “history” is usually meant to indicate the past, and we need to focus our attention on what these phenomenological investigations tell us about the past, and indeed what we usually think of as the historical past.

History is sometimes called “society’s memory,” and the concept of “collective memory” has been a prominent and important topic of investigation by philosophers, sociologists, and historians. These concepts correlate with the view we have been developing here, namely that retention, recollection, and the remembered past belong not just to individuals but to plural subjects such as communities. They “belong” to such entities not only in the sense that such-and-such a past is attributed to a community by an outside observer (though that could also be true). A community has a past in the same way that an individual has a past: as a horizon and background of present experience. As an individual I have a past, that differs in large part from everyone else’s; but as a participant and member of a community I also share in the past of that community. It is the experience of participation in community, including the memory of that community’s past, that constitutes the experience of history. This is the experience of history we all have, whether we are historians or not. This is the historical aspect of life-worldly experience, the aspect of the lifeworld that may become an object of study in its own right.

Understanding phenomenologically this collective experience of the past means subjecting it to the phenomenological epoché, that is, reflecting on it in such a way as to describe its commitments and beliefs and the world they constitute. While each community has its own past and thus its own world, phenomenology looks for what all such communities have in common – the essence, in other words, of communal pastness. But it must be attentive to examples as well. To belong to a religious community, for example, is to share a belief in a certain tradition or story of its past, to the occurrence of key events, persons and founding acts, continuity, crisis and renewal, etc. To belong to, and participate in, such a community as in individual is to share in a past that extends back before that individual’s birth.

Did these events and persons really exist and happen as they are remembered in the tradition? This, I would suggest, is not a phenomenological question, though it could become a historical question. The role of history as a discipline, as it is practiced today, is often to assess critically the past that is consecrated by tradition. But that would not fall within phenomenology’s purview. To be sure, dissent may arise within a community on the facts and significance of its past. So important is the consensus on its past to the coherence and viability of a community that such dissent can lead to its dissolution. The Protestant Reformation and the split in the Western Church could be described in these terms. In this case phenomenology could get involved, not in order to settle the conflicts but to describe them and assess their significance for communal existence.

But, generally, the phenomenology of history means the phenomenological description of historical experience, and in particular the social experience of having a past. Such experience is part of the natural attitude and its thesis, which phenomenology suspends in order to understand it.


Conclusion: the historical character of phenomenology itself

As we suggested at the beginning, there is another way of looking at the relation between phenomenology and history. This is something that Husserl realized in his late work, The Crisis, in connection with his treatment of the sciences. Inquiring into the origins of the modern natural sciences by tracing their roots in the lifeworld, Husserl saw the need to conduct this inquiry historically, discussing Galileo’s “mathematization of nature” and its role in the development of modern philosophy. In other words, the phenomenological understanding of natural science had to consider natural science as a human endeavor with a history. The modern transformation of the lifeworld into the objectified, mathematized world is a story of the genesis of meaning which is a historical transformation. But this same investigation revealed philosophy itself to be a human endeavor with a history. And this would surely apply to phenomenology as well.

With these considerations phenomenology enters into a profound and unsettling reflection on itself and its own status as a philosophical endeavor. This comes to the fore especially in the essay “The Origin of Geometry,” a text of the Crisis period (Husserl 1970a, 343ff.). There Husserl defends historical “regressive inquiry” (Rückfrage) as essential to the phenomenological method, aimed at uncovering the “historical apriori” (372). This sounds very much like the search for timeless essences that Husserl has explicitly used to describe his phenomenological goal in his early work. But if the a priori in question is historical, that seems to undercut the timeless character of the endeavor itself. Husserl struggled with this problem at the end of his life without, I think, resolving it. But this lends a tentative character to the Husserlian mind.
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Physics with a human face

 Husserl and Weyl on realism, idealism, and the nature of the coordinate system

Harald A. Wiltsche

Physics has a long and venerable history of overthrowing deeply entrenched assumptions about the fundamental structures of empirical reality. Its revolutionary potential was once again on full display when two ground-breaking paradigms made their first appearance during the first decades of the twentieth century. In relativity theory and quantum mechanics, physics offered a view of reality that was radically different from many of the orthodoxies that had prevailed during the preceding centuries. Rather unsurprisingly, the need to revise fundamental concepts such as space, time, or causality also left its mark on philosophy: it is no overstatement to say that the early twentieth-century revolutions in physics were a decisive factor in the institutional downfall of neo-Kantianism, in the development of logical empiricism and critical rationalism, and thus in the formation of what later became the dominant analytic orientation in contemporary philosophy (of science).

Given the impact physics had on the philosophical landscape during the early decades of the twentieth century, one might wonder what the role of phenomenology was in all of this. On an initial impression, an answer to this question will be disappointing. The fact that the formative years of the phenomenological movement were also marked by profound revolutions in mathematics and physics have, for the most part,1 received little attention in the writings of the first wave of classical phenomenologists. Husserl is no exception to this. For instance, the name “Einstein” is, to the best of my knowledge, mentioned less than ten times in all 42 volumes of the Husserliana edition (see Husserl 1970, 4, 125–126, 295; 1973b, 229; 2002, 297). Considering this, and the fact that Husserl’s most noteworthy engagement with physics is a rather general analysis of the early modern mechanics of Galileo Galilei (Husserl 1970, §9; see also Wiltsche 2017), it seems safe to assume that Husserlian phenomenology is not particularly illuminating when it comes to understanding contemporary physics. Yet the aim of this chapter is to argue that such a conclusion would be premature. To be sure, my claim is not that Husserl was a philosopher of physics in the present-day sense of the term.2 My strategy will rather be an indirect one: I will focus on some motifs in Hermann Weyl’s oeuvre in order to show how the Husserlian mind influenced the thinking of one of the most prolific mathematicians and theoretical physicists of the twentieth century.3

Before turning to philosophical issues, let me provide some biographical information (for more detailed presentations, see Ryckman 2005, 111–115; Pesic 2009; 2012): After completing his doctoral studies in mathematics and physics under the supervision of David Hilbert, Hermann Weyl (1885–1955) accepted the position as Privatdozent at the University of Göttingen in 1908 and stayed there until 1913. It was also in Göttingen that Weyl became acquainted with phenomenology – Weyl’s wife Helene Joseph (1893–1948) was a student of Husserl, and although it isn’t unlikely that Weyl had already heard of phenomenology through his colleagues in mathematics and physics, it was primarily Helene who sparked his interest in Husserl’s philosophy. Weyl himself never left any doubt as to how important phenomenology was for the development of his philosophical and scientific thinking. Apart from Weyl’s explicit recollection that “it was […] Husserl […] who led me out of positivism […] to a freer outlook upon the world” (Weyl 2009, 209), there are countless implicit and explicit references to Husserlian phenomenology both in Weyl’s scientific and in his philosophical writings.4 We shall now turn to one such reference.


The annihilation of the world

One of the most fundamental insights in all of Husserl’s phenomenology can be summarized as follows:


Object, objective being and consciousness belong a priori and inseparably together; and if we can attribute to each consciousness a consciousness-Ego, an Ego belongs to this essential correlation as well. A possible Ego and a specifically determined possible consciousness are ascribed to each and every possible objective being.

Husserl 2003, 73, my translation


What Husserl expresses here is the so-called “universal a priori of correlation between experienced object and manners of givenness” (Husserl 1970, 166). As long as we remain within the natural attitude, there is always the temptation to objectify reality as something that is “simply out there,” that exists in complete independence from consciousness. The very point of performing the epoché and the transcendental reduction is to liberate us from this naïve realist assumption and to make us aware of the subject’s sense-giving contribution that always already underlies all encounters with reality. Phenomenologically construed, every object that presents itself to us in scientific or extra-scientific contexts is not only to be understood as existing “in itself” but also in relation to the subjective accomplishments through which it is disclosed. As a consequence, every objectivist (i.e., transcendentally unclarified) thematization of reality must necessarily remain incomplete because it ignores the process of sense-bestowal without which no objective world would appear to consciousness in the first place.

Although the mature Husserl became increasingly clear that neither side of the correlation can be analyzed in complete separation from the other – that, e.g., conceiving of the sense-bestowing subject as an outer-worldly, disembodied, and solitary monad is not significantly better than a purely objectivist interpretation of reality – there are several passages in which the consequences of the universal correlation are put in rather extreme terms. Probably the most notorious of these passages is contained in section 49 of Ideas I in which Husserl argues that even the complete “annihilation of the world” would leave the “residuum” of “pure” or “absolute” consciousness untouched (Husserl 1983, §49). On a first reading, one might be tempted to take this as an argument in favor of metaphysical idealism, i.e., the view that consciousness is exhaustive of reality, and that, consequently, the physical world is ontologically parasitic on the constructing powers of the ego. However, in what follows I will suggest an interpretation of the annihilation of the world thought experiment that is more in line with the basic tenets of phenomenological philosophy. Although there is, I believe, no point in denying that phenomenology is indeed committed to idealism, it is crucial to acknowledge the specific nature of Husserl’s transcendental-idealistic stance. It is important to get clear on this because a genuinely phenomenological brand of transcendental idealism is also operative in the background of Hermann Weyl’s analysis of the nature of scientific cognition.


Husserl’s transcendental-phenomenological idealism

In order to get a clearer view of the annihilation of the world thought experiment, we should bear in mind phenomenology’s acknowledgment of the first-person perspective as a crucial element and indeed the starting point of any rigorous inquiry into the nature of sense-bestowal. If there is any hope of understanding fundamental notions such as truth, knowledge, or objectivity, then, phenomenologically construed, analysis must proceed from an unbiased description of the phenomena, i.e., of the things as they appear to us in conscious experience. Take perception as a model: although we are intentionally directed towards a three-dimensional thing in space, all that is ever sensuously given is two-dimensional appearances, i.e., profiles of the thing, as it appears from one particular perspective. To be sure, unlike in the case of memories or imaginings, it is characteristic of perceptual experiences to present their objects “in the flesh,” “as actually present,” or as “self-given” (Husserl 1997, 12). However, as perceptual illusions show, the instantaneous “presentationality” of particular two-dimensional appearances is not a sufficient ground for establishing a truly robust sense of reality. The sense of objectivity that is characteristic for successful encounters with physical things is rather constituted over time, and more concretely on the basis of structures that remain invariant across an entire series of perspectival views. For instance, its squareness is experienced as an objective feature of a building because the angular relations between the experiencing subject and each side of the building remain invariant, no matter from where the building is seen. And what is true of particular objects is no less true of the world as a whole, for “things and their occurrences do not arbitrarily appear and run their course but are bound a priori by [an invariant general] style, by the invariant form of the intuitable world” (Husserl 1970, 31). It is this invariant form which is responsible for the genuine sense of objectivity that is characteristic for how the world presents itself to us.

The key to a sensible interpretation of the annihilation of the world thought experiment is to realize that the term “world,” phenomenologically understood, does not denote the set of all actually existing objects. “World” rather denotes the ultimate horizon of sense in which everything that can become a possible object of investigation must be localizable, and whose mode of givenness is essentially characterized by the aforementioned invariant form. The point of the annihilation of the world thought experiment, then, is not to ponder over a hypothetical scenario in which the world as we know it ceases to exist because, say, our sun goes supernova. The point is rather to stipulate that “certain ordered concatenations of experience and therefore certain complexes of theorizing reason oriented according to those concatenations would be excluded” (Husserl 1983, 110). This is to say that the hypothetical scenario we are asked to imagine is one in which the world – phenomenologically understood as the ultimate horizon of all horizons – ceases to exhibit any kind of structuredness at all. Even if this was the case – even if no invariances whatsoever were to arise from a purely chaotic tumult of contingencies – consciousness would, as Husserl argues, still display the same familiar eagerness to latch onto any invariance that might offer itself to the sense-bestowing ego. Of course, since, by stipulation, there is nothing to latch onto under such extreme conditions, consciousness would be severely modified. According to Husserl, however, this does not change the fact that, even if the ultimate horizon of sense dissolved into pure and utter chaos, it would still be chaos for an ego, which would continue to desperately seek for structures that remain invariant over time.

No matter what one’s views of the annihilation of the world thought experiment may be,5 the point Husserl seeks to make is that there is a fundamental asymmetry between the pre-structuredness of the world on the one hand and the sense-bestowing activities of transcendental consciousness on the other. Since only the former can be imaginatively abstracted away, we come to realize that even the most extreme variation of the world – a buzzing confusion that hardly deserves to be called “world” at all – would still be an intentional object for an ego. This insight has far-reaching consequences: according to metaphysical realism, it is meaningful to speak of a world, the objects it contains as well as their properties and the relations between them in complete independence from consciousness. The annihilation of the world thought experiment is supposed to undermine this view by emphasizing that no matter how distorted we imagine the world to be, it must still be imaged as something that remains experienceable for an ego.6 This, and only this, is what Husserl seeks to express when he refers to “absolute consciousness as the residuum after the annihilation of the world” (Husserl 1983, 109, translation modified).


Invariances, physics, and the view from nowhere

Husserl’s rejection of metaphysical realism has always been something of a hot potato among commentators, and I suspect that part of the reason has to do with the worry that the commitment to a specific form of transcendental idealism puts phenomenology on a direct collision course with science. An argument to this effect could proceed as follows: as we have seen earlier, perceptual objectivity is constituted on the basis of structures that remain invariant across an entire series of perspectival views. The reason is, supposedly, that experience combines subjective as well as objective features, and that the only way to separate the former from the latter is to search for invariances. Think, for example, of color: although we may agree that color is essential to how physical objects appear to us, we also know that the ways in which specific color-qualities are experienced do not depend on the perceived object alone. Color reports can vary significantly because it seems impossible to disentangle a perceived color-quality from contingent factors such as one’s position, one’s physiological make-up, the illumination, or the medium between object and observer. Matters are different in the case of other properties, however. Although the perceived shape of a rectangular building will also vary from point to point, the lawful angular relations between one’s momentary position and each of the building’s sides remain invariant over all varying shape-appearances. It is invariances of this kind on which the constitution of perceptual objectivity is ultimately founded: unlike in the case of specific color-qualities, we are more confident that a specific shape is an objective property of a thing because the angular relations between the thing’s sides remain invariantly the same – for anyone, at any time, and at any position in space.

As the previous discussion shows, the ability to identify invariances plays a crucial role in our basic perceptual capacities and thus in our everyday encounters with reality. Building on this insight, one could go a step further and add that the very point of physics is to refine this ability and to amplify it to its limit. In everyday contexts, the notion of spatial invariance is essentially tied to an infinite manifold of possible locations of real or imaginary embodied observers, and to their in-principle capacity to move from any of these locations to any other. Invariance is then attributed to those properties which remain unaltered when embodied observers vary their spatial positions through auto-motion (see also Doyon, Chapter 13 in this volume). What seems to happen in physics is that, first, embodied observers are replaced by abstract reference frames (or coordinate systems), and second, the bodily capacity for auto-motion is replaced by mathematical transformation rules that specify the relationship between two quadruples of coordinates of a set of events, as measured from within two inertial frames. Physical significance is only granted to those properties whose values remain invariant under a given group of transformations. The functional relationship between these properties is then quantitatively determined by laws, and objectivity is finally linked to the requirement that the laws must transform covariantly, i.e., that their mathematical form must be preserved under transformation from one frame to the other (see Cassirer 1953; Kosso 2003). In light of this, it might not only be reasonable to conclude that physics is indeed an amplification of abilities that are already operative in our everyday perceptual encounters with reality. It might even be reasonable to argue that the way in which mathematics is put to work here enhances these abilities to a point where all traces of subjectivity are indeed removed from the scientific representation of reality. On this view, then, replacing embodied observers and their capacity for auto-motion with abstract coordinate systems and mathematical transformation rules is a successful strategy for doing away with the vagaries of subjectivity and thus for fulfilling the aim of a completely dehumanized view from nowhere.


Weyl’s rejection of metaphysical realism

Given the influence of Husserlian phenomenology on Weyl’s thinking, it is natural to assume that Hermann Weyl does not concur with this realist line of interpretation. Although this is undoubtedly true, it is nevertheless interesting to examine Weyl’s argument in detail. This is because Weyl does not just reject metaphysical realism on some principled philosophical grounds. The reason for his dismissive attitude has rather to do with the claim that an objectivist interpretation of scientific cognition misconstrues the very nature of mathematical representation. Or to put it more concretely, a realist interpretation of mathematized physics is doomed to fail because it ignores the fact that whenever we seek to represent empirical reality mathematically, “the coordinate system remains as the necessary residuum of the ego-annihilation” (Weyl 1949, 75, translation modified and emphasis added). As the wording indicates, Weyl directly refers to Husserl’s annihilation of the world thought experiment here (Sieroka 2019, 113; Ryckman 2005a, 128–136). However, since the exact nature of Weyl’s allusion might not be entirely clear, I will spend the next few paragraphs inquiring into the details of the relation between Husserl’s and Weyl’s respective views.

Following Weyl’s remarks in Philosophy of Mathematics and the Natural Science (Weyl 1949, 110–113) and elsewhere (see, e.g., Weyl 1952, 3–4), the driving force behind modern physics is indeed the attempt to objectify reality through a methodologically regimented exclusion of everything subjective. Historically, the first steps into this direction were made when pioneers of the scientific revolution such as Galileo Galilei claimed that “tastes, odors, colors, etc., […] are nothing but empty names [that] inhere only in the sensitive body” and that, consequently, “if one takes away ears, tongues, and noses, there [remain] the shapes, numbers, and motions, but not the odors, tastes, or sounds” (Galilei 2008, 185, 187). Hence the distinction between primary and secondary qualities was born according to which mathematizability is the main criterion for what can count as objectively real. Following this distinction, only primary qualities belong to the inventory of objective reality because secondary qualities like color, odor, or taste resist mathematization and quantification because of their subjective character. Yet, as Weyl also points out, the distinction between primary and secondary qualities was only an intermediate stage in the process of systematically excluding everything subjective from the scientific description of the world. Ultimately, the development of physics culminated in a purely symbolic representation of reality where everything that can be granted physical significance must find its expression in mathematical symbols.

In light of this historical narrative, it is hard to deny that the aforementioned objectivist interpretation of physical theorizing contains at least a grain of truth: what is undeniably true is that the systematic exclusion of everything subjective functions as a regulative idea and thus as a prescriptive telos that gives physical research its normative direction. However, Weyl’s point is that, as with all regulative ideas, the focal point towards which the movement of symbolization strives will never be fully realizable. An argument to this effect is given in the following passage from Philosophy of Mathematics and the Natural Science:


How is it possible to assign to the point of a point-field marks or labels which could serve for their identification or distinction? The labels are supposed to be self-created, distinctive and always reproducible symbols […]. Only after this has been accomplished can one think of representing the spectacle of the actually given world by construction in a field of symbols. All knowledge, while it starts with intuitive description, tends toward symbolic construction. No serious difficulty is encountered as long as one deals with a domain consisting of a finite number of points only […]. The problem becomes a serious one when the point-field is infinite, in particular when it is a continuum. A conceptual fixation of points by labels of the above-described nature that would enable one to reconstruct any point when it has been lost, is here possible only in relation to a coordinate system, or frame of reference, that has to be exhibited by an individual demonstrative act. The objectivation, by elimination of the ego and its immediate life of intuition, does not fully succeed, and the coordinate system remains as the necessary residuum of the annihilation of the ego.

Weyl 1949, 75, translation modified and final emphasis added


The background of this passage can be illuminated by taking a closer look at the constitution of space both in scientific and pre-scientific contexts. Following Husserl detailed analyses in, e.g., Thing and Space or Ideas II, our pre-scientific sense of lived space is constituted on several different levels which correspond to different kinesthetic systems. While the idea of pure homogeneous space is correlated with the limiting case of an observer at absolute rest, ocular movements add a quadridirectional widening of the visual field, which is again extended by cephalomotoric movements and finally by the capacity of locomotion (see Drummond 1983). Yet what is true of all of these layers of constitution is that “we find ourselves to be centers of reference” (Husserl 1997, 2), and that, consequently, the very sense of spatiality must be understood in “reference to the spatial Ego-center as the relational center of all spatial orientations and all possible presentations” (Husserl 1997, 109). Yet, whereas the perspective of the embodied ego, which always and necessarily functions as a center of orientation, is essential for the constitution of pre-scientific space, things are quite different with respect to the notion of space that underlies contemporary physics. Ever since the works of Albert Einstein and Hermann Minkowski, we are used to the ideas that space and time are, first, not conceived as separate and separable things but as one unified four-dimensional space; second, space-time is represented mathematically by a manifold and hence by a continuum of points labeled by four coordinates; and third, space-time is assumed to be homogeneous and isotropic, or – to put it more loosely – that in our scientific representations of space-time, no particular location or direction ought to be picked out as somehow special. This means that, unlike in the case of pre-scientific space where the position occupied by the experiencing ego always and necessarily stands out, there is no a priori reason why any particular point of the space-time manifold should enjoy a privileged status over any other.


The coordinate system as the residuum of the annihilation of the ego

In light of the earlier discussions about the roles of invariances in perception and physics, one could see in the transition from pre-scientific to scientific space(-time) yet another example of the methodologically regimented exclusion of everything subjective from the scientific description of reality: it may be true that the sense of pre-scientific space is essentially tied to the privileged position of the embodied ego. Yet, one could argue that what makes the modern mathematization of space(-time) so successful is precisely the abandonment of this anthropomorphic assumption. According to Weyl, however, there is something utterly wrong about this view. The issue, in a nutshell, is this: since no point of the space-time manifold is privileged over any other, we face a problem of identification whenever we seek to establish a link between the mathematical formalism on the one hand and the empirical data on the other. In order to carry out measurements, for instance, it is necessary to “single out conceptually a single arbitrary object P from the continuously extended domain of objects” (Weyl 1952, 9), and this can only be done by introducing a coordinate system. Now, while there are quite a few things about this act of implementation that are arbitrary – such as the choice of the particular type of coordinate system or the unit of measure – the act itself is not. This, together with the fact that a point of origin is an essential feature of any kind of coordinate system, strongly suggests the following line of interpretation: although the aim of a completely dehumanized depiction of the world indeed functions as an overarching telos and thus gives physics its normative direction, it is the unavoidable implementation of a coordinate system that will always reintroduce transcendental subjectivity into the purely symbolic representation of reality. This is because, from a Weylean perspective, the origin of the coordinate system is the most formal representation of the physicist’s lived body, her “zero-point of orientation” (Husserl 1989, 166); the axes of the coordinate system, on the other hand, represent the physicist’s orientation in space. On this view, then, the perspectivity and subject-relativity of every symbolic representation of reality is not just an artifact of interpretation, it is indeed mandated by physics itself: whenever we seek to establish a link between the mathematical formalism and reality, a coordinate system must be introduced. Yet, whenever a coordinate system is introduced, transcendental subjectivity seeps back into our purely symbolic representation of the world. This is what Weyl means when he refers to the “coordinate system […] as the necessary residuum of the annihilation of the ego” (Weyl 1949, 75, translation modified and emphasis added).

While there is no point in denying that “Weyl’s expression here is surely mimicked on Husserl’s” (Sieroka 2019, 113), one could still wonder where exactly the parallels lie. My view is that Weyl’s analysis should not only be seen as a self-standing phenomenological take on the nature of mathematical representation in general and the coordinate system in particular, but also as a logical continuation of Husserl’s original argument in section 49 of Ideas I. As I have pointed out earlier, Husserl’s annihilation of the world thought experiment is supposed to show that there is a certain sense in which the transcendental ego can indeed be said to have primacy over the objective world: while we may imaginatively vary the objective pole of the intentional relation to a point where it loses any sense of structuredness and hence its status as a coherently experienceable world, not even the most chaotic stream of unrelated impressions could be imagined as anything other than the intentional object for some experiencing ego. It is precisely in this way that Husserl utilizes the imagined scenario of the annihilation of the world to highlight the indispensability of transcendental consciousness for establishing any kind of intentional relation to any kind of transcendence. Now, although, on my view, Weyl seeks to make the same point, he does so in an almost inverse manner. Instead of annihilating the objective pole of the intentional relation by depriving it of all structuredness and coherence, Weyl considers physics as the most elaborate attempt to construct a representation of the world as it would appear if all traces of subjectivity were eliminated. This line of reasoning leads Weyl to the same conclusion Husserl had reached before him: in a similar sense in which a purely chaotic stream of experiences would still be chaos for an ego, a purely dehumanized conception of the world remains incomplete and devoid of meaning unless it is animated by the “original constitutive act [of the] [i]mposition of a local coordinate system” (Ryckman 2003, 77).

Coming back to Weyl’s phenomenological analysis of the coordinate system, there is one last aspect I would like to mention. Although there can be no doubt that section 49 of Ideas I and hence the annihilation of the world thought experiment is the most obvious link between Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology and Weyl’s views on the nature of mathematical representation, it is interesting to note that there are also other possible sources of influence which, to the best of my knowledge, have so far been overlooked. Consider, for instance, the following passage:


Each Ego [originarily] finds itself as the center, as the origin of the coordinate system so to speak [(it is the primordial coordinate system through which all coordinate systems receive their meaning)], from which the Ego perceives, classifies and identifies all worldly things, both identified or unidentified. Yet, each Ego finds this center as something relative; the Ego changes its position in space, for instance, and while it keeps uttering “here”, it knows that “the Here” is actually somewhere else. Each Ego distinguishes objective space as a system of objective positions in space (places) from the phenomenon of space as the way in which space appears to me “here and there”, “ahead and behind”, “right and left”. And the same regarding time.

Husserl 1973a, 116–117, my translation and emphasis added


There are several things to say about this passage. To begin with, I take it to be beyond dispute that Husserl’s point here connects with Weyl’s remarks on the nature and origin of the coordinate system. For Weyl as well as Husserl, the origin of the coordinate system must be interpreted as the most formal representation of the ego’s embodied perspective which is, as we have seen, the necessary condition of the constitution of pre-scientific space. Yet by referring to the ego as “the primordial coordinate system through which all coordinate systems receive their meaning,” Husserl also hints at another issue that is brought into prominence mainly in his last major work, The Crisis: the success of modern mathematized science is intimately connected to the methodologically regimented application of idealities such as frictionless planes, point masses, or rigid rods. As the late Husserl is at pains to show (see, e.g., Wiltsche 2017; 2019, 352–356), however, the meaning of such idealities essentially depends on basic life-world experiences out of which these abstract objects are constructed in the first place. In order for the meaning of, say, a frictionless plane to be originally constituted, there must be a basic acquaintance with real surfaces and with technical procedures to make real surfaces flatter. Yet, what can be said about more obvious examples such as frictionless planes or point masses is no less true of coordinate systems. Their meaning also originates in the lifeworld of pre-scientific experience, namely in our most primordial acquaintance with the experience of taking up an embodied perspective through which the sense of spatiality and temporality is ultimately achieved.7


Concluding remarks

The aim of this chapter was to give the reader an idea of how the Husserlian mind had at least an indirect impact on contemporary physics by influencing the thinking of Hermann Weyl, one of the most prolific mathematicians and theoretical physicists of the twentieth century. While it is beyond the scope of the chapter to offer a more exhaustive treatment which would, e.g., include a discussion of the phenomenological background of one of Weyl’s signature accomplishments, his discovery of the gauge principle.8 Nevertheless, I hope to have convincingly shown that investigations into the relation between Husserl and Weyl should not be viewed merely as a matter of exegetical interest. Although there are growing doubts about its philosophical significance, the analytic/continental-split continues to shape the face of professional philosophy. In many areas the reality is still that philosophers who associate themselves with one tradition tend to ignore the other. This state of mutual ignorance is particularly noticeable in the philosophy of physics, where influences from outside the well-established canon of analytic philosophy are even scarcer than in other fields such as ethics or philosophy of mind. Now, when looking at his philosophical writings from a contemporary perspective, one can easily agree with the observation that Weyl “wrote more like a ‘continental’ than an ‘analytic’ about mathematics and science” (Ryckman 2012, 28). It is for this reason that the Weylean oeuvre – apart from being enormously valuable in itself – offers an intriguing glimpse of how a phenomenologically informed, anti-naturalistic, and transcendental-idealistic alternative to the current mainstream in philosophy of physics could look.
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Notes

1To be sure, there are exceptions, such as Moritz Geiger’s lecture on relativity theory that was held at the University of Munich in 1921 and appeared in print in the same year. Yet in light of how sophisticated the philosophical discussion about Einstein’s new theory already was at the time (see Ryckman 2018), it seems like a stretch to claim that Geiger offers an original and genuinely phenomenological take on relativity theory.
2For a more general overview of Husserl’s, Martin Heidegger’s, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s contributions to a phenomenological analysis of the physical sciences, see Berghofer and Wiltsche 2020. Some of the key texts in phenomenological philosophy of science are collected in Kockelmans and Kisiel 1970.
3Although not too well-known in philosophical circles, Weyl is a towering figure in twentieth-century mathematics and science. For an overview of his contributions to mathematics, theoretical physics and astrophysics see Coleman and Korté 2001 and Bell and Korté 2015.
4To get an idea of how strong the influence of phenomenology was, consider, for instance, the following passage from Space-Time-Matter, one of the first textbooks on general relativity theory that went through five editions in the first six years: “In perception I see this chair, I am directed towards it. I ‘have’ the perception, but it is only when I make this perception in turn the intentional object of a new inner perception (a free act of reflection enables me to do this) that I ‘know’ something regarding it (and not only regarding the chair alone) [...]. In this second act the intentional object is immanent, i.e., like the act itself, it is a real component of my stream of experiences, whereas in the primary act of perception the object is transcendent, i.e., it is given in an experience of consciousness, but is not a real component of it” (Weyl 1952, 4, translation modified).
5Although it would lead me too far afield to enter a detailed discussion here, it should be noted that there are good reasons to view the didactic value of the annihilation thought experiment with some caution. For a more detailed discussion, see, e.g., Rinofner-Kreidl 2000, 699–708 and Zahavi 2008; 2010.
6It should be clear that the annihilation of the world thought experiment will only convince those who are already willing to make major concessions to Husserl’s position. Those who aren’t will be quick to respond that, for instance, the thought experiment crucially relies on a very peculiar understanding of the notion “world”—an understanding which arguably begs the question against the metaphysical realist.
7On a more historical note, it is also worth mentioning that the afore-quoted passage is taken from a lecture course entitled “Basic Problems of Phenomenology” which Husserl gave during the winter semester of 1910/1911 and hence at a time when he and Weyl were still colleagues at the University of Göttingen. It is of course hard to decide with certainty whether Weyl was actually present during these lectures. However, given his newly sparked interest in phenomenology, and given the fact that the lecture course covers several topics that must have been of utmost interest to Weyl—Husserl discusses the reduction, intersubjectivity, the charge of solipsism, evidence, the ontology of nature, the constitution of space, and the relation between phenomenology and the physical sciences—it may not seem entirely implausible to suppose that Logical Investigations and Ideas I were by no means the only phenomenological sources of influence for Weyl’s views on the nature of mathematical representation. Highlighting less well-known textual sources also provides further evidence against those commentators who typically downplay Husserl’s impact on Weyl’s philosophical thinking (see, e.g., Bell 2004; Sieroka 2010; Toader 2013).
8This episode is told in a masterful way by Tom Ryckman 2005a. For a less technical summary, see Ryckman 2005b.
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The development of Husserl’s concept of metaphysics

Daniele De Santis


The metaphysical Husserl?

Twentieth-century scholarship on phenomenology, especially during the second half of the last century, and partially at the beginning of this century, condemned Husserl’s relation to metaphysics to a crass alternative. On the one hand, and based upon a single sentence from Logical Investigations,1 there are those who say that Husserl’s phenomenology is metaphysically neutral, thereby having no or little bearing on metaphysical concerns.2 On the other hand, and based upon a single statement from Cartesian Meditations,3 Husserl is said to commit to an all-encompassing “metaphysics of presence” (Derrida 2011, 3–4). While in the former case the question as to what Husserl means by metaphysics is not raised, in the latter an alien conception is imposed on him (see De Waelhens 1949; Diemer 1954; Fuchs 1976; Bernet 1982). In either case, nothing is conveyed regarding Husserl’s conception of “the queen of all the sciences.” Even if important attempts have been recently made at assessing Husserl’s metaphysics (see Ghigi 2007; Sivák 2015; Trizio 2019), a full study of its origins and development is still a desideratum.

Given the tendency to assess the topic of metaphysics “from the outside” (Trizio 2019, 310), the distinction between the following types of questions (and sub-questions) should be kept in mind:


1. Does the system of philosophy, as Husserl works it out over the years, imply a metaphysics in the positive sense of the expression?

2. What is Husserl’s relation to traditional metaphysics, e.g., the philosophical systems of what he labels the “metaphysical era” (pre-Kantian rationalism) (Husserl 2012, 189)?


2.1. Is there any philosophical proposition or idea that belongs to traditional metaphysics (2) and that Husserl includes in his own metaphysics (1)?

2.2. Is there any philosophical proposition or problem that belongs to traditional metaphysics (2), which Husserl addresses non-metaphysically (≠ 1 and ≠ 2)?


3. Is there any aspect of Husserl’s phenomenology that can be deemed “metaphysical” in a sort of critical and non-Husserlian sense?




Whereas question 3 can include, e.g., the discussion of the metaphysical sense of Husserl’s transcendental idealism, which does not concern question 1, Leibniz’s metaphysical question of the existence of only one real world falls under questions 2.2, which Husserl addresses not metaphysically, but rather transcendentally (De Santis 2018).

This chapter will focus exclusively on question 1 with the firm conviction that Husserl has a specific conception of metaphysics which undergoes a development that runs parallel to that of his understanding of phenomenology (and of the overall system of sciences). That Husserl came to regard his entire philosophical enterprise sub specie metaphysicae or, better, sub specie of the foundation of a scientific metaphysics (Husserl 1994b, 206)4 is demonstrated in a letter to P. Wust in reply to what the latter writes in The Resurrection of Metaphysics (Die Auferstehung der Metaphysik) (1920). In relation to Wust’s own argument that in phenomenology only a “turn towards metaphysics” is accomplished (Wust 1963, 143, my translation), Husserl strives “to simply convince” his interlocutor “that from the very beginning my philosophy was, and did not want to be anything else but the path towards a radically authentic metaphysics, that is, a truly justified and radically scientific metaphysics […]. Already in my 1887 inaugural lecture I defended the idea of a new scientific metaphysics” (Wust 1967, 30, my translation).5 Given the impossibility of mapping out the mare magnum of Husserl’s texts, this chapter will tackle only the most important steps in Husserl’s reflections on the matter. In so doing, I hope I will be able to provide a preliminary unitary account of his stance on the queen all the sciences. For the sake of brevity, the discussion will be based on the following sources: his work that immediately precedes Logical Investigations until around 1905; the 1906/1907 lectures entitled Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge and subsequent materials until the publication of the first volume of Ideas in 1913; the 1923/1924 lectures, First Philosophy I; the reflections about what Husserl labels “the supreme and ultimate questions,” which are contained in a 1932 letter to Gustav Albrecht. The chapter will be divided into two parts: the first part will cover Husserl’s writings up to 1913 and the second will tackle the later materials.


From first philosophy to last philosophy


Metaphysics as first philosophy

At the beginning of Prolegomena, Husserl gratifies the reader with the a detailed discussion of what metaphysics is all about: “Its task,” Husserl points out, “is to fix and to test the untested, for the most part not even noticed, yet very significant metaphysical presuppositions that underlie at least all those sciences that are concerned with actual reality (reale Wirklichkeit)” (Husserl 2001a, 16). If one were to question what such presuppositions are, the following list would be offered:


Such presuppositions are, e.g., that an external world exists, that it is spread out in space and time, its space being, as regards its mathematical character, three-dimensional and Euclidean, and its time a one-dimensional rectilinear manifold; that all becoming is subject to the law of causality, and so on. These presuppositions, all to be found in the framework of Aristotle’s First Philosophy, are at present ranked under the quite unsuitable rubric of theory of knowledge (erkenntnistheoretische).

Husserl 2001a, 16


This last excerpt and, more generally, the entirety of §5 epitomize the broader metaphysical framework of his work that immediately precedes Logical Investigations and up until around 1905 (Husserl 2001a, 16). In short, such a framework could be characterized as follows:


1. The task: metaphysics fixes and tests the presuppositions of the experiential sciences.

2. The subject matter: such presuppositions concern the structure of real actuality, notably, its (2.1) existence as an external world, (2.2) the nature of space and time, and (2.3) the relation between becoming and causality.

3. Historical origin: even though metaphysics is not explicitly identified with Aristotle’s first philosophy, the subject-matter of the former is said to match that of the latter.

4. Present situation: in Husserl’s view, the present situation is characterized by the confusion between metaphysics and theory of knowledge, notably, what they are respectively about.


It could be argued that the task (1) is mostly characterized by the attempt at elucidating what metaphysics is about, its status and, most importantly, its relation/difference with respect to the theory of knowledge. As for the historical origin (3), as early as 1898 Husserl recognizes Aristotle as the father of metaphysics, to the extent that he is the one who, for the first time, laid out systematically the science called “first philosophy”: “the science of the first principles and grounds (ἀρχαί, αἰτίαι) of all being in general” (Husserl 2001b, 233, my translation). “As Aristotle said,” Husserl tells his students in 1902, “metaphysics is ‘First Philosophy,’” because it studies “what pertains to being in general” (Husserl 2001c, 11, my translation). Yet, in the 1908/1909 lectures Old and New Logic, the expression “first philosophy” is eventually applied only to philosophical logic (as the “entrance-discipline of philosophy”) since “The Aristotelian term First Philosophy – which later and for contingent reasons was given the name of metaphysics […] concerns a different discipline” (Husserl 2003, 3, my translation). I will address below what happened in between and why metaphysics will have to be distinguished from first philosophy.

When it comes to the subject matter (2), the expression, “being in general” (whether as Sein überhaupt or das Seiende in Allgemeinheit), needs to be elaborated upon because Husserl himself finds the definition of metaphysics as the science of “being in general” to be in need of clarification (Husserl 2001b, 234). Accordingly, Husserl presents metaphysics as “the ultimate and deepest knowledge of actuality,” “the science of actuality καθ’εζοχήν [par excellence],” “the ultimate knowledge concerning reality” (Husserl 2001b, 245). In 1902, metaphysics or first philosophy is “the science of being in the sense of reality,” but also “the science of the absolute being or of the absolute determinations of being” (Husserl 2001c, 11, 12). In 1905 metaphysics is “the ultimate science of reality,” “the ultimate science of being” (Husserl 2002, 29, 35). Even if Husserl is fully conscious of the distinction between the ontological domains of the real and that of the ideal (Husserl 2001b, 234), the identification of being (Sein), reality (Realität), and actuality (Wirklichkeit) circumscribes prima facie and in general the subject matter of metaphysics (2).

However, we should not forget that if metaphysics is the science of being as reality or actuality, it is such in order to fix the presuppositions of certain sciences. In other words, if taken per se, metaphysics is the science of reality, it can hence be labeled as first philosophy to the extent that it has priority over those sciences, whose presuppositions it fixes and tests: “The sciences need in the first place a metaphysical foundation” (Husserl 2001d, 5, my translation). Accordingly, the adjective “first” is to be understood in relation to such sciences whose totality makes up what Husserl thereby labels “second philosophy” (Husserl 2001d, 5). What are such presuppositions?

Trizio has already clarified this point, which regards the “incompleteness” of the empirical sciences and “the thematic horizon of metaphysics as the science completing them” (2019, 319). As he further explains, given that the incompleteness consists in the “uncritical acceptance of presuppositions,” an account of the latter becomes necessary. The distinction is between implicit or tacit assumptions about real being and explicit hypotheses for the sake of making sense of specific groups of phenomena: while the former are common to all the sciences, the latter belong to the many “individual sciences” (Husserl 2001b, 246–247) to the extent that they deal with “particular ontological domains” (Husserl 2001b, 233). We are already familiar with what was said in Prolegomena; here Husserl adds:


1. Tacit assumptions: that there is a world and a multiplicity of things, which are partially identical and partially different; that things have properties and stand in relation to one another in that real connection called “mutual” or “reciprocal effect”; that they move and change in space and time; that every sort of becoming or qualitative movement is the necessary consequence of a certain cause in such a way that the entire course of the world is subject to the unitary law of causality (Husserl 2001b, 246). In 1896 he had even included that nothing contradictory exists in reality (Husserl 2001d, 5).

2. Explicit hypotheses: the different genera and species of molecules and atoms; the many species of longitudinal and transversal waves; the aether with its incredible properties. Generally speaking, the specific laws of physics, chemistry, physiology, etc., to the extent that their laws claim to bear on the real world (Husserl 2001b, 247).


If we understand Husserl correctly, metaphysics as first philosophy addresses directly only the first type, not the second. In short, given a series of implicit assumptions concerning being in general (which makes up what Husserl calls “natural metaphysics” [Husserl 2001b, 245]), the many sciences make a series of hypotheses bearing on specific domains of being. The task of metaphysics is to clarify and test (Klärung and Prüfung) the former so that the many individual sciences can, if necessary, revise the latter accordingly. It follows that the adjective “first” is not to be understood chronologically, as if we first were to have a full metaphysics in order for the many real sciences to start working; rather it is quite the contrary because metaphysics comes to the fore once the sciences have already started investigating reality according to its main domains. All metaphysics can do and is allowed to do is to complete (Vollendung) them by retrospectively clarifying their tacit assumptions: “As is apparent, metaphysics must build upon experiential sciences” (Husserl 2001b, 246; see also Husserl 1979, 168–169).

In light of this, it should be clear why the possibility of metaphysics, namely, its scientific realization, requires a preliminary theory of knowledge, which hence cannot make any metaphysical assumptions: indeed, only if we first clarify the relation between subjective experience and being in itself (Husserl 2001b, 241–242) will metaphysics – as the ultimate science of being or actuality – be possible as a scientific enterprise (rather than as empty speculations). Were we to resort to Husserl’s later language, we could claim that only if the possibility of reason attaining “what really is” (ὄντως ὄν) is first clarified and fixed can metaphysics eventually be possible as a science (Husserl 1970, 13).6 See Figure 37.1.



[image: ]

Figure 37.1Husserl’s early conception of metaphysics


Metaphysics as last philosophy

As one could easily guess, the whole framework and, in particular, the conception of metaphysics as first philosophy will change as Husserl continues to develop his phenomenological project. In fact, as phenomenology slowly comes to take up the office of first philosophy, metaphysics will have to be assigned a different position. In this respect, the crucial years are 1905–1907.

If, in 1901, phenomenology is about “a domain of neutral research,” i.e., that of logical experience, and its task is to clarify the source of the fundamental gnoseological concepts on whose basis pure logic can be built (Husserl 1901, 4), in 1902/1903 the theory of knowledge (as the clarification of the essence of knowledge) coincides prima facie with phenomenology itself (Husserl 2001b, 76). However, as early as 1905, the latter – which is still a “discipline” (Husserl 2002, 49, my translation) and not yet a science – is understood as the “all-embracing essential analysis of consciousness” (Husserl 2002, 57) according to the crucial distinction between ethical, theoretical, and axiological experience (Husserl 2002, 42). In 1907, phenomenology finally becomes a science of reduced phenomena (Husserl 1999, 64). And while it is only in 1913 that a conception of phenomenology is worked out as “the fundamental science of philosophy” (Husserl 2014, 3), it would receive the noble title of first philosophy as early as 1909, thereby usurping the position of metaphysics:


As the essential doctrine of purely given phenomena, phenomenology […] exists in its own right [hat… ihre eigene Berechtigung], just like any other science. However, insofar as it is first philosophy in the most rigorous sense, [phenomenology] has a quite peculiar position vis-à-vis all the other [sciences:] it is from [phenomenology] that all other sciences receive the ultimate clarification of the sense of their operations.

Husserl 2005, 92, my translation


If the question is what “first” means in the phrase “first philosophy” as a label for phenomenology, one has to turn to the 1923 First Philosophy lectures. As it is explained at the outset, the expression “first philosophy” was coined by Aristotle to mean what would later come to be accidentally named “metaphysics”:


In reviving the term in its Aristotelian sense, I derive from the fact that it has fallen out of common usage the highly welcome advantage that it arouses in us only its literal meaning […] This literal meaning once served […] as a formal preliminary indication of the theoretical intention that the new discipline, whose subject matter was only later to be defined more precisely, hoped to realize. This formal preliminary indication can serve us, too, quite admirably, however far the science to which our lectures are to be devoted may depart from the Aristotelian First Philosophy in its subject matter. For this reason we take over the term ‘First Philosophy’ and make it the point of departure for our initial considerations.

Husserl 2019, 3


Husserlian first philosophy has been completely divorced from the Aristotelian first philosophy. Not only is phenomenology in no way metaphysics, but, most importantly, the latter can no longer be deemed first.

When it comes to the adjective “first,” two meanings can be distinguished. First, the adjective can characterize a philosophy which is first “in itself”: “whereas the others, the ‘second’ philosophies, would represent merely the necessary preliminary steps, so to speak the antechambers of that highest holiness” (Husserl 2019, 4). Second, and this is the one Husserl opts for here, the adjective can refer to “a scientific discipline of beginnings”: “this discipline would have to precede all other philosophical disciplines, grounding them both methodologically and theoretically” (Husserl 2019, 5).

It could be maintained that whereas the former meaning of “first” is the one he used to refer to metaphysics as “first philosophy” (we should in fact recall that metaphysics was not first in any chronological sense, for it built on the work of the experiential sciences, which Husserl also called “second philosophy”), the latter is proper to phenomenology.

Considering this, how are we to characterize metaphysics if phenomenology is now first philosophy, and the very sense of the term “first” has radically changed? In order to address this question, we should first take into consideration the reworking that the concept of metaphysics underwent in the 1906 lecture Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge. Metaphysics is here the “radical ontology, the science of the ὄντως ὄν [what really is],” “the definitive science of being,” whose aspiration is “to satisfy our highest and ultimate interests in being and […] investigate what has to be considered actual in the ultimate, definitive sense” (Husserl 2008b, 96–97, my translation). Or also:


This radical science of being, the science of being in the absolute sense, is metaphysics. Naturally, it arises through a certain critical investigation of the ultimate meaning and value of the theoretical foundations of the empirical sciences, through elucidating and ultimately securing them. If this critique has been carried out, then it can be ascertained which interpretation of being proves true and definitive. So that, therefore, metaphysics is obviously a science related to the other sciences of reality and already presupposing them.

Husserl 2008b, 96


The introduction of the term ontology aside, this description fits perfectly with the idea of metaphysics as first philosophy up to 1905: it is the ultimate science of being (as Realität and Wirklichkeit); it has a critical function; it presupposes the sciences of reality. However, as Husserl recognizes in §21, such a metaphysics would be better described as a “material metaphysics” that is to be kept separate from what he labels “formal metaphysics,” namely, “the a priori ontology of the real” (Husserl 2008b, 102): “The [latter] […] is a priori, the [former] a posteriori metaphysics. The [latter] is prior to all empirical sciences; the [former] comes after all empirical sciences” (Husserl 2008b, 99). It is “formal metaphysics,” which Husserl would later label the eidetic science or a priori ontology of the real that now is to be assigned the task of studying what used to be the subject matter of metaphysics as first philosophy: “concepts like thing, real property, real relation, state, process, coming into being and passing away, cause and effect, space and time, that seem to belong necessarily to the idea of a reality” (Husserl 2008b, 98).

If material metaphysics comes after the work of the empirical sciences, which in turn presuppose the work of the eidetic science of the real, which is in turn rooted in phenomenology now understood as first philosophy, then what position does metaphysics deserve in such a system? As Husserl seems to suggest in 1908 (material or a posteriori) metaphysics is to be deemed “the last philosophy” (letzte Philosophie) (Husserl 1956, 385). Were we to frame a term similar to first and second philosophy, the turn of phrase “last philosophy” (as τελευταία φιλοσοφία) could be proposed: indeed, the Greek “τελευταία” suggests more directly and at once the double sense of last as both ending and completing.

To Husserl, metaphysics is last philosophy both in the sense that it comes to the fore last, that is, at the end of the phenomenological enterprise and after the already laid out new foundation of philosophy, and completes the system of philosophies. Before a solution is offered to the problem as to what the function of metaphysics is, the question could be raised as to whether there is any predecessor, so to speak, which could somehow represent the background of Husserl’s position in his writings up to Ideas I, thereby helping us partially contextualize Husserl’s view.

Given the definition of metaphysics as the science of being or actuality, one name comes to mind above everybody else, that is, R. H. Lotze (whose importance for Husserl is quite known). As Lotze concisely told his students in his late lectures, “Metaphysics is the science of the actual, not of what is merely thinkable.” Actuality, he goes on to explain, “is what distinguishes a thing that is from one that is not; an event that happens from one that does not take place; a relation that obtains from one that does not obtain” (Lotze 1883, 8, my translation). Even though Lotze’s 1841 metaphysics already presents the latter as the science of the “general presuppositions […] concerning the nature of being” (Lotze 1841, 19, my translation), when it comes to the Husserl-Lotze relation, the distinction between early and late metaphysics needs to be kept in mind. Whereas in 1841 the issues of knowledge are part of metaphysics itself, in Lotze’s late system of philosophy, the theory of knowledge is the last part of logic as the doctrine of thought and is the “doorway” to metaphysics indeed. Only if we first clarify the very possibility for thought to have a grasp on being can metaphysics be successfully worked out.

As the overall science of being or actuality, metaphysics includes three sub-disciplines. First, ontology, which investigates “the most general presuppositions, the ones concerning the nature of all things and the possibility of their connection” (Lotze 1883, 7): being, becoming, and effecting. Second, cosmology, which “tests the forms, in which the single elements of actuality are connected in an orderly whole” (ibid.) that is, space, time, and movement. Third, psychology, on the actual relations holding between the objective world and the world of spirit.

In addition to the definition of metaphysics as the science of being or actuality, the following can also be asserted, which bears upon the Husserl-Lotze relation: As Lotze writes over and over again, the subject matter of metaphysics is a series of universal “presuppositions” (Voraussetzungen), namely, those “concepts” and “propositions” underlying both our “everyday life and the particular sciences” (Lotze 1883, 2). In this respect, the introduction to the second volume of System of Philosophy is crucial for us. Here, Lotze not only describes the very task of metaphysics as that of “clarifying” and “testing” (Prüfung) such “presuppositions” (Lotze 1879, 13) and “assumptions” (Annahmen) (Lotze 1879, 14), but he also dwells extensively on the relation between metaphysics and the sciences. As he explains in §VI, contrary to what used to be held in the past, metaphysics does not “demonstrate any of the special laws, which the course of things in its various directions de facto follow” (Lotze 1879, 9, my translation). In this sense, metaphysics is not prior to the work of the sciences because it concerns only the universal conditions or the universal principle able to establish “the universal law-bound connection of the various facts” (Lotze 1879, 8–9). However, metaphysics will continue “to demand that the results at which experience arrives should admit of being so interpreted as to fit these ideal forms and to be intelligible as cases of their application” (Lotze 1879, 10).

This being said, and without discussing Lotze’s metaphysical monism, an objection could be made to the effect that if his definition of metaphysics as the science of actuality matches with both Husserl’s earlier accounts, what it is about (i.e., the connection of things and their alteration; the character of space and time; as well as the principle of causality) would correspond only to his account up to 1905, not also to his account up to 1913. We should recall that around 1906 Husserl starts differentiating between a priori and a posteriori metaphysics (see Husserl 1988, 182, 227–228). While the subject-matter of what used to be metaphysics as a first philosophy is assigned to the former, the function of the latter is still unclear.7

We are thus led back to our question: what is the task of last philosophy? Here too Husserl could not be, at least formally, more Lotzean. In the 1908 manuscript quoted above, Husserl implicitly quotes Lotze when he maintains that the transcendental phenomenological investigations of (theoretical, evaluative, and volitional) consciousness make possible “a teleological metaphysics, the true ‘reconciliation of the mechanical conception of nature with the teleological one’” (Husserl 1956, 382, my translation; on Lotze’s teleological views, see Beiser 2013). Although it is not easy to tell what Husserl properly means by “teleological metaphysics,”8 or how this should be carried out, the statement is in line with what he will claim in both his 1911 lectures on ethics and his lecture Introduction to Philosophy which he reiterated from in 1916–1920. In the former, Husserl speaks of completing the system of knowledge by a posteriori philosophy, “the philosophy of the absolute in the a posteriori (im Aposteriori), the science of the absolute knowledge of factual being according to its theoretical, axiological, practical value-content” (Husserl 1988, 177). In the latter he will not only re-affirm the distinction between the ontology of nature (Husserl 2012, 96) and metaphysics as the “a posteriori ontology,” “the absolute science of actuality, that is, of the given existent actuality” (Husserl 2012, 329, 426, 427); Husserl will also emphasize over and over again the teleological character of metaphysics based on the new foundation laid out by phenomenology (Husserl 2012, 209).

With this considered, the main characteristics of this new conception of metaphysics (up to 1913), against whose background his later conceptions will be assessed, could be summarized as follows:


1. The task: as last philosophy, metaphysics provides a teleological account of factual being based on its threefold value-content (theoretical, axiological, practical).

2. The subject matter: by its a posteriori character, metaphysics concerns given actuality or reality. In short, metaphysics does not bear on reality as an idea (this being the task of a priori ontology), but as a fact, as the only factual reality.

3. Historical situation: the confusion between ontology and metaphysics is for Husserl one of the major mistakes made by modern philosophers from Descartes onward (the most exemplary case being Spinoza) (Husserl 2012, 430–431).


Accordingly, Husserl’s claim – for example, in a late text like Cartesian Meditations – that included in “the supreme and ultimate questions” are “the ethico-religious problems” (Husserl 1960, 156) is a coherent development of the axiological and practical value-content of factual being, and is therefore to be traced back to the notion of metaphysics developed during the years that immediately precede the release of Ideas.


Metaphysics in a new sense

A further configuration of Husserl’s concept of metaphysics can be found in a footnote to §26 of the First Philosophy I lectures. Here is the central body of the text:


The basic concepts and principles of the ontologies are the necessary “guiding clues” for a universal phenomenology at the higher stage of a phenomenology of reason, or, alternatively, for a systematic outline of the constitutive problematic. These guiding clues are related, on the one hand, to the formal-ontological quasi-region “object in general” and, on the other hand, to the highest regions of objectualities […] All of this then carries over to the positive factual sciences, in the phenomenological interpretation of which arise all the ultimately scientific (letztwissenschaftlichen) factual sciences, those that are in themselves philosophical, which no longer tolerate alongside them any special philosophies adhering to them. By the final (letzte) interpretation of the objective being that is explored in them as fact, which accrues to them through the application of eidetic phenomenology, and through a universal regarding of all regions of objectivity in relation to the universal community of transcendental subjects, the universe, the universal theme of the positive sciences, takes on a “metaphysical” interpretation, which means nothing other than an interpretation behind which it makes no scientific sense to search for another. But behind this interpretation, a new problematic opens up on phenomenological ground, one that cannot be further interpreted: that of the irrationality of the transcendental fact, which expresses itself in the constitution of the factual world and of factual spiritual life – that is, metaphysics in a new sense.

Husserl 2019, 193–194


Before we try to analyze the new sense of metaphysics, let us unpack Husserl’s line of thought. First, Husserl is describing the system of philosophy based on the distinction between phenomenology as first philosophy, the many ontologies (second philosophies), and metaphysics, now presented as the last interpretation of given actuality.9 Second, Husserl distinguishes two meanings of metaphysics, both of which appear at the very end of the constitutive problematic, i.e., after the already carried out study of the transcendental subject by phenomenology as an “eidetic science”; the grounding of the ontologies on the former construed as a first philosophy (which is what Husserl labels “concrete ontology” [Husserl 1997, 99]); the rooting of the whole of the positive sciences in concrete ontology (first + second philosophies).

Now, if we understand Husserl correctly, metaphysics in the old sense (corresponding to his conception up to 1913) does not simply consist in the foundation of the totality of positive sciences, or, better: of the objective being investigated by them through the corresponding eidetic sciences; what is needed is also “the application of eidetic phenomenology” and the relation to a universal community of transcendental subjects. In short, the metaphysical interpretation of the objective being of all regions of objectivity (i.e., given actuality) amounts to its consideration sub specie systematis rationis, i.e., as part of the overall system of the phenomenology of reason understood as the already accomplished grounding of all the ontologies upon transcendental phenomenology and – via the latter – of the whole of the positive sciences. See Figure 37.2.



[image: ]

Figure 37.2Husserl’s mature conception of metaphysics

It is from within such a context that there arises the new sense of metaphysics, the one concerning the irrationality of the constitution of the “factual world”: for, as we firmly believe, such a new sense in no way replaces the old but rather intertwines with it. However, in order to comprehend what such a new sense is all about, some words need to be said on the term “irrationality.” Prima facie, Husserl distinguishes two forms of irrationality and, accordingly, two different forms of “intelligibility.” The first irrationality is the one we encounter at the beginning of the transcendental enterprise and consists in the “contingency” (Zufälligkeit) of the factual world itself. A first form of “intelligibility” is then bestowed upon it by the eidetic investigation of all its a priori structures; in short, a preliminary level of “intelligibility” is obtained as soon as the factual or actual world is investigated as an idea and in its essential invariants (i.e., ontological intelligibility), in such a way that its contingency is traced back to a system of eidetic necessities:


the task of an a priori ontology of the real world which is precisely discovery of the a priori belonging to this world’s universality is inevitable but, on the other hand, one-sided and not philosophical in the final sense. Such an ontological a priori […] does indeed confer upon the ontic fact, on the factual world in respect of its contingent features, a relative intelligibility, that of an evident necessity of being thus and so by virtue of eidetic laws; but it does not confer philosophical, that is, transcendental intelligibility.

Husserl 1960, 137


As is evident, the higher level of “intelligibility,” that is to say, the transcendental one, is obtained by considering the world as an idea (with its corresponding a priori structures) as a correlate of the sense, i.e., of the transcendental intersubjectivity and its system of reason (Husserl 1960, 137–138).

It is at this point, namely, at the end of the transcendental process, that a third form of irrationality emerges, the one with which metaphysics in a new sense grapples. After the successfully executed eidetic investigation of transcendental subjectivity and after the explication of the experience of the other, the monadological intersubjectivity, and – by means of the latter – the factual world as its only actual correlate (De Santis 2018), what we are confronted with is this world, marked by a series of “irrationalities” which can no longer be accounted for eidetically or transcendentally. This is because they are the irrationalities proper to our human life and our factual world, the one we live in (as the end result of the constitutive process). This is what Husserl means when he speaks of “the irrationality of the transcendental fact, which expresses itself in the constitution of the factual world [i.e., this one] and of factual spiritual life [i.e., the human one as the factually existing spiritual life]” (Husserl 1960, 138).10 As Husserl recognizes, it is only after transcendental intelligibility has been bestowed on the world that “‘the supreme and ultimate questions’ become disclosed, those that are still to be addressed to the world” (Ibid.). That these questions concern our human existence is shown by the famous letter to Gustav Albrecht from 1932, in which Husserl presents the “metaphysical questions” as those bearing upon “the ultimate being” of the I and the We “objectified” as humanity (letztes Sein des “Ich” und des als Menschheit objektivierten “Wir”), as well as on the constitution of the world as our world (die “Konstitution” der Welt als “unsere”) (Husserl 1994a, 83–84). Given the deeply “irrational” nature of our human existence, which Husserl describes as a constant “struggle with the irrationalities” (Husserl 2013, 482, my translation), the supreme and ultimate questions usually concern, e.g., the sense of history, birth and death, God as the principle of teleology, the possibility of an authentic human existence, the contingent factuality (De Santis forthcoming).

This is what metaphysics in a new sense is all about, and it in no way replaces what we have called metaphysics in the old sense. Let us remark, however, that if Husserl speaks of “metaphysics in a new sense,” when it comes to the old one the turn of phrase is “metaphysical interpretation”11 (Husserl no longer calls it a “philosophy”): the metaphysical interpretation of “the given actuality,” which brings the system of knowledge to a conclusion (“an interpretation behind which it makes no scientific sense to search for another”), is followed by a series of questions (metaphysics in a new sense) that is vital precisely because it concerns us, our own human existence and human world.

Hopefully, the sense in which one can speak of a unitary conception of metaphysics in Husserl has been shown. It is unitary not because it never changes, but rather in the sense that it develops in a way which is coherent and consistent with the development of his phenomenological project. Formally speaking, all the definitions of metaphysics revolve around the same core idea: the science of being as reality; the science of actuality par excellence; the ultimate knowledge of reality; a posteriori ontology; the absolute science of the given existent actuality. It is this sense of actuality, reality and being that nevertheless changes as Husserl’s thought evolves.12


Notes

1See Husserl 2001a, 177–178, on the “absence of metaphysical presuppositions.”
2Zahavi (2003, 4), for example, speaks of a “rejection of metaphysics” (see also Funke 1972; Benoist 1997; and Carr 1999).
3Husserl (1950, 166) mentions the outcomes of the explication of the experience of the other being “metaphysical.”
4Husserl emphasizes this in the draft of his reply to what K. Joël had said in his address as rector (Rektoratsrede), i.e., that phenomenology only aspires to be a “science of the spirit” or, better, of “aesthetic reason” (Joël 1919, 30).
5Husserl is referring to his inaugural lecture on “Die Ziele und Aufgaben der Metaphysik” (“The Aims and Tasks of Metaphysics”) (Schuhmann 1977, 22), held on October 24, 1887.
6This is why in Logical Investigations the “absence of metaphysical presuppositions” is required: since a consistent theory of knowledge is a condition for metaphysics, it cannot presuppose the latter.
7Let us remark that such a distinction is not easy to retro-project onto the work up to 1905. If on the one hand metaphysics was said to be based upon the experiential sciences—in such a manner as displaying an a posteriori character in the sense of the second account (up to 1913) – on the other hand, it seems that its subject-matter would have to be characterized as a priori in the new sense.
8Let us also add that, as for Lotze, the teleological explanation is not part of metaphysics, but of the last part of the system—the one never written—on aesthetics, practical, religious philosophy (Lotze 1885, 116–118).
9When Husserl calls metaphysics “second philosophy,” it is because he has already coupled phenomenology and the many eidetic sciences as the two parts of “first philosophy” (Husserl 1997, 177).
10No matter how interesting and insightful Tengelyi’s (2015, 180–191) assessment of Husserl’s metaphysics may be, the entire analysis rests upon an initial, crucial misunderstanding; namely, he mistakes the expression “the irrationality of the transcendental fact” as referring to the factuality of the structures proper to the transcendental-concrete subjectivity (and to the inseparability of fact and essence proper to the monad), rather than to the factuality of the given world and our human existence (which is what metaphysics is about).
11An expression probably derived from Lotze (see above).
12This work was supported by the European Regional Development Fund-Project “Creativity and Adaptability as Conditions of the Success of Europe in an Interrelated World” (No. CZ.02.1.01/0.0/0.0/16_019/0000734).
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Mapping Husserl’s ontology and its boundaries

Claudio Majolino


I have always been fascinated by maps and cartography. A map tells you where you have been, where you are, and where you are going. In a sense, it is three tenses in one.

Peter Greenaway



Problems and maps

Myles Burnyeat’s famous book A Map of Metaphysics Zeta begins with the following reminder: because of its high philosophical stakes and extreme textual complexity, Aristotle’s “Metaphysics Zeta has been aptly described as the Mount Everest of ancient philosophy” (Burnyeat 2001, 1). Zeta’s stakes are indeed philosophically high, for the book “deals with central issues of metaphysics, which Aristotle calls ‘first philosophy’,” and appears to have one single and yet crucial “ontological purpose.” As for its textual complexity, Zeta is so hard that “many are deterred by its difficulty. For others the difficulty is a challenge they cannot resist.” Hence the need for a map. A map, Burnyeat says, “designed to help all parties to find their way,” conceived “for travelers to use in their own explorations of the text” (2001, 3).

I would have loved to say that phenomenology has its own Mount Everest too. A book, an article, or a book chapter the mapping of which would provide a decisive insight into Husserl’s central issues of metaphysics, i.e., first philosophy or ontology. The claim, however, would have been too good to be true – if not blatantly false. And this for at least four different reasons.

The first reason is that Husserl’s putative ontological Mount Everest would have been not a single mountain, but a whole mountain range, scattered all over a wide corpus: from the early Prolegomena (published in 1900), through the Third and Fourth Logical Investigations (published in 1901), the opening section of Ideas I (published in 1913), up to Formal and Transcendental logic (published in 1929) and beyond. Moreover, though all variously discuss “ontology,” none of these texts appears to have one single purpose.

Second, unlike Burnyeat, the cartographer of Husserl’s ontological territory should also account for the fact that “metaphysics,” “first philosophy,” and “ontology” are often, if not always, presented as quite different undertakings.

As for the third reason, one might have noticed that in Husserl’s corpus the word “ontology” constantly occurs as qualified in some way or another. Husserl constantly talks of ontology as “a priori” or “a posteriori,” “absolute” or “relative,” “formal” or “material,” “categorial” or “regional” – but rarely of “ontology” per se. Then how are these ontologies mutually related? Is there a sense of “being” that, somehow, brings together such a wide array of “ontological” disciplines?

Finally, even if we were to succeed in providing a unified account of Husserl’s variously qualified concepts of ontology and come up with a clear explanation of their relations to metaphysics and first philosophy, one should still explain the relationship between phenomenology and ontology. In Ideas III, Husserl (1980, 117) clearly states that “ontology is not phenomenology.” But doesn’t he also speak of the “inclusion of the ontologies in phenomenology”? (Ibid., 66). In what sense?

For all these reasons, the aim of this chapter is, and cannot but be, quite modest. Instead of facing the daunting task of charting the whole mountain range in the limited space allowed, I will simply begin by mapping one limited part of the territory. More precisely, I will try to climb two relatively small peaks, which nevertheless have the non-negligible advantage of making the passage to the more challenging ones easier. The texts I have in mind are the introduction of Husserl’s 1898/1899 lectures Theory of Knowledge and Main Issues in Metaphysics (Erkenntnistheorie and Hauptpunkte der Metaphysik) and the third section of the 1906/1907 lectures Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge. The reason to start mapping these twin peaks, as it were, is the following: in the first text, Husserl openly discusses Aristotle’s Metaphysics and, quite unsurprisingly, distinguishes “different meanings” of the “term being” (2001b, 247). However, he doesn’t say anything about ontology and its divisions. In the second text, by contrast, Husserl provides “various delimitations” (verschiedene Begrenzungen) of the “general concept of ontology” (2008, 97, translation modified) – but he doesn’t say anything about “being” and its meanings. Without being able to be exhaustive, I will try to show to what extent the first distinction somehow leads to the second. Thus, Husserl’s way to present Aristotle’s Metaphysics and the different meanings of being literally shows the way along which Husserl himself will eventually trace the inner and outer borders of ontology.


Aristotle enters

In the 1923/1924 lectures on First Philosophy, Husserl famously states that the expression first philosophy has to be freed from its original Aristotelian sense (2019, 3–4), and kept only in the “literal” or “lexical” sense of a “discipline [that] would have to precede all other philosophical disciplines, grounding them both methodologically and theoretically” (2019, 5). In these lectures, however, Husserl does not tell us what first philosophy means in its original Aristotelian sense. By contrast, the issue is explicitly addressed in the 1906/1907 lectures:


What is metaphysics and metaphysical ontology? […] Aristotle defined First Philosophy as the science of being as such. While, as he said, all other sciences cut out some partial domain of being for themselves and work on it for its own sake, First Philosophy investigates what universally pertains to Being as such. If we keep in mind that under the heading of “Being”, it is Being in the sense of what is real that is being aimed at here, then we already have a definition, albeit provisional, of the concept of metaphysical ontology. Today, we shall understand metaphysics itself differently, and more broadly.

Husserl 2008, 93




Husserl’s outline manifestly rests on a loose paraphrase of Metaphysics E 1 (1026a 29) and Γ 1 (1003a 21–26). Aristotle’s first philosophy: (1) is the science of being as such and is therefore an ontology; (2) is a specific variety of ontology, dubbed as “metaphysical ontology;” (3) is also distinguished from and opposed to other sciences of being, which are not concerned with being as such; (4) understands “being as such” as “being in the sense of reality.”

Though referring to Aristotle, each of these points already provides some useful clues to pinpoint Husserl’s own position. One could, for instance, preliminarily assume that: ad (1): not every first philosophy is to be understood as ontology; ad (2): not every ontology is metaphysical; ad (3): not every ontology investigates being as such; ad (4): not every ontology understands “being as such” in the sense of “being real.”

Point (1) gestures already towards Husserl’s late claim, mentioned above, according to which the term “first philosophy” should be voided of its historical content since Aristotle’s ontological metaphysics cannot be the true “discipline of the beginnings” (2019, 4). Given the limited scope of this chapter, we should leave this problem aside.

Points (2), (3), and (4), by contrast, are way more relevant for our present purpose. In fact, though Husserl will reject the Aristotelian variety of first philosophy, Aristotle’s account of metaphysical ontology is not rejected as such. It is rather presented as a “provisional” account, to be understood “differently, and more broadly” (anders und weiter) (Husserl 2008, 93). Then again, the 1906/1907 lectures remain silent about such an Aristotelian starting point. Has Husserl ever been explicit on this topic?


Meanings of being

This brings us to the 1898/1899 lectures.1 In these very early introductory courses, Husserl mentions Aristotle’s Metaphysics quite extensively and spells out its content in four different contexts.

In the first context – by implicitly referring to Metaphysics E 1 (106a 16–23; see also: Λ 7, 1072b 14; Λ 8, 1074a 38) – Husserl reminds us that Aristotle also defined metaphysics as theology, i.e., as “the most sublime among sciences, the one dominating all others and by grasping and understanding the divine, made its disciples [i.e., the particular sciences] partakers of the divine” (Husserl 2001b, 230). This first account, however, is not developed any further.

In the second context – drawing from the definition of “wisdom” in Metaphysics A 1 (981a 28; see also A 2, 982a 5–6 and b 2–4) – Husserl defines Aristotle’s metaphysics as the science of the first causes and principles. At the same time, he explicitly merges this first definition with the famous passage of Metaphysics Γ 1 (1003a 21–26) in which, as we have seen, Aristotle explains first philosophy as the science of being as such, as opposed to particular sciences of being:


the discipline from which all other disciplines depend and in which they are all grounded, the science of the first principles and grounds (ἀρχαί, αἰτίαι) of every being in general. All other scientific disciplines, Aristotle thinks, have to do with particular domains of being, they are ἐπιστήμαι ἐν μέρει λεγόμεναι. Each of them cuts a piece out of ‘that what is’ and studies what belongs to it in particular. In addition to them a new scientific discipline is now required, having as an object of study being as such, and, accordingly, studying what belongs to “that what is” in general.

Husserl 2001b, 233–234; my translation




While Husserl neglects to spell out the relation between metaphysics qua theology (science of the divine) and metaphysics qua archeology (science of the first principles), he openly articulates metaphysics qua archeology and qua ontology (science of being as such). Aristotle’s first philosophy, Husserl says, investigates the first principles and causes of being as such (as in E 1, 1025b 3).

In the third context, Husserl turns to the meaning of “being as such” and alludes to the preeminent passage of the Metaphysics where Aristotle states that “being is said in many ways” (Z 1, 1028a 10).


But what is meant by being? The confusion of closely related concepts mutually connected by equivocation, has gotten in the way of the research, here just as anywhere. Already Aristotle realized that the concept of being is not unitary [einer], he has attempted to single out different meanings of the term ‘being’. Being in the sense of truth is something different than being in the sense of reality. That 2 x 2 is 4, this being is obviously not being in the same sense as the being of a thing [Ding]. But is every real being the being of a thing? One also talks of the being of an attribute and the being of relations. Does this being presuppose the being of things? Is everything that has a property a thing? Is everything that stands in some relation, a thing? But numbers too, have determinations and stand in relations, and a number is certainly nothing real. Then again, what is that, a thing? It is a certain unity of determinations, a substance [Substanz], bearer of multiple accidents.

Husserl 2001b, 247


As Brentano (1975) had famously pointed out, in the Metaphysics Aristotle distinguished four senses of “being” (Ε 2, 1026a 33; Γ 2, 1003a 33): accidental being (ὂν κατὰ συμβεβηκός); being as act and potency (ὂν δυνάμαι καὶ ἐνεργεία); being as being true (ὂν ὡς ἀληθές); and being according to the figures of the categories (τὸ ὂν κατὰ τὰ σχήματα τῶν κατηγοριῶν). In his brief summary, however, Husserl entirely disregards the first two senses and collapses the whole fourfold distinction into the sheer opposition between “being in the sense of truth” and “being in the sense of reality.”

Assuming that Aristotle’s “being as being true” corresponds to Husserl’s “being in the sense of truth” (on this point see below), one might expect that “being in the sense of reality” corresponds in turn to Aristotle’s “being according to the figures of the categories.” Yet why should one equate the “being of the categories” and the “being in the sense of reality”?

Husserl’s answer is that Aristotle’s categories are all related to the fundamental category of “substance” (as in Metaphysics Z 3, 1029a 23; Posterior Analytics I 22, 83a 25) and that the latter, instead of being extended to all sort of “ideal objects, concepts, or conceptual objects” (2001b, 234), ultimately applies exclusively to “things” (Dinge). Whatever is, is either a thing, the attribute of a thing, a relation among things, or a qualitative, quantitative, spatial, or temporal determination of a thing etc. (2001b, 247).

The word “thing,” in turn, broadly refers to all the perceivable core-denizens of the “outer world” or “outer nature,” the being of which is “tacitly and wholly uncritically assumed” (angenommen) and “self-evidently presupposed” (vorausgesetzt) not only by pre-scientific consciousness but also by all empirical science (2001b, 246–247).

As a result, “being according to the figures of the categories” is nothing but that being to which Aristotle’s categories apply, i.e., the “real being,” the individual “substance” and whatever – essentially or accidentally – pertains to it. It is the being of “what really is” (das real Seiende), of manifold “things,” sometimes similar, sometimes different, having certain features, standing in certain mutual relations, causally interacting with each other, coming to be and passing away, moving in space and changing in time, etc.2

This latter point is of the outmost importance (see below). “Pre-scientific consciousness,” Husserl says, rests precisely on the assumption that there is “one world”: a world that we experience, which we know something about, sometimes directly, other times indirectly and inductively; within this world we are constantly engaged in our practical activities etc. (2001b, 246) – this is the actual real world.

This very same world is also what the empirical sciences intend to investigate, each in its own particular way. Each particular science is in fact busy in “cutting out” some part of “reality” and trying to reach some lasting knowledge about it. Accordingly, empirical sciences describe, classify, experiment, and formulate hypotheses about reality in order to clarify and predict the behavior of “certain groups of phenomena” (2001b, 247), guided by the tendency to increase our “orientation” in and “practical control” of the world (2001b, 245).

But this very same world is also the theme of Aristotle’s first philosophy (2001b, 234). If the first principles of being as such are nothing but the first principles of being in the sense of reality, then Aristotle’s categories (substance, quality, quantity, action, passion, having, posture, when, where, relation; see Categories 4, 1b25; Topics 1, 9, 103b 21) are nothing but the most general concepts by means of which reality qua reality is structured, experienced, and cognized.

Aristotle’s categories of being are therefore the “constituents of the representation of the world proper to the empirical sciences” and “common to all empirical sciences” (2001b, 247). Thus, Aristotle’s first philosophy qua metaphysical ontology is not suitably described as the mere science of the categories. It is ultimately the science of that which the categories are the fundamental concepts of, or that which pre-scientific consciousness constantly struggles with and empirical sciences intend to cognize and predict the behavior of – i.e., reality.

Having established that Aristotle’s metaphysical ontology ultimately has to do with the question “what is being? i.e., what is reality?,” Husserl’s fourth context now revolves around an entirely different issue: “what is truth?”


Thus, the question “what is truth?,” which is so conceptually difficult, already gives rise to a fundamental conflict of views. Obviously, whether and in what sense metaphysical knowledge is possible or not, also depends on its answer. It is for this reason that Aristotle had, quite rightly, preceded his treatment of metaphysics, the first systematic treatment of metaphysics ever, with an investigation in which he ponders this very question, and sets himself the task of defending genuine wisdom against the attacks of skeptical tendencies.

Husserl 2001b, 254


It is indubitable that, in the Metaphysics, Aristotle deals quite extensively with the question of “truth” (see for instance Γ 8, 1012b 8; E 4, 1027b 20; Θ 10, 1051b 1–1052a 3; Δ 29, 1024b 17–1025a 9). The issue is also discussed within a more psychological context in the third book of De Anima (see III 8, 432a 11; III 3, 428b 2–10; III 6, 430a 26). But the explicit reference to Aristotle’s rebuttal of the Sophistic skepsis and the “preliminary” character of such investigation of truth, clearly suggest that the corpus Husserl has in mind is the Organon, more specifically, that part of the Organon where Husserl finds Aristotle’s “logic” and “doctrine of method,” i.e., the Analytics (see, for instance, Prior Analytics I 30, 46a 18–20; Posterior Analytics I 1 71a 1–30; I 2, 71b 17–23; I 3, 72b 5–7; and passim).

The importance of this detail lies in the fact that, as Husserl puts it, all knowledge is nothing but “knowledge of truth” (2001b, 252). The same holds for scientific knowledge. Whether it is the science of being in general or some particular empirical science – scientific knowledge aims at establishing truth “with respect to real being” (in Betreff des realen Seins) (2001b, 253). There is no science of reality without reality – but also: there is no science of reality without truth about reality.

As long as questions about truth (What is truth? What is knowledge of truth? How is one to distinguish between apparent and genuine truth? Is knowledge of truth ultimately possible? etc.) are ignored, it is impossible to make sure that any science of being is actually able to reach what it ultimately aims at. And, consequently, there seems to be no way to respond to the skeptical assaults of Protagoras and the Sophists (2001b, 253).

Husserl is adamant to admit that at least some of these questions have been addressed by Aristotle in his logical and methodological writings. Moreover, Aristotle had also realized that, though essential for every ontological quest, questions about truth “come to us right at the threshold of metaphysics” (2001b, 253), i.e., before and independently from the question of being as reality.


The very general question “what is truth?” appears to be quite indifferent with respect to the real. For not all truth is directly related to the real. When we express the truth, “two magnitudes which are equal to a third [are also equal to one another]” [Euclid, Elements, Book I, 1st Axiom], this sentence is indifferent to all that is purely and simply real. Whether or not there actually are things that can be determined by measure and number, the mathematical axioms, and with them the mathematical theorems, retain their correctness.

Husserl 2001b, 254–255


Being “in the sense of truth” is in fact, at the same time, “broader” (weiter) than “being in the sense of reality,” and “irrespective” (ohne Rücksicht; indifferent, gleichgültig) “towards existence and non-existence” (2001b, 234). Its logical categories apply and ultimately refer not only to “things” but also to numbers, magnitudes, meanings, concepts, and the like (see above).

Thus, Aristotle’s logic – centered on “being in the sense of truth” – seems therefore to bring ontology outside the limits of metaphysics.

Let us sum up. By surveying Husserl’s 1898/1899 lectures we have learned the following: Aristotle’s first philosophy – though also somehow leading to a theology – is fundamentally the science of the first causes and principles; but all sciences search for the principles and the causes, and this holds also for empirical sciences; accordingly, first philosophy is the science of the first principles and causes of being as such, while empirical sciences investigate the principles and causes of some particular sphere of being; in this sense, one could draw already the conclusion that both first philosophy and particular sciences are equally sciences of being, i.e., ontologies.

But “being” has at least two senses: being as “that-which-is-real” and being as “that-which-is-true”; hence ontology is divided accordingly.

Following the sense of “reality,” Aristotle’s first philosophy turns into a universal metaphysical ontology; metaphysical ontology thus investigates the most general categories of what-is-real; it provides the fundamental concepts common to all particular empirical ontologies, which, in turn, study this or that aspect of reality as it is encountered in the pre-scientific experience, in order to increase our orientation in the world.

Following the sense of “truth,” Aristotle’s logic somehow distances ontology from empirical sciences and reality; such non-metaphysical ontology, as it were, investigates the most general categories of what-is-true; it is manifestly broader than/indifferent to what-is-real, precedes metaphysical ontology, and is developed independently.


First delimitation: hodological vs. metaphysical ontology

We can now turn back to the 1906/1907 lectures and see how Husserl’s take on Aristotle’s account of the different meanings of being functions as a criterion to “map” the “different delimitations” of “the general concept of ontology” (2008, 97, translation modified). The first delimitation, i.e., the first way to circumscribe the domain and the tasks of a science of being, has to do with the distinction, which we are already familiar with, between empirical sciences and metaphysics.


In a certain way, every empirical science is a science of what is real (von Realem). It deals with real things, with their real becoming, with their real relations, etc. Each such science is, therefore, in its way, an ontology. And, since each empirical science investigates a special sphere of real Being, the totality of all empirical science, actual or still to be constituted, seems to give access to the sum total of reality and to satisfy all epistemological interests regarding reality in a way commensurate to the state of development of these sciences. Upon closer examination, however, this is not the case.

Husserl 2008, 93


In this passage Husserl makes an unexpected argument: (1) granted that each empirical science is an ontology (of reality), one might conclude that; (2) the sum-total of empirical sciences (present, past, and future) could ultimately disclose the truth of real being as such; (3) such conclusion, however, would be false.

The intelligibility of this argument rests on a twofold assumption. Given that every science is knowledge of the principles and metaphysics and empirical sciences are both “sciences of what is real,” their mutual borders can be established along two different lines: (1) through a “part/whole” distinction; (2) through a “relative/absolute” distinction.

ad (1) Empirical sciences – as stressed by Husserl’s continuous references to Γ 1 (1003a) – are ontologies investigating some parts of (real) being, while metaphysical ontology has to do with the whole of (real) being (what pertains to reality only insofar as it is reality). So far, so good.

ad (2) But empirical sciences are also – as we have seen (see above) – only refined versions of the pre-scientific human tendency to find an “orientation in empirical reality” (Husserl 2001b, 241, 242, 244, 251, 252) and formulate “laws by means of which we exactly foresee and predict the course of empirical processes” (Husserl 2008, 95). One could say, then, that each empirical science is not only an ontology but more precisely a “hodological ontology:” a science of being subordinated to the task of finding ways or carving paths within being itself.

It is because of their hodological nature that empirical sciences are limited with respect to metaphysics – not in regard to their extension (the one is more encompassing than the other) but with respect to their very scope (the one goes deeper than the other).

The cognitive task of an empirical science is, indeed, always “relative” (relative) to the pragmatic relevance of its discoveries. In other words, hodological ontologies are not meant to carve all the way through being, but only insofar and as long as the outcome of such carving is significant to orient human consciousness in the world. Accordingly, they “uncritically bring with them concepts and presuppositions originating in that prescientific understanding of the world” (Husserl 2008, 94). As a result, since they aim at knowing being only up to a certain point, their knowledge is not a “definitive knowledge of reality” (keine endgültige Realitätserkenntnis):


This is most blatantly apparent in the fact that, while different natural scientists by no means call into question the theoretical content of the sciences developed, they immediately part ways as soon as they themselves begin to reflect on the definitive interpretation of the truth of its dictates (die endgültige Wahrheitsinterpretation). Therefore, the same science with the same equally recognized stock of theories is yet open to different “interpretations”. Some declare themselves Materialists, others Idealists, a third party a Positivist or Psychomonist, while a fourth party discovers ultimately conclusive truth in the energetistic interpretation of the world.

Husserl 2008, 95


Metaphysical ontology, by contrast, is free from “orientation-geared” constraints and aims at investigating being as such, discovering “last and essential” (letzte und wesenshafte) truths about reality (2001b, 252), “the expressions of definitive Being” (das endgültige Sein) (2008, 98) – independently from the practical relevance of what is known. Metaphysics is apt to critically question what empirical sciences have to leave unquestioned. Hence,


above and beyond the merely relative sciences of Being, there must be a definitive science of Being that alone <has> to satisfy our highest, ultimate interests in Being, that has to investigate what has to be considered as Real in the ultimate, definitive sense (Wirklichkeit im letzten und endgültigen Sinn). This radical science of Being, the science of Being in the absolute sense, is metaphysics. Naturally, it arises through a certain critical investigation of the ultimate meaning and value of the theoretical foundations of the empirical sciences, through elucidating and ultimately securing them. […] therefore, metaphysics is obviously a science related to the other sciences of reality and already presupposing them.

Husserl 2008, 96


Pre-scientific consciousness faces actual reality (Wirklichkeit); hodological ontology tries to explain such reality in terms of its materiality, temporality, spatiality, causality, etc. But what is reality? Is reality ultimately matter? mind? force? What is ultimately matter? time? space? causality? etc. These are questions about the “principles” that empirical scientists constantly “take for granted” but are “not worried about” or “do not even notice” (Husserl 2008, 94). Though fundamentally “unclear and debatable,” such principles are “clear in praxis, in application” – and this is enough (Husserl 2008, 96). By contrast, if metaphysics has to investigate “what is realiter in the ultimate and absolute sense,” its goal precisely is to provide “the ultimate interpretation, of the empirical sciences of reality” (Husserl 2008, 98): “It is, we said, essentially related to the content of these sciences. Through it, it acquires its relationship to the actually present reality, to actual reality as it is de facto” (Wirklichkeit, wie sie faktisch ist) (Husserl 2008, 98).

Metaphysical ontology is therefore essentially related, Husserl says, to hodological ontology which, in turn, is essentially related to the pre-scientific world consciousness. It is thanks to the latter that metaphysics connects to the real, actual, factual world as it is as such, and not as it is with respect to us.

Husserl’s argument (see above) could thus be unpacked as follows: (1) Hodological ontologies deal with being in the sense of being-real but are limited to the cognizance of the “phenomenon” (Phänomenon) of reality (2008, 95), to what is only “presumably” (vermeintlich) “being as such” (2008, 97–98). Things, relations among things, properties of things, etc., are seen as “appearances [Erscheinungen], behind which true being, the thing-in-itself, is supposed to lie” (1985, 98); they are mere “indications (Anzeige) of a Being receding ever farther away the farther we search and never to be definitively grasped” (1985, 99, translation modified). (2) Metaphysical ontology, by contrast, also deals with being in the sense of being-real but is a “radical ontology, the science of the ὄντως ὄν,” (2008, 97) the “true being” (wahrhafte Sein). This first “delimitation” is represented in Figure 38.1.
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Figure 38.1First delimitation

In the order of the research, hodological ontology precedes metaphysical ontology, and both are preceded by the pre-scientific consciousness of the actual world, just as, for Aristotle, what is known as first for us precedes, methodologically, what is first in itself (see Posterior Analytics 71 b32; Priori Analytics 68b 35–7; Metaphysics Z 3, 1029b 3–12; but also Physics A 1, 184a 16–20; and Topics Z 4, 141b 2–142a 12).


Second delimitation: a posteriori vs. a priori ontology

As we have seen, the 1898/1899 lectures credits Aristotle for having distinguished a second sense of “being” to which, in the 1906/1907 lectures, corresponds a further delimitation of ontology. Metaphysical ontology intends to provide the ultimate interpretation of truth contents of the empirical sciences of reality. In order to fulfill this ultimate task, however, two sets of “preliminary investigations” (vorbedingender Forschungen) are required (Husserl 2008, 98). One should first ask: (1) What is the idea of science? (ibid., 96); and (2) What is the idea of reality? (ibid., 98)

Husserl’s talk of “idea” (Idee), in this specific context is crucial because it marks the shift from the theoretical straightforward interest in “facts,” which drives both metaphysical and hodological ontologies, to the higher-order interest in “essences,” which only indirectly concerns actual reality (see for instance 2014, 9–47). The “essence” or the “idea” of reality, for instance, is the correlate of the constitutive a priori concepts without which not only this-factual-reality-here (investigated by our empirical sciences etc.) but any reality whatsoever would be impossible and therefore inconceivable qua reality. The Aristotelian distinction between meanings of being now crosses paths with the quite different distinction between a posteriori facts and a priori essences.3

ad (1) What are the a priori “first principles” of any possible science, given that science is a corpus of truths mutually connected in a certain logical way with respect to a correlative objective domain? Or, conversely, what are the a priori first principles not of real-being but of anything which one could eventually have a science of? These questions clearly echo Husserl’s early idea of “pure logic as theory of science” spelled out already in the Prolegomena (2001a, 23–27, 144–161). But the connection to Aristotle’s second sense of being appears to be explicit only if we turn to Husserl’s later works, such as the 1916 lectures, Introduction to Philosophy:


What are the concepts and truths that are common to every science? In the Aristotelian Organon there is a text called Categories. It is about these most general concepts. If it were formal concepts and the question of what is common to all sciences were understood in the sense of a formal generality, we wouldn’t have anything to add [to what Aristotle actually said]. We would stand in front of the formal guiding-idea of the object in general, the formal ontological fundamental “category” […] to which are subordinated as its derivations concepts such as “property,” “determination,” “relation,” “connection,” “identity,” “difference,” “whole,” “part,” “set,” etc. These are the formal-ontological categories.

Husserl 2012, 88–89; my translation


If one could free Aristotle’s quest for the “categories of being” from its restriction to the “categories of real being” and spell out the “categories of everything of which something true can be said,” then, Husserl says, one would open the gates of ontology not only to “things, processes, and what is otherwise real, but even to numbers, contradictions, propositions, concepts, theories, ethical, or aesthetic ideas, in short the multiform variety of ideal objects, of those that cannot meaningfully be said to have a place in spatio-temporal reality” (2008, 100; translation modified). Such ontology, Husserl concludes, would be formal because it would spell out the a priori categories pertaining to anything whatsoever having the empty form of the “something in general” (Etwas überhaupt).

Aristotle, however, never went so far as to emancipate the categories of being from the sense of being as being-real (see Husserl 1969, 80). Therefore, a full-fledged formal ontology, could only develop outside the Aristotelian framework.4 Yet its bond with Aristotle’s second of sense of being is still manifest – for “being” in the formal ontological sense is uniquely defined with respect to truth. The task of formal ontology is, indeed, to spell out the a priori categories of that which could be true or false (propositional meanings) and that of which something true or false can be asserted (objects).

This is the reason why formal ontology – developing from logic as the a priori of the idea of science – is ontological but not metaphysical. “Being” loses its privileged reference to things and substances, to that which really is, and with which one is mainly concerned, both in one’s pre-scientific and scientific-empirical orientational struggle with the world. Ontology is now “formal” because it takes being only logically, in its “broadest sense” (Seiend im weitesten Sinn), not really, in its “most proper sense” (im eigentlichsten Sinn). Being is merely the empty form of something of which something true can be said: “Being in general in the most universal universality, in a universality that projects far beyond the metaphysical domain” (Husserl 2008, 97).


In the end, we spoke of the metaphysical ontology that relates to real Being. In the discussion of the idea of an a priori theory of science, however, we also encountered an ontology. It deals with Being in general in the most universal universality, in a universality that projects far beyond the metaphysical domain. Being (Seiend) in the broadest sense, in that of theory of science as formal ontology, is each and every thing that can figure as the subject of a statement, each and every thing about which we in truth speak, each and every thing that can in truth be referred to as being (seiend).

Husserl 2008, 97


And the empty form of being also has its own purely logical categories:


Concepts and principles are purely logical that, abstracting from all cognitive material, and in virtue of this abstraction, namely in virtue of their fully undetermined universality as concerns material, relate to every possible field of knowledge, to every possible science, namely as concerns its theory content. They, therefore, also relate to the disciplines of the mathesis universalis itself differentiated by us, to syllogistics, arithmetic, etc. Concepts like object, characteristic, relation, whole, part, multiplicity, unit, cardinal number, order are of such most universal significance, among them also universal and singular. Every scientific field states universal propositions, ascribes universal characteristics to its objects, and refers to ultimate particulars with its propositions.

Husserl 2008, 100


If we now add this further delimitation to our map, we should start seeing what might be called Husserl’s ontological track. See Figure 38.2.
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Figure 38.2Second delimitation

The track leads from [0] the null point of the pre-scientific consciousness of the factual world, where ontology qua theoretical enterprise is not even an issue; across [1] the empirical researches of a posteriori (hodological) ontology; through the detour of the preliminary researches carried out in [2] the a priori (formal) ontology; to [3] the final destination of the a posteriori (metaphysical) ontology.

ad (2) But, as already pointed out, the “preliminary” research to the “ultimate interpretation” of real being has two strands. On the one hand, one finds the research on the a priori of the “idea of science as such” (Husserl 2008, 110). It develops and formalizes Aristotle’s second sense of being; follows the way of logic instead of the way of empirical sciences; and therefore disconnects ontology from metaphysics and leads to a formal ontology, which studies the categories of objects in general.

On the other hand, there is also the research on the a priori of the “idea of reality” (Husserl 2008, 111) – a second strand bringing ontology next to metaphysics again.


To be able to adopt such an interpretation [scilicet the ultimate interpretation of the truth of empirical sciences], though, various preliminary investigations are needed, and among them, above all, an ascertainment of the truths grounded in the universal essence of real Being as such. The idea of an a priori ontology arises there, not in fact a formal-logical one, but a metaphysical one.

Husserl 2008, 98


This brings us to our third delimitation of ontology: an ontology that is a priori (just like formal ontology) but deals with being in the sense of being-real (just like a posteriori hodological and metaphysical ontologies).


Third delimitation: a priori formal vs. a priori metaphysical ontology

In the 1906/1907 lectures, this universal science of the essence of reality goes under the name of “a priori metaphysical ontology” (Husserl 2008, 211) and “a priori ontology of the real” (Ibid., 99). Husserl, however, will progressively abandon the first expression and variously modify the second. In his later works, he explores different alternatives to capture the defining features of such a science of being that is both a priori (as formal ontology) and reality-geared/content-filled (as metaphysical ontology). If we limit ourselves to Ideas I, the most frequently used alternative expressions for this new delimitation of “ontology” are material eidetic (material-eidetische) (2014, 110); eidetic (eidetische) (2014, 21–22); material (materiale) (2014, 21, 23); materially determined (sachhaltige) (2014, 306, translation modified); regional (regionale) (2014, 31); synthetic (synthetische) (2014, 31); authentic (eigentliche) (2014, 22, translation modified). Such expressions are not entirely equivalent though, for each emphasizes one particular aspect of the discipline at stake. What is more important, however, is that all these nearly equivalent expressions found in Ideas I tend to distinguish this new a priori ontology of real being from the equally a priori ontology of formal being. But interestingly enough, by choosing the expression “a priori metaphysical,” the 1906/1907 lectures rather insist on a different point: the contrast with the a posteriori metaphysical ontology of real being.

While a posteriori metaphysical ontology interprets the truths (discovered in hodological ontologies) about factual real being, a priori metaphysical ontology, by contrast, clarifies the concepts and uncovers the truths about the essence of real being, it “reflects upon everything without which reality in general cannot be conceived” (2008, 98).


Wherever it is a question of reality, in life and in all empirical sciences, we apply certain concepts like thing, real property, real relation, state, process, coming into being and passing away, cause and effect, space and time, that seem to belong necessarily to the idea of a reality […] the basic categories in which what is real as such is to be understood in terms of its essence.

Husserl 2008, 98, my emphasis


Now, to add this further delimitation of ontology to our map, it is not necessary – as in the case of formal ontology – to switch from one Aristotelian sense of being (being-real) to the other (being-true). A priori metaphysics still deals with Aristotle’s first sense, i.e., the being of the categories restricted to the ultimate reference to the substance, yet – and this is the important twist – the bond between categories of being and actual reality as it factually is is now severed. What counts now is not reality per se, but the “idea” of reality. Accordingly, the “basic categories” of reality that “a priori metaphysical ontology” attempts to spell out could also be – though not exclusively5 – illustrated by examples drawn from the actual world structured according to Aristotle’s categories (thing, real property, causality, time, space, etc.).

For Husserl, Aristotle’s categories of being are too “narrow” (eng) for two different reasons: first, in a logical sense, since they exclude ideal being, that of which something true can be said independently from existence, or existence; second, in a real sense, since they only include factual actual reality and do not stretch out to reach the a priori of any possible reality as such.

Breaking the first limitation opens to the a priori of formal ontology; breaking the second leads to the a priori of metaphysical ontology or material ontology of reality – focused not on (f)actual things but on “things in the broadest sense” (im weitesten Sinne):


Individual realness as Being for-itself, or thing in the broadest sense, likewise real property in the broadest sense, real relation, even time, cause, effect, concepts like that, are surely necessary ideas of possible reality and require a study of the analysis of essence and of essential laws.

Husserl 2008, 98–99


Thus, not unlike formal ontology, Husserl’s material or a priori metaphysical ontology is not meant to provide “any knowledge of the actual reality of facts,” for its truths equally “concern the factual, as well as every possible, actual reality” (2008, 101). Its function, however, is still to back up or underpin – through a detour across the “world of ideas” (Ideenwelt) (2012, 196) – the ultimate challenge of the a posteriori metaphysics. One certainly needs “a logical-formal ontology [that] provides a substructure [Unterbau] for this metaphysics,” since whatever belongs to being in the formal sense also belongs to real being. In this sense “logic in general naturally grounds metaphysics” (2008, 99). But one also needs “a science of what really is (vom Realseienden) as such in the most universal universality” (2008, 99), since whatever belongs to any possible real being also belongs to actual real being:


this a priori metaphysics would be the necessary foundation for empirically based metaphysics, which not only seeks to know what lies in the idea of reality in general, but seeks to know what is then actually actual, first of all universally as an inquiry into the general, but simply actual determinations (elements, properties, laws) of actual reality, and then <seeks> to determine what is definitively real in a particular way in the factual sphere of Being <in order> to be able to understand definitively what is realiter there.

Husserl 2008, 99


It is only if one is able to investigate: (1) the formal structural truths of any object of science as the correlates of true statements (a priori formal ontology); and (2) the material (sachhaltig) structural truths concerning any possible reality (a priori ontology of reality = a priori metaphysical ontology = material ontology etc.) – that; (3) the factual truths of empirical sciences (a posteriori hodological ontology) could finally be freed from their uncritical assumptions and, therefore; (4) be ultimately interpreted as truths about the true being of factual reality as it actually is (a posteriori metaphysical ontology).

Thus, ontological metaphysics comes in two forms, as material ontology and as metaphysical ontology proper: “The former, we could further say, is a priori, the latter, a posteriori metaphysics. The former is prior to all empirical sciences; the latter comes after all empirical sciences” (Husserl 2008, 99).

Our map of ontology can finally be completed by adding one last delimitation. Once the “Aristotelian” distinction between meanings of being (being-real and being-true) is combined with the “Platonic” distinction between a posteriori and a priori (fact and essence), one obtains the coordinates to demarcate four different ontologies: formal (a priori), material (a priori), hodological (a posteriori), metaphysical (a posteriori). See Figure 38.3.



[image: ]

Figure 38.3Third and final delimitation

Now, these sciences of being are not merely different with respect to their specific objects, they are also ordered with respect to their shared final task.

As our reconstruction should have shown, Husserl’s map draws also a dynamic ontological track: starting with [0] the pre-scientific world, one moves first to [1] the a posteriori particular sciences, then, through the detour of the a priori sciences [2] of the object in general and [3] of reality in general, one finally reaches [4] the ultimate interpretation of a posteriori metaphysics. But the map also tells us something more. It tells us where ontology comes from (the pre-scientific given world), where ontology actually is (the elaboration of useful but uncritical sciences of this or that part of being), where it is going (the elaboration of a sound metaphysics), and which path needs to be followed in order to reach such final destination (the elaboration of a formal and material a priori science of being).


Out of the map

To conclude, let me briefly mention the outer borders of ontology, the paths and the territories we had to leave out of our map. We could have described, for instance, the way in which Husserl understands positively the concept of “first philosophy,” once freed from Aristotle’s metaphysical limitations. This is something we have briefly alluded to at the beginning of our discussion but had to leave aside. We might have also continued mapping the area of the “preliminary” research leading to a metaphysical ontology, and chart that “discipline of the legitimacy of knowledge” that Husserl also calls “noetics” (2008, 113–188). A whole continent remains also unexplored, joining ontology and theory of knowledge or “critique of theoretical reason” (2008, 163), opening to an entirely new set of – non ontological – problems related to the problem of truth. Likewise, we had to disregard the borders and the paths between ontology, ethics, and axiology (2008, 231–234).

But more than anything else, we had to neglect the relation between ontology, in all its manifold senses, and transcendental phenomenology. This would have brought us to an “infinite field” – as Husserl puts it – whose exploration, however, could only be carried out off the Aristotelian beaten paths. For, strange as it may sound, clarifying of the concepts of “being” and “givenness” is definitively not the job of ontology, in any of its forms.6


Notes

1Trizio (2017) is the only study I am aware of that has called attention to this rather important early text.
2Scholars have sometimes called this aspect of Aristotle’s metaphysics, revolving around the priority of the substance, “ousiology.” Though Husserl does not use the term, his “being in the sense of reality,” as “ultimately referring to things,” namely to “substances” as bearers of manifold qualities and features, corresponds to such a definition. Crubellier and Pellegrin 2002, for instance, confirm that, in the Metaphysics, one can find four characterizations of “first philosophy”: as archeology (books A and B), as ontology (book Γ), as ousiology (books Z and H), and as theology (book Λ) (327–328). This is the pattern also followed by Husserl.
3And Husserl explicitly credits Plato for having “discovered the a priori” and the “world of the ideas” (see Husserl 2012, 28–65). On the topic see Majolino 2017.
4The historical milestones of “formal ontology” are rather the Stoics, Vieta, Leibniz, and Bolzano 1969, 58–71.
5This means that the examples could also be drawn from the domain of fiction. Some additional explanations on this topic could be found in Majolino 2015 and 2016.
6This study has been supported by the international research project “SĒMAINŌ” (ANR: NR-15-CE33-0008/FNS: n°10019E-164070).
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From institution to critique

 Husserl’s concept of teleology

Timo Miettinen


Introduction

Teleology is a philosophical concept denoting goal-directedness and purposefulness. Although the concept itself originated in the course of the eighteenth century, teleological explanations already played a central role in Greek philosophy (Ariew 2002). Particularly in Aristotle’s works, teleological structures and ideas extended from physics and cosmology to theology, from biology to politics and ethics. The idea that both nature and human action can be understood with regard to their internal purpose was a lasting legacy of Aristotelian thought. In the field of medicine, for instance, teleological explanations of the roles and purposes of different organs stemming from Aristotle dominated until the seventeenth century (French 1994).

The emergence of modern science, however, entailed a radical challenge to the Aristotelian doctrine. In the works of Galileo and Newton, physical nature was stripped of its teleological character and explained with the help of a more limited notion of cause and effect. In the work of physiologist William Harvey (1578–1657), mechanistic and functional explanations concerning the functioning of the heart, for instance, were seen as primary with regard to classic Aristotelian-Galenic explanations on its final cause (Distelzweig 2014). According to a standard view in the history of science, Darwin’s work on adaptability and natural selection denoted the death blow for teleological explanations in biology (e.g., Ghiselin 1969). Darwin did not, however, destroy teleological language altogether (Lennox 2010). In the field of natural sciences, however, it is used primarily in a descriptive rather than in an explanatory sense (Ayala 1977).

In the course of the nineteenth century, the concept of teleology found a new home in human history (Nisbet 1980). As purpose could no longer be attributed to nature-as-mechanism, teleological explanations began to dominate what Immanuel Kant called “history a priori,” that is, those general laws that govern the development of universal history. Kant himself spoke of a hidden teleology behind worldly events that are often chaotic by nature (Kant 2007, 109). For Hegel, the whole of human history was to be interpreted as the gradual unfolding of the substance of reality, i.e., spirit (Geist). History was to be conceived as a teleological process with regard to the goal of history, i.e., freedom, ultimately reaching its high point in republican societies and the French Revolution (Hegel 1975). For these thinkers, concepts of providence and theodicy demonstrated why the course of history had been just and righteous.

Husserl inherited the notion of teleology particularly from the most influential philosophical schools of his time, i.e., neo-Kantianism. For the neo-Kantians, teleology had become a central analytic concept, not only for historical explanations but for a theory of science, particularly logic (see Beiser 2014). As Wilhelm Windelband, a key representative of the so-called Baden School, argued in his programmatic essay “Critical or Genetic Method?” logical axioms contain a teleological function as they govern the purposeful action of knowing (Windelband 2015a). Logic, the science of norms of thinking, is what must be followed in order to attain knowledge in the scientific sense. In distinction to the “genetic method” that is focused on the factual history of different norms – for instance, the development of norms in different cultures – it is only the “critical method” that can attain true knowledge on the universal validity of our concepts, ideas, and norms.

In the Prolegomena to his early work Logical Investigations, Husserl broadened this understanding of teleology to cover the whole development of science. Instead of a simple accumulation of knowledge, science was to be understood in terms of a “unity of foundational connections” (Husserl 2001a, 18) that point towards the idea of truth in its full sense. In this regard, science has a “teleological sense” in the attainment of knowledge (Husserl 2001a, 24), a goal that is fundamentally ideal. What Husserl later analyzed as the foundational “crisis of science” (e.g., Husserl 1970, 3) was exactly the loss of such an ideal in a situation where individual sciences could no longer be unified under such a task.1

The role of teleology, however, was not restricted to sciences only. For Husserl, the concept of teleology played a key role in his attempt to broaden the scope of transcendental phenomenology from the 1920s onwards to also cover the temporal development of being, thinking, and sense. What Husserl analyzed under the heading of “genetic phenomenology” (Steinbock 1998) concerned not only different forms of cognition (e.g., thinking, acting, willing) or meaning, but the process of their becoming in accordance with a teleological structure. In addition to the theory of the transcendental subject, Husserl was able to open up a whole new domain of the transcendental person as a temporally developing being. More importantly, phenomenology itself was to be rethought with regard to an idea of philosophical reflection that develops in history and that is passed on to us. This is what Husserl, particularly in his late work The Crisis, called the method or the “way” of “teleological-historical reflection” (Husserl 1970, 3).

This chapter focuses on the concept of teleology in Husserl’s work. I trace the concept of teleology particularly through three different phases: (1) static phenomenology; (2) genetic phenomenology; and (3) the teleological-historical reflections of Husserl’s late writings. In my view, teleology emerged first in the context of Husserl’s static analyses of consciousness in which it related to the unified structure of our conscious life. Experience is teleological, because it aims at the constitution of unified objects and a coherent reality. Husserl’s genetic analyses broadened this perspective by discussing the development of consciousness itself in teleological terms. At the same time, Husserl introduced the vocabulary of “institutions” to describe and analyze the temporal continuity of different acts and the permanence of experience itself. Lastly, Husserl began to discuss the very idea of philosophy in teleological terms, as relying on the “original institution” of philosophical reason in Greek thought. The principle of self-responsibility characteristic of the phenomenological method necessitated a renewed relation to historical presuppositions. This meant that, unlike for German idealism, teleology was to be understood as a fundamentally critical tool of philosophical reflection.


Teleologies of experience

One of the central features of Husserl’s concept of teleology was the inherent formality of this notion. Unlike for many naturalist philosophers, teleology was not to be conceived as a material principle of organization and development as in the case of biological ontogenesis (e.g., from fertilization to full organism). Instead, teleology played a central role as an ideal category of organization that characterizes both ideal meanings as well as the formation of consciousness. Both cognition as well as knowledge itself can be understood according to a teleological structure whereby they point towards an idea of full realization, containing within themselves a history of development. To use a simple example, my individual perceptions of different sides of an object have their teleological goal in the constitution of a full object (Husserl 1983, 208).

Already in Ideas I, Husserl rejected the interpretation, according to which teleology should be seen as a transcendent principle of organization in the manner of German idealism, particularly Kant and Hegel (Husserl 1983, 116). Instead of a providential force, teleology was to be seen as an internal principle of rationality – the “form of all forms” (Husserl 1973, 380) – on the basis of which we constitute the common world. This entails, however, that my consciousness is able to combine these individual perceptions and link them with one another. Teleology has a close link to what Husserl called “synthesis,” that is, our ability to associate things in a systematic fashion.

Teleology was not restricted solely to cognitive capacities, but it was also something that plays a role in the spheres of action and valuing. Ethics, for instance, was to be conceived as a science of the individual and its social possibilities (Husserl 2012, 177). In acting ethically, we do not pursue only things, but a better version of ourselves: we want to act according to better justifications, better evidence, stronger responsibility, and greater transparency. This idea of perfect knowledge, Husserl writes, is in essential connection with the ideas of perfect consciousness and the perfect world (Husserl 1988, 276–277).

The concept of teleology gained a new, heightened relevance after the introduction of the so-called genetic method at the end of the 1910s (see Steinbock 1998; Husserl 2001b, 624–645; Miettinen 2014). Prior to this, Husserl had understood transcendental philosophy in a Kantian manner, as a study of the a priori, necessary structures of conscious life that are constitutive for any possible experience of transcendence, simply the world. Instead of Kantian deduction, however, these ideal structures were to be understood and discovered on the basis of intuition or eidetic variation: from experience rather than reason. This still entailed, however, that Husserl approached these transcendental structures as unchangeable or static.

With the help of the genetic method – complementary to “static phenomenology” (Husserl 2001a, 629) – Husserl was able to broaden the scope of this research by investigating the dynamic relations of these structures and the forms of experience. “The continuity of the mind is a continuity of influences, a connection of development,” Husserl wrote, “and it is dominated by an analytically demonstrable immanent teleology” (Husserl 1977, 6, my translation). Even transcendental structures are defined by relations of foundation and succession, and they can be approached on the basis of a genetic analysis.

The teleological structure of experience had its foundation in what Husserl called “passive synthesis” (Husserl 2001b, 106–120). With this notion, Husserl was referring to the associative structure of our consciousness that orders the “flow” of experience without our active participation. Passive synthesis was to be understood as a foundational mechanism for active synthesis in which the ego consciously directs its attention to particular objects, a particular activity, and so on. Husserl spoke of an “affective allure” (e.g., Husserl 2001b, 210) that forms the basis for our attentive relation to the world. Instead of raw data, the sphere of passivity was to be understood as dominated by associative or synthetic structures such as similarity, uniformity, contrast, and gradation. Before we turn our attention, for instance, to a particular melody, our consciousness has been captivated by the affective experience of hearing sounds, associating, and separating them. The constitution of unity has its foundation in the associative character of consciousness.

This entailed a radical distention of the Kantian concept of the transcendental (Heinämaa, Hartimo, and Miettinen 2014, 8–15). To say that constitutive structures and categories are “born” in a particular moment of time seemed to compromise the Kantian definition according to which transcendental structures are a priori valid and necessary. For Husserl, however, the idea of apriority did not entail strict necessity in a logical or material sense. It meant that a particular structure is the same in the case of all possible forms of consciousness and it can be grasped regardless of its particular instantiation. As contemporary studies of affective dysfunctions have shown, the constitution of objective unities on the basis of affective stimuli is by no means a natural necessity (Giersch and Mishara 2017). Schizophrenic patients, for instance, are sometimes completely unable to constitute temporal continuums. Genetic investigation on the teleology of experience can help us to provide a richer picture of those conditions on the basis of which we constitute the common world.

Teleology, however, is not only a process that would characterize transcendental conditions and their development. Even more importantly, the way we give meaning to reality is itself characterized by teleological structures such as anticipation and expectation, recollection and remembrance. Husserl employed the term “institution” (Stiftung, sometimes translated as “instauration” or “establishment”) to characterize this process of meaning-giving that takes place in a horizon of expectation and recollection (e.g., Husserl 1968, 462–463). Although the concept of “institution” does not perhaps carry within itself an explicit temporal horizon, the verb stiften certainly does, and Husserl begins to employ it only from the late 1910s onwards parallel to the development of the genetic method. Accordingly, the concept of Stiftung was actually introduced in parallel with a family of notions from “original institution” (Urstiftung) to “re-institution” (Nachstiftung), “new institution” (Neustiftung) and “transformatory institution” (Umstiftung), all of which refer to the transformation of sense in temporal context (Husserl 1977, 162–165; Husserl 1992, 3–5). Hence, with the concept of “institution,” Husserl was thus able to open up a new domain of temporal genesis of sense.

As Husserl writes in Ideas II, every original “act” of giving meaning is thus an “institution” (Husserl 1989, 324). As I familiarize myself for the first time with an object or a thing – for instance, as I learn to identify a particular mushroom – I perform what Husserl calls an “original institution.” By doing so, I create a lasting validity (Geltung) or a meaning that stays with me and serves as a reference for future experience. When encountering a similar mushroom, I do not create the meaning anew, but the original institution stays with me as a “permanent possession.” To put it in more simple terms, “every ‘judgment’ [Meinung] is an institution” (Husserl 1989, 120), something that gives my experience a sense of directedness.

Of course, our judgments and convictions do not always stay the same. I may learn that what I thought to be a delicious mushroom is poisonous after all. I may learn that they are used not only for food but for medical purposes. I might learn about their role in a particular religion, etc. In all of these cases, the original institution undergoes a transformation, but not in the sense that I would simply do away with all the previous judgments I have made. Rather, all of these transformations of the original institution are actually understandable with regard to a particular teleological structure. They are all iterations of meaning within a particular horizon of expectations (“I can use x for the purpose of y”).

In many of his later writings, Husserl called this process “sedimentation” (Sedimentierung) (see Husserl 1970, 361–362). As a category of genetic phenomenology, the concept referred to the dynamic development and transformation of sense that takes place through the accumulation of different acts or institutions. The living body (Leib), for instance, is essentially a sedimented collection of institutions that manifest themselves in the form of habits, conventions, and attitudes (Husserl 2006, 345). Here, passivity is an important element: the ability to read, the craving to smoke, and the fear of heights are all examples of sedimented or “habituated” institutions whose validity does not rest on active confirmation.

Through sedimentation, our institutions can also lose their intuitive content. There is often a feeling that I have had good reasons for doing things in a certain way, but these reasons are no longer evident to me. This phenomenon of mannerism is particularly striking in the case of language. We normally resort to certain words, expressions, ways of formulating sentences, etc., without really reflecting on why we do so. We use phrases and clichés unintentionally. This is because language is not only an active instrument of communicating meaning based on evidence, but a sedimented history of symbolic intentions defined by convention and repetition. Despite the original act of institution – we have all learned the language and used it for expressing our needs – we often use it in an empty sense. This is what Husserl called the “seduction of language” (Verführung der Sprache), our tendency of falling “into a kind of talking and reading that is dominated purely by association” (Husserl 1970, 361). We simply go with the flow.

I am emphasizing this point because the ideas of sedimentation and forgetting played a central role in Husserl’s understanding of the teleology of reason and science. On the one hand, Husserl understood the teleology of human reason as a universal task of humankind in its desire to know more, discover new things, function according to better evidence (Husserl 1973, 593–597). In its concrete realization, however, this striving was defined by a series of oblivions. Modern Galilean science, in particular, was defined by a fundamental forgetting of the concrete experiential origin of its basic concepts such as space, movement, and time (Husserl 1970, 49). This was not to say that the modern sciences would not progress; they do, only at the cost of losing their unity and ultimate source of evidence in experience.


Teleology and generativity

Husserl’s late works such as the The Crisis were defined by an increased interest in the problem of history. This interest manifested itself in at least two regards: experience and method. With the introduction of genetic phenomenology, Husserl began to analyze those structures of experience that constitute our sense of belonging to history. Under the title of “generativity” (Generativität), Husserl broadened the scope of his understanding of transcendental subjectivity to include the “experiences” of birth and death as liminal phenomena (Husserl 1960, 142; see also Husserl 1970, 188–189). This meant that Husserl was able to discuss a conception of subjectivity that is also defined by a sense of inheritance or “appropriation” (übernehmen) of culture: I am born into a world and a historical community that has existed before myself. Being historical is essentially about realizing this dependence on the “immanent teleology” of transcendental intersubjectivity (Husserl 1973, 380).

Second, the concept and idea of history also played a central part in Husserl’s re-articulation of the phenomenological method. Against his earlier understanding of phenomenology as a fundamentally ahistorical, Cartesian type of self-reflection into the essential structures of experience, Husserl began to emphasize the role of history as a necessary starting point for phenomenological research. Nobody begins to philosophize from a clean slate, but our ways of understanding and articulating phenomena are deeply rooted in historical presuppositions (Husserl 1970, 372). Thus, in order to understand ourselves and our prejudices more concretely, we need a better grasp of our historical situation. This is what Husserl, in his introductory remarks to the The Crisis, called “teleological-historical reflection upon the origins of our critical scientific and philosophical situation” (Husserl 1970, 3).

It is important to note that this so-called “historic way” (Husserl 1992, 425–426) that Husserl introduced in his late works was to be understood as complementary to rather than substitutive of his earlier, Cartesian approach. At the heart of this transition was the increased importance of the idea of the lifeworld as a historically developing “horizon” of experience (Husserl 1989, 384–386). Husserl understood the role of the lifeworld in a double sense, both as a correlate and as a condition of experience. We constitute ourselves a lifeworld that is historical, cultural, and communal – while, at the same time, ourselves being a part of that world. This paradox of subjectivity, as Husserl called it, opened up a series of new topics of investigation and a new type of reorientation with regard to the concept of teleology (Husserl 1970, 178–181). In addition to the teleology of experience characteristic of genetic phenomenology, Husserl began to investigate the teleological development of a lifeworld in the course of history: How is the lifeworld demarcated? How does it acquire for itself a normative specificity?

Husserl’s increased interest in the idea of Europe was a result of this transition. Although Husserl’s starting point was the topical crisis of European culture – the total degradation of European morality and politics after the First World War – he insisted that this crisis was a result of a more fundamental decline of European humanity and its characteristic rationality (Miettinen 2020). Scientific reason in particular had lost its critical and ethical functions, and it was completely unable to serve as a source of moral and political renewal. This development, however, could only be understood on the basis of teleological inspection:


The “crisis of European existence”, which manifests itself in countless symptoms of a corrupted life, is not an obscure fate nor an impenetrable destiny. Instead, it becomes manifestly understandable against the background of the philosophically discoverable teleology of European history […]

Husserl 1970, 299


For Husserl, Europe was a culture of scientific reason. Its “original institution” (Urstiftung), however, was not to be located in the establishment of the scientific method in modern times but in the emergence of Greek philosophy in the Classical era (Husserl 1970, 12). This event, Husserl argued, constituted the birth of “spiritual Europe” and its particular “spiritual form” (Husserl 1970, 273). Despite the fact that the history of Europe was not one of steady progression of reason of science, Husserl insisted that there is an “entelechy [that] is inborn in our European civilization which holds sway throughout all the changing shapes of Europe” (Husserl 1970, 275), thus giving this culture a sense of development and direction.

What was the philosophical Urstiftung all about? To put it briefly, philosophy entailed a radical transformation in the ideas of individual rationality, culture, and communality. With regard to the individual, philosophy gave way to a completely new type of self-responsibility defined by a radical critique of the tradition, a “life in reason” guided by the demand for best possible evidence. A philosopher must, in all circumstances, be fully responsible for his convictions, actions, and values. To secure this principle of constant self-critique, philosophy gave way to a completely new class of objects, the ideas (Husserl 1970, 277–279). A key principle of this domain was its fundamental inexhaustibility with regard to all particular articulations. Concepts such as truth, good, or justice were now defined in terms of unattainable ideals that serve as points of reference for our actions but that can never be fully exhausted in concrete action. For this reason, philosophy was to be understood in terms of an “infinite task” (Husserl 1970, 279).

Husserl called this principle “teleological idealism” (Husserl 2012, 36). Not only did it create a completely new type of perspective for knowledge but a radically new horizon for cultural and communal development. This horizon is perhaps best understood with the help of the concept of universalism. Through its inexhaustible teleological horizon, philosophy was able to formulate a conception of culture that was not based on ethnic demarcations nor the authority of a tradition, but on the idea of a shared task. Philosophy emerged as a critique of traditional limits of culture and community (family, state, etc.), and it invited everyone to join its realization. At the same time, it was able to create such a horizon of infinite goals that are only partially achieved in concrete action.2

Here, it is important to pay attention to the peculiarity of Husserl’s concept of historical teleology. We can pay attention to at least two competitive models of historical development that dominated academic debate on the course and direction of history in Husserl’s time (see Kidambi 2012). The first, stemming from the eschatological tradition of Augustine and others, was based on the idea of teleology as a goal-oriented, linear process of fulfillment of a particular force of history. In the modern times, this understanding was most clearly articulated by Hegel, for whom the history of humankind unfolded itself as a gradual realization of spirit (Geist) and its internal principle, freedom. For Hegel, history was conceived as a teleological process through which the idea of freedom is realized in different societal and political institutions. Without the idea of a clear end, however, this teleology would be simply inconceivable; for this reason, Hegel hinted at the groundbreaking role of the French Revolution in the fulfillment of the purpose of history.

The second model of teleology, represented by figures such as Giambattista Vico, Nikolai Danilevsky, and Oswald Spengler, was based on a different understanding of historical development. For them, the history of humankind could be understood as a purposeful, goal-oriented process. Instead of a linear development, however, this process was essentially circular in nature. Spengler, for one, treated the development of all world-historical cultures as following the same pattern of growth and decay from original, creative culture to one of imitation and empty meanings. It was by no means a coincidence that the representatives of this tradition relied on natural-scientific or organic metaphors in their attempts to analyze the teleology of human history.

Husserl’s approach to the idea of teleology differed from both of these stances. For him, the organic metaphors completely neglected the idea that the development of culture rests on the passing forward of meanings and accomplishments that are fundamentally ideal. The material processes of growth and decay do not concern accomplishments such as the Pythagorean Theorem, Shakespeare’s sonnets, or the Federalist Papers. Of course, their meaning can be emptied in the sense that we are no longer able to see their validity or relevance in a particular moment of time. This process, however, differs radically from the kind of material decay of organic bodies. Similarly, Husserl insisted that the existence of teleology did not mean that it would have to be located in a particular historical moment as in the case of Hegel and the French Revolution. As Husserl argued:


The spiritual telos of European humanity, in which the particular telos of particular nations and of individual men is contained, lies in the infinite, is an infinite idea toward which, in concealment, the whole spiritual becoming aims, so to speak.

Husserl 1970, 275




There are, however, points where Husserl seems to contradict his basic principle of inexhaustibility. In delineating the history of philosophical reason, Husserl invoked the teleological vocabulary of “institutions” to describe its concrete articulations and transformations in history. The introduction of the transcendental motif in early modernity, for instance, was to be understood as a radical “new institution” or re-establishment (Neustiftung) of philosophical reason in humanity’s struggle to understand itself (Husserl 1970, 14). The hidden unity of this process, Husserl argued, can only be understood and verified in the “final establishment” (Endstiftung) of philosophy, which reveals the “hidden unity of intentional inwardness which alone constitutes the unity of history” (Husserl 1970, 73). This final establishment, Husserl hinted, was to be founded in phenomenological philosophy, which had brought within itself a “total reorientation of the task of knowledge” (Husserl 1970, 298).

As Husserl was keen to emphasize, this finality was not to be taken in a strict sense as denoting the end of philosophy. With phenomenology, Husserl argued, the transcendental motif of modern philosophy had been given a firm methodological grounding in a way that was able to close the door on naturalism and psychologism. It did not mean that the possibilities of philosophical thinking would have been exhausted as such.


Teleology as critique

Still, according to an influential view proposed by Derrida, Husserl’s historical reflections represented what he called an “arche-teleological” approach to the problem of European humanity (Derrida 1992, 28; Derrida 2003). According to Derrida, Husserl fell victim to the similar logic of inevitability that he was trying to overcome his ideas of openness and inexhaustibility. With the concept of teleology, the history of Europe in particular was treated from the “imminence of its end,” from modernist prejudices relating to its “exemplary” role in world history (Derrida 1992, 33). It was Europe that had given birth to philosophy, and it was the European history that was going to consummate it. In The Crisis, Husserl even seemed to distinguish between Europe as defined by an “immanent teleology” (Derrida 2003, 157) and the merely “empirical anthropological types” of China and India.

Derrida’s interpretation, however, was based on a significant misreading on the basis of Paul Ricoeur’s 1949 article “Husserl et le sens de l’histoire” (Husserl and the Sense of History). Husserl did not speak about Europe being the only culture defined by an “immanent teleology,” as Derrida interpreted him. Rather, Husserl’s original formulation nur unserem Europa gleichsam eingeborene Teleologie denoted literally a “teleology that is born only within our Europe” (Husserl 1970, 273). In his view, the uniqueness of Europe’s historical development relied on the specific pursuit of infinite ideas on the basis of a constant overturning of the tradition. Only in Europe had the principle of universalism become a cultural force that defines its key accomplishments from politics and religion to science and art. This is not to say that other cultures would not contain an “immanent teleology” – rather, the idea of “infinite” teleology is unique to Europe.

In consequence, Husserl’s reference to “empirical anthropological types” (Husserl 1970, 16) was not to be taken as a classification of a non-teleological culture. Instead, what Husserl was describing was a difference in approach. From a phenomenological standpoint, understanding the teleological structure of a particular person or a historical community means that we need to somehow empathize with this person or community, to have a clear sense of its historical development. If we lack this insight into institutions of meaning and how they have come about in an ideal sense, we have nothing but empirical types or classifications. Teleology, like other phenomenological concepts, require a first-person perspective.

It should also be emphasized that the privileged position Husserl gave to European teleology did not depend on its seeming superiority with regard to other cultures. Rather, Husserl’s interest in this idea was a result of a long intellectual struggle for a more comprehensive understanding of the historical situatedness of philosophy itself (Husserl 1970, 392–395). It should be emphasized that in comparison to his earlier, rather personalistic approach to the phenomenological method, Husserl’s later works (1970; 1992) seemed to be defined by the first-person plural: “we, humans of the present” (Wir Menschen der Gegenwart) or “contemporary philosophers” (heutige Philosophen). There was an explicit insistence to address such as “the actual state of the present” (die faktische Gegenwartslage) and “our present situation” (unsere Gegenwartssituation). Teleological investigation played a crucial role in articulating a broader understanding of the various historical “presuppositions” (Voraussetzungen) that belong to this present situation (Husserl 1970, 372). In one of his late manuscripts, Husserl wrote:


We shall see that this lifeworld is nothing but the historical world. From here, it becomes conceivable that a complete systematic introduction into phenomenology begins and is to be carried through as a universal historical problem. If one introduces the epoché without the historic framing, then the problem of the lifeworld, of universal history, remains unsolved. The introduction in Ideas does in fact retain its right, but I now consider the historical way to be more principal and systematic.

Husserl 1992, 426, my translation


Understanding phenomenology from the viewpoint of “teleological-historical” approach entailed a significant challenge to the principle of “presuppositionlessness” that Husserl had introduced already in his Logical Investigations. Unlike in Husserl’s early works (such as Ideas), phenomenology could no longer execute itself by simply bracketing these presuppositions but uncovering them through rigorous historical analysis. Through the teleological viewpoint, the history of philosophy became not just an obstacle but a necessary introduction to phenomenology itself (Husserl 1992, 415). But unlike for Kant and Hegel, for whom the concept of teleology served the function of legitimation of the present, Husserl understood teleology as a fundamentally critical instrument of philosophical reflection (Miettinen 2014; Aldea 2016). It is only the teleological approach that can reveal our dependence on history, and at the same time, it is only with the help of the concept of teleology that philosophy can become more than just a historicist expression of a particular worldview or Zeitgeist (Carr 2016).

This demands, however, that we do not approach historical teleology in terms of a ready-made narrative. Instead of a Kantian or Hegelian “novel” (Roman), teleology must be understood in terms of a creative expression, a “poetic” construction (Dichtung) that we perform anew in each historical situation (Husserl 1970, 394–396). In Husserl’s own time – and in his own view – the crisis of European humanity was dependent on the all-embracing naturalization of the spirit that was destroying the idea of self-responsibility and self-guidance as central parts of our essence. In our own time, naturalism may still be a threat to radical philosophy. At the same time, there is also a growing consciousness that traditional philosophy has been inadequate in formulating a concept of responsibility that concerns not only ourselves and our fellow human beings, but nature itself as a fundamental condition for the continuation of life itself. And it is only through a teleological investigation that is rooted in the present moment that we are able to unravel how our fundamental categories of humanity, world, and nature have come about (Husserl 1970, 372–378; 1992, 399–403). “For a genuine history of philosophy,” Husserl writes, “[…] is nothing other than the tracing of the historical structures of meaning given in the present, or their self-evidences which underlie them” (Husserl 1970, 372, translation modified). This idea of a critique of the present on the basis of the past, I believe, is a lasting legacy of Husserl’s late “teleological-historical” approach.


Conclusion

As I have shown, Husserl’s concept of teleology played a central role in the different stages of his phenomenological project. First, in the context of the early Logical Investigations, the problem of teleology was discussed primarily in accordance with the neo-Kantian tradition and its understanding of science as a teleological process. Husserl emphasized the need to combine this understanding of the teleology of judgment with a more comprehensive analysis of the teleology of experience itself. Accordingly, the problem of teleology was framed in terms of constitutive capabilities of the experiencing subject. Second, with the introduction of genetic phenomenology, Husserl was able to give a more comprehensive picture of this fundamental teleology of experience. From passive synthesis to active institution of meaning, the genetic analyses introduced a new temporal dimension of meaning-constitution (types of “institutions”) and radically broadened the scope of classical transcendental philosophy.

Third, and in connection with Husserl’s late phenomenology of generativity, teleology acquired for itself yet another dimension. In the context of Husserl’s “teleological-historical” reflections in The Crisis, teleology became a central analytical category in understanding the historical development or “transmittance” of philosophy and science. Husserl understood philosophy in essentially teleological terms as the “primal institution” of the principles of self-responsibility and critique in Greek philosophy and as the emergence of a completely new horizon of teleological development under the guidance of ideas. Unlike for German idealism, however, Husserl’s idea of historical teleology was to be understood as a fundamentally critical tool of philosophical reflection, something that reveals our dependency on the past and its presuppositions.

There is, however, yet another context that is relevant for Husserl’s way of using the concept of teleology. This is the metaphysical context of his philosophy of monadology that is central also to Husserl’s understanding of divinity. Already in Ideas I, Husserl spoke of a “marvelous teleology” (Husserl 1983, 134) on the basis of which reason actualizes its essential capacities in the world. The idea that reason has essential possibilities (such as philosophy and self-critique) does not yet explain why these possibilities are realized in the first place. Why are humans driven by curiosity? What is the source of this “absolute teleology”? Here, Husserl’s answer was fundamentally metaphysical. “God is not himself the monadic universe,” Husserl writes, “but the entelechy which is immanent to it as the idea of a telos of an infinite evolution, of a humanity supported by absolute reason which necessarily governs monadic being and governs it thanks to its own free decision” (Husserl 1973, 610).

Whether this idea still falls into the scope of transcendental phenomenology is of course a controversial issue. What is certain is that the concept of teleology had important consequences for Husserl’s realignment of his philosophical project, and it was an idea that took him to the limits of his phenomenological method.3


Notes

1As for some neo-Kantians, the natural and the human sciences were seen as moving in two directions not only methodologically but also in regard to their goal. Windelband, for one, made a distinction between the law-oriented, nomothetic explanations in contrast to fact-oriented, ideographic sciences (Windelband 2015b). It seemed as if physics and history operated in parallel universes. For Husserl, a teleological understanding of sciences – united by a common task – was to be of central importance in overcoming this rift.
2On universalism in this context, see Marín-Ávila, Chapter 32 in this volume.
3This chapter has been written with the support of Academy of Finland funded Centre of Excellence in Law, Identity and the European Narratives, funding decision number 312430.
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Phenomenology, teleology, and theology

Emiliano Trizio

Theology is the most important part and the overarching theme of what Husserl systematically referred to as the highest and ultimate questions (höchsten und letzen Fragen) along with the closely connected problems of immortality, freedom, the sense of history, and the possibility of a happy and meaningful human existence. These themes, in turn, jointly provide the object of a specific philosophical discipline belonging to phenomenological philosophy, namely, metaphysics in the strict and preeminent sense, which, for Husserl, follows (and presupposes) metaphysics as the result of the philosophical elucidation of the positive sciences. Husserl’s personal religious affiliation is well known and so is his belief that an autonomous philosophy necessarily leads to teleology and theology as an “unconfessional way to God” (Husserl 2013, 259). His philosophical reflections on religion as a cultural phenomenon and the place of religion within the overall historical development of European civilization have also garnered some attention (Hart 1994) as well as have his sparse and rough attempts to give phenomenological dignity to religious experience itself (Steinbock 2012). One can also add that Husserl’s ideas on these matters have not always been met with sympathy. Notwithstanding Husserl’s sincere Evangelical faith, Christian thinkers have found too little proximity between Husserl’s conception of God and the God of revealed religion (Housset 2010), while post-Husserlian phenomenologists, starting with Levinas, have regarded it as still ensnared by traditional ontology and metaphysics (Levinas 1974, 48). Neither the broader issues concerning the history and philosophy of religion, nor these criticisms arising within phenomenological theology will be addressed in the following pages.

My aim will be limited to a discussion of how theology fits within Husserl’s conception of the task and method of philosophy, i.e., how it relates to his project of developing philosophy as a universal science of being that is grounded in phenomenology and able to overcome the objectivism of traditional metaphysics. In particular, in the first section, I will show that God constitutes a necessary theme of phenomenological philosophy. The second section will situate theology within the system of disciplines that phenomenological philosophy comprises, and in the final section, I will outline Husserl’s program of a non-objectivist theology and its specificity within the metaphysical tradition.


God as a necessary scientific theme of phenomenological philosophy

Husserl never concealed his interest for traditional and broad metaphysical issues, nor did he hesitate to outline his project of turning philosophy into a rigorous discipline capable of bringing these issues within the purview of a genuinely scientific investigation. His early, almost exclusive focus on metaphysical problems connected to the positive sciences and on traditional metaphysical views concerning the relation between the subject and the world are motivated by the proximity of these problems to the theory of knowledge, which, for him, holds the role of being the foundational discipline for any future metaphysics (see Trizio 2019). In other words, within Husserl’s project of a philosophy built from below (Husserl 1987, 41), the ethico-religious problems are to be addressed at a later stage, once the preliminary elucidation of factual reality by means of a radical theory of science (Wissenschaftslehre) is acquired. The effect of the transcendental turn was not to broaden the scope of Husserl’s philosophical program, but to finally bring forth a method and a terminology apt to recast the highest metaphysical questions, i.e., the questions that are specifically metaphysical. Already in 1906–1907, Husserl, when describing “the world of phenomena” disclosed by the epoché, i.e., the domain of absolute givenness pertaining to the phenomenological theory of knowledge, mentions the three thematic spheres of the classic special metaphysics (metaphysica specialis): nature, soul, and God as correlates of the respective sciences (Husserl 2008, 190–191). While in 1907, he affirms that the absolute data of consciousness provide the field for all scientific investigations including the one concerning God (Husserl 1999, 7). These claims do not merely express Husserl’s optimism about the scope of phenomenological philosophy or about whether its method can be stretched (or twisted) to fit the problem of the nature and existence of God. Rather, what is at stake is the thesis that the science of transcendental subjectivity is what decides about all possibilities of sense and non-sense, in all conceivable domains. In particular, as Husserl says in a text written in 1908:


It is also clear that behind absolute consciousness there can be no other being and that everything of which we should be able to say meaningfully and rightfully, “it is,” must be something that constitutes itself in consciousness or is attained by means of abstraction in relation to what is constituted.

Husserl 2003, 72, my translation


Here Husserl adds – in a way that appears to be incidental, but, as we shall see, is far from it – that this also holds for general objects and ideas (in the “Kantian” sense). They both imply a relation to possible consciousness, which in turn refers back to actual consciousness. In sum, if there is a God, “[i]t must be something to be established (Begründendes) and in some way extracted (Entnehmendes) from absolute consciousness, and it must be rooted (Wurzelndes) in it” (Husserl 2003, 72). Here Husserl adds the further important remark that nature and spirit (Geist), intended as correlates of consciousness, provide the only and necessary basis for the knowledge of whatever might exist “beyond” them. Furthermore, given that if something exists, be it God or any other conceivable entity, it must be the object of a possible genuine science (Husserl 1959, 322), the possibility of a scientific theology appears as a theme that transcendental phenomenology can in no way elude. This task is eloquently formulated in a famous passage of Cartesian Meditations, where Husserl, summing up his renewed, non-objectivistic ideal of universal philosophy, states that the ethico-religious problems must be addressed on the only ground on which everything that can have a sense for us can be investigated, that is, the factual monadic sphere (Husserl 1977, 156–157).1

In conclusion, rather than looking with suspicion or even contempt at Husserl’s writing on these topics, or regarding them as a superfluous or even a misleading appendix to his philosophy, one should acknowledge that a critical examination of theological notions is necessary by virtue of the very essence of phenomenological philosophy. As we are about to see, Husserl did attempt to find rational foundations for the religious belief that he professed since his early conversion to Protestantism under the influence of Tomáš Masarik. Still, the last thing that one could expect from phenomenology, is to not address these problems at all. They pose a challenge that a universal philosophy must meet in one way or another. Indeed, also attempting to dismiss all theological concepts, by exposing their absurdity and by committing the very idea of an absolute being, a “creator of all things,” to the flames of nonsense, could be a legitimate endeavor, but, in keeping with spirit of phenomenological philosophy, it would require doing so on rigorous scientific grounds.2


The place of theology within phenomenological philosophy

In the surviving parts of the Vorlesung über die Grundprobleme der Ethik und Wertlehre (Lectures on Foundational Issues in Ethics and Theory of Value) of 1911, Husserl develops an account of the different philosophical disciplines that jointly make up philosophy as grounded in phenomenology. A point of interest of this account lies in the fact that Husserl presents this “system” of philosophical disciplines as an inevitable consequence of the development of the lowest level of “pure theoretical interest” (Husserl 1988, 163, my translation). Pure theoretical interest appears inhabited by a tendency (Tendenz) or a teleology that, at first implicitly, in a hidden way, and, subsequently, explicitly, leads to the striving towards a universal form of knowledge that is perfect (or complete [vollkommen]) in all respects. The difference between the initial hidden tendency and the following self-conscious striving marks precisely the ascent to philosophy proper, which makes explicit the ideal of perfect knowledge, articulated in different disciplines connected by relations of foundation of different kinds. The perfection or completeness in question concerns both the full extent of rationally meaningful problems and the clarification of the intellectual endeavors aiming to solve them. In other words, it concerns the disclosure of all the thematic provinces of theoretical investigation as well the elucidation of the forms of rationality they require, i.e., their ultimate foundation. On the one hand, philosophy aims at an extensive theoretical universality, and, on the other, at an intensive rational transparency of the theoretical accomplishments themselves, which makes possible the establishment of a universal science in an absolute sense, i.e., one in which the essential correlation between reason and being is completely elucidated.3

In §4 (“A priori philosophy and metaphysics”), Husserl details this idea of philosophy, which, in an altogether classical way, rests upon the cardinal distinction between a posteriori and a priori. To appreciate the interplay of these two levels in the ideal of a perfect knowledge of the world, one must stress that the truths of our judgments, and specifically of those that are based on different forms of experience, as well as the logical connection of such truths into theories, are not the highest cognitive values (Husserl 1988, 178). Rather, a perfect knowledge requires the elucidation of such truths in light of the disciplines that Husserl referred to as pertaining to the theory of science (wissenschaftstheoretisch): in the first place, the formal theory of being provided by formal ontology and extended into the mathesis universalis, but also the different regional ontologies that work out the a priori of the corresponding regions of being. Ultimately, there is the noetic a priori that concerns acts of knowledge (see also Cavallaro, Chapter 33 in this volume). In short, all these sciences have a function pertaining to the theory of science in so far as they are concerned only with possible being and its correlation to possible acts of knowledge. Indeed, in appendix 6 (Beilage VI, which supplements §4), Husserl says that the ensemble of all these disciplines belongs to “a pure philosophy as a theory of ideas” (reine Philosophie als Ideenlehre) (Husserl 1988, 229). However, these disciplines do not even amount to the totality of the a priori part of philosophy:


Yet, the absolute theory of being comprises not only knowledge of real being, knowledge of the factual psycho-physical reality subject to the philosophical regulation of the epistemological [wissenschaftstheoretisch] doctrines of principles; rather, it includes also the consideration of nature, nature in the narrower sense and in the broader sense with respect to value, thus under the philosophical regulation of the axiological-practical doctrines of principles, and, ultimately, also under the unifying teleological, or we could also say, theological ideals.

Husserl 1988, 180


Belonging to the sphere of the pure a priori are the a priori axiological and ethical disciplines, the disciplines investigating the a priori idea of teleology, and, in close connection to the latter, the a priori pertaining to the idea of God. The passage just cited seems to restrict this level of philosophical investigation to nature in the broadest sense, as does the following claim that the “philosophy of nature as theoretical philosophy of nature is not philosophy of nature in the highest and ultimate sense” (Husserl 1988, 180). However, Husserl immediately clarifies that the totality of worldly reality, including what pertains to the idea of spirit (Geist), is subjected to the same kind of higher order considerations (ibid.). The phenomenological source of this extension of the “problems of reality” (Wirklichkeitsprobleme) (ibid.) beyond the elucidation of empirical knowledge in light of the disciplines that pertain specifically to the theory of science, lies in the fundamental distinction between theoretical, axiological, and practical acts, and, consequently, between theoretical, axiological, and practical reason. This consideration or, more precisely, reconsideration of reality leads to the problem of its conformity to the highest ideals of being and life (ibid.), and, ultimately to the notions of God and creation (Husserl 1988, 181). At this stage, these kinds of investigations also remain at the a piori level, and indeed Husserl speaks of a “pure philosophical theology and teleology” (Husserl 1988, 182). The other fundamental part of philosophy, the a posteriori part, is required, to answer questions that concern matters of fact. Husserl calls this a posteriori part “metaphysics.”

Husserl, in the aforementioned appendix (Beilage VI), specifies that the a posteriori part of philosophy includes three different types of disciplines: 1) The ultimate theoretical completion (Vollendung) of the sciences of nature and the sciences of spirit in light of the disciplines pertaining to the theory of science. This type of metaphysics corresponds to “entire unity of being, where this term is understood as excluding any concerns for value predicates” (Husserl 1988, 230); 2) The a posteriori disciplines that, instead, consider factual reality with a specific interest for its axiological and practical predicates, such as aesthetics, ethics, pedagogy, and politics. The disciplines here in question are in their applied form when they take into consideration specific matters of fact belonging to the world. Furthermore, they too play a role here only insofar as they are informed by the corresponding a priori disciplines, which they presuppose if they are to be intended as part of philosophy; 3) The a posteriori discipline “empirical teleology and theology” (ibid.) which would arise out of a philosophical completion or out of a more radical reshaping (Neuausbildung; Neubegründung) of what Husserl calls “naturally developed teleology and theology” in light of the already mentioned corresponding pure disciplines. It is clear that Husserl’s characterization of the relation between this third level of metaphysics and the existing forms of corresponding investigations differs from the previous two. This, however, is a consequence of the fact that these three parts of a posteriori philosophy result from the integration within the system of a priori truths of empirical investigations whose pre-existing degree of scientificity decreases from the first to the last. Husserl is presumably referring to the fact that, while the empirical sciences of nature and spirit are by and large established as positive sciences (although not as genuine, philosophical ones) and while normative sciences such as aesthetics and ethics are at least at the center of a wide philosophical foundational effort, teleology and theology appear rather as motives bequeathed to us by metaphysical and religious traditions that nowadays enjoy little credit. In spite of this, Husserl does not hesitate to claim that empirical teleology and theology is the “highest science of reality,” encompassing reality as considered from the standpoint of all types of rationality (i.e., theoretical, axiological, and practical). As such, it presupposes all previous levels of the sciences of reality as well as their philosophical completion through the corresponding a priori disciplines.4

Let us draw some conclusions from this quick survey of Husserl’s 1911 formulation of the idea of philosophy. Two cardinal distinctions have surfaced, which are of fundamental importance to the context of this study. The first is the cardinal distinction between pure a priori theory of being and a posteriori theory of factual reality. Within the system of sciences that emerges from a systematic unfolding of this distinction, we can also notice a second cardinal distinction, that between sciences of pure being (here, “Dasein”), i.e., being considered as simple correlate of theoretical reason, excluding any axiological and practical predicates, and being considered not only as the correlate of theoretical reason, but also as the correlate of axiological and practical reason. It is at the second level, which by necessity is founded on the first level, that teleological and theological considerations play their role. Such considerations, in turn, hinge on the fundamental notion of God conceived as the most perfect being, creator of both the natural and the spiritual world. A powerful description of the idea of God is in appendix 4 (Beilage IV) which is annexed to §3:


God as idea, as idea of the most perfect being; as idea of the most perfect life in which the most perfect “world” constitutes itself, which from itself creatively develops the most perfect spiritual world in relation to a most perfect nature. Philosophy as idea as the correlate of the idea of God, as absolute science of the absolute being, as science of the pure idea of God and as science of absolutely existing being.

Husserl 1988, 225–226


In this passage, the traditional ideal of God as “most perfect being” is seen specifically through the lenses of the phenomenological correlation between world and transcendental life. The most perfect world, i.e., one in which a cultural historical life develops towards perfection, in relation to a nature that is itself “most perfect,” constitutes itself in divine life. However, this notion of “constitution,” appears immediately in conjunction with the idea of “creation.” This passage does not just state that the idea of a “perfect transcendental subject” corresponds to the idea of perfect cultural and natural world as its constitutive performance because it contains the idea of a “creative development,” which does not simply express the ideally perfect/complete character of the transcendental life in question. In other words, the problem is not merely to define an ideal with respect to which any factually existing transcendental life, along with its constitutive correlates, represent only an imperfect, lower stage of development because this idea must account for the very existence of the lower levels of such a “finite,” lower level, transcendental life. The problem thus regards the conceivability of additionally attributing to this ideal of a most perfect life a “realizing” force (Husserl 1988, 180–181), i.e., to make sense of the idea of creation from within phenomenological philosophy. Husserl does not hesitate to define the problem of creation as “the ultimate ontological problem” (letztes Seinsproblem) and develops a famous parallel with Plato’s form of the good (see Trizio 2020b). In the following line of the passage just quoted, we realize that the idea of God is not just a theme that a universal philosophy must, by definition, address, but that it also encompasses in itself the totality of the themes of such a philosophy. In other words, the idea of God would be implicit in the very telos of philosophy, i.e., to become “an absolute science of absolute being” (Husserl 1988, 226). The following lines of the text outlines, in the form of questions, what the main theological themes are that Husserl will evoke time and again throughout his work (Husserl 1988, 226). In the next section, I will try to present an outline of the desired non-objectivist theology grounded in transcendental phenomenology.


Outline of a non-objectivist theology

According to Husserl, traditional metaphysics in general and modern rationalistic metaphysics in particular rest on the fatal mistake he calls “objectivism.” By objectivism, which appears in different guises, Husserl understands the conception that the being of the world or other entities deemed ontologically superior to it (as is the case, for instance of Plato’s forms) exists independently from constituting consciousness. Only the discovery of the transcendental correlation makes it possible to overcome the objectivism of the Western tradition and the crisis of philosophy resulting from it, paving the way to a genuinely scientific philosophy. Paradigmatically, in a philosophy such as Descartes’, the soul, the world, and God, have been replaced by metaphysical substructions, which in turn find a fixed position within the unity of a demonstrative, rational system (Husserl 1970, §§18–20). Starting with the cogito conceived as an axiom, Descartes sets out to prove the existence of God and, from there, that of the external world, which is nothing but the objectivistic interpretation of the mathematical nature of modern physics (see Trizio 2020a). The game is not fundamentally different if, following one or the other version of the so-called cosmological or design arguments, the existence of the world is presupposed in order to infer the existence of a first cause or a sublime maker respectively. Descartes’s so-called causal proof of the existence of God (in the Third Meditation), begins with the existence of the mind/soul and of its representational content (the ideas); in the other aforementioned a posteriori arguments, it is the contingent existence of the world or its likewise contingent teleological order that are presupposed. In all such cases, phenomenologically speaking, God is a transcendence arrived at starting from another transcendence via some kind of inference (even Descartes’ soul is, by all means, a transcendence because it is just a part of the human, mundane subject).5 Understandably, Husserl credits Berkeley with proposing an “immanent species of teleological proof” (Husserl 2019, 157). Within Berkeley’s immaterialist metaphysics, which preserves a substantialist/objectivist interpretation of the soul and of God, while dissolving the objectivity of the world in immanent sensations inhering in such spiritual substances, God is introduced to explain not the harmonious structure of a substantial, material world, ultimately described by mathematical physics, but the harmonious ordering of the immanent data of sensation allowing the appearance of a coherent and intersubjective world of experience. In other words, inasmuch as Berkeley’s psychologistic dissolution of physical objectivity prefigures the correct subjectivation of the being of the world operated by the theory of constitution, it also anticipates that, rather than the objective order of the world per se, it is the objective order of the lived experiences that can point to an ultimate teleological source. To be sure, Berkeley not only operates with transcendences such as the soul, but also absurdly introduces God as the transcendent cause of the immanent data of sensations (Husserl 2019, 429n). Thus, he, too, operates with transcendences such as the soul and causation, and God remains the point of arrival of an inference. Phenomenology, instead, promotes a radically different approach to the problem of God, one that presupposes the suspension of the natural attitude and the adoption of the transcendental attitude.


The question on the part of the human being in the natural attitude as to the ground of the factum of this world becomes, in the transcendental attitude of interiority, the question as to the ground of the being of these factical subjectivities and of the constitution of the world which takes place in them.

Husserl 2019, 402


This passage introduces the way in which transcendental phenomenology allows a non-objectivist reformulation of the traditional theological questions. The world is now the correlate of the constitutive life of the subject, and nothing else beyond it. Its being can in no way be conceived outside of this correlation. In the transcendental attitude, the factual course of constituting life is what replaces the “fact of the world” of the objectivists. This different position of the problem is outlined, but not developed in detail, in a famous and oft-quoted passage of Ideas I, in which “God” is evoked in connection with the contingent character of the stream of lived experiences (Erlebnisse):


Reduction of the natural world to the absolute of consciousness yields factual concatenations of mental processes of consciousness of certain kinds with distinctive regular orders in which a morphologically ordered world in the sphere of empirical intuition becomes constituted as their intentional correlate, i.e., a world concerning which there can be classifying and describing sciences. At the same time precisely this world, with respect to the material lower level, admits of becoming determined in the theoretical thinking of the mathematical natural sciences as the “appearance” of a Nature as determined by physics, subject to laws of Nature which are exact. In all this, since the rationality made actual by the fact is not a rationality demanded by the essence, there is a marvelous teleology.

Husserl 1983, 1346


What is really interesting about this passage is that it spells out a form of contingency that can be highlighted only within the transcendental attitude. Objectivistic theology, too, is able to acknowledge that the existence of the world along with its lawful and harmonious structure is contingent. As is well-known, it could also acknowledge, as Descartes did, that the fact of the existence of the world is renewed at each instant and does not concern only a supposedly initial act of creation. However, only the theory of constitution highlights the teleology inbuilt in the constant and harmonious unfolding of the different constitutive layers of the world. In this passage, Husserl points out the contingency of the fact that the concatenations of lived experiences are such that a scientifically cognizable world can appear. Furthermore, they allow in principle two subsequent levels of scientific knowledge: the purely morphological characteristic of descriptive science such as zoology and botany, and the ultimate exact cognition characteristic of the mathematical sciences of nature. In other terms, that the second type of knowledge is possible, i.e., that the world is not only morphologically coherent, but that the morphological structure is such that it allows the manifestation of a mathematical “in-itself,” is by no means an eidetic necessity. As Husserl argues while introducing the thought experiment of the annihilation of the world (Weltvernichtung), a world that is morphologically coherent, but that lacks a physical in-itself is a possible correlate of transcendental consciousness (Husserl 1983, §49). Needless to say, a modern objectivist could never make sense of such a possibility because, by definition, the “external world” is conceived as a nature mathematized in itself, existing beyond the perceptions, which in turn exist only in the mind. If we suppress the res extensa, no external world at all exists.7 For the objectivist, the enduring existence of the world (instant after instant) requires an explanation; however, for phenomenology, what requires an explanation is the coherence of our lived experiences, whose correlate is a constantly confirmed and yet always a presumptive morphological world with its likewise constantly confirmed and likewise always presumptive infinite, scientifically determinable character.

Thus, one could say that transcendental subjectivity is the place in which we witness and observe the contingency of the world in its different facets and levels. The critical step that we need to take, however, is the one indicated in the previous section. The teleological and theological level of analysis is reached only by reconsidering the natural and the cultural (spiritual) world from the standpoint of axiological and practical principles. In what way are we to assign a value to the well-ordered world just described? The answer resides precisely in the nature of the spiritual (both individual and collective) life that a certain natural world coordinated with it makes possible. The problem is that the world must be rational for humanity to be able to develop its own rationality. For instance, a world that is not at all scientifically cognizable or that does not make the technical reshaping of the environment possible would have less value than a world that does because it would not make possible the flourishing of scientific and technical civilization. When the axiological character of the different possible worlds “as correlates of consciousness” is taken into account, then it becomes possible to ask the question as to whether its teleological order points to a creator God. Husserl also mentions here the fact that the factually existent world presents its, so-called, “internal teleology,” which runs through the evolution of the animal species up to mankind and the subsequent cultural evolution up to the present stage. In other words, the world that the life of consciousness factually constitutes presents the character of a constant realization of higher and higher values.8 And, once more:


Not the fact as such, but the fact as source of endlessly increasing value-possibilities and values-actualities forces the question into one about the “ground” – which naturally does not have the sense of a physical-causal reason.

Husserl, 1983, 134


This passage introduces the next series of considerations. The invoked ground or reason of this well-ordered concatenation of lived experiences cannot be intended as a physical cause, because any consideration of causality presupposes the constituted world itself. Husserl’s God, thus, can only be, as Husserl sometimes says, a “teleological cause,” that is the origin of a “moral demand” that brings about a certain concatenation of consciousness.

The upshot of this analysis is that God must be intended as “responsible” for the constitution that takes place within the transcendental monadic sphere. Now, as we have seen in the previous section, this God is not another ontological region that would stand over and beyond nature and spirit and would admit of an independent form of intuitive givenness. Furthermore, God is not a determinative stratum of nature and spirit, in the sense in which the mathematical concepts of physics are with respect to material nature. In other words, God is not substructed to determine the world and complete its objectivity. Finally, God is not another member of the community of transcendental subjects, not even a special and superior one. This would of course require God to have a body and to share a world with us by being objectified in it (Husserl 1989, 90–91). The solution is that God is found, so to speak, within the life of the inter-monadic community itself, as the telos of its inner development: “God is not the monadic totality itself, but the entelechy that lies in it, as idea of the infinite telos of the development of humankind from absolute reason” (Husserl 1973a, 610, my translation).

Now we can appreciate how Husserl tried to develop the original insight that God must be an idea, precisely the idea of a perfect subjective life that carries within itself a perfect world and a perfect nature, while at the same time having the realizing force (realisierende Kraft) necessary to bring about the constituting life without which this world would not exist. The resulting picture is that of a God that endlessly self-realizes itself in the historical development of the monadic totality, a God that is at the same time the Good in itself and a will-to-Good that can be actual only within the life of finite subjects (Husserl 2013, 68). This applies to the perceptual life that originally brings about a coherent and rational world making possible a rational life and the progressive development of a personal and collective ethical life.

Here Husserl’s considerations enter the dangerous territory of a radical form of theodicy, of an account of individual and collective vicissitudes, in which evil is only an instrument for the realization of a greater Good, in other words, an instrument for the self-realization of God itself.9 Furthermore, here Husserl faces the most difficult challenge for this non-demonstrative, non-objectivist theology, the one concerning the real nature of the intuitive evidence that the existence of such a God can ever have in this world, but also in any conceivable one. In connection with this, we find the more specific problem of how creation itself can be understood in phenomenological terms, since it is difficult to see how the notion of creation can be intuitively elucidated based on the phenomenological fact of transcendental constitution. Indeed, the power of creating the life of consciousness, thus keeping the world in constant creation, is in no way something a finite subject can have, not even in a minimal form. In this respect, God does not appear as the entelechy of the monadic totality, but as something separated from it by an unbridgeable ontological abyss.10 However, such problems would require a separate study and cannot be discussed here.

The aim of this chapter has been to show that Husserl’s reflections on God were demanded by his general philosophical outlook. The outlined considerations exhibit how Husserl succeeded at least in framing the very problem of God in an original, non-objectivist way. To be sure, what has been shown is also that it is by all means impossible to dismiss these investigations as if they did not belong to the most genuine core of his philosophy, just as it is impossible to underplay their significance for a correct understanding of some of his most well-known theses.


Notes

1See also Husserl 1973b, 193, for a clear formulation of the ideal of phenomenological philosophy in contrast with the Cartesian ideal.
2One should also not object that theological notions are just part of a traditional legacy that a rigorous rationalism should set aside. Such an objection contains a lack of understanding of both the method and spirit of Husserl’s philosophy.
3As Husserl writes: “Philosophy is the science in which the tendency grounded in the essence of all knowledge towards absolute knowledge, towards the most perfect knowledge conceivable, has become the consciously guiding goal. This means, though: philosophy is thematically directed towards the ‘ideal’ of a knowledge that is systematic, theoretically as well as factually all-embracing, and also, to be sure, completely justified and most perfect” (Husserl 1988, 171).
4Husserl writes: “Clearly it, as the highest science of reality, which concerns itself with the unity of reality insofar as it is considered in light of all rational points of view, presupposes the completion of the previously mentioned sciences of reality and their philosophical completion” (Husserl 1988, 230).
5I will not consider here any form of ontological argument because phenomenology rejects from the outset the possibility that any claim about the real existence of an entity could be grounded a priori, on pure ideas.
6See Held 2010 on this point.
7It is easily comprehensible that Berkeley’s denial of the existence of the matter of modern science ended up in a radical form of psychological idealism.
8In Trizio 2018, I have argued that according to Husserl, if the world has a past in which there was no intelligent life, then, the world must contain, out of eidetic necessity, a development leading to intelligent life. However, this does not mean that any world must contain an endlessly increasing development towards higher and higher forms of biological or cultural life. From an eidetic point of view, I am not even sure whether I can exclude the possibility of a world in which intelligent life has always existed but has had the tendency to slowly decline. In other words, constant progress as such appears to be contingent, and thus, for Husserl, it points to a teleological source.
9For a severe criticism of this point see De Palma 2019.
10I do not believe that Housset’s dismissive considerations about the real ontological significance of Husserl’s “transcendental notion” of creation are convincing (Housset 2010, 186). What is required is an account of why this particular world exists and not others.


References


	De Palma, Vittorio. 2019. “Deskription oder Konstruktion? Husserl und die Grenzen der Phänomenologie.” Husserl Studies 35: 185–202. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10743-019-09246-6.

	Hart, James. 1994. “The Study of Religion in Husserl’s Writings.” In Phenomenology of the Cultural Disciplines, edited by Daniel Mano and Lester Embree, 265–296. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

	Held, Klaus. 2010. “Gott in Edmund Husserls Phänomenologie.” In Philosophy, Phenomenology, Sciences, edited by Carlo Ierna, Hanne Jacobs, and Filip Mattens, 723–738. Dordrecht: Springer.

	Housset, Emmanuel. 2010. Husserl et l’idée de Dieu. Paris: Cerf.

	Husserl, Edmund. 1959. Erste Philosophie (1923/24). Zweiter Teil: Theorie der phänomenologischen Reduktion. Edited by Rudolf Boehm. Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff.

	———. 1970. The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology. Translated by David Carr. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

	———. 1973a. Zur Phänomenologie der Intersubjektivität. Dritter Teil: 1929–1935. Edited by Iso Kern. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

	———. 1973b. Cartesianische Meditationen und Pariser Vorträge. Edited by S. Strasser. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

	———. 1977. Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology. Translated by Dorian Cairns. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

	———. 1983. Ideas pertaining to a pure phenomenology and to a phenomenological philosophy. First Book: General Introduction to a Pure Phenomenology. Translated by Fred Kersten. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

	———. 1987. Aufsätze und Vorträge (1911–1921). Edited by Thomas Nenon and Hans Rainer Sepp. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

	———. 1988. Vorlesungen über Ethik und Wertlehre 1908–1914. Edited by Ullrich Melle. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

	———. 1989. Ideas pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy. Second Book: Studies in the Phenomenology of Constitution. Translated by R. Rojcewicz and A. Schuwer. Dordrecht: Kluwer.

	———. 1999. The Idea of Phenomenology. Translated by Lee Hardy. Dordrecht: Springer.

	———. 2003. Transzendentaler Idealismus. Texte aus dem Nachlass (1908–1921). Edited by Robin Rollinger and Rochus Sowa. Dordrecht: Kluwer.

	———. 2008. Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge. Lectures 1906/07. Translated by Claire Ortiz Hill. Dordrecht: Springer.

	———. 2013. Grenzprobleme der Phänomenologie. Edited by Rochus Sowa and Thomas Vongehr. Dordrecht: Springer.

	———. 2019. First Philosophy. Lectures and Related Texts from the Manuscripts (1920–1925). Translated and Edited by Sebastian Luft and Thane Naberhaus. Dordrecht: Springer.

	Levinas, Emmanuel. 1974. En découvrant l’existence avec Husserl and Heidegger. Paris: Vrin.

	Steinbock, Anthony. 2012. “Evidence in the Phenomenology of Religious Experience.” In The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Phenomenology, edited by Dan Zahavi, 583–606. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Trizio, Emiliano. 2018. “The Telos of Consciousness and the Telos of World History.” Humana.Mente 11 (34): 77–103.

	———. 2019. “Husserl’s Early Concept of Metaphysics as the Ultimate Science of Reality.” The New Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy XVII: 309–329.

	———. 2020a. Philosophy’s Nature: Husserl’s Phenomenology, Natural Science, and Metaphysics. New York: Routledge.

	———. 2020b. “Husserl’s Timaeus. Plato’s Creation Myth and the Phenomenological Concept of Metaphysics as the Teleological Science of the World.” Studia Phenomenologica 20: 77–100.






Index

Note: Entries in bold refer to tables; entries in italics refer to figures.



aboutness 14, 157, 159, 222

absolute being 144–5, 151

absolute consciousness 34, 145, 150, 186, 193n5, 469, 471, 522

absolute ought 364, 387–8, 393, 396–7, 399–400, 403, 404n6, 422

absurdity 68, 83, 141, 362, 437, 442, 523

acquaintance 305–6, 312n6, 412, 475

act-fulfillment 401

act intentionality 62, 401

act matter 106, 379

act pole 43–4

act psychology 157–8

active “I” 344–5

active synthesis:  and language 249; of understanding 196

acts:  different species of 162, 209, 212, 217; and states 346; taxonomy of 221, 223

actuality 342–3; indeterminate 463; metaphysics as the science of 488–9, 491

Addis, Laird 159

adequation 16, 293, 296, 443n7

adumbrations 45, 84; spatial 320–1

aesthetics of affects 360

affection, absolute 364

affective consciousness 221, 229

affective experience 123, 512

affective states 225–6, 229, 230n1, 369

affectivity 187–9; and ethics 364–5; phenomenology of 220, 229

agency, rational 241, 395

A-intentionality 166–7

Albrecht, Gustav 482, 491

Allais, Lucy 151–2

alterity, and we-experience 462

altruism 358, 369

Amsterdam Lectures 448, 451

analogy, method of 356

Analyses Concerning Passive and Active Synthesis 135, 187

analytic philosophy 124, 232, 476; of mind 241, 243n18, 257, 265

analytic-continental divide 119, 126, 476

Angus, Ian 427

anonymous communities see social groups, anonymous

anthropological reduction 80–1

anthropological types, empirical 66, 516

anti-Copernicanism 80, 83, 86

anti-exceptionalism 57

anti-psychologism 8–10

anti-realism 152

anti-representationalism 162–3

Anti-Separatism 162

anxiety 226–7

Anzeichen 246, 252, 291

apodicticity 42, 81, 143–8, 166–7, 320–2, 325n8, 401

apophantics 47n8, 53, 233, 434, 436–9, 441, 443n12

apperception 168; analogical 252, 263; pure 270; typifying 137, 138n6

apperceptive transfer 252, 263

apperceptive unity 196, 201, 205

apprehension:  affective 226; direct perceptual 294; of images 210–11; modes of 205, 211, 224; simple 249

apprehension-contents 186, 193n6

appresentation 252, 259, 263, 267n9

appropriation:  active 396; of culture 513; and personhood 403; reflective 384, 388

apriority 57, 512

architectonics 38–9, 221, 443n15

Arendt, Hannah 70

Aristotle 28; and ethics 357–8; and logic 51, 499; meanings of being 496–500, 502–6; Metaphysics 482–3, 485–6, 494–9; and psychology 448; and teleology 509; and theory of judgment 233–4; on time 193n2

arithmetical cognition 285–6

“as if” modifications 212–13, 215–17

“as such” 115n17

assertoricity 143, 296

association 79; levels of 190–1; passive 447; primordial 188, 190; as process of differentiation 202; as structure of consciousness 187–9; synthesis of 135

assumptions, tacit 483–4

attention:  as ego-ray 273; as mode of consciousness 343

attentive awareness 345

attentive experience 343–5, 349

auditory modality 264

Augustine, Saint 157, 193n4, 515

authentic thought 243n21

auto-affection 264, 266, 267n9

auto-motion, capacity for 471–2

Avenarius, Richard 36n12

awareness, inner 263, 461

axiological assessments 423, 425

axiological disciplines 524

axiological intuitions 330

axiological laws 371

axiology:  Husserl on 372, 375, 378, 380–5; see also formal axiology; material axiology




Bachelard, Suzanne 50, 58

Baden School 510

The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, lectures on 130, 132, 134, 477n7

Becker, Oskar 53–5

Bedeutung 9, 247–8, 250, 291, 435, 439; see also meaning

Bedeutungsintention see meaning-intentions

behaviorism 123, 125

being:  categories of 503–4; and consciousness 180; true 27–8, 141, 502; ultimate science of 483, 486–7, 491, 495–7, 501; unity of 524; see also real being

being as such 29, 496–7, 501

being in general 483

being of the world 67, 76; suspending 88, 90–1, 95

belief:  absence of 341, 349; as mental state 235; as propositional attitude 345–6; rational 425, 429; responsibility for 349; as static 340–1, 347; synthesis with valuations 423

belief-structures 463

Bell, David 232

Benoist, Jocelyn 176

Bentham, Jeremy 358

Berkeley, George 153n3, 164, 170, 526, 530n7

Bernau Manuscripts 134, 186, 193n6

Bernet, Rudolf 89

Besinnung 51–3, 56–7, 64

Biemel, Walter 61, 70–1, 71n1

Bildding 168, 211

Binswanger, Ludwig 131

blessedness 402–3, 404n11

Block, Ned 312n10

Blumenberg, Hans 70

bodily awareness 265, 453, 461; see also self-awareness

bodily movement 123, 200, 224, 229

bodily subject 200–3, 205, 267n12

the body:  condition for normality and objectivity 201–2; genetic role of 205; as Leib and Körper 196–7; transcendental status of 195–6

body language 258

Bower, Matt 174, 178

Boyle, Matthew 241–2, 340–1, 346–9

Brentano, Franz 8; on Aristotle’s Metaphysics 497; and emotion 220, 222, 224; on ethics 355–6, 363, 367, 370, 372, 380; on imagination 209; on intentionality 11–13, 157–8, 286, 379; principle of presentations 221; psychology of 10, 141–2, 447, 449; theory of judgment 235–6, 238, 240

Brentano, Franz, Husserl’s agreements with 229

Brown, Thomas 359

Brunschvicg, Léon 39, 46n3

Burnyeat, Myles 494




Cairns, Dorion 24, 52

cardinal numbers 55–6, 287, 322, 438, 504

Carr, David 65

Cartesian Meditations 3, 25, 38–9; Cartesian setting of 41–3; and The Crisis 60, 64–5; difference between French and German versions 46n6; on the ego 43–4, 47n8; Fifth 126, 136, 205, 257, 259; history of 39–41, 50; intentional analyses in 108; on intentional senses 44–6; and intersubjectivity 136; metaphysics in 481, 488; on other minds 257–65; and phenomenological psychology 448; on reason 297; and reflection 120, 123; types of evidence in 322; and universal philosophy 522

Cartesian way 47n8, 57, 60, 64, 120, 123, 140, 142–4, 146–7, 514

Cassirer, Ernst 254

categorial acts 17, 132, 294

categorial forms 16, 254, 294, 345, 438

categorial intuition 17–18, 140, 161, 298n20, 317, 330; and cognition 294; and perceptual objects 250; and reflective judgement 242

categorial objects 93–4, 96, 250, 294

categorical imperative 361–4, 370–1, 380–1, 386–7, 389n2, 400, 404n4

causal predictions 426, 428

causal relations 10, 198, 227, 328

causality:  Hume’s interpretation of 360–1; principle of 75, 83, 488; spiritual and natural 198

Cavaillès, Jean 39

change, experience of 185

Christianity 397, 427, 521

Chudnoff, Elijah 319

Church, Jennifer 305

Cimino, Andrea 181n20

clarity, perfect 106, 330

closeness, mereological 415

Cobb-Stevens, Richard 234, 242n7

coexistence 135, 191, 254

cogitatum 110–12, 181n14

cogitographies 111, 115n18

cognition:  absolute grounding of 297; acts of 286, 291; background theory of 287–8; critique of 283; embodied 453; essence of 295–6; false 285; and knowledge 297n5; metaphysical 284–5; philosophical 283–5; scientific 148, 290, 470; theory of see Erkenntnistheorie; transcendental criticism of 55

cognition from principles 284

cognitive activity 122–3, 163, 232–3, 237, 239–40, 374, 434

cognitive phenomenology 453–4

cognitive science:  philosophy of 446, 455; and reliabilism 308

cognitivism 123, 125, 396

Cohen, Hermann 12, 283

colonialism 428–9

color concepts 102–3

color perception 311, 471

color sensations 158, 200, 308–11

color see also extension

common sense 36, 90, 297n2, 422

commonsense intuition 241

communal spirit 408

communalization 253, 259–60, 331, 334

communication, sense of 41

community:  Husserl’s use of term 407–8; intersubjective 192–3, 331, 336; see also social groups

concatenations 410–13, 415, 470, 527–8

concept formation 93–4

concepts:  exact and inexact 101–2, 329; extension of 105

conceptual analyses 446, 449–50, 454–5, 456n2

conceptual content 105, 234–5, 237

conceptual intuitions 330

conceptualism 298n14, 311

conceptualization 33, 41, 94, 233, 328–9

concrete ontology 489

concreteness 44, 102, 260, 394

confusion, evidence of 251

conjunctivism 174–7, 179, 180n4

Connection Principle 307

Conrad, Theodor 368

conscious acts:  essential description of 129; and intentionality 13; in logical thinking 141

conscious experience 2, 95; givenness in 236, 306; modes of 342; streams of 144, 331; subjective dimension of 18

consciousness:  acts of 13, 33, 78, 179, 239; attentive mode of 344–5, 347; and being 178–80; and cognition 286; communalized interweavings of 260; conflict in 177–8; elements of 447; expressibility of 103; flow of 133, 450; fundamental form of 85–6; givenness of 145; higher order theories of 453; historical situatedness of 119; individual nature of 124, 395; intentional structures of 13–14, 18, 208; and intentionality 23, 158, 195, 301, 306–8, 401; as interconnection of experiences 129; and knowledge 306; life of 133, 146, 273, 302, 528–9; meaning-constituting essence of 145–6, 180; mediated by the body 368; modes of 85, 195, 222–3, 249, 302, 342–3, 449; multiple forms of 35, 449; objects of 33, 451; phenomenologically reduced 89; phenomenology of 3, 25–6, 60; prelinguistic modes of 255; pre-scientific 497–8, 501–2, 504; pure see pure consciousness; of reason 296; reflective theories of 121; science of 26, 96; of something 33, 110, 157, 159, 320, 322, 449, 461 (see also intentionality); spontaneities of 143; stream of 133–5, 164, 186, 216, 236, 271–3, 395, 401; structures of temporalizing 185–9; teleological power of 383; transcendentally reduced 90

consequentialism 362, 386, 389n1

constituting consciousness 130, 186, 188, 526

constitution:  bodily 196, 201; and essences 92; idealism of 77; levels of 190–3; and objectification 383; of objects 185, 189, 193, 202, 214; oriented 334; subjective acts of 38; transcendental notion of 89

constitutional analysis 38, 63, 200, 443n15

constitutional layers 394–5

constitutive acts 259, 475

contemplation:  explicative 249; relational 249

contents 162; explicatable 271, 274; founded and founding 379; non-conceptual 243, 453

continental phenomenology 257

continental philosophy 121, 266, 476

continuity, psychological 278n3

convictions, and identity 275–7

coordinate system 468, 472–5

Copernican revolution 75–9

core content 358

Cornelius, Hans 269

correctness, conditions of 55, 381–2

correlation, a priori of 442, 469

correlation analysis 147, 150

correlational asymmetry 146

cosmology 487, 509, 526

creation 80, 524–7, 529, 530n10

The Crisis of the European Sciences 3, 22, 38, 40, 365; concept of Europe in 428; development of 60–1; Galileo in 58n7; and history 460, 466, 513; and logic 51–2; natural and human 62–3; ongoing influence of 70; phenomenological psychology in 448–9, 451; phenomenological reduction in 119–22; psychology in 221; on reason and culture 68–70, 516; scientific philosophy in 425; teleology in 510, 518; and transcendental phenomenology 64–6; and transcendental subjectivity 66–8

critical method 9–10, 459, 510

critical philosophy 9, 30, 140

Critique of Pure Reason (Kant) 25, 76, 283, 434

Crowell, Steven 404n3

cultural communities 334, 336, 407

cultural objectivity 334–6

cultural products 45–6, 253, 334

cultural world 109, 229, 257, 261, 331–2, 334, 336

culture, development of 62, 515




Danilevsky, Nikolai 515

Darwin, Charles 509

Dasein 62, 402, 525

Daubert, Johannes 23, 368

deception 173, 214

Deckung 131, 293

deconstructive analysis 135

deep self 396, 402

definiteness 11, 58n3

dependence relations 44–5, 215, 224, 379

depictive consciousness 208, 210–12

depression 226–8, 381

derivative values 380, 423–4

Derrida, Jacques:  commentary to “The Origin of Geometry” 61; on Eurocentrism 68; and experience 127n16; and role of language 121; on teleology 516

Descartes, René 26, 460; and Cartesian Meditations 41–3, 47n7; in The Crisis 62–4; and theology 526–7; theory of judgment 234–5, 242n7; and transcendental approach 76, 142–3

description:  essential 129, 449; in general 100–1; see also eidetic description

descriptions, scientific 102–4, 108, 473–4

descriptive analysis 11–12, 100, 102; of constitution 32; eidetic 106–7, 131; of pure consciousness 34

descriptive concepts 95, 102, 104–5, 109–11, 114, 442

descriptive eidetics 104, 106, 109, 113–14, 114n12

descriptive phenomenology 1, 10, 130–1

descriptive psychology 8, 10–12, 26, 140–2, 153n2; emotions and moods in 220–2

descriptive sciences 43, 101–3, 157, 527

descriptive-phenomenological analysis 209

despair 2, 399, 403

determinism 333, 400

differentiation, and inner time-consciousness 187

Dilthey, Wilhelm 12, 50, 64, 69, 136, 449

Ding an sich 150

Ding und Raum 36n17

directedness 33, 157, 159, 385, 461, 512

disjunctivism 174–9, 180–1n7, 181–2n21

distinctness, incomplete 251

doxic activity 236–9, 241–2, 341

doxic consciousness 229

doxic experience 341–3, 345

doxic modality 239, 242, 296

Drummond, John 386

duty 23, 62, 371–2, 397–8, 400

dynamic systems, complex 332–3




“The Earth Does Not Move” 61

ego:  act-transcendent 272; annihilation of the 472–6; empirical 18, 195, 270; essence and fact of 43–4; Husserl “finding” 160; in Logical Investigations 18–19; personal 273–7, 395–6; singular 259–60; see also embodied ego; pure ego; the self; transcendental ego

ego cogito 42, 142, 272, 342

egoic acts 43–4, 347

egoic body see Leib

egoic experience 343

egoism 357–8

egoless streaming 273

egology 18–20, 41, 60, 134–6, 160, 260, 273

ego-pole 18, 44, 269, 271

ego-reference 273

eidetic analysis 107, 320, 451, 453–4, 456n2

eidetic descriptions 100, 103–4, 145, 442; analytical 106–9; phenomenological 100, 104, 109, 113

eidetic intuitions 81–2, 93–5, 243n13, 452; and imagination 208; as originary presentive acts 317–18, 321–2

eidetic laws:  of consciousness 97; descriptive 100, 103–6, 108–9, 113; and eidetic necessities 114–15n12; intuitively grasped 107–8; and a priori laws 97, 107

eidetic method 89, 129, 449–50, 457n19

eidetic necessities 81, 105–6, 114nn10–12, 321, 490, 527, 530n8

eidetic phenomenology 89, 109, 489

eidetic purity 111

eidetic reduction 88–9, 96–7

eidetic science:  descriptive 105–6, 108, 243n13; geometry as 43; and metaphysics 486–7; ontology as 147; phenomenology as 28, 30, 46, 88–9, 96, 100, 489

eidetic theory 451

eidetic types 110

eidetic variation 28, 47n10, 83, 86, 94, 105, 127n22, 322, 511

Einfühlung see empathy

Einstein, Albert 332–3, 468, 473, 476n1

eliminativism 312

Elsenhans, Theodore 89–94

embodied ego 473–5

embodied movement 188

embodied practices, shared 125

embodied selves 46

embodied space, dimensions of 196

embodied subjects 67, 125, 127n19, 331, 460–1

embodiment 2, 39, 195–6; and consciousness 188; double constitution of 196–8; as genetic condition for inhabiting the world 202–5; linguistic 253; perception and space 199–201; and radical reflection 123, 125; sense of 41, 44–5

emotion concepts 336

emotional acts 223, 374

emotional experiences 383

emotional intentionality 379, 384

emotions 220–2, 229; as affective states 225; Brentano’s theory of 222–4; expression of 369; main properties of 224–5; and moods 227; and phantasy 217; truthfulness of 335

empathic recognition 263–4

empathy 27, 39; basic structures of 261–5; community of 52–4; co-presence in 252; and ethics 368–9; and human world 460–1; Husserl’s lectures on 50; and intersubjectivity 125–6, 257–9, 336; and its shadow 265–6; origin of personality in 274; and personhood 395; as re-presentation 210

empirical concepts 104–5, 114n7, 249–50, 254, 336

empirical intuition 322, 527

empirical psychology 9, 34, 66, 221; and conditions for cognitive acts 434; descriptive concepts in 105; and knowledge 141; and phenomenology 91, 94–5, 446, 448–52, 455; problematic status of 63

empirical sciences 104, 420; and factic consciousness 150; and metaphysics 483–4, 486–7; and ontology 498, 500, 504–6; positivity of 525; and pure science 451–3; sources of 79

empiricism 17, 30; and ethics 357–8, 361; Husserl against 448; radical 236

emptiness 108, 317; and consciousness 307; of meaning-intentions 15

empty acts 302–5, 317

empty intentions 166–7, 202, 209; and Evidenz 303–5; fulfilling 317, 322; and meaning-intentions 251

empty retention 190

empty thinking 303

enactivist theories 168, 264–5

Encyclopedia Britannica 22

Endstiftung 394, 400–1, 516

the Enlightenment 68

entelechy 514, 518, 529

epistemic agency 340–1, 345, 347–9, 350n1

epistemic authenticity 304

epistemic difference 341, 343–5

epistemic economy 341, 343, 350n2

epistemological noetics 440

epistemological objectivity 327, 330

epistemology 3; association in 135; givenness in 147; grounding in psychology 78; Husserl’s 452; of knowing-how 123; phenomenological 319, 324, 325n4; and pure phenomenology 442; self-referential character of 143

epoché 31–2, 34, 42, 47n8, 144–6, 522; and Cartesian way 57; and eidetic descriptions 100, 111–13; full transcendental 63; and historical memory 466; and intentional objects 176; and the objective world 259, 262; and physics 469; see also transcendental epoché

Erfahrung 12–13

Erfüllung see fulfillment, intuitive

Erkennen 81, 173

Erkenntniserlebnisse 12, 14

Erkenntnistheorie 30, 142, 283; Husserl’s 286–7, 290, 294–5, 297; in Kant 283–5; and noetics 440

Erlebnis 11–13, 170n2, 289, 349–50n1; and God 527; intentional 18

essences 27–8; analysis of 107, 506; description of 107; exemplifications of 96–7; givenness of 94, 141; grasp of 329, 420; intentional 162, 168; intuition of 85, 449; as objects 92; purity of 88; science of see eidetic science

ethical concepts 316, 360

ethical disciplines 524

ethical experience 396, 399

ethical laws 359; epistemological status of 368–9

ethical life 52, 364–5, 425, 529

ethical responsibility 385, 394

ethical theory 386–7, 389n6

ethical thinking 388

ethico-religious problems 522

ethics:  history of 355–9, 365; Husserl’s approach to 363–4, 367, 370–1, 378, 380–1; personalistic 53, 393; as practical science 355, 365; of reason and feeling 359–60, 364; and teleology 511; truly human 386–9

ethnic community 252–3

Euclid 357, 499

Eurocentrism 68, 419, 427–8

Europe:  phenomenology outside of 429; spiritual conception of 65–6, 68–9, 427, 514; telos of 515–17

European culture 66, 69, 412, 419, 425–8, 514, 521

evaluations, formal rules for 380

evaluative experience:  and love 397; rational framework for 380–2; as source of knowledge 323–4; and theoretical intentions 423

everyday life 101; descriptions of intentional experience in 112; descriptions of intentional experience in 114n12; intersubjective context of 137; and natural attitude 143; preconceptions of 43; values in 377

evidence:  concept in epistemology of 316; intuition-based conception of 381; predicative and non-predicative 122, 136; the principle of 42; types of 320–4

evidentialism 308

Evidenz 14–16, 120–1, 517; of consciousness 145, 302–6; see also intuition, originary

exact sciences 43, 51–4, 56–8, 101

existence, mathematical 54

existentialism 396, 400, 429

expectation:  horizon of 173, 264, 512; intuitive 185; as re-presentation 210

experience:  attentive modes of 341, 344, 348; cognitive 16, 239–40, 284; constitutive structures of 130–3; disconnection of 206n5; emotive background of 227; empathic 259, 261–4, 334, 337n11; and existence of the world 175; horizon of 514; imaginative 208, 216–17; immanent 95, 316; meaning of 118; natural 28, 31; neo-Kantian conception of 18; objects of 28, 32–4, 84–5, 148, 284, 332; phenomenological notion of 11–12; pre-predicative 122, 136; pre-scientific 83–4, 475, 499; radical first-person character of 271–2; secondary 252; streams of 100, 158, 191, 261–2, 270, 302, 476n4; structures of 97, 133, 209, 261, 457n21, 511, 513; subject of 84, 271; teleologies of 511–14, 518; unity of 18, 79, 201, 252; see also Erlebnis

Experience and Judgment 3, 38, 122, 126n13, 136–7; interest in 202; language in 249

experienced objects 213, 237, 239, 319, 411, 469

experiential life 42, 133, 166, 169, 273–5, 310

experiential sciences 452, 483–4, 486, 492n7; see also empirical sciences

experientialism 308–9

experimental psychology 370, 447, 452

expression 245; apperceptive character of 252; functions of 246–7; levels of ideality 247–8; unity of 264

expressive behavior 264–6

expressive movements 368–9

expressivity 264–5

extension, and color 409, 454

external objects 77, 198–200

external perception 101, 121, 180, 203, 223

externalism 129, 174, 319

extra-doxic acts 439

eye movement 199–200




face-to-face encounter 257, 461–2, 464

facial expressions 258, 266n3, 368–9

facial gestures 368–9

facticity 42, 149–50, 179; anthropological 85

factitial consciousness 150

factual world 104, 489–91, 501, 504

failure, degrees of 382

families 407, 410–11, 414–15, 512

far retention 190

Farber, Marvin 61

Fasching, Wolfgang 306, 309–10

feelings:  ethics of 359–61, 364; intentionality of 130

Fichte, Johann Gottlieb 355, 363–4

fictional objects 215, 328

figural moments 330, 337n5

final institution see Endstiftung

Fink, Eugen 40, 46n4, 61, 117

first philosophy 25, 141, 315; Aristotle’s meaning of term 483, 494–9; metaphysics as 484–6, 488; ontology as 507; phenomenology as 486, 489

First Philosophy lectures 69, 125–6, 482, 485, 489, 495

first principles 496–9, 502–3

first-person point of view 26, 30, 33, 462, 470; Leib as 197, 205n1; teleology as 516

Fisette, Denis 442n1

fittingness 337n13

Flanagan, Owen 457n21

the flesh, ontology of 266

focal objects 165–6

“Foreword to the Continuation of the Crisis” 60–1

Formal and Transcendental Logic 1, 8, 26, 38, 50–1, 58, 443n7; and cognition 283, 297; ego in 272–3; language in 249; and mathematics 53–5; method of 51–3; and psychologism 8; and theory of judgment 136; and theory of science 438–9

formal apophantics 47n8, 436–8, 441, 443n12

formal axiology 35, 362–3, 365, 367, 370, 380–1, 422, 439

formal categories 437–9

formal concepts 250, 435, 439, 503

formal logic 35; in Formal and Transcendental Logic 51; levels of 436–8; and objectivity 327–9; and pure phenomenology 441; and theory of science 439; and transcendental logic 55; versus mathematics 53–5

formal mathematics 51, 53–5

formal metaphysics 486

formal noetics 441

formal ontology 35, 47n8, 51, 55, 336n1, 508n4; and categories of being 503–4; and metaphysical ontology 505–7; and objectivity 327–8; subdisciplines of 438; and theory of being 523; and theory of science 436, 439

formal praxis 35, 380–1, 423

formal structures 17, 54–5; in encounter with objects 328; genesis of 254; in Husserl’s phenomenology 337n3

formalization 328–9, 435

Foucault, Michel 121

foundation 379, 381–2

foundationalism 381, 384, 452, 455

founding 17, 84, 148, 254, 286, 409

Frankfurt, Harry 275

freedom, and personhood 398–400

Frege, Gottlob 8, 122, 457n17; and apriority 57; critique of Husserl 448, 456n5; on presentation and name 245; theory of judgment 232

Freiburg period 221–2, 450

Fremderfahrung 258, 368, 460

French Revolution 510, 515

fresh retention 190

frictionless planes 475

fulfilled intentions 209–10, 290, 304, 310

fulfilling experiences 329

fulfillment 303–6, 309, 317; consciousness of 131; context of 241–2; intuitive 15–16, 161, 252, 382, 384; of propositions 16–17; synthesis of 16, 290; unity of 15, 293

fullness, intuitive 15, 251

fundamental error 81, 358

Fundamental Questions in Ethics and Value Theory 368, 372, 374

the future 135, 464–5; consciousness directed towards 185, 187–8; helping bring about 386; intentionality towards 229–30; openness to 336, 397; protention and anticipation 193n4




Gadamer, Hans-Georg 69–70, 117, 121

Galileo Galilei 58n7, 61, 460, 468, 472; in The Crisis 62–3, 69, 426

gauge principle 476

Gefühl 220, 225

Gegenstand 13

Gegenständlichkeit 85, 336–7n1

Gegenwärtigung see presentation, acts of

Geiger, Moritz 131, 367–72, 374–5, 375n2, 377, 476n1

Geisteswissenschaften 24, 459–60; contingent and historical phenomena in 97; crisis of 62–4; and intentional psychology 221; interdisciplinary cooperation 138; and natural sciences 69, 197; straightforward attitude in 109

geistiger Schlag 373–4

Geltungsphänomene 141, 148–9, 153n4

Gemütsbewegungen 220, 356

General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology 1

generality:  craving for 255; indeterminate 412

generalization 91, 103, 165, 329, 434

generativity 64, 261, 513, 518

genetic analysis 109, 129–30, 132–7, 512; and language 250, 253

genetic method 10, 135, 137, 510–12

genetic phenomenology 64, 109, 137–8, 138n1; consciousness in 401; development of 129–30, 249; sedimentation in 513; and teleology 510, 518

genetic psychology 10, 447

genetic-historical inquiry 64

genetic-phenomenological analysis 38–9

geometry:  ideal figures in 101; and phenomenology 43, 90, 96; pure 114, 451

German Idealism 62, 232, 510–11, 518

givenness:  absolute 91, 143, 146, 522; adequate 296; and the body 195–6, 263–4; experiential 384; inadequate 170; manners of 462, 469; modes of 316–17; of objectivities of judgment 291; passive 93, 396; reflexive 141; spatial and intersubjective 197; in title of Ideas I 145; see also originary givenness

gnoseological concepts 484

God 42; existence of 76, 235, 522, 526; idea of 389, 524–6; as the principle of teleology 491, 518, 521, 528–9; and reflection 110; as transcendence 153n11, 526–7; in transcendental idealism 78, 80–1, 84

Goldman, Alvin 308

Göttingen circle 370

grammatical incompatibilities 248

grammatical operations 437

grammaticality 53–4

Greece, ancient 65, 69, 427

Grounds Principle 308

Grundwissenschaft 26–7, 29

Gurwitsch, Aron 131




Habermas, Jürgen 70

habits 44; and the ego 274; embodied 185, 198, 203, 205; laws of 79; and passive synthesis 191; and sense-constitution 123

habitualities 110–12, 134; of the body 123–4, 203; and personal identity 396, 401; sense-constituting 125, 127n19

habitualization 188, 190–1, 344, 394–5

habituations 44, 194n9, 513

hallucinations 160–1, 167, 173–5, 177–9, 180n3, 181nn7, 12, 182n22, 201

harmony, pre-established 54, 58n7

Hart, James 404n9

Hartmann, Nicolai 363

Hawley, Katherine 416

headless groups 408–10

hedonism 357–9

Hegel, G. W. F. 509–10, 515

Heidegger, Martin 217n2:  collaboration with Husserl 22; and The Crisis 60, 62, 67, 70; on Husserliana 221; on Kant 80, 362; on moods 228; outside Europe 429; on pure psychology 451; on role of language 121

Heinämaa, Sara 197, 397

Heisenberg, Wolfgang, Uncertainty Principle 333

Héring, Jean 46n3, 131

hierarchical orderings 102, 410, 454

Hilbert, David 53–4, 468–9

Hildebrand, Dietrich von 131, 377

historical past 261, 460, 465–6

historical reduction 120–2

historical temporality 261, 462–5

historical-critical method 58

historicism 386, 420

historicity 52, 260–1; and the ego 269, 277; and eidetics 124; and phenomenological reduction 119–21

history:  experience of 462–6; as science 459–60; and teleology 513–15, 517–18; turn to 69–70, 461; unity of 516

history of philosophy 35n4:  in The Crisis 61, 64; figures from 3; and phenomenological ethics 355, 359, 364–5; and teleology 517; theory of knowledge in 29

Hobbes, Thomas 357, 359

hodology 500–2, 504–7

homeworld 252

Hopp, Walter 174, 317

horizon 166; empty 108, 168; of freedom 198; outer and inner 134, 143, 166, 172, 199; of perception 177; teleological 514–15; ultimate 149, 470–1

horizon-intentionality 248

human consciousness 79, 83, 269, 378, 383, 389, 447, 500

human nature 79, 387

human sciences see Geisteswissenschaften

human world 385, 460, 463, 491

humanities see Geisteswissenschaften

Hume, David 26, 82, 158, 355; Brentano’s reception of 270; and ethics 358–63; on imagination 209; skepticism of 78–9, 284; and theory of judgment 234–5

Husserl, Edmund:  intellectual formation of 285–6; major works 1

Husserl Archives 1–2

Husserliana series 4n1

hyletic data 158

hyletic level 188–9, 191

hyletic unities 189, 191–2




“I” (first-person pronoun) 19, 247, 272; see also ego

“I-can” 203–5

Ichrede see first-person point of view

ideal objects 54, 96, 101, 253, 328–9; geometric 96, 101

idealism:  Husserl’s form of 46, 78, 141, 153n3, 170, 283; Kant’s form of 76–7; realist opposition to 89; subjective 30, 34; see also transcendental idealism

idealities:  bound 214–15; inheritance of 253; of meanings and expressions 247

idealization:  lifeworld demanding 70; natural-scientific 122, 126n6; and objectivity 329; of space and time 63, 333

ideas, world of 506

Ideas for a Pure Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy 1, 18; see also Ideas I–III

Ideas I 2, 22–7; annihilation of the world in 475; and belief 342; conceptual objects in 250; the ego in 271; eidetic necessity in 106; God in 527; Husserl’s amended title 145; intentionality in 32–5; introduction to English translation 39, 452; noesis and noema in 222, 249; ontology in 505; reductions in 47n8, 88, 143; teleology in 511, 518; temporality in 184, 463

Ideas II 24, 32; ego in 270–1, 274; and genetic phenomenology 130; history in 459; institution in 512; Leib and Körper in 196; and other minds 257, 264; and personhood 393, 396–7; social groups in 408

Ideas III 24, 495

identification, syntheses of 158, 165

identity 173; forming 274–6; practical 385, 387

identity-in-manifolds 94, 328, 330, 333, 337n3

ignorance 349

illusions 167, 181n7; global 166, 174; and perceptual intentionality 173–5, 177–9; Wittgenstein on 255

image, being an 210

image consciousness 132, 208–12, 214, 217n3, 302

image-object 211–12, 218n5

image-thing see Bildding

the imaginary 214–17

imagination:  aboutness of 222; as objectifying act 302; as representation and faculty 209–10

imaginative acts 208–10, 217

imaginative intuition 215

imagining, phenomenology of 146, 208

imagining acts 169

immanent objectivity 13

immortality 143, 456n1, 521

implicit sense 108, 112

impressions, primordial 84, 132, 186, 189–90, 193

incompleteness theorem 58n3

indexical meanings 19

indistinguishability thesis 177–9, 182n21

individuality 95–6, 97n3, 113, 136, 272, 274–5, 336, 396, 399

individualization 396

individuation:  absolute 271–2; effort of 133–6

inference, unconscious 456n3

infinite sets 288

influence, community of 412

Ingarden, Roman 23, 40, 46n5, 60, 131, 375n3

inner perspective 397

inner sense 63, 90

inner time-consciousness 184–5; levels of phenomenology 190–3; structure of 185–90

insight 149, 297n11

institution, and teleology 510, 512–13, 518

intellect, archetypical and ectypical 80

intellectual acts 220–1, 223–4

intelligibility, and metaphysics 490

intended object 161, 201–2, 224, 330, 378, 381, 385

intentional acts 10–11, 13, 342; conscious 302, 305–7; essential structure of 129, 131–2; genetic examination of 135; and intuitive acts 302; and objects 130, 140; position-taking as 401; self-displacing 272; subject of 43; and their correlates 213; in theory of knowledge 141; tripartite structure of 378–9

intentional analysis 84, 108, 142, 149, 380, 382, 385

intentional behavior 229, 267n4

intentional consciousness 42, 112, 130, 176

intentional content 141, 169, 222; consciousness anticipating 173; of perception 308, 342; and primary content 225; Species Theory as model of 162–3; in value theory 378–9, 383

intentional experience 13; acts as 222; belief as 342, 346; in eidetic description 106, 112; extension of concept 105; and judgment 236; objects of 165; perception as 177; and states of mind 225–6; static analysis of 130–1; subjects of 159; types of 110–11

intentional implication 65, 133, 144–6

intentional inexistence 157

intentional life 65, 68, 306, 318

intentional method 46

intentional modifications 133, 161

intentional objects 33, 162–6; after the transcendental turn 176; constitution of 261–2; and meaning 249; values as 377

intentional properties 159

intentional psychology 135, 221–2

intentional relations 222–3; normative motif within 172; phenomenological description of 10, 12, 14–15; of the pure I 80; reformulation of 42

intentional senses 44

intentional states 222, 224–5, 227, 229, 269, 308, 310

intentional structures 272, 304; of evaluative experiences 323; and imagination 209–10; of lived experiences 13, 19; and ontological objectivity 330; of transcendental ego 47; in value theory 379

intentional-genetic analysis 130, 133–4

intentionality 12–13, 157, 170n1; and activity 342–3; and affective states 226; in Brentano’s psychology 11; and cognition 286; collective 62, 125–6, 267n7, 453, 462 (see also we-intentionality); and consciousness see consciousness, and intentionality; constitutive 260; in The Crisis 64–5; dimensions of 159–66; and the ego 19; horizontal 166–7, 321; Husserl’s understanding of 33–5, 198; implicit 132, 261; instinct-structure of 401–2; and interest 202–3; internal shifts of 56; intrinsic 168–9; and knowledge 301–2; of moods 228; noetic dimension of 160–1; object-giving 130; ontological binding to the world 31; and philosophy of mind 453; and reflection 121–2; semantic paradigm for 14–15; structures of 24, 30–2, 269; in Studies on the Structure of Consciousness 222; and theory of science 441; transcendental 144; unconscious 307–8, 311–12; what is the impact of 167–70; what it is 159–67; why it matters 157–9

intentions:  noetic analysis of 296; prior and in action 229–30; secondary 379

intersubjective experience 192, 215, 266, 332

intersubjective objectivity 330–2, 334, 336

intersubjective reduction 121, 123–6, 127n20

intersubjective world 204, 463, 526

intersubjectivity 3; absence of 34; and Cartesian Meditations 39–41; and constitution 192; in The Crisis 66–7; and the ego 270; and empathy 265–6; and genetic analysis 137; and human world 460; Husserl’s turn to 124–6; and language 252–4; linguistic 70; monadological 491; and natural and cultural worlds 257, 259–61; and normality 204; and personhood 394–5; and pure subjectivity 136; sense of 41, 44; and we-experience 462

intertwinement, communicative 274

intimacy 12, 407, 410, 413–15

Introduction to Ethics 367

Introduction to Logic and Theory of Knowledge 269, 295, 442n1, 482, 486, 495

Introduction to Philosophy 367, 503

introspection 236; as intuitive act 302; and perceptual beliefs 309; in psychology 96

introspectionism 123

introspective intuition 317–18, 321

intuition 15, 32; and cognition 285–7, 289, 292–6; and description 101; divine and human 80–1; forms of 330; justification of 452; phenomenologizing 126n2; and representation 245; as source for knowledge 28; spatial and temporal modes 83; in theory of cognition 284; see also eidetic intuitions

intuitionism 55

intuitive acts 93, 208–11, 302, 317, 322

intuitive content 11, 82, 289, 513

intuitive demonstration 42, 141

intuitive description 141, 473

intuitive evidence 276, 320, 529

intuitive givenness 239, 262, 292, 382, 443n7, 528

intuitiveness 307, 311, 317

invariances 79–81, 131, 333; anthropological 85; in mental states 446; and perception 470–1; physical 453, 471–2

Investigations in Phenomenology and Knowledge 1

irrationalism 62–3

irrationality:  and metaphysics 490–1, 492n10; rational justification of 404n5; and vocation 399

I-subjectivity 119, 464

I-thou relation 274, 408, 461




Jacobs, Hanne 303

Jahrbuch für Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung 24, 370

James, William 145

Jaspers, Karl 131

Jodl, Friedrich 355–6

Johnston, Mark 312n11

Joseph, Helene 469

judgment:  acts of 101, 104, 232–4, 236, 238–41, 285, 296, 317; and belief 345–8; and cognition 286, 291–3; content of 233–4, 236, 238; and evaluative experience 381–2; mathematical 361; meaning of 250; as mental phenomenon 356; perceptual 383; in theory of cognition 284; transparency of 238–40; truth value of 437; world-directedness of 240–1; see also theory of judgment

judgmental content 294, 379

justification:  experiential 316–19; intersubjective 399; sources of 318; ultimate 315

justification-conferring acts 308, 316




Kaizo-articles 378, 385–6, 408, 422, 424–5

Kant, Immanuel 3; antinomies of reason 30; on cognition 283–5, 290–2; concept and intuition 34; critical method 10; and ethics 359–63; on intuitions and concepts 17; and the lifeworld 68; and phenomenology 25–6; and subjectivity 148–51; and teleology 509; theory of experience 12; transcendental disciplines 34, 57, 62, 75, 77, 148–9, 152, 254–5

Kant, Immanuel, Copernican turn 75–9, 83

Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics (Heidegger) 80

Kern, Iso 118, 120, 124, 130

kinesthetic sensations 200

Klein, Felix 453
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linguistic meanings 122, 125, 250, 253, 456n2
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mereology 407, 409–10, 412–14, 416

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice 39, 46–7n6, 70; and collective intentionality 62; and intersubjectivity 264, 266

metaethical debates 377

meta-philosophy 453

metaphysica specialis 522

metaphysical argument 175–9

metaphysical difference 80–1

metaphysical idealism 145, 147, 150, 153nn3, 7, 170, 179, 469

metaphysical neutrality 11, 145, 176, 442n2

metaphysical ontology 495–6, 498–503, 505–7

metaphysical questions 140, 150, 176, 491, 522
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monism 453, 488

monologue, silent 246

moods 220–1; main characteristics of 226–8; and sense feelings 223, 225

moral agents 381, 384

moral and practical intuitions 330

moral appraisal 358

moral concepts 336
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impact of phenomenology on 468, 471–2, 476; mathematized 63, 426, 472–3, 526
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Platonism, Husserl accused of 89–92, 94, 455

political states 411–12, 415

Portilla, José 429

positionality 160–1, 170n7
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practical intention, peculiar 374

practical sphere 371, 374, 381, 439
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presentationality 470
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presuppositionlessness 42, 143, 378, 517
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proximity 413–14
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