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1

A Brief Introduction to Phenomenology
and Existentialism

MARK A. WRATHALL AND HUBERT L. DREYFUS

Phenomenology and existentialism are two of the most influential movements in
twentieth-century philosophy. During the heyday of existentialism in the middle decades
of the twentieth century, there were heated disputes about whether the movements
belonged together or were even compatible with one another. Herbert Spiegel-
berg, for example, argued that, while phenomenology and existentialism are inde-
pendent movements, they are compatible in principle and, indeed, that they have
“at least enough affinity for fruitful cooperation” (1960: 70). Asher Moore, by con-
trast, saw the relationship between existentialism and phenomenology as an “unholy
alliance,” and argued that phenomenology was “unfit . . . for existential inquiry” because
it necessarily had to overlook individual existence in its search for universal structures
(1967: 408, 409).

Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre were the two figures crucial to this debate —
crucial in the sense that each could, with right, be claimed by both phenomenology
and existentialism. In fact, they disagreed on the subject of the relationship between
existentialism and phenomenology. Heidegger always thought of his work as true to
the genuine spirit of phenomenology (although he stopped referring to his work as
“phenomenological” in order to distance himself from Husserlian phenomenology). He
was dismissive, however, of existentialism, contending that it was a continuation of
the errors of modernism (Heidegger 2000: 225). Heidegger concluded in 1966, per-
haps unrealistically, that “it is hardly necessary anymore today to expressly observe
that my thought deals neither with existentialism nor with existence-philosophy”
(Heidegger 1986: 649-50). Despite his rejection of twentieth-century existentialism,
Heidegger's work carried on the existential tradition of thought as it had been
developed by the nineteenth-century progenitors of existentialism, Kierkegaard and
Nietzsche, and also was tremendously influential on the later development of existen-
tialism. Heidegger's standing in the existential tradition is secured by his exploration
of the existential structure of Dasein or human being, his historicized account of
essences, his critique of the banality of conformist everyday life, and his reflections
on guilt, anxiety, death, and authenticity.

Sartre, on the other hand, embraced the label of existentialism, arguing that it was
“the least scandalous, the most austere of doctrines” (1947: 15). Existentialism, he
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claimed, was “a doctrine which makes human life possible and, in addition, declares
that every truth and every action implies a human setting and a human subjectivity”
(1947: 12). At the same time, Sartre saw his existentialism as fundamentally grounded
in a phenomenological approach. He gave Being and Nothingness the subtitle “A
Phenomenological Essay on Ontology.” And in The Transcendence of the Ego, he wrote
of phenomenology that “for centuries we have not felt in philosophy so realistic a
current. The phenomenologists have plunged man back into the world; they have
given full measure to man’s agonies and sufferings, and also to his rebellions” (1962:
105).

Before saying any more about existentialism’s and phenomenology’s compatibility
with and relevance to one another, we should briefly introduce the two movements.

Phenomenology

The term “phenomenology” has been in common use in philosophy since Hegel's
monumental work, The Phenomenology of Mind (1807). During the nineteenth century,
the word denoted a descriptive as opposed to a hypothetical-theoretical or analytic
approach to a problem.

Phenomenology began as a discernible movement with Edmund Husserl’s (1859—
1938) demand that philosophy take as its primary task the description of the struc-
tures of experience as they present themselves to consciousness. This description was
meant to be carried out on the basis of what the “things themselves” demanded, with-
out assuming or adopting the theoretical frameworks, assumptions, or vocabularies
developed in the study of other domains (such as nature).

Husserl apparently began using the term in the 1890s in his lectures “Phdnomeno-
logie: ein Abschnitt in Brentanos Metaphysik (Kldrung von Grundbegriffen)” (see
Heidegger 1993: 13 n. 6). Franz Brentano (1838-1917) had a decisive influence on
Husserl's development of phenomenology owing to Brentano’s own descriptive
approach to the study of psychic phenomena, and also through his arguments regarding
the structure of consciousness. Also of influence was Wilhelm Dilthey’s (1833-1911)
argument against naturalistic accounts of the psychic domain, and his attempt to
develop a more descriptive approach to the human sciences.

In Husserl's hands, “phenomenology” came to have a more precise, methodological
sense (see Chapter 2). For Husserl, phenomenology is a study of the structures of
consciousness (see Chapter 6), which proceeds by “bracketing” the objects outside of
consciousness itself, so that one can proceed to reflect on and systematically des-
cribe the contents of the conscious mind in terms of their essential structures (see
Chapters 8 and 9). This was a method, Husserl believed, which could ground our
knowledge of the world in our lived experience, without in the process reducing the
content of that knowledge to the contingent and subjective features of that experi-
ence (see Chapter 7).

On the basis of this method, Husserl believed, philosophy could be established as a
rigorous science that could “clarify all species and forms of cognition” (Husserl 1964:
4), because it could discover the structures common to all mental acts. Following
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Brentano, Husserl saw intentionality, object-directedness, as the mark of the mental
(see Chapter 5). Intentional acts, Husserl argued, have a meaningful structure through
which the mind can be directed toward objects under aspects. Another essential
structural feature of the mental, Husserl argued to great influence, was temporality
(see Chapter 10).

Early followers of Husserl extended his work into a variety of domains — Max Scheler
(1874-1928), for instance, into an examination of the essence of emotions and intui-
tion; Roman Ingarden (1893-1970) into art and aesthetics; Edith Stein (1891-1942)
into the nature of empathy; Karl Jaspers (1883-1969) into psychology. Martin
Heidegger (1889—-1976), Husserl's most brilliant student and influential critique, along
with Jaspers, moved phenomenology in a new direction.

Heidegger rejected Husserl’s focus on consciousness and, consequently, much of
his basic phenomenological method. For Heidegger, the purpose of phenomenological
description was not to discover the structures of consciousness, but to make manifest
the structure of our everyday being-in-the-world. Because Heidegger’s interest was
worldly relations rather than mental contents, he rejected both the usefulness of the
phenomenological method as practiced by Husserl and the need for mental meanings
to account for many if not most forms of intentional directedness. Indeed, Heidegger
argued that the intentionality on which Husserl focused — the intentionality of discrete
mental judgments and acts — is grounded in more basic intentionality of a general back-
ground grasp of the world. Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908—-61) extended Heidegger’s
account of being-in-the-world to a study of our bodily experience of the world in
perception (see Chapter 3). Sartre as a phenomenologist shared Heidegger’s focus
on existential, worldly relationships, but sought to account for those relationships in a
Husserlian fashion by focusing on consciousness.

Heidegger and Husserl both had a formative influence on many of the most promin-
ent philosophers of the latter half of the twentieth century. These include Heidegger's
students Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900—2002), who developed Heidegger’s philosoph-
ical hermeneutics, and Hannah Arendt (1906-75), whose work on politics and public
ethics developed many of Heidegger’s insights into our being with one another in a
shared public world. Emmanuel Levinas (1906-95), Michel Foucault (1926-84),
Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), and Jirgen Habermas (1929-) have all been influ-
enced by and, to some degree, defined their work by opposition to, the phenomenologies
of Heidegger and Husserl.

Existentialism

Existentialism was self-consciously adopted as a label for a movement only in the
twentieth century. But existentialist writers see themselves as carrying on a tradition
that was first anticipated by Blaise Pascal’s (1623—62) rejection of Cartesian ration-
alism, which tried to define human being in terms of our rational capacities. Pascal
saw human being as an essential paradox, a contradiction between mind and body.
Seren Kierkegaard (1813-55), usually acknowledged as the founder of modern existen-
tialism, shared Pascal’s sense for the inherent contradiction built into the human
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condition. Kierkegaard reacted to Hegel's systematic and, purportedly, total account
of human being and history in terms of rationality, arguing for the essential absurd-
ity of human existence, and the need for a fundamentally irrational, but faithful
and passionate commitment to a Christian form of life. Nietzsche (1844-1900) and
Dostoevsky (1821-81) likewise criticized the philosophical tradition’s emphasis on
rationality as undermining the passionate attachment to the world necessary to sup-
port a worthwhile life. Together, Pascal, Kierkegaard, Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche form
the historical background to twentieth-century existentialism (see Chapter 11).

In the twentieth century, the existential approach to religion pioneered by Pascal,
Kierkegaard, and Dostoevsky was developed by a surprising range of theologians and
religious thinkers (see Chapter 13). These include, among others, Gabriel Marcel (1889—
1973), Nicholas Berdyaev (1874-1948), Paul Tillich (1886-1965), Rudolf Bultmann
(1884-1976), Miguel de Unamuno (1865-1936), Lev Shestov (1865-1938), Karl
Barth (1886—-1968), and Martin Buber (1878-1965).

In the public imagination, however, twentieth-century existentialism was most
well known in its atheist form as popularized by French thinkers like Sartre, Simone de
Beauvoir (1908-86), and Albert Camus (1913-60) (see Chapter 14). This branch of
existentialism was deeply influenced by Nietzsche’s proclamation of the “death of God,”
his rejection of the Judeo-Christian tradition, and his consequent critique of traditional
metaphysics and ethics.

Like the phenomenology of Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre, existentialism as
a movement starts its analysis with the existing individual — the individual engaged in
a particular world with a characteristic form of life. Thus, an emphasis on the body
(see Chapter 17) and on the affective rather than rational side of human being (see
Chapter 16) are characteristic of existentialism. For existentialist thinkers, the focus is
on uncovering what is unique to that individual, rather than treating her as a mani-
festation of a general type. Existentialists thus tend to be anti-essentialists, to deny that
there are essential features or properties that determine the being of a thing. Many go
further and insist that the world is not just lacking in essence, but absurd, and thus
incapable of being made sense of (see Chapter 19). Indeed, existentialists like Sartre
and Camus argue, human being itself is rendered meaningless and absurd by the
inevitability of death (see Chapter 20).

With their focus on the individual and a denial of any meaningful sense of what
constitutes an essential or absolute goal for human existence, existentialists emphasize
human freedom and responsibility (see Chapter 18), and hold that the only goal con-
sistent with that freedom and responsibility is to live authentically (see Chapter 15).
Finally, existentialists tend to share an opposition to rationalism and empiricism
alike, and often define themselves by their opposition to the main currents of modern
philosophy.

Because existentialist analysis takes as its starting point an involved stance within
an individual's experience of the world, some of the most powerful works in existen-
tialist thought have taken the form of novels, plays, or pseudonymous tracts. These
forms are effective ways for an existentialist author to explore a way of being in the
world from the inside, as it were. As a consequence, existentialism has been, in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, at least as influential in the literary arts as
it has been in philosophy. Dostoevsky was, of course, primarily a writer of fiction,
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but many of Sartre’s, Beauvoir’'s, and Camus’s most influential writings were also
works of fiction. Camus received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1957; Sartre was
awarded (and refused) the prize in 1964. Literary figures influenced by existential-
ism, or recognized as existentialists in their own right, include novelists,' playwrights,’
and poets.’

Let us return, then, to the issue of the compatibility of existentialism and phenomeno-
logy. To a large extent, the arguments over the issue have been rendered moot. With
the benefit of few more years of historical distance, it no longer seems pressing to
decide to what extent existentialism can be phenomenological, or whether phenom-
enology leads one inevitably to existentialist views on the self and the world. What is
clear is that there is no merely accidental relationship between the two traditions.
Indeed, the ultimate compatibility of the movements is resolved in practice. Both
movements are now routinely drawn upon in addressing current concerns in the
philosophy of mind and action (Chapters 21-25), cognitive science (Chapter 26) and
psychology (Chapter 27), the philosophy of science and technology (Chapters 29 and
31), ethics broadly construed (Chapters 30, 34, and 35), politics (Chapter 36), history
(Chapter 37), art (Chapter 38), and mathematics (Chapter 39).

The phenomenological and existential traditions have now largely merged into a
common canon of works and ways of doing philosophy. If we had to try to summarize
what these two traditions have in common, we could perhaps do no better than
identify the following four approaches that they both share:

1 A concern with providing a description of human existence and the human
world that reveals it as it is, without the distortion of any scientific presuppositions.
This leads to:

2 A heightened awareness of the non-rational dimensions of human existence,
including habits, non-conscious practices, moods, and passions.

3 A focus on the degree to which the world is cut to the measure of our intellect,
and a willingness to consider the possibility that our concepts and categories fail to
capture the world as it presents itself to us in experience.

4 A belief that what it is to be human cannot be reduced to any set of features
about us (whether biological, sociological, anthropological, or logical). To be human is
to transcend facticity.

Existentialism develops these concerns in a particular direction, coming to hold the
following:

5 Everyday life is at best banal and at worst absurd and meaningless.

6 Anxiety in the face of death can disclose to us the banality or absurdity of life;
hence, there is a constant motivation to flee from anxiety back into conformism and a
reaffirmation of everyday life.

7 The most pressing philosophical task is to help us cope with anxiety and despair
in such a way that we can affirm this life in all its absurdity.
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8 The ideal human life will be authentic, that is, accept responsibility for the exer-
cise of freedom.

The Organization of the Book

This book is divided into three main parts: Part I is devoted to phenomenology and
Part II is devoted to existentialism. Each of these parts contains longer chapters
devoted to the main movements of the respective traditions, and a number of shorter
chapters highlighting some of the central concepts of the movement. In Part III we
abandon the attempt to treat phenomenology and existentialism as movements in
isolation from one another. Indeed, we abandon the effort to treat them as historical
movements at all. Instead, we present chapters devoted to taking up contemporary
problems, issues, and fields of philosophy from an existential and/or phenomenological
perspective. Some of these chapters are more influenced by one movement or the
other. As a whole, however, we believe that they demonstrate the continued vitality of
phenomenology and existentialism.

Notes

1 These include Ivan Turgenev (1818—-83), Franz Kafka (1883-1924), Hermann Hesse (1877—
1962), André Malraux (1901-76), Walker Percy (1916-90), John Updike (1932-), Nor-
man Mailer (1923-), and John Barth (1930-).

2 These include Samuel Beckett (1906—-89), Eugéne Ionesco (1912-94), and Arthur Miller
(1915-2005).

3 Such as Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926).
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Husserlian Phenomenology

STEVEN CROWELL

Phenomenology and Twentieth-Century Thought

Though the term “phenomenology” was in use prior to Edmund Husserl — it is found,
for instance, in Kant and Lambert, and, with a very different signification, in Hegel —
it is in its Husserlian form that phenomenology came to exert decisive influence on
twentieth-century thought. To understand Husserlian phenomenology it is pointless
going back to the previous uses of the term, since Husserl paid no attention to these
(Spiegelberg 1982: 6—-19); instead, his thinking developed in debates over the founda-
tions of arithmetic and logic carried out in the school of the Austrian philosopher,
Franz Brentano. Nor is Husserlian phenomenology a static entity. Initially a method
for tackling certain epistemological problems, phenomenology became, over the four
decades of Husserl's mature philosophical life, the basis for a complete “system” that
“has within its purview all questions that can be put to man in the concrete, including
all so-called metaphysical questions, to the extent that they have any possible mean-
ing at all” (Husserl 1989: 408; translation modified). So understood, phenomenology
was to be a platform for generations of researchers who would contribute, as in the
natural sciences, to a growing stock of philosophical knowledge. In so doing they
would shore up the threatened legacy of European civilization: a culture based not on
tradition and opinion, but on rational insight into universally valid truths and values.
The fate of Husserlian phenomenology in the twentieth century turned out quite dif-
ferently, however. Husserl's project did provide the starting point for several genera-
tions of philosophers, beginning with contemporaries such as Alexander Pfiander, Adolf
Reinach, and Moritz Geiger, and continuing through Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul
Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Emmanuel Levinas, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Jacques
Derrida, among many others. Yet in each case adoption of the phenomenological ap-
proach was accompanied by rejection of much of Husserl's actual doctrine. As a result,
though phenomenology remains a vital contemporary movement, Husserlian phenom-
enology is often treated as a mere historical antecedent.

And yet, it is no exaggeration to say that only now is it possible to see just what
Husserl's phenomenology actually is. The historical reception — in which Husserl'’s
philosophy is dismissed as an arch-essentialist version of Cartesian foundationalism,
a radical idealism that flirts with solipsism, a philosophy of “reflection” that cannot
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do justice to the realities of the body, history, and sociality — is largely a function of
Husserl's manner of working and the difficulties he had in bringing his thoughts to
print. Husserl’s output is divided into the relatively few books he published during his
lifetime — which, after the Logical Investigations (1900; cited as Husserl 1970b and
1970c), mostly have the character of introductions to phenomenology’s methods
and programmatic aspirations — and a vast store of research manuscripts representing
the fruit of Husserl’s daily writing schedule: applications of phenomenology to specific
topics such as perception, temporality, embodiment, social reality, history, culture,
and value. Upon Husserl’s death in 1937 this entire output was threatened with de-
struction at the hands of the Nazis, but a Belgian cleric, H. L. van Breda, smuggled
it out of Germany and established the Husserl archive at Leuven. The editing and
publishing of this material — including its translation into many languages — has now
reached a point where a new picture of Husserl has begun to emerge. What on the
basis of Husserl's publications might look to be a confusingly discontinuous series of
positions — an early “realism,” a middle-period Cartesian “idealism,” a late rejection of
Cartesianism — can be seen from the Nachlass to be the outgrowth of a sustained, and
remarkably consistent, internal development. Further, these manuscripts suggest that
phenomenology has far more to contribute to contemporary debates — in epistemo-
logy, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind, and social ontology, for instance —
than the traditional picture might lead one to suspect. This is not to say that the “new”
Husserl is free of paradox, nor that the standard criticisms get no grip on his thought.
But it does mean that presenting Husserlian phenomenology now involves something
other than assessing it as a mere precursor.

Since the present chapter cannot hope to take the full measure of Husserl’s thought,
its goal shall be to examine what is most distinctly phenomenological about it. What,
then, is phenomenology? It is not impossible to give a reasonably concise characteriza-
tion — if not definition — of Husserlian phenomenology through a series of contrasts.
First, phenomenology is a descriptive enterprise, not one that proceeds by way of theory
construction. Before one can develop a theory of something — say, an account of how
perception is caused by the interaction of eye and brain, or how mental representa-
tions must be postulated to explain it — it is necessary, according to Husserl, to provide
a careful description of what perception itself is, to get clear about the phenomenon
that one is trying to explain. Thus, second, phenomenology aims at clarification, not
explanation. Phenomenological descriptions neither employ nor provide causal laws
that explain the existence of things; instead, they mark those distinctions — such as
those between memory and perception, or between depictions and signs — that allow
us to understand what it is to be a thing of this or that sort. This means, third, that
phenomenology is an eidetic and not a factual inquiry; it is not concerned to describe
all the properties of some particular thing but to uncover what belongs to it essentially
as a thing of that kind. Phenomenology studies some concrete act of perception only
as an example for uncovering what belongs necessarily to perception as such — for
instance, that it gives its object “in person,” or that it apprehends its object against a
co-given background or “horizon.” Finally, phenomenology is a reflective inquirys; it is
not concerned directly with entities, as are the natural sciences, but with our experi-
ence of entities. It is committed to the view that descriptive clarification of the essential
conditions for being X cannot be achieved by abstracting from our experience of X but
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only by attending to how X is given in that experience. Of the four features just men-
tioned, this reflective character is most distinctive of phenomenology, and richest in
implications. For it challenges entrenched philosophical theories about “mind” and
“world” and demands that we attend to how “the things themselves,” as Husserl put
it, show themselves.

Why did phenomenology — this reflective, descriptive clarification of eidetic features
— have such an extraordinary impact on twentieth-century thought? One could point
here to its discoveries about consciousness and intentionality, its critique of the episte-
mological dilemmas of modern philosophy, the resources it provides for a new onto-
logy or theory of categories; and so on. Yet such contributions themselves rest upon a
more fundamental achievement, namely, phenomenology’s recognition that meaning
(Sinn) is the proper topic of philosophical inquiry, one that cannot be grasped with
traditional categories of mind and world, subject and object. Here phenomenology
shares a motive with the “language-analytic” philosophy that emerged simultan-
eously with it. Both movements sought to break free of traditional philosophy, and
for the same reason: in order to do justice to meaning. In contrast to early analytic
philosophy, however, phenomenology does not see meaning as primarily a linguistic
phenomenon. Rather, it comes into its own when Husserl takes the “important cog-
nitive step” of extending terms like meaning and signification “to all acts, be they now
combined with expressive acts or not” (Husserl 1982: 294). This allows phenomeno-
logy to break decisively with mentalism and representationalism and explore meaning
as encountered directly in the world of our practical and perceptual life. This chapter
will examine how this focus on meaning leads to Husserl's most distinctive innova-
tions, and to his most controversial claims.

Husserl's “Breakthrough” to Phenomenology:
Intentionality and Reflection

Husserl was born on April 8, 1859, in Prossnitz, Moravia. His “breakthrough” to
phenomenology came some forty years later, in the Logical Investigations (Husserl
1970b, 1970c). His initial studies had been in mathematics, in which he finished a
doctoral dissertation in 1882 in Vienna. While in Vienna he attended lectures by
Franz Brentano, whose call for an empirical scientific philosophy based on a kind of
descriptive psychology had attracted much attention. At its core was the concept of a
“mental phenomenon,” which Brentano defined by appeal to “what the Scholastics of
the Middle Ages called the intentional (or sometimes mental) inexistence of an object,
and what we should like to call . . . the reference to a content, the directedness toward
an object” (Spiegelberg 1982: 36). Drawn by questions in the foundation of number
theory, Husserl switched his attention to philosophy and began to explore Brentano's
notion of “intentionality” as a way to clarify our concept of number — a topic on which
he wrote his second dissertation, in Halle, in 1887.

While teaching as a Privatdozent in Halle until his move to Gottingen in 1901,
Husserl continued to study what he then thought of as the “psychological” founda-
tions of arithmetic, though his first major book, Philosophy of Arithmetic (1891; cited
as Husserl 2003), already breaks with many of the particulars of Brentano’s approach.
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Especially unclear in Brentano was the relation between the “content” that is bound
up with mental acts and the “directedness toward an object” that such acts involve.
While his contemporary, Gottlob Frege, held that the content through which such
directedness is achieved is the content, or meaning (Sinn), of sentences — a concept or
“thought” that has nothing to do with the mental — Husserl wondered how sentences
could come to have meaning at all. For him, it would not be enough to develop a
sentential logic. It would be necessary to show how the intensionality of terms
depends on the intentionality of consciousness, since no content or meaning is intelli-
gible without reference to the subject who thinks, judges, and perceives. Husserl’s “break-
through” to phenomenology began the slow process of disengaging this appeal to
subjectivity from the psychological trappings of its Brentanian origins.

The problem of psychologism

The birth of phenomenology in the Logical Investigations has always had something
paradoxical about it. For there Hussserl introduces phenomenology as “descriptive
psychology,” arguing that it is the only way to approach foundational problems in
philosophy of logic; yet he does so only after devoting 200 pages to a critique of
“psychologism,” the view that logic must be founded upon psychology. To get a sense
for the dilemma that would exercise Husserl throughout his career, let us take a closer
look at this paradoxical breakthrough.

Logical psychologism is a cluster of positions, all of which claim that because the
laws of logic are laws of thinking they must ultimately derive from psychological facts
and the evolution of human thought-processes. Husserl objected to what he saw as
the skeptical and relativistic consequences of such a view. Psychologism yields relativ-
ism, since logical validity is taken to depend on the contingent psychic make-up of the
human being, such that a different make-up would produce different laws. And it
yields skepticism since, by denying logic unconditional validity, it renders every truth-
claim undecidable. Husserl seizes on this last point to demonstrate the self-refuting
character of psychologism. As a theory — that is, a set of propositions whose explan-
atory power comes from the material and logical laws that organize it — psychologism
asserts, as true, propositions concerning logic that, if they were true, would undermine
the epistemic authority of the theory itself (Husserl 1970b: 135ff.). Husserl’s rejection
of psychologism appears uncompromising: logical laws have ideal validity; they are
normative for human thinking because they are necessary conditions for truth as
such. Husserl thus places two constraints on any account of logical validity: first, it
must preserve the link between logic and the norm of truth; and second, it must
be “presuppositionless” in the sense of refusing (on pain of circularity or outright
skepticism) to derive logical validity from any contingent fact.

This latter requirement actually rules out any explanation of logical validity at all, if
by “explanation” is meant a theory that accounts for such validity without presup-
posing it. Husserl acknowledges this point when he claims that “theory of know-
ledge, properly described, is no theory.” That is, its “aim is not to explain knowledge in
the psychological or psychophysical sense as a factual occurrence in objective nature,
but to shed light on the Idea of knowledge in its constitutive elements and laws”
(Husserl 1970b: 264, 265). As a descriptive method, phenomenology is appropriate for
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theory of knowledge in this sense. But, surprisingly, Husserl calls it descriptive psycho-
logy (Husserl 1970b: 262). How did he imagine that it could avoid his own anti-
psychologistic arguments?

The answer here — to the extent that the Logical Investigations provides one — lies in
the fact that Husserl examines cognitive acts (thinking, judging, perceiving, etc.) not
as mental items but as truth-bearers, i.e., in light of the norm of truth. On this view,
intentionality is not simply the static presence of a “presentation” in a mental experi-
ence (Erlebnis) but a normatively oriented claim to validity. This claim need not take
the form of an explicit judgment, but in every case of a consciousness-of-something
it is there.

To say that a mental experience is intentional is to say that it is “of” something,
that it refers to something. But such reference cannot be a simple relation between
two things — an act and its object — since there are “objectless presentations” such as
hallucinations, which possess intentional directedness without an existing object. This
led Husserl to recognize that the content of an intentional act is complex, involving
both a putative intended object as well as an “intentional object” or manner in which
the intended object is given. To avoid infinite regress, the intentional object cannot be
another object toward which the act is directed; it must be an aspect of the act itself.
Husserl's breakthrough is to see that this aspect is a normative or inferential structure,
not a “psychic” one. The intentional object provides something like satisfaction condi-
tions that must hold of the intended object if the claim inherent in the act is veridical.
Thus, to say that I currently perceive “a coffee cup” is to say that what I currently
experience (these white, gleaming surfaces, etc.) is taken as (partially) satisfying a rule
inhabiting my act as its meaning, determining that it is “of” this rather than that. In
the Logical Investigations Husserl had not yet freed himself from psychological assump-
tions. For instance, he initially held that this meaning arises when sensory input is
formed by an interpretive mental act (Auffassung). Yet even here the essential point is
attained: relations between acts cannot be understood in causal terms but are func-
tions of meaning. The two most important of these are “foundation” (Fundierung) and
“fulfillment” (Erfiillung). Together, they yield the distinctive phenomenological episte-
mology of Evidenz.

Founding, fulfillment, and Evidenz

In turning to these relations, one should recall that phenomenology is not concerned
with particular intentional experiences except as examples of their kind. It aims at the
essence of acts and the essential relations between them; it is an eidetic science, not
a factual one. In the Logical Investigations Husserl defends a strongly anti-empiricist the-
ory of universals, and throughout his career he practiced an “eidetic reduction” in
which the factual is probed for its essential constitution by “freely varying” a particular
example until the limits of its variability are grasped. There is nothing particularly
phenomenological about this reduction, however. It is practiced in eidetic sciences
such as geometry and is at work in the conceptual analyst’s pursuit of necessary and
sufficient conditions. What is distinctly phenomenological is the connection Husserl
establishes between this method and what he calls “intuition” (Anschauung), to which
we shall return.
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In his analysis of the logic of wholes and parts, Husserl defines the relation of
Fundierung: When “an A cannot as such exist except in a more comprehensive unity
which associates it with an M” then A is “founded” in M (Husserl 1970c: 463). Inten-
tional acts exhibit such relations among themselves. For instance, memory is founded
upon perception, since the content of a memory (what Husserl calls the “matter” of
that act) cannot exist without reference to a prior act of perception: When I remember
the cup of coffee I had yesterday the content of this memory is not simply the cup,
conceived as an item in the world, but the cup that I drank from, admired, in short,
perceived. “Having perceived” belongs necessarily to the memory’s “intentional con-
tent” even when I turn out to be wrong, for that is what distinguishes the memorial
act from an act of imagination. The crucial point here is that Fundierung is not a real
relation — causal, mechanical, psycho-associative — but a meaningful one: neither strictly
logical nor inferential (since there is no logical connection between the acts of percep-
tion and memory), it is what Husserl calls an “intentional implication.” Thus it is also
not a genetic relation in the causal sense. Husserl will eventually come to recognize a
genetic dimension to relations of foundation, but the laws of such genesis concern
“compossibility” (Husserl 1969a: 74) and not causal sequence.

An important example of a founded act is judgment or assertion, an instance of
what Husserl calls a “categorial” act. The sense (or act matter) of the assertion, “my
coffee is cold and milky,” points back to acts of perception in which cold, milky coffee
is directly perceived. In an assertion categorial forms (such as part/whole) that “are
not genuinely present in the unarticulated percept” but are there as “ideal possibilities”
get “articulated” explicitly, thereby constituting a new, founded object, a “state of
affairs” (Husserl 1970c: 792ff.; translation modified). In our example, the categorial
forms “is” and “and” bring out ideal possibilities contained in the content of my per-
ception (not the object of perception as a thing in the world but as the intentional
content of this act of perception); they thus necessarily point back to some intuited
founding content. But what can that content be? In the Logical Investigations Husserl
seems to hold that categorial forms are not “genuinely present in the unarticulated
percept,” but he later expresses dissatisfaction with his doctrine of categorial intuition,
in part because perception’s meaningful content seems neither to be that of an
unarticulated whole nor something founded upon conceptual or categorial acts. The
issue of how to understand such content thus became a spur to the development of
phenomenology.

The relation of founding between perception and judgment also illustrates a second,
perhaps even more important, phenomenological relation among intentional acts —
that of “fulfillment” (Erfiillung). For it is not just that the judgment refers back to some
perceptual content; rather, it is fulfilled by it. Articulation of the perceptual content is
the telos of the judgment, the measure of its success or failure. To express this relation
Husserl introduces the distinction between “empty” or “merely signitive” acts and
“fulfilling” or “intuitive” acts (see Husserl 1970c: 728). When, in the absence of the
corresponding perception, I assert that my coffee is cold and milky, the content of my
assertion is presented in an empty or merely signitive way. But if I make the same
assertion after having raised the cup to my lips, the content is intuitively given and
I can experience how this intuition fulfills the sense of the assertion: the very same
cup that is the object of my judgment, and in just the way that it is judged by me, is
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presented “in person,” intuitively, by the perception, and I experience this “coincidence”
(Deckungs-synthesis) of the matter of the two acts. Again, this is not a causal relation
between acts, or their objects, but one that pertains to the meaning through which the
objects are given in the acts.

Though Husserl introduces the notion of empty intentions and their intuitive
fulfillments on the example of judgments, the distinction cuts across the whole field of
intentionality. Perception, for instance, is itself a combination of intuitively given and
emptily intended moments: in perception, my coffee cup is given in person, but the
intuitively given aspects are limited to the sides I can see of it. The rest is co-intended,
but as “hidden from view,” and thus with a certain emptiness. This emptiness is not,
however, a sheer blank; rather, the content of the perceptual act prescribes certain
possible “fulfillings” for the back of the cup (e.g., that it will be the back “of a cup”) and
rules out others (e.g., that it will be a human face). For Husserl, phenomenology has
the task of tracing the essential interconnections of fulfillment among acts, reflecting
on the interplay of presence and absence in intentional experience as a whole.

Husserl'’s initial reason for turning to such relations was epistemological, and per-
haps the major achievement of his early phenomenology is his recasting of the old
correspondence view of truth as a matter of “fulfillment.” To speak of correspondence
is not to adopt an impossible standpoint from which to judge that some mental con-
tent maps the thing-in-itself. Rather, it is to recognize the relations of fulfillment
between certain categorial acts (judgments) and their founding perceptual contents.
Consciousness of truth (the correctness of the judgment) is consciousness of the syn-
thesis of identification between the judgment’s meaning and the intuitive fulfillment
provided by an act of perception with the same meaning. This yields a phenomenological
reformulation of epistemology: not a theory constructed to answer the skeptic but an
elucidation of the meaningful relations of foundation and fulfillment that obtain among
cognitive acts.

First, the concept of fulfillment permits a functional characterization of intuition.
Where traditional empiricism defined intuition in terms of sense perception, phenom-
enology defines it as “any fulfilling act whatever,” i.e., any act in which “something
appears as ‘actual,” as ‘self-given’” (Husserl 1970c: 785; translation modified). Husserl’s
general term for this intuitive epistemic component is Evidenz. This does not mean
“evidence” in the sense of a trace from which something is inferred; rather it is the self-
presence of the thing itself, its “self-givenness” according to its own type. Thus in
mathematical calculations I can operate “emptily” with symbols. But I can also calcu-
late on the basis of Evidenz, that is, on the basis of the intuitive self-presentation of
the operations (e.g., addition) and their intentional contents (numbers, etc.). Though
such things are not given through the senses, the distinction between merely empty
calculating and “authentic” or intuitively fulfilled thinking remains.

Second, the phenomenological insistence on the epistemic authority of Evidenz,
together with the structure of presence and absence that characterizes even intuitive
acts such as perception, suggests an intentional, teleological hierarchy among levels of
knowledge. For fulfillment itself is a relative notion. If my judgment that the coffee is
cold and milky is fulfilled in a corresponding percept, this percept, in turn, is not fully
intuitive; it includes emptily intended moments that are also subject to fulfillment.
Should they fail to be fulfilled, then my judgment will also fail to be fulfilled. If it turns
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out that I am only hallucinating (when I try to taste the coffee there is nothing in the
cup), my judgment will be undermined. For Husserl, this means that the fulfilling Evidenz
for the judgment was neither adequate (i.e., complete) nor apodictic (i.e., yielding
necessary truth). Obviously, no perceptual evidence could ever be adequate or apodictic,
but Husserl believed that such evidence was obtainable in first-person reflection on the
meaningful content of mental life. If philosophy is to be a genuinely “presuppositionless”
and founding science, then it must be based on such first-person Evidenz.

But this demand led to a major aporia in Husserl's Logical Investigations. For even
if reflection on intentional acts yields an apodictic ground for elucidating what know-
ledge and cognition mean, the relation between this intentional sphere and the “in-
tended object” remains obscure. Husserl argues that “the intentional object of [an act]
is the same as its actual object . . . and that it is absurd to distinguish between them”
(Husserl 1970c: 595), and this has led some commentators (Drummond 1990;
Sokolowski 1974) to attribute a kind of direct realism to the Logical Investigations. But
the “sameness” here is merely that of intentional sense: Husserl is asserting that the
intentional object is not a second, distinct object or mental representation but a cer-
tain way in which “the object (period) which is intended” is intended (Husserl 1970c:
578). The question of whether “the object (period) which is intended” is itself given in
the act is not settled thereby. Indeed, Husserl writes that “intentional objects of acts,
and only intentional objects, are the things to which we are at any time attentive”
(Husserl 1970c: 585) — which suggests that the “object (period) which is intended”
precisely does not belong to our attending experiences, but is only “meant” in them.
In general, Husserl's anti-representationalist theory of mind does not add up to direct
realism. Instead, he saw the question of “the existence and nature of ‘the external
world’” as “a metaphysical question” toward which phenomenology, as descriptive
clarification of the terrain of intentionality, should remain neutral (Husserl 1970b:
264).

Yet Husserl’s position was not in fact neutral; rather, as the claim that we attend
only to intentional objects makes plain, he had not entirely freed himself from
psychologistic assumptions. The sphere of intentional implications appears here as
something like a circle of light surrounded by a sea of darkness (de Boer 1978), a sea
of the “object (period) which is intended” that eludes the reach of reflective Evidenz.
Soon after the Logical Investigations Husserl came to see that this stance wholly under-
mined the philosophical potential of phenomenology, and, identifying it with the
fallacy of “naturalism,” he abandoned it in favor of a kind of “transcendental,” or
non-metaphysical idealism.

Philosophical Implications of Phenomenology:
Transcendental Idealism

After publishing the Logical Investigations in 1901 Husserl moved from Halle to
Gottingen. There he fell into a long personal and philosophical crisis, as reflected in
these lines from his diary: “I have been through enough torments from lack of clarity
and from doubt that wavers back and forth . .. Only one need consumes me: I must
win clarity, else I cannot live; I cannot bear life unless I can believe that I shall achieve
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it” (Spiegelberg 1982: 76). The impasse of the Logical Investigations was finally over-
come with the theory of the phenomenological reduction, which had been developing
since Husserl'’s lecture courses of 1905-07 but which attained systematic expression
only in his 1913 Ideas. To understand this most controversial of Husserlian notions
correctly — and to appreciate the “constitutive” phenomenology that arises from it — it
will be useful to recall two related steps: the rejection of naturalism and the reconceived
distinction between “transcendence” and “immanence.”

Naturalism and the concept of immanence

By 1911 Husserl had come to see phenomenology as more than an epistemological
clarification of logic and mathematics. It was to be a rigorous philosophical science in
which the norms governing every sphere of human experience — the evaluative and
practical no less than the cognitive — would be rationally grounded and clarified. The
greatest danger to such a project, as he argued in “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,”
is “the naturalizing of consciousness, including all intentionally immanent data of
consciousness,” and with it “the naturalizing of ideas and consequently of all absolute
ideals and norms” (Husserl 1965: 80). What Husserl means by “naturalism” is essen-
tially what John McDowell calls “bald naturalism” — the claim that “whatever is
belongs to psychophysical nature,” understood as a domain of “rigid laws” (Husserl
1965: 79) — and his arguments against it are essentially those he earlier leveled against
psychologism. Now, however, Husserl clearly sees that the normativity of intentional
relations exceeds the naturalistic conception of nature, which excludes all but causal
relations. Phenomenological reflection on experience concerns normative questions.
For instance: “how can experiences be mutually legitimated or corrected by means of
each other, and not merely replace each other or confirm each other subjectively”
(Husserl 1965: 87; emphasis added)? If consciousness is understood naturalistically,
such questions cannot be answered; but if one takes the normative structure of inten-
tionality to define what “consciousness” is, the field of “phenomena” opens up, governed
by non-causal, (quasi) inferential laws. Consciousness in this sense is a “monadic unity”
of meaningful relations between acts and their contents; “in itself [it] has nothing
to do with nature, with space and time or substantiality and causality, but has its
thoroughly peculiar ‘forms’ (Husserl 1965: 108). Phenomenology thus becomes the
study of how the meaningful world of our experience is constituted on the basis of
such “forms.” And because natural science is itself a tissue of meaning, its own theses
(and so those of philosophical naturalism) are founded upon the meaningful relations
uncovered by phenomenology.

But why is this world of phenomena not a merely subjective, merely “phenomenal,”
world? In what sense has Husserl overcome the restriction, found in the Logical Inves-
tigations, to a kind of mental immanence? Husserl’s transcendental turn is designed
specifically to overcome such mentalism by bringing the “object (period) which is
intended” into the space of reasons. The key is found in his theory of Evidenz and the
new concept of intentional immanence it entails.

In his lecture course of 1907, later published as The Idea of Phenomenology, Husserl
distinguishes between two senses of the pair “immanence/transcendence.” The first
sense is defined in terms of the metaphysical and naturalistic assumptions common
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to modern philosophy and science, with its notion of the mind as a forum internum:
“Genuine” immanence pertains to what is actually “contained” in a mental act, as an
“idea” is supposed to be contained in the mind according to traditional empiricism
(Husserl 1964: 27-9). The “transcendent,” in contrast, is what is not a part of the act,
i.e., what lies outside the mind. For Husserl, what is genuinely immanent is given to
reflection with adequate evidence and so belongs to the proper field of phenomeno-
logy. The “intentional object” (the act-matter or meaning) is clearly immanent in this
sense, but the “object (period) which is intended” is most often not. It is transcendent
and so beyond the reach of phenomenological inquiry. In order to make the object
phenomenologically accessible without denying its transcendence by making it a mental
content, Husserl introduces a second sense of “immanence,” governed not by a meta-
physical assumption about mentality but by the concept of Evidenz. Evidential imman-
ence is “absolute and clear givenness, self-givenness in the absolute sense,” whereas
the transcendent is what is in no way self-given. On this view mental processes remain
immanent (because they are adequately given), and physical things remain transcend-
ent in the first sense — not adequately given, not “part” of the mental. But they are not
transcendent in the second sense, i.e., not “in no way self-given.” They are indeed given,
though inadequately.

Note that Husserl has not here figured out how consciousness can, after all, get
outside the “mental” to grasp the “real” things that, according to the Logical Investiga-
tions, lie beyond its ken. He has shown why all such attempts at bridge building are
superfluous. The “object (period) which is intended” is given to consciousness and can
be studied in its modes of givenness. “Noematic” phenomenology thus emerges as the
study of the modes of givenness precisely of those things that transcend consciousness.

The noema

The concept of the noema, which grows out of Husserl’'s new evidential conception of
immanence, is one of the most disputed in phenomenology. Controversy begins with
Husserl'’s description of the noema as the “sense” (Sinn) that belongs to “every intentive
mental process” (Husserl 1982: 213). Having in this way extended the notion of sense
beyond language to all acts, it is tempting to see the noema in the manner of a Fregean
Sinn, an abstract entity through which the transcendent object, distinct from the noema,
is intended. This reading — developed by Dagfinn Follesdal (Follesdal 1982) and adopted
by Dreyfus (Dreyfus 1982), Smith and MacIntyre (Smith and MacIntyre 1982), and
others — fits many of Husserl’s texts. On the other hand, Husserl also describes the
noema as the transcendent thing itself in its manner of being given. “Perception, for
example, has its noema, most basically its perceptual sense, i.e., the perceived as per-
ceived” (Husserl 1982: 214). Because the noema includes perceptual moments — not
just “this cup” but “this-cup-as-perceived-from-here-in-this-light” — it is difficult to see
it as an abstract entity, and on this basis Robert Sokolowski (Sokolowski 1974), fol-
lowed by the definitive work of John Drummond (Drummond 1990), disputes the
distinction between noema and transcendent object. To maintain it is to preserve the
kind of representationalism that transcendental phenomenology had intended to avoid.

The dispute over the noema is integral to the dispute over Husserl’s transcendental
idealism. We will not be able to settle the matter here, but each side has its strengths.
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The Fregean interpretation nicely captures the fact that noematic relations are normat-
ive rather than associative or causal, but it insinuates a version of representationalism
— seized upon by Dreyfus to accuse Husserl of Cartesianism — clearly in conflict with
Husserl's intentions (Husserl 1982: 219). The competing view — which holds the noema
to be nothing but the transcendent thing viewed from the phenomenological attitude
— does justice to Husserl’s stated aims, but it struggles to explain how the perceptual
elements of the noema can stand in normative, and not merely associative or
phenomenalistic, relations. However, this was clearly a problem that Husserl himself
faced, for he did not take relations within and among noemata to be simply logical.
Instead, he sought the origin of logical relations precisely in the sphere of the perceptual
(see Husserl 1973, and below). Perception itself is merely proto-logical, its content in
some ways non-conceptual, relations between noemata only quasi-inferential. To say
that the noema of my perceiving a coffee cup adumbrates the hidden back side is not,
for Husserl, to say that my concept of a cup demands that there be a back side. Of course,
it does demand it, but perception — its noematic meaning — has a “logic” of its own.

The idealism in which the noema plays such a significant role was publicly intro-
duced in Ideas I (1913; cited as Husserl 1982), and this text governed the reception
of phenomenology throughout the century. Here phenomenology expands from a
limited epistemological enterprise to a full transcendental philosophy that explores the
conditions for the possibility of all “being and validity.” The key to this universal scope
lies in the phenomenological reduction, which Husserl introduces as a version of the
Cartesian strategy of first-person reflection and methodological doubt. This has led
many to see Husserl’s phenomenology as a kind of Cartesianism, subject to the same
limitations as its historical model. The final section of this chapter will address some of
these issues, but at present we shall concentrate on notions introduced in Ideas I that
remain in play throughout Husserl's subsequent thought: the idea of the “natural
attitude” and its suspension; the primacy of “transcendental subjectivity”; and the
doctrine of the “constitution” (Konstituierung) of meaning.

The natural attitude and the epoché

By 1913 Husserl had come to see naturalism — the uncritical incorporation into
philosophy of “truths” borrowed from other sciences — as an instance of a much more
pervasive “naiveté” that would undermine the effort to establish a radically self-
responsible, presuppositionless philosophy. Husserl calls this the “general thesis” of
the “natural attitude” and introduces the reductions — the epoché and transcendental-
phenomenological reduction — to expose the dimension that the natural attitude con-
ceals: the intentional sphere in which the meaning that is taken for granted within the
natural attitude is constituted. In describing the natural attitude Husserl makes an
important advance beyond the Logical Investigations, for he discovers the phenomenon
of “world” as horizon — that is, he uncovers a kind of intentionality that is not the
correlate of a specific intentional object but of that context wherein any intentional
object can show itself. The concept of “horizon” will play an increasingly important
role in Husserl's phenomenology after Ideas I (see Welton 2000).

Husserl attempts to make the natural attitude descriptively evident by pointing out
that our everyday way of going about our business — dealing with things of all sorts,
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other people, engaged in scientific activities, recreation, and so on — involves various
modalities of “belief.” I simply take for granted that what I am dealing with exists and
is, more or less, as it presents itself as being. Furthermore, “other actual objects are
there for me as determinate, as more or less well known, without being themselves
perceived or, indeed, present in any other mode of intuition” (Husserl 1982: 51) —that
is, they belong within a co-intended horizon of “indeterminate actuality” (Husserl 1982:
52). The horizon does not merely accompany the entity upon which I am focused; it in
some sense belongs to that entity. I would not be perceiving this coil of rope did it not
carry with it the “internal” horizon of “indeterminate yet determinable” properties
that are hidden from view, or rest within the “external” horizon that establishes the
rope as a “man-made” thing, a “real” thing (and not a hallucination), and so on.
These horizonal implications are not, strictly speaking, conceptual or logical, though
they are normative; they are intentional implications that go to constitute the thing as
it is experienced. But I, in my concern to find a piece of rope to hang a pinata for my
children, am aware of none of this. I simply take the rope’s being for granted.

Now this taken-for-granted belief can become challenged: I go to pick up the rope
and it turns out to be a snake. Yet — and here is Husserl's point — all such doubt takes
place against an horizon, the world, that remains firm. “ ‘The’ world is always there as
an actuality,” even if “this or that is . . . to be struck out of it” as an illusion (Husserl
1982: 57). The natural attitude is defined in terms of this unshakeable world belief,
which Husserl calls the “general thesis of the natural attitude” and which others have,
perhaps more aptly, called “animal faith.” Like the later Wittgenstein, Husserl holds
that this world horizon is the background that necessarily stands firm whenever
I come to doubt something within it; it itself, then, cannot be doubted. Nevertheless,
Husserl holds that world-belief can be suspended or “bracketed.” Such bracketing — a
freely exercised “refraining from judgment” about the existence of the world (and so of
all the beliefs that depend upon it, all natural “positing”) — is the epoché of the natural
attitude, the first step in the phenomenological reduction. My ordinary beliefs remain
in force — I do not attempt to doubt them, as Descartes did — but I “make no use” of
them. I no longer take them for granted. The question of the real being of what presents
itself is explicitly set aside.

But what is the point of the epoché? Though Husserl’'s motivations are complicated,
the phenomenologically decisive one is this: Husserl has his eye on the sphere of inten-
tional correlation between act and object, noesis and noema, that he had uncovered
in the Logical Investigations. Under the epoché my belief in the world-horizon is put
out of play, and with it all the explanatory theories (including psychological theories)
that depend on it. This has the effect of neutralizing the tendency, inherent in the
natural attitude, to treat the sphere of intentional correlation as itself an entity in the
world — perhaps falling under the categories of psychology or anthropology — and to
take for granted that its laws will be the sort found in everyday and scientific inquiry.
The epoché, then, has the essentially negative function of inhibiting the ontological
assumptions that keep “the life of the plane” from recognizing its dependence on
the sense-constituting “life of depth” (Husserl 1970a: 118).

It is worth noting that while Husserl held the epoché to be absolutely central to
phenomenology, many subsequent phenomenologists found it either unnecessary or
impossible. Heidegger, for instance, held it to be unnecessary: phenomenology was
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destined to be ontology, and as a “bracketing” of existence “the reduction is in prin-
ciple inappropriate” for providing a positive account of being (Heidegger 1985: 109).
Merleau-Ponty, on the other hand, saw that the epoché was to “break with our familiar
acceptance” of the world in order to thematize it. But he held that a “complete reduc-
tion” was impossible: the attempt to bracket the world only reveals its “unmotivated
upsurge” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: xiv). Both objections seem to question the idea that
phenomenology can or should be ontologically neutral, about which we shall have
more to say below. But such objections can be hard to assess. Not only do they often
run aspects of “the” reduction together that Husserl kept apart; more importantly, the
concepts of “being” and “ontology” at work in the objections are already explicitly
phenomenological, as resistant to traditional metaphysics and contemporary natur-
alism as Husserl himself was. Suffice to say that the issue of ontological commitment
is an open question in phenomenological philosophy.

Transcendental reduction and constitution

In order to disclose the “life of depth” the essentially negative epoché must be supple-
mented by a transcendental phenomenological reduction in which intentional
correlation is made thematic. Husserl characterizes this as a reduction to “pure” con-
sciousness, that is, to intentionality purified of all psychological, all “worldly” interpre-
tations and described simply as it gives itself. What shows up in the natural attitude
as simply there for me — the hammer I use, the rope I notice in the corner — now
comes into view as a unity of meaning (a pure “phenomenon”) that is what it is pre-
cisely because of its place in the nexus of intentional acts and experiences in which
it comes to givenness. The transcendental reduction thus allows phenomenology to
study the intentional constitution of things — that is, the conditions that make possible
not the existence of entities in the world (the issue of existence has been bracketed),
but their sense as existing, and indeed their being given as anything at all.

When Husserl speaks of objects being “constituted” (konstituiert) by consciousness,
he means neither that the mind composes a mental representation from subjective
data nor that it creates objects in a causal way. The basic idea is relatively simple. The
same entity can be experienced in a variety of ways: this rock, which I kick out of the
way as an impediment, is subsequently picked up by my friend in order to pound a
stake into our tomato patch; it is then admired by my geologist neighbor as a fine
specimen of Texas granite. The same rock is given each time with a different meaning.
According to Husserl, we must attribute these differences not solely to the thing itself
(though they do belong to it) but to the consciousness that experiences them in these
ways, because only the conscious act explains why at this moment just these aspects
of the object are experienced, why my experience has this content. And since, under
the reduction, the object “is” nothing but the rule that governs the various noemata in
which it can be given, the object is in this sense constituted by consciousness. Any-
thing that presents itself as something can therefore be analyzed reflectively in terms of
the intentionalities that constitute it, the experiences in which it is meaningfully given.
Reflection on constitution uncovers normative satisfaction conditions embedded in
experience itself; it does not impose such conditions on experience as logical desid-
erata. To take something as a hammer is not to be able to define it but to be able to do
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something appropriate with it, to use it. In Husserl’s language, it is to be conscious of an
internal and external horizon of co-implications (what is properly expected of things of
this kind, what it will do under specific transformations, the social practices of build-
ing, and so on). Being a hammer is constituted in such horizons.

Transcendental idealism

The doctrine of constitution contains the essence of Husserl's transcendental
phenomenological idealism. Constitution is transcendental because it is the condition of
possibility of something being there as something; it correlates what is experienced
with the “subjectivity” in which it is experienced. But Husserl argues that this correla-
tion authorizes a kind of idealism because it seems to involve a certain asymmetry
between constituting consciousness and the worldly being that is posited in the nat-
ural attitude: as a structure of meaning, the latter cannot be (be given) without being
constituted, whereas consciousness (understood as “pure” consciousness) is not sim-
ilarly dependent on the constitution of a world. Because questions of what lies beyond
the phenomenologically given are ruled out by the epoché, some have argued that this
sort of idealism is neutral with regard to traditional metaphysical questions (Carr 1999;
Crowell 2001). In particular, it cannot have the sense of a subjective idealism in which
the world is “my representation.” Yet Husserl’s text is ambiguous enough to admit of
various interpretations. Some — for instance, A. D. Smith (Smith 2003) — have under-
stood his references to the “absolute being” of consciousness and the “merely relative”
being of worldly things as authorizing a full-blown metaphysical idealism. Others —
Dan Zahavi (Zahavi 2003), for instance — argue that while Husserl's transcendental
reduction is not itself a metaphysical position, it does have metaphysical implications.
It rules out the kind of representationalism that invites skeptical thing-in-itself doctrines,
for example. Husserl did believe that certain questions often deemed “metaphysical”
are rendered meaningless by phenomenological analysis, and he also developed his
own phenomenologically based personalistic metaphysics. Such personalism far trans-
cends anything that can truly be based on phenomenological Evidenz, however, so
I will pursue the issue no further here (see Brainard 2002: 1-32).

Husserl’s phenomenological idealism is distinct from Kant's transcendental idealism
in that, while the latter's concept of transcendental subjectivity is a formal principle
arrived at by way of an argument, the former is a concrete field of Evidenz, of inten-
tional correlation and syntheses of meaning. For this reason, Husserl comes to speak
of “transcendental life” as an anonymously functioning depth-dimension within ordin-
ary experience. In the years following the publication of Ideas I reflection on transcen-
dental life led phenomenology into questions not merely of static correlation, but of
the genesis of the intentional contents that show up as noemata. In some ways, gene-
tic phenomenology presents a challenge to the idea of phenomenological method as
reflective and intuitive — for how can one reflect on and intuit what is irrevocably
past? —and some have argued that it must incorporate elements of conceptual “construc-
tion” (see Welton 2000). But it is certain that genetic questions — carried out not as
empirical-psychological, but as transcendental investigations — dominated Husserl's
later philosophy. This is already prefigured in three notions mentioned in Ideas I, though
not developed until later.
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Temporality, passive synthesis, transcendental ego

First, Husserl suggests that the most fundamental structure of pure consciousness is
not intentionality itself but “temporality” as the “necessary form combining mental pro-
cesses with mental processes” in one continuum, or “stream” (Husserl 1982: 194). The
rules governing such combination are not those of objective “clock” time, since
the latter, as a measurable quantity, requires a standard for measurement, whereas
the former, as the ground upon which all such standards are constituted, cannot
be standardized. In a series of manuscripts dating from 1905, Husserl analyzed the
peculiar structure belonging to consciousness of “inner” time, in which all noematic
unities arise within a temporal horizon of protentions (non-thematic anticipations of
subsequent experiences) and retentions (aspects of the “just experienced” that are not
thematically recollected but held in the present as “just passed”), thereby giving cur-
rent experience its temporal depth. Since intentional acts are themselves constituted as
perceptions, recollections, judgments, and so on, they, too, belong within this univer-
sal temporal framework. Here Husserl faced a dilemma: if the intentional acts (“noeses”)
that constitute noematic unities of meaning are themselves identifiable unities within
the stream of consciousness, what constitutes them cannot have the character of an
intentional act. Husserl's analysis of temporality thus purports to uncover an “absolute”
self-constituting and pre-intentional “flow” of consciousness as the ultimate basis for
genetic phenomenology (see Brough 1972). The descriptions leading to this absolute
level are extremely subtle, however, and are disputed by specialists.

A second element of genetic phenomenology, connected with the theory of tempor-
ality, is the notion of “passive synthesis.” This somewhat paradoxical term belongs
to Husserl's “transcendental aesthetic,” his account of those elements of intentional
constitution that precede the explicit, or “active,” synthesis carried out in conceptual
thinking and judging. A unity of meaning is constituted every time I judge that “the
cup is white,” for instance. But Husserl argues that this rests upon a level of “pre-
predicative” synthesis in which the white cup itself is constituted perceptually as an
identity of manifold changing aspects. At bottom these aspects involve something that
is “pre-given” to consciousness — what Husserl calls “hyletic data,” the dimension of
sensation. On Husserl’s view, the sensuous does not inhabit consciousness as mean-
ingless atoms awaiting conceptual fixation; rather, it is genuinely synthesized, though
“passively” (i.e., without ego-involvement), according to what Husserl, following em-
piricist psychology, calls rules of “association” — for instance, prominence (in the field),
contrast, homogeneity, and heterogeneity (Husserl 1973: 72—6). Through a phenom-
enology of passive synthesis Husserl hoped to trace the genesis of logic, to show how
predicative logical forms are rooted in pre-predicative modes of perceptual synthesis.
Such investigations have much to contribute to recent debates over non-conceptual
content, but the difficulty of distinguishing genuine description from theoretical con-
struction here is evident. Can the norms of conceptual thought be bootstrapped out of
content that is not already governed by them? Are the rules of association actually
phenomenologically evident? Does it make sense — as Merleau-Ponty, for one, denied —
to speak of neutral hyletic “data” that get passively synthesized as “properties” of
objects? The recent translation of Husserl’'s manuscripts on passive synthesis should
foster discussion of these important issues (Husserl 2001).
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Finally, the turn toward genetic phenomenology has implications for Husserl’s treat-
ment of the ego. In the Logical Investigations Husserl had denied the necessity of an ego
for the stream of consciousness, but by 1913 he came to argue that “each mental
process” — each instance of intentionality — “is characterized as an act of the ego”
(Husserl 1982: 190). Even after the epoché — in which the empirical, psychological
human subject as an entity in the world is bracketed, taken simply as a constituted
phenomenon — the stream of consciousness is “owned,” is centered upon the first
person. But how does such a “transcendental” ego give itself in reflection? Husserl
never quite brings his views into line on this matter, but he highlights three essential
aspects of the ego.

First, the ego shows itself as “ego pole” — a point from which intentional acts
“emanate” and to which they “belong” as “its” (Husserl 1982: 191). This conception
is phenomenologically motivated both by the fact that active synthesis (such as judg-
ing) is a matter of an ego “taking a stand,” and by the fact that upon reflection I find
that even acts in which the ego does not directly take a stand (such as perception)
nevertheless involve objects being there for, evident to, a first-person consciousness.

This latter point leads to the second guise of the ego, namely, as a principle of self-
awareness. Phenomenological analysis shows that the stream of consciousness — the
ongoing awareness of the world around us — entails an awareness of itself in being
aware of the world. Husserl’s commitment to a transcendental ego is in part motivated
by this demand. But as Zahavi — following Sartre — has shown, this self-awareness
cannot be conceived on the model of an intentional act directed upon the ego engaged
in intentional acts. To block the fatal regress, self-awareness must be an original non-
objectifying function of intentional consciousness itself. Whether this undermines
Husserl's doctrine of a “pure” ego is a matter of some dispute (see Zahavi 1999).

Finally, in his genetic phenomenology Husserl introduces a third conception of the
transcendental ego, namely, as the “substrate of habitualities” (Husserl 1969a: 66).
Considered genetically, the temporal stream in which the ego (in the first sense) takes
stands and makes judgments not only constitutes a “world” of noematic meaning, but
achieves a kind of self-constitution: each judgment becomes an “abiding accomplish-
ment” and forever marks the ego as the one who has judged thus; each practical
attempt at something becomes the basis for subsequent habits, inclinations, abilities,
and skills — “secondary passivities” — that come to characterize a distinct transcend-
ental style. “The ego constitutes itself for itself in, so to speak, the unity of a ‘history’”
(Husserl 1969a: 75). At this level, phenomenological reflection on constitution is
nothing more than the “self-explication of the transcendental ego” as monad (Husserl
1969a: 68).

Not surprisingly, this has given rise to the objection that phenomenology is not
only a subjective idealism but a solipsism as well. Husserl vehemently denied that
phenomenology is a metaphysical solipsism (the reduction ensured neutrality there),
but he was acutely concerned about the charge of “transcendental solipsism.” Isn’t
the meaningful world as constituted merely “my” world — or, more pointedly, aren’t
the others who are there in the world with me merely constituted products of my
constituting consciousness? We cannot explore the details of Husserl's attempt to solve
this problem in the Cartesian Meditations, but it points to a larger set of issues that,
according to a widespread view, lie beyond the reach of Husserl's phenomenology: the
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phenomena of embodiment, intersubjectivity, and the historicity of the lifeworld. I shall
conclude this chapter, then, by sketching something of these disputed horizons.

Horizons of Husserlian Phenomenology

Ideas 1 was to be followed up by two further volumes, one demonstrating the
phenomenological method through constitutional analyses of two major regions of
being, “nature” and “spirit” (Ideas II), and the other providing phenomenological
foundations for the system of sciences (Ideas III). These works, however, were never
published. In 1916 Husserl moved to Freiburg as the celebrated founder of the
phenomenological movement, yet, thanks to his idealistic turn, he was estranged from
many of his former colleagues. Though he worked feverishly on topics that would
have found their way into the two further Ideas volumes — as well as on many other
projects — his thought was constantly developing and he published nothing further
until 1929, when Formal and Transcendental Logic appeared (Husserl 1969b). Husserl's
Freiburg period, which lasted until his death in 1938, thus has an aspect of painful
paradox: no period in Husserl's life was richer in philosophical ideas and none less
fruitful in the kind of publication that would show the full scope of phenomenology’s
contribution to philosophy. As the material from this period becomes better known,
however, we can begin to appreciate something of Husserl's achievement.

While producing phenomenological analyses in his research manuscripts, Husserl
also devoted attention to phenomenological method. Some commentators argue that
these reflections are generally a step behind the analyses, attempts to fit new insights
into old methodological commitments (Welton 2000; Steinbock 1995). Be that as it
may, Husserl did come to identify a “great shortcoming” in the approach to the re-
duction laid out in Ideas I (the so-called “Cartesian way”) since, “while it leads to the
transcendental ego in one leap, as it were, it brings this ego into view as apparently
empty of content” (Husserl 1970a: 155). In contrast, Husserl began to emphasize how
access to the evidential field of intentional syntheses could be motivated through prob-
lems arising in phenomenological psychology, and through ontological issues in the
foundations of the empirical sciences (see Kern 1977). It was in Husserl's research
manuscripts, however, and not in his reflections on method, that a different picture
of transcendental subjectivity began to take shape, one that anticipated — and perhaps
in part responded to — issues that were then current in so-called Lebensphilosophie.
These would send the phenomenological movement off in an “existential” direction in
subsequent years (see Natanson 1973). In particular, Husserl struggled to reconcile
the idea that the constituting transcendental subject is embodied, social, and historical,
with the claim that it cannot be part of the world that it constitutes. This “paradox of
human subjectivity” (Husserl 1970a: 178) shows itself in each of the three horizons.

Embodiment

Phenomenological analysis shows that constitution of the perceptual world entails
more than vision conceived as a mental act; it requires an embodied subject. The noema
of my perception of this coffee cup on my desk, for instance, includes not merely the
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sides that are currently open to view but also the underside and back side that are
there but not now visible. What does it mean that these out-of-view aspects are “there”?
Husserl argues that a disembodied subject would be incapable of entertaining such a
sense; rather, to say that they are “there” but not visible is to say that were I to move
around the cup, or move the cup itself, I could bring new facets into view. These facets
appear in a specific order keyed to the kind of movements I can make and the kind of
manipulations of the cup I can exercise. The noematic rule of the perceptual object’s
identity, then, refers to an embodied subject, to an “I can” that stands in “conditional”
— that is normative, not causal — symbiosis with its environment: reaching out to
touch the cup, what it manifests to touch confirms what sight has disclosed, fulfills it
evidentially thanks to the “synaesthesia” — or original combination of sensory modalities
— that characterizes my bodily engagement with the world. The subject who sees a real
world, then, cannot be a disembodied one (Husserl 1989: 70-80).

However, the body is itself something seen; it too is constituted as a thing in the
world. Husserl responds to this paradox by distinguishing between Kérper (the body as
a constituted natural object) and Leib (the “lived body” as a dimension of constituting
subjectivity itself). Even after bracketing the Kérper through the reduction, the first-
person experience of transcendental subjectivity retains a unique aspect of embodi-
ment, of the “I can.” I am my Leib. Husserl shows how this identity arises through the
reflective arc established in the sense of touch. Embodiment becomes “subject” when,
in sensing the world through touch, it at the same time senses itself sensing. Only
subsequently does this original embodiment get constituted as a Kdérper, a natural
object that “belongs” to me by means of a self-enworlding, or “mundanization,” in
which I come to understand myself as an animal, a human being, and so on.

Husserl’s solution is, of course, not without its difficulties. At times he still speaks as
though the reflexive self-constitution of the lived body proceeds from an “absolute”
ego, and his analysis of the “I can” in terms of systems of kinaesthetic sensations (i.e.,
those belonging to my own embodied movements) retains elements of an intellectual-
istic construction. But Husserl went quite far toward demonstrating how embodiment
is a normative condition of intentional content. Perhaps it is best to say that he was
trying to do justice to two phenomenologically evident facts: first, that the meaning-
structure of the world is intelligible only as something given to an embodied subject;
and second, that the body at issue cannot be identified with the body-as-object but
must be understood as “ego-logical,” that is, the center of a reflexive, first-person “point
of view.”

Sociality

Similar issues arise when Husserl begins to consider the contribution that sociality or
“intersubjectivity” makes to the constitution of the world. Returning to our example,
what makes it the case that the currently unseen facets of the cup before me neverthe-
less have the sense of being currently visible facets? This cannot be derived from the
idea that I could move around the cup to see them, for this would only establish that
they were visible when facing me. According to Husserl, it is because I take them as
visible for an other who could now stand where I would stand if I moved around the
cup. Thus the subjectivity capable of having the intentional content, “visible real thing,”
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is necessarily a social subject; such meaning would remain closed to the solipsist.
And since, for Husserl, perception is the bedrock upon which all other constitutive
achievements are built, to show that perception is possible only for a social subject is to
show that transcendental subjectivity is transcendental intersubjectivity (Husserl 1970a:
172, 262). The full notion of transcendence — the idea of a real world “out there,”
other than me — depends on there being others for whom it is “there too.”

Here again, however, an objection arises: Aren’t others themselves parts of the world
as I find it, subject-objects in the world? If so, are they not also noematic unities whose
meaning depends on my constitutive accomplishments? It cannot be said that Husserl
worked out a finally satisfactory answer to this problem; it operates as an horizon of
his developing thought, and, as in the case of embodiment, he seeks to do justice to
two compelling phenomenological demands. On the one hand, the world’s meaning
makes reference at every turn to a plurality of subjects in communication. The nor-
mativity that makes intentional content possible depends on a kind of publicity, and
indeed my very sense of myself is as “one” among others “like me.” Husserl develops
these insights in manuscripts on the “personalistic attitude” (Husserl 1989) and
in several volumes on the social world. On the other hand, no genuine subjectivity
is conceivable that would not be the first-person singular, an “I.” If transcendental
intersubjectivity is genuinely subjectivity, then, it must be centered on an individual
ego that, to the extent that it is individual, is “unique and indeclinable” (Husserl 1970a:
185). Husserl develops this thought above all in Cartesian Meditations, where he shows
how transcendental intersubjectivity arises from a primordial “analogizing” encoun-
ter between the embodied ego in its “sphere of ownness” and the body of the other.
The other’s subjectivity is registered as an irrevocable “absence” thanks to which there
arises in me the sense of something being radically “other” — a sense that subsequently
attaches to the whole constituted world (Husserl 1969a: 107).

History

Finally, in reflecting on the cultural crisis of Europe Husserl came to recognize that
intentional content of whatever sort, and the meaningful relations it exhibits, involves
reference to an historical horizon, to a generational process whereby the constitutive
achievements of temporally distant subjectivities come to be “sedimented” in current
experience. The world constituted in the ongoing life of transcendental subjectivity —
which Husserl now begins to call the “lifeworld” (Lebenswelt) — comes to be seen as
a complex interplay of memory and forgetting, of faithful transmission and fateful
emptying of original experiences and intentional accomplishments. For instance, Husserl
explored the intentional implications sedimented in the history of mathematized phys-
ics in an attempt to show how such physics — then as now taken to be the model of
rationality — had become an empty techne obscuring the genuine sources of rationality
in transcendental subjectivity (Husserl 1970a; Hopkins 2003). But if one can only
understand the meanings that circulate in the contemporary world by recourse to
their (intentional, not empirical) history, then transcendental subjectivity itself must
be “historical.” If constitution takes place not merely along the axis of an individual life
but also along the “generative” axis (Husserl 1970a; Steinbock 1995) of cultural
worlds embodying specific historical narratives, then the reduction to transcendental
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subjectivity cannot stop at the sort of individual “consciousness” with which Husserl
began. Nowhere is the tension between the path of phenomenological inquiry and
Husserl'’s early framework for elucidating it — the framework of nineteenth-century
psychology — more apparent than in his late forays into the historical lifeworld as the
ultimate horizon of meaning.

And yet, it is understandable that Husserl would shrink back from what look to be
the implications of his historical meditations, insisting that “reduction to the absolute
ego as the ultimately unique center of function in all constitution” remains necessary
(Husserl 1970a: 186). For the generative concept of transcendental subjectivity has
strayed far from the epistemological considerations that turned phenomenology toward
subjectivity in the first place: the demand for first-person Evidenz, the interest in reflect-
ive description, givenness, and intuition in the service of ultimate philosophical self-
responsibility. The line between a truly phenomenological inquiry and a merely
empirical one dressed up in philosophical garb — to say nothing of a metaphysics of
objective spirit in the Hegelian manner — is easily transgressed in Husserl’s late work,
and it is to his credit as a phenomenologist that he was keenly aware of the danger.
It may be that concrete phenomenological investigations point ineluctably toward a
concept of transcendental subjectivity that is richer than the original psychologically
forged concept of “consciousness” — one that would include embodiment, sociality,
and historicality. Certainly, later existential and hermeneutic phenomenologists held
this to be so. But in the case of history, as in the case of embodiment and sociality,
Husserl retained a sharp sense (perhaps sharper than those who followed him) of the
twin demands made by the things themselves: meaning comes to us as a trace of
sedimented constitutive activity, as something bound up with a specific historical gen-
esis; but at the same time it is always and only understood in current intentional
experience. It is there and there alone that meaning — including the meaning of his-
tory itself — is concretely given. If philosophy is to recover historical sedimentations of
meaning it can only do so by making them current, and if it is to remain phenomenological
(beholden to the given as it is given) it cannot abandon reflective analysis of experi-
ence. Many things, of course, escape the “original” grasp of first-person reflection:
historical generativity, my birth and death, my early development, dreamless sleep,
the “unconscious,” and so on. In every case, however, as Husserl insists, “this sort of
thing has its manners of ontic verification, of ‘self-giving,” which are quite particular
but which originally create the ontic meaning for beings of such particularity” (Husserl
1970a: 188). In other words, if we speak meaningfully of the “unconscious,” “death,”
and other such things, it is because these things are self-given to us in some way,
are not mere abstract constructs. The challenge of phenomenology is to remain
attuned precisely to those modes of givenness, and some of the most interesting
phenomenological work — in Husserl as well as in his “followers” — is the result of
taking up that challenge.
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Existential Phenomenology

MARK A. WRATHALL

The terms “existential phenomenology” and “existentialist phenomenology” seem to
have come into common use in the late 1950s and early 1960s as a way of designat-
ing what was common to the thought of Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and
the philosophers influenced by them. So far as I can tell, none of these philosophers
designated their own work “existential phenomenology,” although they did describe
their projects in related ways. Heidegger, following the emergence of existentialism as
a movement in France, denied that his thought dealt with “existentialism or existence-
philosophy” (Heidegger 1986: 650), but he described his approach to phenomenology
in Being and Time as an “analytic of existence” (Existenz) (Heidegger 1962: 62). Sartre
called his “special phenomenological method” “existential psychoanalysis” (Sartre
1984: 617). In the preface to The Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty explained
that “phenomenology is also a philosophy which puts essences back into existence,
and does not expect to arrive at an understanding of man and the world from any
starting point other than that of their ‘facticity’ [i.e., their actual, definite ways of
being]” (vi).

A word of caution is in order, however. To pay inordinate attention to these
verbal similarities is to invite confusion. For example, in the passages I just quoted,
“existence” means different things for Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. For Heidegger,
“Existenz” names the human mode of being; Merleau-Ponty’s “I'existence” refers to
a much broader range of phenomena, and would include worldly things. And
Sartre’s focus on consciousness (a focus indicated by his description of his method
as “psychology”) sets him apart in important ways from what is distinctive about the
existential phenomenologies of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty.

All the same, there is a justification for grouping these philosophers together under
the heading “existential phenomenology.” This justification is grounded in com-
monalities in their understanding of the phenomena upon which they focus (section I),
and in the phenomenological method they use to account for such phenomena
(section II).

Existential phenomenologies have included descriptions of the meaning of being
(Heidegger), the role of the lived-body in perception (Merleau-Ponty), and skillful cop-
ing (Hubert Dreyfus). One can also see Arendt’s account of the public domain, Sartre’s
account of bad faith and our concrete relations with others, de Beauvoir’s descriptions
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of sex and aging, Levinas’s reflections on our encounter with the other, and Marion’s
work on the “saturated phenomenon” of divine transcendence, as works in existential
phenomenology. Even Nietzsche's efforts to illuminate existence through the notion
of the will to power, or Kierkegaard’'s and Pascal’s efforts to redescribe religious faith
in non-philosophical terms, belong with some justification to the canon of works in
existential phenomenology. I will, however, explore the idea of existential phenomeno-
logy primarily through the works of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, as their works are
undisputed paradigms of what existential phenomenology is.

I Existential Phenomena

Existential phenomenologists all share the view that philosophy should not be con-
ducted from a detached, objective, disinterested, disengaged standpoint. This is because,
they contend, certain phenomena only show themselves to one who is engaged with
the world in the right kind of way. I propose calling such phenomena “existential
phenomena.” Insofar as they are phenomena, existential phenomena exist in revealing
themselves to us: “the expression ‘phenomenon’ signifies that which shows itselfin itself,
the manifest” (Heidegger 1962: 51). Insofar as they really exist, they don't depend
for their being on our knowing them as such — they are what they are independently
of whatever we happen to think of them. As Heidegger observes, “entities are, quite
independently of the experience, acquaintance, and comprehension by which they
are disclosed, discovered, and determined” (Heidegger 1953: 183).

If one thinks that something can show itself to us, make itself manifest, only to the
extent that we have a determinate and explicit awareness of it as such, then the idea of
an existential phenomenon might seem paradoxical. But one of the key elements of
existential phenomenology is the view that there are a number of different ways in
which entities can show themselves to us. Indeed, both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
agreed that the most fundamental way in which we encounter entities, our “primary
perception” of them, in the words of Merleau-Ponty, “is a non-thetic, pre-objective and
pre-conscious experience” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 242). For Merleau-Ponty, we have a
“non-thetic” perception of something when it is not posed or placed squarely before us
as an object for perception — that means “we have no express experience of it” (Merleau-
Ponty 1962: 258). Something is “pre-objective” when it has a structure that resists
articulation into a content that allows it to be grasped in thought — it is a “positive
indeterminate which prevents the spatial, temporal and numerical wholes from be-
coming articulated into manageable, distinct and identifiable terms” (Merleau-Ponty
1962: 12). Other existential phenomenologists describe such phenomena using differ-
ent terms, but their aim is the same — they want to direct our attention to things which
bear on us not by being available to thought, nor because we are expressly aware of
them as such, but rather because they shape or influence our comportment with things.

Thus, as Merleau-Ponty explains, the existential phenomenologist’s aim is “to re-
turn to that world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge always speaks,
and in relation to which every scientific schematization is an abstract and derivative
sign-language, as is geography in relation to the country-side in which we have learnt
beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river is” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: ix). Because
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existential phenomena may show themselves best when we are not focally aware of
them, not reflecting on them, or not thinking about them, they may well present to
our view something that can only be imperfectly and partially captured in theoretical
statements. Thus, the method of existential phenomenology must be descriptive, and
consists always only in leading us to an apprehension of the objects of research.

Before returning to the nature and problems inherent in phenomenological descrip-
tion, however, let’s try to get a better grasp of what the “existential phenomena” are.
We'll do this by examining some paradigmatic instances of things which exist in
“showing themselves” to us, but which are perceived in “non-thetic, pre-objective and
pre-conscious experience.” We will look, in particular, at existential-phenomenological
accounts of (1) the entities with which we cope in our everyday practices, (2) the
world, and (3) human being-in-the-world.

1 Worldly entities

By “worldly entities,” I refer to those things which would not exist without an organ-
ized context of human equipment, activities, purposes, and goals. For example, if there
were no need to build things, and no such things as nails and boards, then there
would be no hammers. This is not to deny the reality of the raw materials from which
hammers are made — wood and iron, for example. Those sorts of physical objects
presumably exist whether there is a human world that incorporates them or not. A
physical object, as Merleau-Ponty notes, “exists partes extra partes, and . . . consequently
it acknowledges between its parts, or between itself and other objects only external
and mechanical relationships” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 73). That means that its exist-
ence in no way depends on its being incorporated into a world of human uses and
activities.

For much of the philosophy of the early twentieth century (including both Neo-
Kantian and transcendental phenomenological approaches), an object could only be
given to thought if it had already been “constituted” by thought. “Constitution,” in its
most general sense, means allowing something to be seen as what it is by giving it a
place in an ordered context. Thus for Kant, for instance, an object could only be seen
as an object if it was brought under certain categories of thought. The result of such a
view of constitution is that an entity can only show itself when it is already structured
conceptually. This view of constitution, in other words, commits one to a denial of the
existence of existential phenomena.

Heidegger accepted the importance of constitution — he believed that something
could only be given to us as an existing entity once it had been placed into an ordered
context. But Heidegger argued that this constitution didn’'t need to be performed by
thought or in the categories proper to the intellect. “Constituting,” Heidegger explained
in a traditional sense, “means letting the entity be seen in its objectivity.” But, he argued,
“this objectivity . ..is not a result of the activity of intellectual understanding
upon the external world. It is not a result of an activity upon an already given mix of
sensations or throng of affections, which are ordered to form a picture of the world”
(Heidegger 1985: 71). Instead, Heidegger argues that entities are constituted — allowed
to show themselves as they are in themselves — when they have a place in a whole con-
text of relations to other worldly entities and human activities. A hammer is constituted
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as the thing it is by the way it relates to nails and boards, and activities like pounding
and building. If the very same object physically described were found in a different con-
text, it would be a different worldly entity. It would be, in the terminology of existential
phenomenology, differently constituted, even though it would be physically identical.

Even though worldly entities are thus constituted through their relations to us,
existential phenomenologists argue that these constitutive relationships do not neces-
sarily have the logical or conceptual structure of thought. The aim of a phenomeno-
logical description of worldly entities is to help us recognize how things are constituted
and available for us without needing to be constituted by us in thought.

It might seem paradoxical that we could learn to recognize the mind-independence
of things by attending to the way they are given to us, or perceived and coped with by
us. (It was for this reason that Husserl didn’t believe phenomenology could immedi-
ately arrive at any conclusions about the being of entities. He thought that the descrip-
tion of experience required us to “bracket” the existence of entities, meaning that we
would focus on the way they appear in consciousness without considering how they
exist independently of that appearance.) The seeming paradox is a result of the fact
that we inhabit a philosophical landscape shaped by Descartes and the empiricists,
who all believed that the objects of perception are ideas given to consciousness (this
same landscape also lends credence to the intellectualist views of constitution we've
already touched on). Of course, there is a kernel of truth to the tradition; there is a
sense in which the things we encounter in the world normally present themselves as
unmysterious, as completely available to be thought about.

But this familiarity with things doesn’t imply that they are completely constituted
by and for thought. As Merleau-Ponty notes:

the fact remains that the thing presents itself to the person who perceives it as a thing in
itself, and thus poses the problem of a genuine in-itself-for-us. Ordinarily we do not notice
this because our perception, in the context of our everyday concerns, alights on things
sufficiently attentively to discover in them their familiar presence, but not sufficiently so
to disclose the nonhuman element which lies hidden in them. But the thing holds itself
aloof from us and remains self-sufficient. (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 322)

The traditional view that the objects of perception are ideas cannot do justice to our
experience of beings as mind-independent. Ideas, as Berkeley showed, can’'t have any
substantiality to them — that is, there can’t be anything more to them than can
be thought. But that, of course, is not how we experience things. Even the ones
with which we are completely familiar “hold themselves aloof from us and remain
self-sufficient.”

The key to understanding how things can be both aloof and given to us depends on
seeing how they can have a significance not of the order of thought. As Merleau-Ponty
argues, we grasp the significance of ordinary objects primarily in our bodies, in know-
ing how to move ourselves and hold ourselves as we explore them perceptually and
practically: “We understand the thing as we understand a new kind of behavior, not,
that is, through any intellectual operation of subsumption, but by taking up on our
own account the mode of existence which the observable signs adumbrate before us”
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: 319). In other words, the thing shows its various aspects to
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us as invitations for specific ways of dealing with it. An ashtray, to focus on one of
Merleau-Ponty’s favorite examples, presents itself in terms of particular ways to hold
it, to position ourselves by it, and so on:

The significance of the ash-tray (at least its total and individual significance, as this is
given in perception) is not a certain idea of the ash-tray which co-ordinates its sensory
aspects and is accessible to the understanding alone, it animates the ash-tray, and is self-
evidently embodied in it. That is why we say that in perception the thing is given to us
“in person”, or “in the flesh.” Prior to and independently of other people, the thing achieves
that miracle of expression: an inner reality which reveals itself externally, a significance
which descends into the world and begins its existence there, and which can be fully
understood only when the eyes seek it in its own location. Thus the thing is correlative to
my body and, in more general terms, to my existence, of which my body is merely the
stabilized structure. It constitutes itself in the hold of my body upon it; it is not first of all
a meaning (signification) for the understanding, but a structure accessible to inspection by
the body. (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 319-20; translation modified)

I understand the ashtray, in other words, not by having ideas of it, but by knowing
how to hold it, how to move it or move my hands relative to it, which requires that I be
able to anticipate and respond to the ways it will show itself as I move myself around
it. The ashtray gives itself to me when it reveals the unified sensory-motor significance
that it has for my body. Any intellectual discoveries we make about the object are
subsequent to, and dependent on, this manifestation of it.

Heidegger makes the same point regarding the existentiality of objects of use, the
available or the ready-to-hand. Things are given to us as they are in themselves only
when we possess the skills for dealing with them in an appropriate manner: “equip-
ment can genuinely show itself only in dealings cut to its own measure (hammering
with a hammer, for example).” “But,” Heidegger observes, “in such dealings an entity
of this kind is not grasped thematically [i.e., explicitly| as an occurring thing, nor is the
equipment-structure known as such even in the using. The hammering does not
simply have knowledge about the hammer’s character as equipment, but it has appro-
priated this equipment in a way which could not possibly be more suitable” (Heidegger
1962:98).

Heidegger’s description of tool use, like Merleau-Ponty’s description of the ashtray,
is not meant as a proof of the mind-independence of things, but rather aims to orient us
in such a way that we can see for ourselves how they normally give themselves to us.
When hammering, we understand and encounter a hammer without having to have
any reflective thoughts about it at all. Indeed, we hammer best when we are not
deliberately trying to do so (see Heidegger 1962: 99). This is because for Heidegger,
as for Merleau-Ponty, the meaning of the hammer is meaning not for thought, but for
our own existence, our own way of being in the world.

Another way to recognize the mind-independence of things is to acknowledge
that things are not uniformly familiar to us. Let’s look at Heidegger’s description of
“a trivial example,” and the conclusions he draws from the example:

If we observe a shoemaker’s shop, we can indeed identify all sorts of extant things on
hand. But which entities are there and how these entities are handy, in line with their
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inherent character, is unveiled for us only in dealing appropriately with equipment such
as tools, leather, and shoes. Only one who understands is able to uncover by himself this
environing world of the shoemaker’s. We can of course receive instruction about the use
of the equipment and the procedures involved; and on the basis of the understanding
thus gained we are put in a position, as we say, to reproduce in thought the factical com-
merce with these things. But it is only in the tiniest spheres of the beings with which
we are acquainted that we are so well versed as to have at our command the specific
way of dealing with equipment which uncovers this equipment as such. The entire range
of intraworldly beings accessible to us at any time is not suitably accessible to us in
an equally original way. There are many things we merely know something about but
do not know how to manage with them. They confront us as beings, to be sure, but
as unfamiliar beings. Many beings, including even those already uncovered, have the
character of unfamiliarity. This character is positively distinctive of beings as they first
confront us. (Heidegger 1982: 304)

The description directs our attention to the way that things show up in the world as,
admittedly, understandable, sorted already into the types and classes that we pick out
with names. If we walk into a shoemaker’s shop, we don’t see mere entities, we see
tools and other familiar things. But if we pay attention, we notice that our ability to
identify things is not matched by an ability to let them show themselves as they genu-
inely are in themselves, because we lack the skills for using them. Even if we “receive
instruction about the use of the equipment,” that is, even if we acquire a kind of
propositional knowledge about how it is used, we would not be in a position to
fully grasp the meaning of things. We wouldn’t for example, know how to hold the
tools or manipulate them on the basis of being able to “reproduce in thought the
factical commerce with these things.” Thus, the world shows up as given to us for
action and thought and perception but, nonetheless, as distinguished into more and
less familiar and transparently available regions and objects. But this difference is not
a difference in their givenness to thought — we can be equally able to think about a
familiar object and an unfamiliar object.' Thus, to be an object of thought is not the
same thing as being given to the understanding. As Heidegger concludes, “we must
keep in mind the point that the usual approach in theory of knowledge, according to
which a manifold of arbitrarily occurring things or objects is supposed to be homogen-
eously given to us, does not do justice to the primary facts.” Our ordinary perception
of the world therefore attests to the mind-independence of things — they present
themselves as available for us to use and think about, but as containing in themselves
their own “inherent content” or “specific whatness” which exceeds and is independent
of what we happen to think about them, or even what we are capable of thinking
about them.

For existential phenomenologists, then, worldly things are structured by the ways
that they relate to and condition other things, bodies, and activities. That they are
constituted by such relations points to the fact that to be an object of perception or use
is to belong to a world, that is, to that wherein these relational structures can exist.
Existing entities are thus independent of any particular thoughts or conscious experi-
ences we have of them only to the extent that the world is not itself an ideal entity,
something that only exists for thought. Let’s look now at existential-phenomenological
accounts of the world.
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2 The world

For the existential phenomenologists, the world is an existential phenomenon in its
own right. We've seen already Merleau-Ponty’s argument that things are given to us
in virtue of a sensory-motor meaning they possess, and therefore can be available to
us without being fully available to thought. In an analogous way, Merleau-Ponty sees
the world as given to us as a unity behind all our particular experiences of particular
things. This unity is something that we grasp without having a mental representation
or theory of it: “The world has its unity, although the mind may not have succeeded in
inter-relating its facets and in integrating them into the conception of a geometrized
projection.” The unity takes the form of a kind of style with which we can get in tune,
but which we can’t reduce to an object for reflection:

This unity is comparable with that of an individual whom I recognize because he is recog-
nizable in an unchallengeably self-evident way, before I ever succeed in stating the formula
governing his character, because he retains the same style in everything he says and
does, even though he may change his place or his opinions. A style is a certain manner of
dealing with situations, which I identify or understand in an individual or in a writer, by
taking over that manner myself in a sort of imitative way, even though I may be quite
unable to define it: and in any case a definition, correct though it may be, never provides
an exact equivalent, and is never of interest to any but those who have already had the
actual experience. I experience the unity of the world as I recognize a style. (Merleau-
Ponty 1962: 327)

That is, we understand the world by sensing the unity in the way that objects and
activities are organized and presented. I grasp the style of an individual when I see,
for instance, how her way of wearing her clothes is like her hairstyle and her interior
decoration, but also how these suit the things she does and the places she goes,
how they match the way she carries herself, talks, laughs, etc. A style is a recognizable
way of being-in-the-world that, despite being recognizable, evades definition. Merleau-
Ponty is suggesting that the world exists like a style — as something that organizes and
unfolds the things we encounter. It is thus something we can get a sense or feel for
without being able to conceptualize or even become fully aware of.

As an example in which one can see this kind of world-structure manifesting
itself, Merleau-Ponty describes the way the natural world opens itself up to vision.
Imagine approaching a distant city, which presents to us a certain skyline or outline
against the horizon. One might try to treat the world as the synthesis of all the
different perspectives (each of which presents a slightly different skyline). But, in fact,
as we approach the city, we don’t see a series of discrete outlines which need to be
cobbled together into a whole unless we look away from the city as we approach.
In that case, when we look back, we might have the experience of seeing a different
outline or skyline. In the normal case, however, what we see is a single, unified,
unfolding whole:

The world does not hold for us a set of outlines which some consciousness within us binds
together into a unity . .. The town to which I am drawing nearer, changes its aspects,
as I realize when I turn my eyes away for a moment and then look back at it. But the
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outlines do not follow each other or stand side by side in front of me. My experience at
these different stages is bound up with itself in such a way that I do not get different
perspective views linked to each other through the conception of an invariant. The per-
ceiving body does not successively occupy different points of view beneath the gaze of
some unlocated consciousness which is thinking about them. For it is reflection which
objectifies points of view or perspectives, whereas when I perceive, I belong, through my
point of view, to the world as a whole, nor am I even aware of the limits of my visual field.
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: 328-9)

The perceptual world, in other words, is not a constructed unity, composed out of a
series of snapshots linked together in thought. A particular perspective on the world,
to the contrary, is an abstraction. Rather than snapshot views, what we experience
as we move through the world temporally and spatially is the unfolding of a unity,
the changing aspects of a unified whole that precedes and underwrites my particular
apprehension of it:

I do not have one perspective, then another, and between them a link brought about
by the understanding, but each perspective merges into the other . .. The natural world
is the horizon of all horizons, the style of all possible styles, which guarantees for my
experiences a given, not a willed, unity underlying all the disruptions of my personal and
historical life. (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 329-30)

While Merleau-Ponty focuses on the world of perception (i.e., the unified field
that unfolds itself in our changing experiences of the world), Heidegger's concern is
typically the work world — the unified setting of action. This, too, has an existential
structure, a significance we grasp in order to act at all, but of which I ordinarily lack
focal awareness, and which certainly cannot be reduced to an effect of my conscious-
ness. In the last section, we saw that our ability to encounter particular worldly things
depends on their standing already in contexts of significance. The world is revealed
for us as we understand these contexts, as we understand the whole ordered way
that objects and activities are referred to each other. The world is revealed, then, every
time we successfully deal with worldly entities, because the world is simply that total
context within which relations of objects and activities are organized and make sense.
“If Dasein is to be able to have any dealings with a context of equipment. .. a world
must have been disclosed to it. With Dasein’s factical existence, this world has been
disclosed” (Heidegger 1962: 415). The world — “that wherein Dasein already under-
stands itself” — is thus “something with which it is primordially familiar.” But, “this
familiarity with the world does not necessarily require that the relations which are
constitutive for the world as world should be theoretically transparent” (Heidegger
1962: 119), because the familiarity consists in having a practical grasp of how to
navigate in the world.

But what of us, the entities who know the world and experience things? Are we
existential phenomena for ourselves? According to the existential phenomenologists,
we are not primarily thinking beings, but rather embodied active beings in the world.
Once again, the description is meant to point us back to our experience of being our-
selves — an experience that puts the lie to modern subjectivism.
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3 Being-in-the-world

We are thinking beings, but we are not just thinking beings. For the existential
phenomenologists, the traditional philosophical focus on our rational being — a tradi-
tion stretching from Plato to Descartes and beyond — may succeed in grasping one
aspect of our nature. But it misses the whole of human existence, which includes our
non-reasoning capacities for willing, desiring, and acting in the world. “One’s own
Dasein,” Heidegger argues, “itself first becomes ‘find-able’ from itself in looking away
from ‘experiences’ and the ‘center of action,” or rather does not yet ‘see’ them at all.
Dasein finds ‘itself’ first of all in what it pursues, needs, expects, prevents — in what is
environmentally available, which first of all concerns it” (Heidegger 1962: 155, trans-
lation modified). Who we are, then, is not in the first instance revealed through an
awareness of a self, an acting and experiencing center point, but rather in a way of
being with the worldly things with which we are most familiar.

Even when we do become aware that we are having experiences or thinking thoughts
(which is phenomenologically different than experiencing things and thinking about
them), these “subjective” experiences are by and large experiences of the world we
encounter through embodied action. When I become aware of myself as tasting choc-
olate, for example, I am still aware of myself as experiencing the world; I am not aware
of myself as having a subjective experience. Thus, Heidegger is justified in concluding
that we understand ourselves “proximally and for the most part in terms of its world”
(Heidegger 1962: 156).

Merleau-Ponty agrees, and argues that the starting point for understanding our-
selves is the lived body, which, as the “vehicle of being in the world” (Merleau-Ponty
1962: 82), is an existing being in its own right. Our ability to understand a world that
can’t be fully grasped in thought requires that we ourselves are not simply represent-
ing minds. Because the existing world is never presented to us as a whole, as com-
pletely determinate and available for thought, Merleau-Ponty argues, the world “does
not require, and even rules out, a constituting subject” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 406).
We encounter the world, in other words, not as subjects thinking thoughts of the
world, but as ourselves a kind of “open and indefinite unity of subjectivity.” Merleau-
Ponty explains that my unity as an experiencing being is like the unity of the world —
it is not something I experience directly, but rather it is the background against which
each particular experience can stand out.

What remains, on the hither side of my particular thoughts, to constitute the tacit cogito
and the original project towards the world, and what, ultimately, am I in so far as I can
catch a glimpse of myself independently of any particular act? I am a field, an experience.
One day, once and for all, something was set in motion which, even during sleep, can
no longer cease to see or not to see, to feel or not to feel, to suffer or be happy, to think or
rest from thinking, in a word to “have it out” with the world. There then arose, not a new
set of sensations or states of consciousness, not even a new monad or a new perspective,
since I am not tied to any one perspective but can change my point of view, being under
compulsion only in that I must always have one, and can have only one at a time — let
us say, therefore, that there arose a fresh possibility of situations. (Merleau-Ponty 1962:
406-7)
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Merleau-Ponty thus conceives the unity of the self as something that is not itself fully
given in experience. It is a “possibility of situations,” a “field” which encounters the
world in a unified way, but which is not itself fully explicit and understandable to itself.
We understand ourselves as we understand the world, progressively manifesting our-
selves as we unfold our existence in the temporal world:

In one sense, there are no more acts of consciousness or distinct Erlebnisse [experiences]
in a life than there are separate things in the world. Just as, as we have seen, when I walk
round an object, I am not presented with a succession of perspective views which I sub-
sequently coordinate thanks to the idea of one single flat projection, there being merely a
certain amount of “shift” in the thing which, in itself, is journeying through time, so I am
not myself a succession of “psychic” acts, nor for that matter a nuclear I who bring them
together into a synthetic unity, but one single experience inseparable from itself, one
single “living cohesion”, one single temporality which is engaged, from birth, in making
itself progressively explicit, and in confirming that cohesion in each successive present.
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: 407)

The “subject” isitself, in other words, an existential phenomenon. It is so because it has
its existence in being in a world, which means, in acting and experiencing and re-
sponding to the meaningful things and people and situations it encounters in the world.

In so far as, when I reflect on the essence of subjectivity, I find it bound up with that of the
body and that of the world, this is because my existence as subjectivity is merely one with
my existence as a body and with the existence of the world, and because the subject that
I am, when taken concretely, is inseparable from this body and this world. (Merleau-
Ponty 1962: 408)

Heidegger likewise argues that, in understanding ourselves, the best we can do is
to describe perspicuously our experience of being in the world so that we come to
recognize what we already understand. “A bare subject without a world,” he noted,
“never ‘is’ in the first instance, nor is it ever given” (Heidegger 1962: 152; translation
modified). This means that, methodologically, we can’'t come to understand ourselves
through reflection or introspection — these methods only remove us from the world
and bring us before our thoughts of the world. Thus, he observes, “the Dasein, as
existing, is there for itself, even when the ego does not direct itself to itself . . . The self
is there for the Dasein itself without reflection and without inner perception, before all
reflection. Reflection, in the sense of a turning back, is only a mode of self-apprehension,
but not the mode of primary self-disclosure” (Heidegger 1982: 159). But as beings in
the world, we can only be seen through a method that “exhibits us phenomenally”
(see Heidegger 1962: 152), that is, that points out how we actually are constituted as
the entities we are through our engagement with things in the world. But how is such
a description possible? This is the subject which we take up in the next section.

I The Existential-Phenomenological Practice of Description

In the last section, we reviewed several of Heidegger's and Merleau-Ponty’s descrip-
tions of worldly things, the world itself, and us as worldly beings. If these descriptions

40



EXISTENTIAL PHENOMENOLOGY

are correct, then they put us in a position to understand the central claim of existential
phenomenology — that there are phenomena which can be seen but not grasped
through an analysis of the way such things present themselves to thought.

Suppose there are existential phenomena. That means that there are significant
entities and structures which reveal themselves by “speaking” to my lived body or to
me as I am involved in particular practical projects. These things will move me to act,
to see things, to think thoughts, but without giving me a reason for doing those things.
When the shape of the ashtray leads me to move my hand in a particular fashion, for
example, it does so without giving me any thoughts about how I should move my
hand. Indeed, any effort to deliberately move my hand will be less smooth and skillful
than simply allowing my hand to respond to the ashtray in its situation.

What method could we possibly use, then, to come to understand them? Traditional
philosophical methodologies of argumentation, the use of formal logic, etc., will be
virtually worthless, because the things we are interested in are not functioning argu-
mentatively. That is, the apprehensions that we do have of them are not the rational
consequence of their conceptual content. We thus can’t deduce the essence of things
from the way they show themselves to us when we reflect on them as objects and
articulate properties that we can predicate of them. This is because what is essential
about them as existential phenomena is precisely not what they give us to think about.
As Heidegger puts it, “there is no proof in phenomenology because it constantly
describes” (Heidegger 1993: 219). That is, no clear and determinate content ever gets
fixed through which we can capture things as they present themselves to us in our
“prepredicative” “having-to-do-with-things” (see Heidegger 1995: 145).

For the same reason, a phenomenological method that consisted in bracketing
our involvement with things and focusing on the way they give themselves to our
conscious reflection will equally miss the mark:

These primary phenomena of encounter. ..are of course seen only if the original
phenomenological direction of vision is assumed and above all seen to its conclusion,
which means letting the world be encountered in concern. This phenomenon is really
passed over when the world is from the start approached as given for observation or, as is
by and large the case even in phenomenology, when the world is approached just as
it shows itself in an isolated, so-called sense perception of a thing, and this isolated
free-floating perception of a thing is now interrogated on the specific kind of givenness
belonging to its object. There is here a basic deception for phenomenology which is
peculiarly frequent and persistent. It consists in having the theme determined by the way
it is phenomenologically investigated. For inasmuch as phenomenological investigation
is itself theoretical, the investigator is easily motivated to make a specifically theoretical
comportment to the world his theme. Thus a specifically theoretical apprehension of
the thing is put forward as an exemplary mode of being-in-the-world, instead of
phenomenologically placing oneself directly in the current and the continuity of access
of the everyday preoccupation with things, which is inconspicuous enough, and phenom-
enally recording what is encountered in it. (Heidegger 1985: 187-8)

The problem with focusing on things as they are given in our reflective awareness
of them, in other words, is not that we will end up falsely describing the objects of
consciousness, but that we will miss the pre-reflective, pre-conscious mode of being in
the world.
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The existential-phenomenological method is meant to avoid this error by keeping
the focus, not on the description of the phenomena, but on the phenomena them-
selves. The description is useless unless one has access to the phenomena being
described, because what we gain through the description is not a definitive account of
the phenomena, but an awareness of the conditions under which these phenomena
can manifest themselves as they are in themselves. The description is checked by using
it to orient ourselves to the world in the right kind of way, and it is “verified” when
that orientation allows the phenomena to show themselves. Thus, the key to a good
description, a description that helps us achieve apprehension of the phenomena, is
that it avoids distorting how we direct ourselves to the world through false theories or
presuppositions about the phenomena we seek.

At a certain level, it ought to be perfectly obvious that an unbiased description of
the object of inquiry plays a central role in any inquiry whatsoever, if only as a pre-
liminary step toward explaining the object. Thus, when phenomenologists claim that
their method consists in describing the phenomena without presuppositions or with-
out imposing any prior theoretical framework, this hardly seems to distinguish them
from scientists, analytical philosophers, or any other serious researcher. Everybody
ought to want to return “to the things themselves,” to let the things that interest us
dictate what we say about them and how we think about them. Indeed, most careful
thinkers, whatever their discipline, believe that they are doing just that.

And yet phenomenologists routinely insist that their practice of description has a kind
of priority over the descriptive practices of the sciences or of other philosophers. Before
we can assess such claims, we obviously need to understand them. What is the descrip-
tive practice of phenomenology? How does it differ from other modes of description?

Analytical philosophers sometimes think of description very broadly as any attribu-
tion of properties to an object. In existential phenomenology, by contrast, “description”
is reserved as a term for a particular kind of activity — one that aims at assisting in the
apprehension of a phenomenon. This means that many sentences which would qualify
as descriptions in a broad analytical sense would not, in fact, be useful phenomeno-
logical descriptions. It might be correct to classify the sentence “water is two parts
hydrogen and one part oxygen” as a description, insofar as it ascribes properties to an
object, but this would not serve for most people as a phenomenological description,
because they are not equipped to discover the property described (the ratio of hydrogen
and oxygen atoms) and, thereby, apprehend the object.

Phenomenological description, then, is a particular practice, something we do with
language, rather than a type of linguistic structure. In fact, the purpose of phenomeno-
logical description is in some ways quite similar to everyday, non-philosophical prac-
tices of description. In the ordinary course of affairs, a description is of use only when
one is unacquainted with the thing being described, and the description is good only to
the degree that it helps one recognize or better understand the thing. When one doesn’t
know what a person or a thing or an event looks like, then one seeks out a description
of its visual properties. Likewise if one doesn’t know what it tastes likes, smells like,
feels like — in each case, one seeks out a description sufficient to at least give one a
sense for how it is experienced, if not an ability to recognize it through the appropriate
mode of sensory exploration. Objects can also be described for thought — if one lacks
acquaintance with a concept, one can have it described in terms of its conceptual
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implications, thus deepening one’s grasp of it, or allowing one to mentally apprehend
the concept.

Phenomenological descriptions are offered for the same kinds of reasons. To illus-
trate more carefully the important features of this kind of description, let’'s look at
some familiar, everyday examples. Suppose that I am looking for an acquaintance’s
house. She might describe it as “the house at 40.225 degrees north latitude, 111.646
degrees west longitude.” This is a precise description, but useless to me without
considerable knowledge of the theoretical framework used to divide the surface of the
earth up into degrees of longitude and latitude. If this were her description, I might
reasonably respond that she had succeeded in ascribing properties to an object, but
that in order to find the house I need a description suited to my capacities for exploring
the world. “It is a brick house with cream trim and a green roof, six blocks west
of University Avenue” would be a less precise, but much more useful description.
Note that the success of the description is tied to the purpose for which it is sought — if
my acquaintance is listing her house for sale, rather than giving directions to a party,
she would tailor the description accordingly. In that case, the aim is not to lead
someone to the house, but to give them a feel for the way the house affords living.
In that case, “the house has 1800 square feet of finished living space, four bedrooms,
two baths, a fireplace, and hardwood and tile floors throughout” would be a much
better description.

In phenomenology, as we have said, the purpose for the description is to bring us
to an apprehension of the phenomenon as it is in itself. We are thus not primarily
interested, in contrast to the sciences, in fitting the phenomenon into a preexisting
framework. Scientific description, in general, aims less at describing things in accord-
ance with the particular capacities and predilections of the reader, and more at a
neutral description that will allow anyone to identify the object being described. And
the point of scientific description is to identify objects using just those properties which
will allow one to recognize how the objects instantiate a general statement that de-
scribes all similar objects in a uniform manner. For these reasons, scientific description
is driven by a theory, and couched in terms of a theory (which is not the same as
saying that it is theory-relative in any insidious sense). It is driven, in particular, by
the desire to fit the phenomenon into a broader structure that explains and predicts
the properties and interactions of the objects of inquiry.

Existential phenomenological description aims, by contrast, at staying with the
phenomenon itself, in order to produce in the reader an understanding of the cir-
cumstances under which the thing shows itself as it is in itself, rather than an ability
to recognize the thing from a certain view of or perspective on the thing. This is
what phenomenologists mean when they say that phenomenology aims at a
“presuppositionless” description. Behind this claim is the idea that it is possible to see
something in radically different ways, and that one way of seeing it will actually
obstruct our ability to see it in other ways. Take, for example, the effect that medical
detachment has on a doctor’s perception of the people she treats. Richard J. Baron,
a medical doctor, has argued that the clinical and technological practices developed
by contemporary medicine have made the patient’s humanity virtually invisible.
“Physicians look through their patients,” he argues, “to discover the underlying pure
disease.” As he explains:
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The patient functions, more than anything else, as an obstruction, an impediment, a
screen that is unfortunately translucent but which, in the hands of a skilled physician,
can be made totally transparent. In a sense, the paradigm ideal would be a medicine
without patients altogether. And indeed, this is very much the direction in which
medicine is tending. (Baron 1981: 21)

In a similar way, our ability to see things the way they present themselves to us in the
course of our everyday affairs can be impaired by certain descriptions — because these
descriptions will attune us to some aspects and thus tend to inure us to others. The
faulty descriptions can be quite correct insofar as they go, and they might even have
their own kind of “freedom from presuppositions” of a certain sort. For example, the
success of a doctor’s clinical detachment in diagnosing and describing disease is, to
some degree, attributable to the way it blinds her to the human experience of suffering
and illness that presents itself to a less detached observer. The aim therefore is not
freedom from all presupposition, but freedom from those presuppositions which pre-
vent the appearance of the phenomena we seek. Each different kind of thing, Heidegger
asserts, has a different mode of encounter (Begegnisart) proper to it. Only when we
let it encounter us in the right way, only then can it show itself as it is in itself.
The existential phenomenologist seeks a freedom from any presuppositions that will
prevent her from encountering existential phenomena as such.

Compare, for instance, one common reading of Husserl, according to which he
argues that we preserve a freedom from presuppositions by refusing to accept any
proposition which could not be completely fulfilled in intuition or apprehension
(put roughly, that means that we don’t accept any proposition unless we are capable
of apprehending everything we need to in order to verify the truth of the proposition).
Since propositions regarding non-ideal, mind-transcendent things cannot ever be com-
pletely fulfilled (there are always some sides or views or features of them which exceed
what any finite being can apprehend of them), it follows that a presuppositionless
inquiry would be one which refuses to assume that such things exist. Without the
assumption of the existence of, for example, physical entities, in turn, one would need
to suspend all natural-scientific theories, which are grounded in the supposition of the
real existence of the things they study.

From an existential-phenomenological perspective, however, freedom from presup-
positions is purchased by a refusal to substitute a description or theoretical account of
an entity for the apprehension of the entity itself. One of the “fundamental maxims of
the phenomenological method” is the injunction that we “must not reinterpret what is
phenomenologically given into expressions,” because the expressions of the phenom-
enon “first originate in that one expresses them” (Heidegger 1993: 219). This means
that, in existential phenomenology, the end goal of description is to guide the reader
to the practical orientation for the world in which the phenomenon can show itself.
In the end, the description is of no independent value. Its merit as a description is
completely a function of its ability to lead us to apprehend the thing itself, not its
suitability for serving as a foundation for theorizing.

By contrast, on the Husserlian view that we just reviewed, the end result of
phenomenological description is a proposition that can stand on its own, verifiable
without the need for apprehending anything outside of the domain of consciousness.
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From an existential-phenomenological perspective, this amounts to turning one’s back
on the things themselves in favor of mere conscious states. And that itself amounts to
a tacit acceptance of an unsupported presupposition — namely, that the description of
our experience of an object can tell us all that we need to know about it. As Merleau-
Ponty explains:

philosophy is not a lexicon, it is not concerned with “word-meanings,” it does not seek a
verbal substitute for the world we see, it does not transform it into something said, it does
not install itself in the order of the said or of the written as does the logician in the
proposition . . . It is the things themselves, from the depths of their silence, that it wishes
to bring to expression. (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 4)

It is for this reason that Merleau-Ponty distinguishes phenomenology from the meth-
odology of both analytical philosophies and the natural sciences. “The demand for a
pure description,” Merleau-Ponty notes, “excludes equally the procedure of analytical
reflection on the one hand, and that of scientific explanation on the other” (Merleau-
Ponty 1962: ix). “Analytical reflection” on Merleau-Ponty’s account would include
both Husserl’s phenomenology of consciousness, and much of analytical philosophy.
This approach “starts from our experience of the world and goes back to the subject as
to a condition of possibility distinct from that experience, revealing the all-embracing
synthesis as that without which there would be no world” (1962: ix) — that is, it looks
for those acts through which entities and the world itself are constituted for conscious-
ness. Because it turns away from the things we experience to offer an account of the
conceptual structure of experience, Merleau-Ponty argues, “it ceases to remain part of
our experience and offers, in place of an account, a reconstruction” (1962: ix). The
objection, in short, is that analysis begins in the right place — our experience of the
world — but it immediately leaves that experience behind to conduct a conceptual
analysis of the structure and make-up of that experience. By “going conceptual” — by
treating the experience as if it is on a par with judgments, inferences, beliefs, and other
cognitive states and acts — analysis ends up looking for a “subject” who possesses those
states and performs those acts, and thus misses what it is really like to be in the world.
And, in a parallel error, analysis ends up treating the world itself as the product of the
subject’s cognitive states and acts, and thus misses what it is really like to be a world.

Existential phenomenologists, in other words, believe that their way of using de-
scriptions assures us that we never abandon the phenomena for a mere thought or
representation of the phenomena. As a result, they believe that their approach to
description is the best way to let certain phenomena show themselves — namely, those
phenomena which we have called existential phenomena, the ones that give them-
selves to us pre-reflectively.

The phenomena will only “show themselves with the kind of access which genu-
inely belongs to them” (Heidegger 1962: 61). But if they are existential phenomena,
the only access to them is in the way that we live in the experience of them, rather
than in a conscious reflection on them. That introduces an unavoidable tension into
the phenomenological project — we must try to describe something which threatens to
conceal itself the moment that we slip into the kind of reflective mode that allows us
to describe it. The first “fundamental maxim of the phenomenological method,”
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according to Heidegger, is that we highlight and present and lift something into relief
through the formulation of a phenomenological description. But, Heidegger is quick to
remind us, what is thereby expressed “is not (always) known phenomenally in its
context, is not a correlate of knowing” (Heidegger 1993: 219).

That means that the only way to check on the description we have offered is con-
stantly to return from the description to an apprehension of the object, that is, for
phenomenology to “constantly renew itself in bringing itself before the givenness” (one
of the “fundamental maxim(s) of phenomenology”; Heidegger 1993: 219). This means
there is no final, all-encompassing statement of the nature of existential phenomena,
nor of the lessons to be learned from them. Indeed, we would only expect such a
statement if they were not existential phenomena, if they could be reduced to the order
of either the mental or the physical. But that we can never lay down definitive pro-
positions doesn’t deprive phenomenology of rigor or its descriptions of correctness.
If the existential phenomenologists are right, we all have potential access to the phe-
nomena, and are thus able to check on the accuracy of the descriptions ourselves.
“The visible,” Merleau-Ponty writes,

and the philosophical explicitation of the visible are not side by side as two sets of signs, as
a text and its version in another tongue. If it were a text, it would be a strange text, which
is directly given to us all, so that we are not restricted to the philosopher’s translation and
can compare the two. And philosophy for its part is more and less than a translation:
more, since it alone tells us what the text means; less, since it is useless if one does not
have the text at one’s disposal. (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 36)
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Note

1 Of course, what we can think about objects depends to some degree on our familiarity with
them. But our ability to think about them as such does not.
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French Phenomenology

FRANCOIS-DAVID SEBBAH
TRANSLATED BY ROBERT J. HUDSON

Phenomenology is alive. It is one way in which philosophy incessantly reinvents itself
today, one way that it brazenly takes upon itself the task not to completely fold upon
itself within its own history, not to timidly abandon the territories of truth, especially
that of perception, to the sciences — whether they deal with humanity or nature.
Phenomenology is particularly alive in France, in the French language, and in French
writing.!

If one takes a closer look at “French Phenomenology,” one could perhaps distin-
guish two “families.” There is one family of those who, following Merleau-Ponty, main-
tain tangible perception as the initial opening for all things to appear. To trace how
things appear, they turn their attention in the direction of that which, in perception,
is prior to the complete and static thing in its face-to-face relation with a subject that
is, itself, complete and static. The works of Henri Maldiney, Jacques Garelli, Marc
Richir, and Renaud Barbaras,” for example — without trying in the least to “compress”
them all together — may be classified, up to a certain point, in this family. It is thus a
question of getting back to a pre-originary stage of experience, paralyzed by instability
and ambiguity because it comes before the clean division of determined identities —
and that because the latter is the place where we find ourselves, the place of logical
and ontological determination. In other words, we must put to work a reduction that
is already inchoate or incomplete. To paraphrase Merleau-Ponty: a reduction that
tends toward that which, by definition, escapes stabilization at a glance; a reduction
that, in every instance, requires by the same token its never-ending renewal. Thus this
gesture leads toward the anonymity of the World: anonymity if it goes toward that
which precedes the subject that is fixed in its identity; the World, if the “World” is fixed
as the name of the prior horizon on which all that appears can be shown.

We can distinguish another family of thought that branches off from the same
phenomenological requirement that we return to the event of appearance. This fam-
ily, concerned as it is with a reduction that seeks to be even more radical, attempts to
turn its view to that which would be more originary than the World itself. One imme-
diately sees the paradox to which this phenomenology exposes itself — whether it
asserts the paradox, or, on the contrary, claims to disqualify it. The very necessity of
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radicality, in its concern for exposing the manner of appearing, leads phenomenology
to (or beyond) what generally presents itself as the norm of appearance: the visible, in
its essential structure. This phenomenology tends toward that which comes to rupture
the visible, that which comes to disrupt it and does not allow itself to be captured by it.
From whence comes, without doubt, the violence of its style, which cannot be reduced
to the violence in the act of writing, as exemplified not only by Levinas in Otherwise
Than Being, Or, Beyond Essence (Levinas 1974), but also by Michel Henry when it
pertains to describing the structure of Immanence — Immanence that conceals itself
from the light of the World and whose movement flirts with tautology without ever
collapsing into it. A traumatic — and traumatizing — way of testifying to the ordeal
that consists in exposing oneself to that which, older than the visible, overcomes and
escapes it, but at the same time forgives it — or at least gives it meaning. This
phenomenological family shares with the first family mentioned, the “Merleau-Pontian”
family, the concern for dismissing the subject as the pole of initiative and sovereignty.
However, because it seeks to be even more radical, this critique of the subject will not
lead to an originary anonymity, but rather toward “the passivity older than all passiv-
ity” of a named Self, evoked, precisely, as an example of endurance of the test at hand;
a Self that, in one sense, consists entirely of the one proven by this very ordeal.

One cannot fail to wonder, in light of this briefly sketched “table of families,” “Where
is French phenomenology going?” One may very well look like a “bad pupil” if one
does not ask the question: How did Husserlian rationalism and the responsibility of
rigor that it constantly affirmed, give birth to a philosophy that concerns itself with
that which precedes the determination of stable identities, with that inchoateness which,
by so doing, unceasingly escapes into the ambiguously winding “neither . .. nor” in
which the visible is interwoven and to which painters bear witness so well (as in the
first-evoked “Merleau-Pontian family”)? Must not poetic suggestion come to replace
the rigorous discourse that seeks to fittingly describe the order of essences? Irrational-
ity raises its head; but, one could well say, it could have been “worse.” The worst
would be the second family evoked — which this chapter prefers to examine.

Before delving deeper into this study, let us quickly attempt to introduce the most
significant representatives — while understanding that such a perilous exercise runs the
risk of caricaturing each of the movements somewhat and blurring that which indi-
viduates them and makes them resist easy classification into a “family” (such classifica-
tion into “families” only sheds light by temporarily obscuring the thing that is classified).

Emmanuel Levinas

Levinas deserves credit for having introduced phenomenology to France (see Levinas
1988, 1989). Above all else, he would not desist in asserting himself to be a phenom-
enologist — in the meantime, however, evoking “the ethical language, which phenom-
enology resorts in order to mark its own interruption” (Levinas 1974: 120n.35). It is
necessary to insist that Levinas, often suspected of veering from phenomenological
description in the name of a speculative construction of the Other (with a capital “0”)
or of its praise, has, for his own part, always claimed to practice phenomenological
description — especially at the beginning of his career, without ever contradicting this
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claim, even if it did complicate the meaning of his work. “Description,” in a sense, is
truly renewed: it is not relevant to identify and establish essences, but, on the con-
trary, to “de-formalize,” to surrender, through the act of writing, the phenomenon to a
dynamic indetermination of the horizons of sense. The question will always remain, by
the same token, of how to understand the phenomenological imperative as the imposs-
ibility of separating the “concepts” from the empirical examples by which they are
solidified. However, we would now like to underline another aspect of the relationship
that Levinas has with phenomenology. Describing the way in which the face of another
appears simultaneously in frankness and in ambiguity, he insists on the following:
the face obscures all power of constitution; it disrupts any predetermined horizon. The
face of another is always “out of context.” Thus, it opens a dimension of significance
(in that it is pure address and pure injunction; it summons, issues a call): more and
more clearly over Levinas's career, it is this ethical dimension that would come to
endow phenomenality with signification, with “significance,” as he put it. This said,
the “transcendence to the point of absence” that Levinas names the “Infinite” or even
“Illéite” (that is, the absolute “it”) appears however in its own paradoxical manner: in —
or like — the very disruption of phenomenality, as “a trace of that which will have
never been present.” Nevertheless, the trace always holds to the horizon that it divides
(Illéité is, precisely, only offered like the face), and the disruption of phenomenology is
only allowed to inhabit the same horizon that it disrupts and opens to signification: a
radical disruption of phenomenology which is, nevertheless, only given as a trace or an
echo of the very thread that is always already bound to phenomenology.

Michel Henry

Since The Essence of Manifestation (Henry 1990a), his first master work, Michel Henry
has incessantly practiced the following gesture which can only be qualified as trans-
cendental: if that which is shown is taken in a movement of transcendence, of “exit
outside itself,” then such a reality would not be able to provide a foundation. Only
radical immanence is substantial reality. Radicalizing this description in his most recent
works (see especially Henry 1996, 2000, 2002), Henry describes what he calls the
duplicity of appearance: the ek-static appearance of the World that is then opposed to
the auto-appearance of self-immanence, of that which he calls “Life.” The appearance
of the World brings to light — and this light is purely an exteriority endowed with a
power to exteriorize — to draw out any being that shows itself within itself: the appear-
ance of the World is de-realizing. If phenomenology, subordinated to its Greek origin,
is based on the principle according to which “whatever appears, is,” and if it com-
prehends only the appearance of the World, then it describes nothing of that which,
at the same time, is and actually appears; and, it even fundamentally participates in
this enterprise of the de-realization of all existence. It is thus necessary not to abandon
phenomenology but to reverse it into an authentic phenomenology (this reversal is
explicitly evoked in Henry 2000: 238). That is, the denunciation of the World, of
the visible, would not be the denunciation of all appearance: in truth, if the World is
that which “expels from itself” all beings by its ek-static movement, if it is that which
defeats interiority, then only that which comes from the self, is brought to the self, and
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likewise, brings each being into itself, endows it with an interiority and an ipseity, and
will in actuality be an effectivity. What it all amounts to is this motion of bringing into
itself that which truly exists, a purely immanent motion that “ipséizes” or “subjectifies”:
a grasping of Life itself in which each Living Thing is grasped. We must insist, accord-
ing to Henry, that this immanent movement of Life into itself makes its appearance the
most authentic auto-revelation by which it appears to itself without any detour through
the World where beings are shown. Henry qualifies this radical phenomenology as
“material phenomenology” (see Henry 1990b) to express the fact that it owes nothing
to form or to essence. This phenomenology is more than “possible”: even obscured by
the phenomenology of the World, it cannot, in any sense, be always already at work
beneath the surface, in the same way that Life, in its absoluteness, supports the World.

It will be noted that the material phenomenology of Henry does not choose to priv-
ilege phenomena (as does that of Jean-Luc Marion — as we will soon see — or of Levinas,
in a certain sense, when he grants privilege to this “contra-phenomenon” — in both
meanings of the word “contra” (“opposed to” or “butted against”) — that is, the face).?
A constant of the Henrian gesture consists, not in dismissing phenomena that seem
irreducibly marked by their ek-static structures, but, on the contrary, in attempting
to renew them: a tour de force, aimed at the specific auto-revelation with which each is
endowed, from the point of view of the immanence of Life (Flesh, for example, will
provide the opportunity of a description that singularizes it as such, in such a way that
it would owe its appearance to absolutely nothing else in the World).

Jacques Derrida

The Derridean gesture is, undoubtedly, of all those presented, the most reticent to
allow itself to be included in a family in general, and in this one in particular. Never-
theless, we will attempt to show in what ways it is not without legitimacy that we
invite him to this “family reunion.” Derrida’s relationship with phenomenology, from
his earliest texts — meticulous commentaries on Husserl (see Derrida 1962, 1967) —
was constant, even if he never accepted phenomenology as such. Without a doubt, he
radically deconstructed the metaphysics of presence that would have animated the
movements of phenomenological reduction (eidetic and transcendental reduction) —
insofar as these would ultimately lead back to the present-living of the consciousness.
However, deconstruction is never a negation or a simple critique. Thus, from a certain
point of view, Derrida could have asserted the reduction “as a resource of decon-
struction,” because “reduction” always signifies, in the work of Husserl, the reception,
without reservation or prejudice, of phenomena — what Derrida would radicalize
through “exposure,” in “saying yes” (dire oui) to the limitlessness of what would come:
deconstruction itself (see especially Derrida 1987). Of all the threads through which
Derrida would never cease weaving the problems of phenomenology, here we will only
mention two: the motif of the trace and the problem of the gift (don) (see especially
Derrida 1991, 1993). Referring explicitly to Levinas (but also drawing from other
sources, such as Nietzsche), the notion of the trace in Derrida finds itself at the cross-
roads of a reflection on the sign and a description of phenomenality: the trace declares
at the same time, the originary contamination of the transcendental with the empirical
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(in virtue of which there is no pure origin), and, in as much as it always presupposes
the motif of the archi-trace, that there is never full presence of phenomena, that there
are no such phenomena and, in closing, no “phenomenology as such.” This last point
lends itself to the paradox of the same movement: that the phenomenon will have
always already been taken into the paradigm of the spectral. This is because the spec-
tral affirms itself, explicitly in Derridean texts beginning in the 1990s, as the paradigm
of all phenomenology: the specter is neither the least presence nor a mixture of
presence and absence that could be grasped as two autonomous terms, pure from the
origin. In the same motion, the specter is neither purely life nor purely death, nor a
mixture of the two (which would assume the prior purity of the two terms), but originary
“survival,” all life being survival “from the origin” (when set in the crisis of all pleni-
tude and purity of origin). Even if one should not imprudently force the problem of the
gift onto that of donation in phenomenology, one will notice that Derrida’s description
of the gift — as a gift, by definition, is never given without lacking in generosity — goes
in this same direction, creating a crisis of phenomenology as a reception free of pre-
judice, of a phenomenality that is offered without remnants (traces): according to
Derrida, phenomena are only given from an “originary” absence, which would never
allow itself to be apprehended as pure absence. Always already spectralized and decep-
tive, it creates a crisis in the clean division between presence and absence, in a con-
tamination that does not allow it to be derived from a supposed purity, since this purity
is what would have been the distinction and the prior opposition of the two terms
(presence and absence). Phenomenology is, consequently, impossible as such. How-
ever, this impossibility of espousing the phenomenological necessity and method renders
it equally impossible to be absolutely and definitively detached. One cannot adopt both
the principles of phenomenology according to Derrida and naiveté at the same time —
however, neither can one abandon them.

Jean-Luc Marion

The phenomenology of Jean-Luc Marion shares an affinity, often explicit or asserted,
between the movements we have just rapidly covered. It could be said only with some
reservations — because thought, of course, can never be reduced to the sum of affilia-
tions and associations — that Marionian phenomenology, with that of Henry, affirms the
liberation of phenomena from the limitations of intentionality — of Seeing — and explores
the radicality of an auto-affection preceding any variation (Flesh); it could further be
said that, along with Levinas, his phenomenology designates an inverse intentional-
ity and “destroys” the subject only to discover an “instance,” integrally organized by
what is shown by itself (an instant that he names, for his part, the “devoted”*). Again,
with affinity to Levinas, this phenomenology designates that which exceeds all hori-
zons of visibility. Neither is it without relation to the Derridean gesture, from which it
recognizes having experienced, for example, in the name of différance, a rupture with
the horizon of the object or of the being. It would first acknowledge Derrida for having
prepared the terrain through his deconstruction of the primacy of presence, to a dona-
tion that would no longer be reduced to the different models of presence we have at
our disposal (this consequence being, as such, definitely not Derridean).
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The phenomenology of Marion explicitly contemplates the phenomenological method
and means to radically implement it. From this point of view, it is closer to the Henrian
gesture than to those of Levinas or Derrida. In fact, it is explicitly opposed to the
Derridean movement, in that the latter, as we have stated, contemplates “the imposs-
ibility of phenomenology as such.” Nor does it align with Levinas, taking into account
his type of phenomena, that tear away from or exceed the horizon of the visible, imply-
ing a phenomenology that tested by its own limitations, if not interrupted. On the
contrary, phenomenology according to Marion must be measured with a certain fidelity
to Heidegger, in as much as this is possible. Marion proposes to liberate the reduction
of any presupposed limitation and thus to give access to the donation (which will itself,
in a certain circularity that should be questioned, allow this reduction and free it of
its prejudices). To evoke the giving (Gegebenheit) is to call upon a Husserlian concept
that would make it possible to be freed from the limitation to the object (constituted
by intentionality) and even to being (a radical liberation that Husserl and Heidegger
would have questioned, each in his own manner, and just as soon stepped back from).
To state it all too rapidly, in the “donation,” according to Marion, the phenomenon
is presented as unconditioned, as never limited by any way of measuring that would
precede it. Consequently, the phenomenon shows itself only as it gives itself. Marion
proposes to describe phenomenality, not by describing regions, but rather degrees of
phenomenality: there are phenomena that are poor in intuition — in particular, those
that are understood in the form of the object seen in light of intentionality — and this
because their weakness in intuition guarantees them a certain assurance, that is,
permits the subject to keep them under the control of its view, which has always
traditionally been the model for all phenomenality. Opposing these, Marion designates
that which exceeds the limits of the object, of what can be constituted by intention-
ality: “the saturated phenomenon.” A phenomenon saturated by the donation is never
limited to what a subject can submit to the control of its view. But, we must insist that
the saturated phenomenon, according to Marion, far from being exceptional or eccen-
tric, will serve the function of the norm or the paradigm of phenomenality, since in it,
the donation is, in a way, liberated (and we must necessarily describe how, in even the
poorest phenomenon, something of the saturated phenomenon remains — because it is
well given). Let us note that Marion produces a typology of saturated phenomena. He
constructs this typology beginning with the categories of understanding according to
Kant, each type of phenomenon implying an additional donation compared to each of
these categories: they include the event (saturated according to quantity), the idol or
the table (saturated according to quality), the flesh (saturated according to relation),
and the icon or the face of the other (saturated according to modality). Finally, there is
the phenomenon, saturated par excellence, which groups the four types of saturation
and thus elevates saturation as such. Qualified as “phenomenon saturated with power”
or as “paradox of paradoxes,” Marion speaks of the phenomenon of revelation (which
we will later consider).

As we see at the end of this brief presentation, the four authors presented here can
all be considered as assuming a phenomenology of excess (understood according
to both the objective and subjective genitive); but only Derrida and Levinas can be
explicitly regarded as assuming or asserting something like a test of the limits of phe-
nomenology, or proving its impossibility — an impossibility that remains fruitful. Henry

53



FRANCOIS-DAVID SEBBAH

and Marion, each in his own way, claims, on the contrary, to have released the phe-
nomenon from its limitation to the Seen and/or to the form and/or to the object, and
to be able to practice a reduction whose radical possibility, precisely, makes it possible
to skip over these various obstacles. Significantly, Marion writes: “Therefore, in the
driving figure of the saturated phenomenon, phenomenology finds its last possibility:
not only the possibility that surpasses effectivity, but also the possibility that surpasses
the same conditions of the possible, the possibility of the unconditioned possibility —
otherwise stated, the possibility of the impossible, the saturated phenomenon” (Marion
1997: 304).

It is, therefore, only at the price of an interpretive gesture, which could not be
completely implemented here, that one could show in what, and how, authors such
as Henry and Marion, in their practices of excess, productively (or not) test the limits
of phenomenology. We will, however, at the end of this chapter, venture to outline
this gesture.

Regardless of these distinctions and oppositions that we present as being “parts of a
family,” and in order to widen our perspective, let us emphasize the fact that our
approach broaches the problem proposed by Dominique Janicaud in configuring this
field: the opposition between the “theological turn” that characterizes these works
on one side, and, on the other, a “minimalist”® phenomenology that is disabused of a
fascination with the originary and of the pretension to pose as first philosophy. And,
it is, of course, in this second phenomenology, which holds to different types of phe-
nomena given in their singularity, that we find Janicaud’s convictions.

But in a difference — decisive in our eyes — from Janicaud, we are not inclined to
diagnose a simple escape from phenomenology in authors such as Henry or Levinas.
We attempt once again to comprehend the reproach addressed in this “theological”
French phenomenology from an appropriately phenomenological motif, that is, while
trying to grasp that which, from the most intimate phenomenological obligation, was able to
present the latter as being, so to speak, its complete auto-transgression. It would be a ques-
tion of refusing to allow oneself to be confined by the way in which Janicaud poses the
problem — by refusing in the same motion to erase the real problem that he indicates —
and by attempting to understand this problem as an integral part of phenomenology
itself in what it contains that is, at once, irreducibly paradoxical and fertile — fertile in
and by the aporia.

It is useful to pause on the problems of phenomenological reduction (which we set aside
at the beginning of the chapter and which we must now address), because it appears
as though it is the phenomenological operator par excellence, in the sense that, at the
very least, all phenomenologists stop at the gesture that consists in tearing oneself
from that which appears to the appearance itself. In saying this, we here propose a
(doubtless poor) definition of phenomenological reduction, one that is simply negative,
not indicating which “domain” is attained by the reduction — whether it should even
be described as consciousness, for instance. And this so as to find the lowest common
denominator that makes phenomenologists of phenomenologists.® One could desig-
nate as a “phenomenologist” the one who holds himself or herself to the necessity of
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reduction. Did Merleau-Ponty not write that “the greatest teaching of reduction is the
impossibility of a complete reduction”? (Merleau-Ponty 1981: Introduction, p. VIII).
Still, all concern themselves with phenomenological reduction, and — in this sense — all
practice it, even if testing the impossibility of its accomplishments without abandoning
the test remains a method of its practice.

Undoubtedly, the motif of phenomenological reduction is not single-faceted within
Husserl's own writing. We will not enter into a discussion of the different modes of
reduction — which consists, at heart, in asking ourselves the different ways to carry
out a reduction — but, as a prerequisite, we will speak of the ambiguities that affect
the very necessity indicated by the word “reduction,” as taken from Husserl. The am-
biguities, we hasten to stress, according to our own judgment — and this working
hypothesis will necessarily have to be supported hereafter — do not signify anything
incoherent or inconsistent from the reduction, only its proper place and fruitfulness.”

The distinction between the two families of contemporary French phenomenology
(the Merleau-Pontian family and the other to which we more particularly attach our-
selves here) allows us to develop our own outlook on the problem of reduction.

Thus, the Merleau-Pontian family understands and applies reduction more like a
placing between parentheses that brings us back to the horizon of the World than as a
renewed drive to an ultimate ground.® (Things are never quite the caricatures that
we present here, and it must be said that, in a sense, this family also shares the need to
return upstream toward the originary, in themes of presupposition or perceptive faith,
for instance, but it is never a question, in any case, of returning to an ultimate, abso-
lute founder.)

Across from the “Merleau-Pontian” family, the spectrum of contemporary French
phenomenologists that interests us here opens up: starting with the specific desire not
to yield to the requirement of renewal toward the originary — from beyond which one is
unable to return — we hold to the end of auto-appearance (at the very least, an end to
the ability to make appear, or provide meaning, which can no longer be understood as
auto-appearance — the Infinite operates thus in Levinas’s work), to which we can relate
all appearance; beginning from such a desire, subjectivity assumes a central place.

However, a distancing occurs in connection with the Husserlian movement that
results precisely and paradoxically from a will to radicalize it even more, if that is
possible — or, more exactly, not to yield to the radical requirement of the Husserlian
movement to return toward something originary. This “radicalization of (Husserlian)
radicalism” straightforwardly reverses the point of arrival. Also, suspecting — as Patocka
does — the “Husserlian transcendental subjectivity” of being merely a speculative con-
struction, a naiveté created and left outside of the reach of épokhe, these phenomeno-
logists seek something more originary. Still, that which they arrive upon is not an
épokhe of transcendental subjectivity that would convey the horizon of the World. On
the contrary, true will to rejoin an absolutely original originary (by giving themselves
ground, so to speak, to rest on the theme of transcendental subjectivity) does not
consist, especially not for them, in suspending the movement of renewal. Not trying to
mislead with the requirement of renewal will clearly signify radically assessing subjec-
tivity as the finality of a point of view that in fact examines an irreducible delay of
what it provides itself. That which gives subjectivity to itself only does so in a paradoxi-
cal mode of proving it by means of an irreducible overflow, and, consequently, driving
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it back against itself into the most radical passivity. The concern for respecting the
character of the originary, its position prior to anything, requires that these authors
do not identify this originary, or more exactly, that they identify it as the unidentifi-
able, as that which irreducibly surpasses the act by which I give it to myself. (Thus, it
comes from the Infinite, according to Levinas, and even, in a sense, from Life, accord-
ing to M. Henry, because if Life is given to itself and embraces itself, in each Self, then
no Self, in any situation, can give itself Life.) Such is the paradox that, at heart, forces
these authors to inscribe the épokhé as the requirement to neutralize all positions of
being (I'étre) to the very core of reduction, as a renewal toward the originary that
produces a sort of “drive” for the originary — a higher bid for the originary.

Consequently, one could reproach them for the whole lot: for exceeding the given
limit — in the sense of the limit of appearance — in an effort to seize the root of appear-
ance as such,’ in an endless, vertiginous movement, since all identification of the
originary, suspected of being a hypostasis, will necessarily have been ineluctably
deconstructed to enable the very movement of appearance that, by definition, can
only be solidified in a being. Or, one could reproach them for the contrary — but this
second risk is engendered by the first — for deferring to hypostasis at the worst moment,
that is, when the constraints of appearance have been transgressed in an attempt to
offer, despite the break, a place for hyperbolic reduction and incomplete definition,'°
and without an end result of their own, finally and inconsequently finding, in a
manner of speaking, a term.'! (One will recall on this matter the capitalizations of the
Other and Life that were denounced by Janicaud.) At base, the desire for reduction
that characterizes this family of French phenomenology is contradictory. This renders
the following question impossible: Is it true to itself when it incessantly restarts itself,
expecting all beings to recover an event that is always older and, as such, unidentifi-
able; or, on the contrary, when it pretends precisely to succeed in rejoining the abso-
lutely originary?

This phenomenology would thus fall victim to excess and the “excess of excess.”
This excess leads beyond the field of appearance and then fails to provide the grounds
of originary auto-appearance (but is therefore also true to the radicality of the
return upstream, which makes no disillusion in giving itself an identifiable, non-
phenomenological origin). The “excess of excess” is that which consists of wanting
to make it so that the effort of reduction is labeled a success and points to itself as
indisputable evidence of the source of all giving — without the ability to avoid the
suspicion that this phenomenological evidence is nothing but phenomenological
pseudo-evidence, a speculative construction, a naive thesis, the naive position on
existence of an absolute being that is beyond appearance.'* With so much suspicion
that the motivating dilemma is impossible to circumvent, one is obliged to leave it
alone. (What is given as the result of épokhe is necessarily already external and escapes
methodological control.)

Therefore, in all these cases, is this phenomenology untrue, in part, to the
phenomenological requirement in order to be true to another part of this requirement
— as though the phenomenological requirement was contradictory at its origins? These
contradictions being the following: first, to respect épokhé and to deprive oneself of the
renewal (toward the originary) and second, to completely carry out the renewal and, to
accomplish this, yield to épokhe.'® The family of contemporary French phenomenology
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that interests us here assumes this very position of exemplary confrontation with this
double-constraint that seems to be inscribed as the heart of the requirement, as the
phenomenological imperative. Unceasingly passing from excess to “excess of excess,”
and inversely, since none of these moments is completely satisfactory from the point of
view of phenomenological injunction (which is actually a contradictory injunction),
this phenomenology cannot be stabilized in a final, definitive and inapprehensive figure
of itself, but becomes, properly stated, a “sporadic phenomenology” (phénoménologie
clignotante) (Sebbah 2001a).

There is a significant conclusion to be drawn: this phenomenology that we just
recognized calls for a complete reflection as to what use we can make of it. The real
question it poses to its reader is: How will you make good use of me? Indeed, its un-
ceasingly excessive character — regardless of what side we take — prohibits (or protects)
us — from being able to completely adhere to and state it definitively: we cannot, it
seems, find comfort and peace of mind; neither in a reading of Levinas nor in one of
Henry can we adhere to these authors to the very end. Yet, is it not this that makes
good masters of them, masters who caution their readers — if they know how to read
them — from all epigonal conduct? Conversely, these are the main truths of phenom-
enology, if their transgressive practice of phenomenological method testifies, in fact, to
a fidelity, to a contradictory injunction of phenomenology itself. We can neither
completely adhere to these phenomenologies, nor completely detach ourselves, with-
out yielding to the phenomenological requirement.

This matter has undoubtedly suffered from its great generality (since it proposed to
find the means of reconfiguring the entire field of contemporary French phenomeno-
logy by evaluating its paradoxical fruitlessness). Allow us to attempt to outline, obvi-
ously too schematically, using examples from each author that we have discussed,
the manner it endures (or, at times, circumvents?) the test of excess that forges their
common bond.

Jacques Derrida

It is, of course, significant that Jacques Derrida is not included as part of the group of
authors identified by Janicaud as attempting to negotiate a theological bend within
phenomenology. This is due to the fact that — if “theology” here means (what is, after
all, a rather derived meaning!) passage beyond the borders of that which is given as
evidence of the essence and reception of something given beyond this evidence — it
should indeed be affirmed that Derrida never carries out such a transgression without
return. To meditate upon and test this crisis of evidence — its impossibility as such
being found in its purity — certainly never returns, as we have suggested, offering
a presence in excess to the sovereignty of evidence. The test of the limit of the
phenomenological, according to Derrida, does not open one to that beyond the phe-
nomenon, as Husserl defines it: this is why he is not a target of Janicaud’s criticism.
If he is sometimes the object of bitter criticism, it is owing to the positions by which his
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movement — such as we have described it — would be found to be irrational (i.e., weak-
ness of the argument, effects of seduction, identification of the paradoxes halting
the eidetic description forced by obviousness, etc.). The test of the phenomenological,
the setting into crisis, and even the continuation of the crisis, are not reducible by us
according to what is envisioned by these types of objections (which are sometimes
reduced to a great deal of brutality and poverty; but this is another debate). The
Derridean test of the phenomenological always maintains an intimate rapport with
that which is being put to the test (and the accusation that it is non-phenomenological
could not be held except from a position that would identify phenomenology with
Husserlianism and Husserlianism with a transcendental type of rationalism support-
ing no setting into crisis). This rapport will never be noticed often enough in the
description and reduction proposed by Derrida, as they resist such exposure. More-
over, to really reflect upon it, the Derridean movement — in that which implies as
much the impossibility of forsaking the “as such” of phenomenology as the impossibil-
ity of this “as such” — is one of the rare movements that reflects the same movement
that it practices.

The Saturated Phenomenon According to Jean-Luc Marion

We had, when considering an earlier work (Marion 1997: 304), designated Marionian
phenomenology as precisely that which justified Janicaud’s objections; like that which,
precisely, validates the economy of the test of the phenomenological limit, of its do-
main in law (evidence) and, in the same gesture, of its methodical constraints. Exempt,
always already and even in advance, from the limitations of the domain of the given
(which, in Husserlian terms, is usually only allowed for that which concerns objectifying
acts), will it not have difficulty playing out the giving of that which exceeds intuition
without one being able to rationally discuss it on the standard norm of that which is
given (or not)? Among these French phenomenologists, it would be no less than the
appearance of a paradox that Marion would be the one who asserts most of all phe-
nomenology as a method, its practical application and the success of reduction. If the
sequence of reductions functions so well with Marion (after the Husserlian reduction
to the object, then the Heideggerian reduction to being, the third and final — since it
succeeds in leading to the most radical — reduction is the Marionian reduction to the
saturated phenomenon), is this not because this exercise, and its implicit risk-taking —
the opening of the un-anticipatable — is in some way feigned? Precisely, since one
pretends to provide himself the means of succeeding in reducing the un-anticipatable,
does he not provide himself the means to anticipate, and thus miss as such — to miss as
such for having excessively pretended to have provided himself with such?

Such was, in substance, the argument that we presented to oppose Marion'’s Réduction
et donation (Reduction and Givenness; Marion 1989). Without attempting here to distin-
guish between what is to be ascribed to the insufficiency of our earlier reading, and
what is to be ascribed to the increasingly profound investigations and displacements
of Marionian thought itself since this seminal work, we should be precise in stating
that it is impossible to take back this criticism and announce its lack of accuracy and
justice toward the phenomenology of the saturated phenomenon. That leads us, not to
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discount our objection, ourselves, but to attempt to nuance it, to moderate, renew,
and deepen it. Henceforth, concerning the saturated phenomenon of Marion, the
objection for which Janicaud would have furnished the seminal form seems to have, so
to speak, been “exceeded.”

If the question really is: “From whence comes the right to consider as an attested
phenomenological example an element of revealed theology, for example, Christ?” then
one cannot merely hold to pointing out, while being scandalized, that Marion gives
himself allowances for that which exceeds the norm of evidence (and camouflages
the violence of this simple fait accompli with a fagade of methodological rigor). This is
because Marion’s work deepened: if we grant that it is, at the very least, possible to
deliver the giving from its limitation to the object (which is, undoubtedly, debatable,
but, in any state, constitutes a philosophically admissible statement and is thus philo-
sophically debatable), then Christ can offer himself. The most important step produced
by Marion is the following: “can offer” is changed to “offers.”

The Marionian movement consists, in fact, of saying that if one takes the Heideggerian
definition seriously, then the phenomenon that “shows itself” would not, by definition,
be preceded and determined by its condition of formal possibility: the phenomenon
does not surprise me except when it is preceded by nothing, which conditions the
possibility in advance — and especially not by categories such as those on the side of
a subject that one could qualify as a constituent. This description applies to any phe-
nomenon inasmuch as it is phenomenalized; even the poorest of phenomena, if one
remains, must maintain its bond with this additional category. From this (Marionian)
point of view, it could be said that the advantage of phenomenology consists in canceling
out the Kantian question, that of the right or legitimacy of appearance. The questions
of “What right?” or “What is the condition of possibility?” make no sense phenomeno-
logically and can only, in their very formulation, miss the phenomenon. This excess
on the condition of possibility will be, in the same movement, an excess on the phe-
nomenon to any empirical or objective effectivity: no longer measuring itself along-
side the right, the phenomenon is thus no longer measured with the fact, at least with
the fact of the object. This is what the Marionian theme means when speaking
of the “possibility that surpasses not only affectivity, but also the very conditions of
possibility.”** From this point, it becomes insufficient to declare that saturated phe-
nomena — especially the saturated phenomenon par excellence, revelation — absolutely
transgress any norm or right of appearance. It becomes insufficient in comparison
with the gesture that we have just indicated. Of course, no one is held to do it, but, it
should at least be noted that this gesture was produced, that it rests all the same on
a description of the phenomena (would this description force the opening of what
we held until now as indescribable?) and on a series of arguments: for this reason,
it is justifiable as a subject of phenomenological discussion. We must add someth-
ing: Marion, in order to be prudent, insists that, in this way, he simply establishes
phenomenologically the possibility of revelation. In the same movement, he insists
that the effectiveness of this revelation, the ontic status of this revelation, concerns a
revealed theology that he carefully avoids producing himself in his works on phe-
nomenology (this is especially the case in Levinas 1961).

The radical phenomenologist, Marion exempts himself from all rational theology
(where the question is of beings and of the relation of causality between beings and the
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“super-being” we call “God”). Acceptance of the phenomenology that he proposes
implies the possibility of the “giving” of the “saturated phenomenon par excellence,”
revelation, this possibility, consequently, culminating in putting into play the very
idea of phenomenology: the release of the framework of the object being like the
release of a giving beyond the very question of intuition (fulfilling the concept), of its
excess or of its deficiency.

It is out of the question to simply dismiss this objection according to which Marion
never attempts to test the limits of phenomenality — because he does well to assert a
transgression, so that he, himself, is liberated from the very idea of a limit (a limitation
to the form of the object and just the same for whatever limit); however, it is necessary
to produce this objection due to the rigorous reception of argumentation and descrip-
tion produced by Marion in his most recent texts.

Such a task exceeds the limits of this presentation. Nonetheless, we will suggest a
direction of research: Marion allows for the possibility of a phenomenon that is with-
out any further rapport with the “phenomena of common right.” For example, concern-
ing the traits proper to the face, is it not that case that these are not given except at
the very core of the upheaval of the visible, to which they are ineluctably attached?
To justify this excess of the visible (in the sense of what is given in the paradigm of
form, evidence, or object), perhaps it is this point that characterizes all these French
phenomenologists; but, can this reception cut off all the accumulation of common
visibility? Whereas, according to Marion, the historical event or the face of another
are saturated phenomena, their excess to the visibility of common right never entirely
extracts them from the ordinary world. They contaminate it as much as they are
contaminated by it — the saturated phenomenon par excellence, revelation, is absolved
of any rapport with ordinary phenomenology, for it is not shown “there” except in the
event of an absolutely other giving, showing no bond of common visibility.

The Face According to Levinas

There is a way of determining the precise location of the objection we are outlining,
which is at the place of the saturated phenomenon par excellence, that boils down to
determining the difference between the Levinasian description of the face and the one
put forward by Marion. From the beginning of this presentation, let us recall that the
face according to Levinas — as well as according to others whose arguments we will
not develop here — presents two decisive characteristics: “frankness” and “expression”;
it “speaks,” and thus, it is true, it is “given” fully and as — in addition to the visible — an
ethical language (Schonfeld 2005). However, the face — more so in Otherwise than
Being than in Totality and Infinity — is characterized as much by its ambiguity as by its
frankness: ambiguity in that it is not given, so to speak, save as a void, that like the
upheaval of the appearance of the World, that is: still and ineluctably the same —
visible; it is a trace of that which will never be present, and the trace gives only insofar
as it implies the absently irreducible. Without going into all the details here, it could be
said that already in his interpretation of Levinas, and especially in his description of
the face that he proposes under his own name, Marion favors the first of these two
characteristics and tends to rescind the second, or at least, envelop it within the first:
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if there is a certain “deficiency” of the face, something like the absence that haunts it,
this deficiency will be interpreted by Marion as a deficiency of intuition signaling, in
fact, an addition, an additional giving. Such is, according to us, the difference between
a movement that legitimizes the giving of revelation within phenomenology, liberates
giving beyond any limit to the point that the absently irreducible trace cannot find at
its heart any status of radicality (Marion), and the movement (that of Levinas) that
never ceases to test the limit of phenomenality, the absently irreducible marked by the
trace of the face to the World itself, is thus apprehensive with regard to revelation.
For Levinas, revelation, although beyond theoretical or objectifying knowledge, is still
not the otherwise than knowing appropriate for the otherwise of being, but still a form
of knowing, if we take this last term to mean a sort of giving (which, circumstantially,
would give as any other form of giving constrained by the rule of the object or by
evidence would give).

The Levinasian movement would never cease to test the limits of phenomenology,
whereas the Marionian movement, dismissing all limits, could propose itself as allow-
ing the possibility of revelation and thus being the most radical form of phenomeno-
logy. However, one could, “from the exterior,” so to speak, designate this second
gesture as providing an excess through a simple transgression that, consequently, is
cut off from any rapport with the extremities of phenomenology, and maybe even from
phenomenology altogether. Would such a transgression, an absolute transgression,
be one from which one could never again transgress (if all transgressions are tested
in relation to limits)?

We should emphasize here that the Derridean rapport with phenomenology recog-
nizes a deep affinity with the relationship of the Levinasian movement with phenom-
enology. Like the latter, Derrida favors the problematic of the trace and never ceases to
test the limits of the phenomenal while simply demanding that it not be transgressed.
One could even say that Derrida accentuates this tendency. One would, in turn, find a
sort of confirmation a contrario of this hypothetical reading in that if Marion minimizes
the ambiguity of the face in order to favor his additional giving, Derrida, for his part,
tends, on the contrary, to accentuate the dimension of the absence of the trace as
forming a crisis surrounding any presence and leaving aside the frankness of the face
that is given (his rapport with ethics plays itself out differently). It is significant from
this point of view that Eli Schonfeld, in a text sensitive to Jewish lineage in the work of
Levinas (Schonfeld 2005: 446), accentuates the difference between Levinas and Derrida
at the exact point where we have the tendency, for our own part, to accentuate the
proximity. It is true that the Levinasian description of the face carries within itself a
tension between these two directions (contradictory up to what point?): the positivity
of the ethical frankness of the face on one side, and, on the other, the ambiguity of the
trace working the phenomenal horizon in absence. Schonfeld emphasizes, for his part,
that if the trace fails to return to any positivity for Derrida (we are incessantly returned
from trace to trace, and the archi-trace is “first”), for Levinas, it returns to the positivity
of ethical language and even, he says, beyond the ethical, “the trace returns us to a
Jewish God, with the God of the book of Exodus” (ibid.). In all consistency, this Levinas
would be more suitable for Marion.

Thus, we clearly see two manners of practicing excess in phenomenology distinctly
taking form. There is the one that tests the limits: the Derridean movement; but there
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is also the Levinasian movement. (We should, of course, concede that there is, in the
work of the latter, a certain ethical “positivity,” but it seems to us — though arguing
would take us too far from the scope of this chapter — that one can, in no case, concede
that the frankness of the face leads one directly and ineluctably back to the God re-
vealed at Sinai. Levinasian phenomenology remains fixed to this pole of phenomenality,
the face overwhelming the visibility of the visible itself as a trace of that which will
have never been present.)

In light of this gesture, there is one that liberates the giving from the limit of the
visible (constrained by the norm of evidence), that being Marion; and, as we demon-
strated above, the movement of Henry, which is, from this point of view, closest to that
of Marion.

The Auto-Revelation of the Figure of Christ in Michel Henry

Henry, nevertheless, if he dismisses the authentic phenomenality of his attachment to
any ek-static structure still does not allow for any giving that would not be limited by
some unit of measure, but once again takes up the discussion of the immanence of the
proof of Life, that, at base, holds the place of a criterion of authentic phenomenology:
this is, no doubt, debatable — in true sense of debate, discussion — but it institutes
a norm that returns to the certification that the living self creates from the source
of this auto-affection (for example, but not exclusively, through suffering). The auto-
revelation in question, in order to radically free itself from the World, is all the more
strongly attached to that which always also constituted a norm in phenomenology,
the lived experience, the “auto-effective” certification, if you will. Henry's “revelation”
looks to nothing other than to this: that in the description he proposes, the pressure of
Life alone, which is always pressure exerted from the self of a Living Thing, constitutes
immediately the very expression and the source of all signification.

It seems that the relationship of excesses (concerning the visible) is offered in a
manner strikingly and perceptibly different between the work of Henry and that of
Marion. We would, therefore, like to conclude with a simple outline of a precise ex-
ample, a precise textual sequence of the method of reading that we have just pro-
posed, to locate within his work a moment of phenomenological transgression that
attests at the same time to the proof that this limit has been endured.

Let us focus on the question that is absolutely central to the status of Christianity,
and more precisely, to the status of the figure of Christ, in the economy of the latest
work published to date by Henry, I am the Truth (Henry 1996). To what point
should we follow Henry in his use of Christianity in phenomenology? Is there a
point where we can no longer follow him on this path? Can we identify this point? In
what ways does this final point still testify to the center of the matter of transgression
of the phenomenological — a transgression that, we must emphasize, is not completely
proven and reflected upon as such by Henry — of infidelity to the phenomenological
requirement?

We must first point out that Henry does not seem to endorse Christianity in exactly
the same way that he did, for instance, Cartesian or Marxist thought (see, for Descartes,
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Henry 1985; and for Marx, Henry 1976). Addressing the manner that he is comparable
to Descartes and Marx, let it be said that he was sometimes reproached for carrying
out a sort of “forcing” ( forgage) by which he succeeds in finding in them an annuncia-
tion of his own basic intuition. Of course, in Henry's eyes, it is Life that is omnipresent
in his auto-revelation — up to the very symptoms of its negation: barbarism — which is
revealed most particularly in these works (although less completely so, of course, than
in his own!). In any event, at the very most, we can expect a Henrian description to
take excessive liberties with the texts that it employs. Whereas, in I am the Truth —
although no one can judge it as a being anything but a very specific “account” of
Christianity — it is the opposite question that arises. That is, to know the following: was
the Henrian phenomenology of Life not surreptitiously subordinated to a motif and an
intuition that were, at first, foreign to him, and, that threaten to control it from this
exteriority? From Henry's point of view such is, of course, not the case: he would claim
to have simply known to recognize in Christianity an exemplary revelation from the
very movement of Life. There would be no place for him to be scandalized by subordi-
nation to philosophy in general, and by phenomenology in particular, to a particular-
ized faith in the whole of specific dogmas in their positivity. There would also be,
except in the case of misapprehension, a poor way of articulating the question: indeed,
for Henry, it is Life that reveals itself in different ways in the philosophies — as in other
types of work. In the same way, Life reveals itself in different ways in the different
religions. Consequently, there is nothing anti-phenomenological to be found in the
particular way that Christianity reveals Life: there would be nothing reprehensible; on
the contrary, in continuing the revelation of Life that takes place in Christianity in and
by philosophical discourse that would take into consideration Christian faith without
distorting it with its own constraints (those, in particular, of a requirement of rigorous,
rational explanation of the sequence of its expressions).

If, in examining Christianity, we suspect that something else is coming into play
and asserting itself in Henrian philosophy outside the — absolutely legitimate — Henrian
conception of philosophical practice, it is for the following reason: the question that
arises here is of knowing if it is, indeed, the Henrian phenomenological description
that ends in the figure of Christ, or if, on the contrary, it is not rooted as a prerequisite.
Is this not the irruption of a non-phenomenological theme, not produced by
phenomenological constraint, in Henry’s phenomenology that brings to him, from
without, the possibility of resolving a problem that arose in this phenomenology and
has not managed to resolve itself by its own means?

We will content ourselves here with outlining the problem at hand: in I am the
Truth, the issue is to know how each Living Thing (Vivant) ipseizes itself in the move-
ment of Life. How does a Living Thing acquire its ipseity from the sovereignty of Life?
This question arises if we must hold that Life absolutely gives life to every being and
that, even so, from the point of view of a Living Thing, to be oneself always supposes
a meaning — even if it is only one meaning — to be tested absolutely separately,
absolutely autonomously, in its singularity, to be held absolutely to oneself. How do
we make this event of the singularity of the Self thinkable and describable in the
sovereignty of Life without always already compromising the latter, this first event
toward which the whole is, however, entirely predisposed?
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Very precisely, the answer is in Christ, as he will be designated as the “First Living
Thing,” as the “Archi-Son” who will allow the paradoxical double-constraint that we
have just explained to be rendered intelligible.'®> As the Archi-Son, Christ is, rightfully,
the unheard-of first occurrence of ipseic singularity in Life that, in a sense, owes noth-
ing to Life, but, on the contrary, offers it something in the possibility to ipseize Living
Things by inaugurating this possibility. Consequently, Christ offers to each Being to be
itself. As such, the event of the coming of Christ is a transcendental event. It also
escapes the linear and cumulative temporality of objective time, and it is not absurd to
say that the event of the “Archi-Son” has always already taken place in Life, making
possible in itself the ipseization of Living Things; and that, still, in the same motion,
must be characterized by the unrepeatable singularity of the event, that which is sup-
posed to identify it (being about Christ and not another, and this because Christ has no
trace of general abstraction), even if this identification has nothing to do with the
World or the object (it is certainly not initially about spatio-temporal individualiza-
tion) and is strictly transcendental?

From this point, it is legitimate to wonder, as we do, if Christ is not a motif imported
from outside the phenomenology of Life, allowing Him to face a double constraint
that we were unable to manage to produce or govern using our own resources. There-
fore, everything is held up: by pointing toward Christ, does Henry not provide a precise
identification of the transcendental? Does he not identify the most originary source of
all giving (would this identification indicate a transcendental event)?

It is now time to tie up the loose ends of this rapid analysis of the status of Christ as
the Archi-Son in the Henrian phenomenology of Life,'® as well as those of the hypo-
thesis that we presented above, in order to help configure the field of contemporary
French phenomenology and orient ourselves within it.

One will have understood that the figure of Christ would occupy, according to us
and within Henrian phenomenology, the function and the place of the motif, undimin-
ished by épokhé, through which reduction as hyperbolic renewal would be able to
stabilize itself on an ultimate ground, thus inverting the excessive movement by which
it is prone to an “excess of excess” that identifies the unidentifiable, despite everything
and in contradiction with the inclinations of its own requirements, to give a term to
the anxiety it accommodates.

It is useless to specify that the movement we are attempting to characterize here is,
in fact, neither linear nor sequential, and that the production of the figure of Christ
in phenomenology does not simply negate the phenomenological character of the
Henrian system. This philosophy is sufficiently complex so as not to be subject, in any
event, to a case of easy exit without returning to phenomenology, while at the same
time, retaining the necessity of knowing how to indicate the present transgression of
the imminent constraints of phenomenology.

To conclude, let us reiterate that if, for our part, we cannot accompany Henry when
he allows himself to use Christ, which we have diagnosed as an “excess of excess,” we
hold that the “excess of excess” itself, which disallows complete agreement with the
phenomenological course of an author, is still, and perhaps more so than ever, the
testimony of the radicality of the phenomenological movement in question, of the risk
that it knows to take.
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Notes

This chapter takes up, builds upon, and significantly modifies portions of Sebbah 2001b
and 2000.

1

10
11

12

13

So that we are not mistaken here, the affirmative position of this statement in no way
implies an “apology” for any school: likewise, there is no way of judging except for
the gestures of thought that will be evoked in the following lines that testify to an exit
from, or a treason against, phenomenology; others, or even the same, speak of a “post-
phenomenology.” It would be useless to mention that the stakes that we claim here are not
those that concern the guardians of vaults — or of temples.

See, for example, Maldiney 1973; Garelli 1991, 2000; Richir 1987, 1992; and Barbaras
1993, 1999.

Except when considering that Life is this privileged “phenomenon,” because nothing is
revealed except in Life or as Life.

From Marion 1997, the book that we favor most particularly here, written in the wake of
Marion 1989; we also make reference, in this presentation, to Marion 2001, which takes
up the contributions of Marion 1997 in a concern for systemization, depth, and clarification.
See Janicaud 1998. Let it be noted that Janicaud had criticized the authors that we are
treating here — we must stress with the exception of Derrida — for the motif of the others of
trying to negotiate a “theological turn” of phenomenology. See Janicaud 1991.

At least pertaining to that which no one would qualify as a “continental” use of phenom-
enology: the analytical use and the use of phenomenology in the cognitive sciences being
precisely characterized by that. These uses seem to us, for the most part, to ignore and
even explicitly divert the requirement of reduction. It is, at least, necessary to point out,
however, a notable exception concerning the rapport between cognitive sciences and
phenomenology: the recent work of Natalie Depraz and Francisco Varela (see Depraz,
Varela, and Vermersch 2003).

One could speak of “fruitfulness” if such an ambiguity of reduction, prohibiting all preten-
sion of a definitive description as to the way of appearance, does not, however, result in
abandoning the requirement, but on the contrary, indefatigably starting it over again.

To make the distinction operative, in our own way, let us particularly draw on the method
worked out by Patocka that differentiates between “épokhe,” in the sense of a simple move-
ment of suspicion or placing between parentheses of the thesis of the world, and “reduc-
tion,” in the sense of a “renewal toward the source of any appearance” (Patocka 1988).
This would then produce, at the very heart of phenomenology, a sort of dialectic of appear-
ance, in the Kantian sense of the term.

And all the while entirely aiming at this accomplishment.

These hypostases would still be even more detached from the field of appearance than was
Husserlian transcendental subjectivity: these authors would do “worse” than Husserl to
want to rightly radicalize the Husserlian gesture of reduction.

“Beyond appearance”: that is to say, beyond perceptive actions and all the actions that
modify or are founded upon them.

One could, furthermore, wonder — we will simply suggest it here — that if this way
of presenting oneself entirely is proof of this double-constraint with the impossibility of
constituting oneself in the definitive figure of the self, then, it does not constitute an overall
greater fidelity to phenomenology than the practices of phenomenology that, to be entirely
and definitively faithful to the branch of double-constraint, completely dodge the imperative
charge of the other. This is evident, but one still needs to more deeply support this

65



FRANCOIS-DAVID SEBBAH

hypothesis. In formulating this suggestion, we keep in sight the alternative between the phe-
nomenology that is considered “theological” and that considered “minimalist” as proposed
by Janicaud — and we would readily propose to short-circuit this alternative in the name of
anything else. In addition, we will have understood that happy medium in an affected,
quantitative, and inconsistent sense. The strictly Aristotelian idea of the “happy medium”
would be more appropriate for what we have in mind, if, for Aristotle, “happy medium”
maintains within itself the opposing excesses.

14 The prudent call to this distinction between simple possibility and effectivity can, in addi-
tion, be surprising, from the point of view of an author who seems to have, so to speak,
short-circuited it in liberating the giving as the “possibility of the impossible.”

15 See Henry 1996, in particular ch. 5, “Phénoménologie du Christ” [Phenomenology of
Christ], and especially chs. 6 and 7, “L’homme en tant que ‘Fils de Dieu’” [Man as “Son of
God”], and “L’homme en tant que ‘Fils dans le Fils"” [Man as “Son in the Son”].

16 We looked longest at part II, ch. III of Sebbah 2001a.
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Intentionality

J. N. MOHANTY

Beginnings

Intentionality has occupied a central role in modern phenomenology beginning with
Edmund Husserl. But, at the same time, its precise nature and status have been a
matter of controversy within the larger philosophical movement. Even within Husserl’s
own philosophy, its analysis, function, and interpretation have had a long, winding,
and extremely complex history. In this chapter, I will try to follow some of these con-
troversies and lines of development, looking specifically at work by Husserl, Heidegger,
and Merleau-Ponty.

We now know that the concept of intentionality antedates Brentano’s lectures on
psychology, that we find it in the scholastics, and far back in Aristotle, such that even
Brentano’s famed statement about it has Aristotelian overtones. However, without
stopping to trace that fascinating history of the concept, let us be satisfied with citing
the passage in which Brentano’s formulation first surfaces:

Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages
called the intentional (or mental) in-existence of an object, and what we might call, though
not wholly unambiguously, reference to a content, direction upon an object (which is
not to be understood here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental
phenomenon includes something as an object within itself; although they do not all do
so in the same way. In presentation something is presented, in judgment something is
affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired, and so on.

This intentional in-existence is characteristic exclusively of mental phenomena.
No physical phenomenon exhibits anything like it. We can, therefore, define mental
phenomena by saying that they are those phenomena that contain an object intention-
ally within themselves. (Brentano 1973: 88-9)

Interpreting this justly famous paragraph has led to various problems. We must, first
of all, be clear about what he means by “mental phenomena” (correspondingly,
by “physical phenomena”); we should also be clear about what he means by “object”
and by that phrase “intentional (or mental) in-existence of an object.” We are also
left wondering how and in what sense mental phenomena can “contain an object
intentionally within themselves.” Mental phenomena for Brentano are mental acts,
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"o

designated by such verbs, or rather gerundial nouns, as “believing,” “perceiving,”
“desiring,” and “hoping” — not, to be sure, mental contents such as images or sensory
data. The former alone are intentional in his sense.

It is generally thought that Husserl took over the thesis of intentionality from
Brentano, and then considerably modified it. As Brentano’s pupil, Husserl attended
Brentano’s lectures on psychology and certainly would have learned about the
concept of intentionality. However, as recent researchers have shown, Husserl did
not introduce the concept of intentionality in his own work until years later. At last,
in 1894, we find him, finally overcoming, after a long struggle beginning with his
Philosophie der Arithmetik, Brentano’s “immanentism.” He does this by discovering for
himself that presentations (Vorstellungen) were of two kinds: intuitive (where a content
is given in the act although even here he recognizes that when an external object is
given, the whole system of contents corresponding to such an object goes far beyond
the contents which are actually immanent to the act) and representative (in which
the represented object is not at all immanent). The latter sort of Vorstellung is rather
directed toward the intuition of what is not given.

With this, he had discovered a concept of intentionality which is directed toward
a transcendent object, and which is “fulfilled” when that object is given. He also dis-
covered the same intentionality in the heart of intuitive presentations as pointing to
what is not yet, but can be, given. With the overcoming of “immanentism,” the basis
was laid for the Logische Untersuchungen (the Logical Investigations).

Husserl's Theory of Intentionality

Overview

In the Logical Investigations, Husserl introduced the thesis of intentionality in three
stages. In the First Investigation, he begins with a semantic thesis, a theory of mean-
ing, in connection with “expressions.” In the Fifth Investigation, he takes up the theme
of consciousness, and directly relates to the Brentanian thesis. He defines the notion of
“act,” rejects Brentano’s immanentism, and sharply distinguishes between the con-
tent and the object of an intentional act. In the Sixth Investigation, all this is taken up
into the concepts of knowledge as fulfillment of intention, and of truth as evidence. We
will briefly expound the theory in these three stages.

First, the semantic theory, on the face of it, bears a close resemblance to Frege's, but
we shall avoid the hasty conclusion that he may have derived it from the latter. He
formulates the theory thus: “Each expression not merely says something, but says it of
something: it not only has a meaning, but refers to certain objects . . . the object never
coincides with the meaning. Both, of course, only pertain to an expression in virtue of
the mental acts which give it sense” (Husserl 1970a: vol. I, 287). An expression refers
to its object via its meaning. The meaning, here called Bedeutung, is later said to be an
ideal entity, a species whose instances are the acts intending it — ideal in the sense that
it is not spatio-temporally individuated and is closer to what some philosophers call
“abstract” entities.

In the Fifth Investigation, the Brentano thesis is addressed. Between the widest con-
cept of “consciousness” as the totality of one’s mental life, and the narrowest concept

”
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of it as one’s inner perception of one’s mental experiences, Husserl cuts out a middle
region consisting only of intentional experiences which he designates by the technic-
ally defined term “act.” By insisting on the terminus “act,” he wants to free the notion
of intentional experience from the idea of a specific sort of activity, especially an act
of the will.

Husserl, however, disagrees with Brentano's thesis that all experiences are inten-
tional. There are, he insists, experiences or, in Brentano’s words, mental phenomena
which are not intentional, for example, “sensations and sensation complexes” (Husserl
1970a: vol. II, 556; translation modified). He prefers to drop Brentano’s use of the
term “mental phenomena,” in view of the ambiguities that surround his doctrine of
“inner perception.” The location “intentional experience referring to an object” should
not be construed as meaning that two things are present in experiences, an object and
an intentional act directed toward it. Only one thing is present, an intentional experi-
ence, and “(Df this experience is present, then eo ipso and through its own essence
(we must insist), the intentional ‘relation’ to an object is achieved, and an object is
‘intentionally present’” (Husserl 1970a: vol. II, 558). He thus rejects a relational
understanding of intentionality. He is not trying to understand how consciousness
(which is allegedly within me) relates to an object out there. There is no intentional
experience without already having an intentional object. Likewise, the alleged con-
sciousness that is to achieve its relation to an object is already, to begin with, conscious-
ness of this object and of no other.

An important aspect of the concept of intentionality, as it is elaborated in the Fifth
and the Sixth Logical Investigations, is that it is presented in the context of a theory
of perception. As it now stands, the theory, in very simple outlines, amounts to this:
the intentional object of perception transcends the act of perceiving. The act, however,
has its immanent contents, which are also called “primary contents,” which are
sensory complexes, later to be called hyletic data. The intentional act has then two
functions, one built, as it were, upon the other: it first confers sense or meaning
upon the primary contents, and thereby objectivates, or makes possible an object,
to which then it intentionally refers (in this account, “first” and “then” are to be under-
stood not in a chronological sense but in a logical order). This is how one should
understand this crucial text: “Apperception is our surplus, which is found in experi-
ence itself, in its descriptive content as opposed to the raw existence of sense: it is the
act-character which as it were ensouls sense, and is in essence such as to make us
perceive this or that object” (Husserl 1970a: vol. II, 567). This perceptual model is
extended by Husserl to understanding an utterance: here, too, a meaning-giving act
supervenes upon the presented acoustic “primary content”; the latter is interpreted,
resulting in the auditor’s grasping of a meaning. We now understand why Husserl
would say later that although Brentano was the discoverer of intentionality, he did
not see the objectifying role of intentionality.

In the last phase of the theory of intentionality, as it is developed in the Logical
Investigations, the discussion of intentionality is undertaken in the context of knowing.
The distinction between meaning intention and meaning fulfillment, already intro-
duced in the First Investigation, is extended beyond logical thinking to all objectify-
ing acts. Intentionality may now be said to be striving after truth and as a temporal
process.
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The meaning as noema

Husserl's manuscripts written between 1906 and 1910 abound in various ways
of articulating this new theory of meaning, which was made possible by Husserl's
momentous discovery of the “epoche” in 1905. With the subjecting of the object in
the natural attitude to the reduction, the component of doxic positing or belief which
belongs to every act which confers on the object its being-character (e.g., “real,”
“possible,” “imaginary”) now becomes available for study; Husserl calls it noesis. Its
correlate becomes the object in the how of its givenness together with its thetic charac-
ters, now called the noema. The noema is also said to be the Sinn of the act. We thus
arrive at the famed thesis of noesis—noema correlation, which is often said to be the
essential feature of intentionality. Husserl speaks of the noema as the phenomeno-
logically reduced object, as the intended as such, especially as the perceived as per-
ceived, as the ideal-identical Sinn or meaning of the act, as the appearing object, etc.

Let me now give a rather simple analysis of the structure of what Husserl calls the
full noema. Although Husserl sometimes calls the full noema Sinn, Sinn, “in the most
pregnant sense,” is the noematic nucleus to which belong all the objective predicates
constituting the “how” of the object’s givenness. The full noema includes the nucleus
with its central point, the X, and the thetic character which is then the posited meaning.
This thetic character is, in general, predicates corresponding to the doxic quality of
the act whose noema we are considering. This X is to be construed neither as the
substance underlying the objective predicates, nor as a phenomenon apart from
the latter predicates, but as a component of the meaning of the act, by virtue of which
the predicates are unified as “belonging to one and the same thing.” It indicates a
function whose concretizations are different in different cases.

Now, I will distinguish between (i) the psychological noema, (ii) the logical noema,
(iii) noema as a semantic function, and (iv) the transcendental noema. The psycho-
logical noema may be identified as the total content of the appearing object prior to
“epoche.” It is distinctly different from the object that is presented. The logical noema
is the noematic Sinn consisting of the nucleus and the objective predicates ascribed to
the object. It is logical inasmuch as its ideality makes logical discourse possible. Pro-
positions, syllogisms, and theories are noemata in this sense. From the semantic point
of view, the noema is a function whose arguments are possible worlds and values are
individuals in the actual world. The transcendental noema is the object as it appears
within the epoche. There is, then, no distinction between the transcendental noema
and the object. The sense of constitution of the object varies from one interpretation
of the “noema” to the other.

Subsequent developments of Husserl’s theory

Further developments of Husserl’s theory of intentionality were stimulated by his
discovery of and growing concern with the horizonal characteristic of every act as
well as of its noema, by his continuing, and developing, researches into inner time-
consciousness, and both leading to the realization that the act-intentionalities, having
noetic-noematic structure, are surrounded and penetrated by intentionalities which
are not acts.
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Let us recall that intentionality, for Husserl, constitutes the object by conferring
meaning upon the non-intentional stuff or hyle. Using now the idea of noema, we can
say that one and the same object is constituted by the noematic nuclei of those acts
carving out, as it were, a common and shared area. This notion of constitution and the
theory of intentionality associated with it surely underwent some revision, though not
radical change, in later years of Husserl’s thinking. It does appear that many aspects of
intentionality came to be revised without, however, radically affecting the central core
of the theory.

Heidegger on Intentionality

For about fifteen years, Heidegger was captivated by the Logical Investigations. The key
concepts in the Investigations which he isolated for special attention are “intentional-
ity,” “categorial intuition,” and “a priori.” While Brentano set him on his philosoph-
ical path as much as he also influenced Husserl, it was Brentano'’s essay on the concept
of Being in Aristotle — “On the Manifold Sense of Being in Aristotle” — and not his
lectures on psychology, which determined his thinking. This explains why early on he
sought to give an ontological interpretation to those three key concepts.

In the Basic Problems of Phenomenology, Heidegger points out several misinter-
pretations of intentionality (Heidegger 1982). The most pervasive misinterpretation
is to construe it “as an extant relation between two things extant, a psychological
subject and a physical object” (Heidegger 1982: 60; translation modified). To the
contrary, intentionality belongs to the structure of the subject. But then, a second
misinterpretation arises when we construe the intentional experiences of the subject
as being immanent to the subject, and there, in order to explain how immanent
experiences can be of a transcendental object, end up by regarding the objects of inten-
tionality also as immanent to the subject — in which case, intentionality becomes
something that occurs within the subject. However, intentionality is neither objective,
nor subjective. It is indeed prior to, and “more original” than both, the subject and the
object.

It seems that while defending the thesis of intentionality, Heidegger’s goal, toward
which he moves slowly over the years, is to overcome the Husserlian version of it.
When he rejects “erroneous objectivism” and “erroneous subjectivism” and sets aside
any construal of it as a relation between two “extant” entities, clearly he is reformulat-
ing, in his own language, Husserl's rejection of objectivism as well as of psychologism.
He still has to find a way to articulate his own distinctive position. He does this by
asking what is the ontological status of intentionality, which on his view Husserl left
indeterminate. Heidegger asks us to think of intentionality more radically. How is it
possible for the subject to escape the confines of its immanence and relate to the other?
Or, even, why does a subject “require” an object, and conversely? This relating must
belong to the ontological constitution of the subject itself. Intentionality must belong
to the existence of Dasein. It is of the nature of Dasein that it exists in such a way that
it is “always already with other beings” (Heidegger 1982: 157).

Dasein’s “transposition” of itself to the things is possible because its very nature is
transcendence. This leads Heidegger to a discussion of temporality, especially to what he
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calls the “ecstatic-horizonal constitution of temporality” (Heidegger 1982: 314). What
we have in the end is the following order of foundational dependence:

Temporality — transcendence — being-in-the-world — Intentionality

In this chain, the preceding member founds the succeeding. Intentionality is only a
surface phenomenon of deeper ontological structure.

Let me turn now to the concepts of meaning, Sinn, and noema, which, for Husserl,
have their origin in intentionality. For this purpose, I will go back to Heidegger's still
earlier writings. In his lectures of 1920, he tells us that factual life-experience has the
character of meaningfulness (Bedeutsamkeit), which consists in three kinds of mean-
ing: Gehaltssinn (contentual meaning), Bezug-sinn (relational meaning), and Vollzugsinn
(performance-meaning). The first is the content of what is experienced, the second
is relational meaning which lies in the “how” of that content’s being presented
or experienced. The third is, for Heidegger, the most important; it consists in the
temporal reenactment of the event of meaning. This last is the primary task of phe-
nomenology, the Husserlian “clarification” of sense by returning to the original expe-
riencing moment when the meaning emerges. For Heidegger, it is to return to the
historical origin.

Merleau-Ponty

Merleau-Ponty’s original contributions to the theme of intentionality may be brought

under four headings, “operative intentionality,” “bodily intentionality,” “intentional-
ity and transparence,” and, finally, the relation between consciousness and the world.

Operative intentionality

The intentional act which posits the world or an object in the world is not the primary
intentionality. What precedes it is the lived experience of the world “as already there.”
Kant held that the categorial constitution of the objective world already presupposes
that “the hidden art of imagination” has already constituted the world. The task of
understanding is to conceptualize, objectify, and render “conscious” what has already
been achieved (Kant 1965). This fundamental, most primary experience (not “act”) of
world-constitution is called by Merleau-Ponty “operative intentionality,” following
a suggestion by the late Husserl (Husserl 1970b). In Merleau-Ponty’s world, it is
“the natural and antepredicative unity of the world and of our life, being apparent in
our desires, our evaluations and in the landscape we see, more clearly than in object-
ive knowledge, and furnishing the text which our knowledge tries to translate into
precise language” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: xvii). Husserl had treated desires, evalua-
tions, and the like as non-objectifying but still as acts, and as presupposing objectifying
acts. Merleau-Ponty, rightly I think, treats feelings, emotions, desires, and evaluations
as experiences which are not acts, nevertheless intentional in a rather extended sense,
and he reverses the Brentano—Husserl relation of priority between objectifying and
non-objectifying intentionalities. Merleau-Ponty writes that Husserl’s originality does
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not consist in the discovery of intentionality but rather in: “The elaboration of this
notion and in the discovery, beneath the intentionality of representation, of a deeper
intentionality, which others have called existence” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 121fn.).
Note that whereas Heidegger does not want to call this existence or Dasein’s being-
in-the-world intentional on the ground that being is not an object, Merleau-Ponty,
closer to Husserl, still regards it as the deeper level of intentionality, or as “operative
intentionality.”

Bodily intentionality

Although, as is well known, Merleau-Ponty rejects the absolute dualism advocated
by Sartre, between consciousness and the world, and situates body in the ambiguous
middle, the body is still on the side of the subject (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 5). It is
“our point of view on the world.” The subject of perception is not “an absolute thinker,”
but the body. The body-subject is not a thing, but an intentional movement dir-
ected toward the object, or at least is a potential movement. “The body itself is a
motor power, a “motor project” (Bewegungsentwurf), a “motor intentionality.” As
one’s hand moves to grasp a tumbler of water, it is not that there is first a thought
about raising and stretching one’s arm and then this thought causes a mechanical
bodily motion. It is the bodily movement that directs itself toward the object, and
this movement has its own sui generis intentionality. “Motility,” writes Merleau-Ponty,
“is not, as it were, a handmaid of consciousness, transporting the body to the point
in space of which we have formed a representation beforehand” (Merleau-Ponty
1962: 139). The intentionality of bodily movement confers the primary meaning
on things in the world, which thought subsequently conceptualizes by a process of
idealization.

Bodily intentionality has the feature of being “anonymous,” it is not fully trans-
parent to itself, nor is it totally opaque; it is not incurably particular, as characterized
by Heidegger’s Jemeinigkeit, but has a certain generality about it such that the mean-
ings it confers are empirically general, not strict idealities; it is also characterized by
a certain circularity, it both is a project towards the world and also is an openness
towards the world (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 254).

Intentionality and transparence

Sartre famously regards consciousness, which is, in his jargon, so fully intentional
that its entire being consists in being directed toward the world, such that in itself it is
sheer nothingness, it has no contents, no Husserlian hyle nor Husserlian noema. Being
fully intentional, it is also fully transparent to itself. Intentionality implies complete
transparency, and excludes all opacity. Being-in-itself is both non-intentional and
opaque. Rejecting such oppositional thinking, Merleau-Ponty regards intentional-
ity as always a matter of degrees, and so also is the transparency of intentional subject
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: 124-5). Intentionality never grasps its object in its totality,
nor it is completely aware of all its background and presuppositions. An absolute
positing of the object, we are told, would mean “death of consciousness” (Merleau-
Ponty 1962: 71).
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Consciousness and the world

The idea of intentionality seems to suggest an initial separation of consciousness and
the world, and then an attempt to reconnect them. On Merleau-Ponty’s view, this is a
mistake. We are “through and through compounded of relationships with the world”
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: xiii). We are intimately bound to the world by “intentional
threads.” This tie can be loosened, as by the epoché, but cannot be cut off — which
explains Merleau-Ponty’s recognition that we need the epoché, but a complete reduc-
tion is not possible. I think he saw clearly that the pure subject of classical transcend-
ental philosophy and the pure object of classical science are both products of thinking,
and it is by rejecting both that we begin to see that embodied and situated conscious-
ness and the pre-objective perceived world are two aspects of the same intentionality.

An attempt to reconcile the various perspectives on intentionality

I may now bring this account of intentionality to a conclusion by way of ordering
the different approaches to this topic in a sort of hierarchical order. We may begin
with a psychological thesis along Brentano’s lines, characterizing all mental acts as
containing within themselves a directedness toward an object, a directedness which
cannot be explained otherwise than by recognizing this as an irreducible and intrinsic
feature. The next stage in our thinking would consist in trying to accommodate this
feature within a naturalistic—causal framework a la Sellars and Dretske. If both the
“immanentism” of the Brentano thesis and the physicalism of the causal account fail,
then we have to find a place for what is important in each. The intentional content
must be grounded in the natural and the cultural orders, and intentionality in Dasein’s
being-in-the-world, especially in its temporality. The representative content of the
Brentano thesis has to be grounded in the non-representational, but actional projects
of the Dasein. Finally, the opposition between a mentalistic representational theory of
intentionality — both theoretical as well as practical and affective — as a transcendental
—constitutive function, according to which the intentional content is not an internal
representation but a publicly sharable meaning, and the world in which Dasein finds
itself is the product of prior constitutive accomplishments of an intentionally implic-
ated community of egos. With this progressive deepening of our understanding of the
nature and function of intentionality, the relevant philosophical problem continues to
be transformed.
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Consciousness

CHARLES SIEWERT

Introduction

Consciousness figures as a central — sometimes dominant — theme in the phenomeno-
logical tradition initiated by Franz Brentano and Edmund Husserl. This chapter describes
key elements of Brentano’s and Husserl's seminal discussions of consciousness. It then
briefly notes some ways in which these views were received by some of the best-known
(“existential”) phenomenologists who followed: Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre,
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.

Writings in phenomenology reasonably seen as about consciousness (in some widely
recognizable, if initially loose sense) tend to take as basic some notion of appearance or
experience — or a notion of consciousness of objects — for which perceptual appearances
and imaginings, but also episodes of conceptual thought, furnish paradigms. Working
then from some initial, broad understanding of consciousness, experience, or appear-
ance, philosophers in the phenomenological tradition try to characterize the forms it
takes, and how they are related — especially in terms of their intentionality — in terms,
that is, of how they are “directed at” or “refer” to things. This characterization comes
from a critical reflection on these forms, one that relies on the sort of understanding of
them available through occupying (or adopting in imagination) the point of view of
someone who is conscious of things (or has experiences, or to whom things appear) in
the manner characterized. Phenomenological accounts are not aimed at providing
either a causal or reductive explanation of consciousness. The aim is rather to give a
highly general descriptive account that employs distinctions one can understand by
being someone to whom the account applies. The value of such an enterprise may be
taken to lie in the understanding it provides of the subject matter of psychology and
related fields, and of the sources of knowledge and symbolic meaning. It may be taken
as bearing on the character of aesthetic evaluation and ethical choice. And it can form
the basis for reflection on the human condition.

Such statements may help situate the treatment of consciousness in phenomeno-
logy roughly within a wider sphere. But given the difficulty of generalizing about
phenomenologists as a group, it would be best at this point to discuss their views
individually.

78



CONSCIOUSNESS
Brentano

Brentano sought to establish the framework for a scientific study of the mind. He saw
his project as distinct from but required for a successful casual explanatory (in his
terms, “genetic”) psychology, and as providing foundations to logic, ethics, and aes-
thetics. Its immediate aims are: to delimit the subject matter of psychology; to lay out
the principal distinctions applicable to it; and (partly by means of this) to clarify the
manner in which it can be studied. Brentano variously calls this endeavor “descriptive
psychology,” “psychognosy,” and “phenomenology.” His account of consciousness
needs to be understood in the light of this project and the primary notions he develops
in connection with it.

Central to the execution of Brentano’s program is his famous claim that intentional-
ity is the mark of the mental. Mental phenomena are distinguished by (as he variously
puts this) “the intentional inexistence of an object . . . reference to a content, direction
to an object.” Thus: “[e]very mental phenomenon includes something as object within
itself” (1972: 88). Brentano proposes that these phenomena are to be analyzed in
terms of three fundamental classifications: “presentations”; “judgments”; and emo-
tional/volitional phenomena (such as loving and hating). And he holds not only that
all these are marked by intentionality; they are also universally possessed of a specially
self-reflexive form of intentionality — a kind of perception — whereby mental acts are
directed at or refer to themselves. For a mental phenomenon to be conscious is for it to
contain such a perception of itself: consciousness is “inner perception.” Thus, according
to Brentano, all mental phenomena are conscious. Inner perception (unlike “outer
perception”) is infallible, and provides the basis for psychological knowledge generally,
including the taxonomical variety sought in phenomenology.

One might classify Brentano’s view among “inner-sense” theories of consciousness.
However, this can be misleading, since these can vary widely with different concep-
tions of “sensing” (or perception). In Brentano, perception of any kind essentially
includes presentation — and presentation is fundamental to the mind. Presentations
(or presentings) cover whatever might be described as an appearing — including not
only sensory appearances (of, e.g., colors, shapes, sounds, odors, flavors), but also
“conceptual” appearances such are found in non-sensory thought (intellectual or
“noetic” consciousness, in Brentano’s terms) (1972: 81, 198). Presentings are neces-
sary but insufficient for judgings — and a perception consists in a judgment that accepts
something presented. It is important to recognize that a theoretically primitive notion
of presentation or appearance is built into Brentano’s account of consciousness as
inner perception in two ways: an inner perception is a presentation of a mental phe-
nomenon — and also, the mental phenomenon perceived/presented is itself a presenta-
tion (or based on a presentation).

Brentano’s is a bold view about consciousness, its scope, and its role in self-
knowledge. But its content can be properly understood only by seeing how he develops
and defends it through addressing a number of interesting problems.

(1) There is a concern (derived from Comte’s criticism of introspection) that percep-
tion requires some sort of split between perceiver and perceived. Inner perception,
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then, since it would require these to coincide, not only is not (as Brentano claims)
ubiquitous; it is not even possible (1972: 32-3).

(2) One may object that Brentano's theory leads to an infinite regress: if all mental
phenomena are conscious, this includes all inner perceptions. And if each inner per-
ception is conscious then each needs to be the object of a further inner perception. But
this is unacceptable (1972: 105, 121-2).

(3) One might argue, against Brentano, that there is, in any case, more to the mind
than consciousness, for the postulation of unconscious mental phenomena is justified
in virtue of its explanatory power (1972: 105-12).

(4) One may worry that, since knowledge of mental phenomena from inner percep-
tion would be based on data from a single subject, it would not be sufficiently general
to provide the basis for a scientific study (1972: 37).

Brentano answers these challenges as follows.

In response to (1): though he does not consider the criticism, as it stands, to be par-
ticularly cogent, Brentano thinks Comte is on to something — for there is a sense in which
inner observation is not possible. However, inner perception is possible. For Brentano,
the difference between the two lies in the fact that observation (but not perception)
essentially involves the discovery of what is already there through increased attention
to an object observed. While we can learn about visible objects by observing them —
looking at them more closely — we cannot learn about our own mental phenomena by
similarly directing our attention to them. An attempt to attend in this way to one’s
current mental state alters its very character, instead of just revealing how it already
was. However, in granting this we do not preclude perceiving our own mental phenom-
ena in Brentano’s (presentation plus judgment) sense, and using this, together with
memory, to characterize them knowledgeably (1972: 29-30, 34-5, 43, 124-8).

Brentano proposes a way of dealing with (2), the regress problem, without retreat-
ing on his claim that all mental phenomena are conscious. Rather than blocking such
a regress by postulating unconscious inner perceptions, he maintains that the inner
perception of a given presentation (such as hearing a tone) is conscious, not because
there is a yet further perception trained on it, but because it is part of the very mental
act of which it is the perception. For the inner perception to be conscious, it is enough
that it is part of the hearing of which it is the perception. Brentano also tries to forestall
objections here by emphasizing that, when we perceive a color or tone, we only
“incidentally,” “implicitly,” and “secondarily” perceive our own perceiving as well.
For Brentano implicit perception and unconscious perception are not the same (1972:
122-7,129, 275ff.).

In answer to (3) Brentano argues, on a case-by-case basis, and with reference to
views of his contemporaries (pre-Freudian proponents of the unconscious), that equally
or better warranted forms of explanation are available that do not appeal to uncon-
scious mental processes (1972: 113-17).

In response to (4), Brentano says we can avoid the danger that reliance on inner
perception will yield only idiosyncratic features of the perceiver’'s own mind, if we
focus on basic types of mental phenomena that we can confirm are widely or univer-
sally shared (such as perception, attention, judgment, memory, and so on), and if
descriptive psychology is carried on in critical dialogue with others (1972: 37-8).
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These and other aspects of Brentano’s account of consciousness, interesting in their
own right, form a background essential to appreciating the discussions of later pheno-
menologists, because of Brentano’s considerable influence on Husserl's philosophy.

Husserl

Much of Husserl's early philosophy arises from his attempt to apply what he took from
the descriptive psychology of his teacher Brentano to epistemological issues. Husserl'’s
abiding conviction is that philosophy should attempt to account for various types of
evidence by tracing them to their characteristic sources in experience — and to do so in a
rigorous, critical, and systematic manner. This interest in constructing a systematic
framework for understanding experience adequate to clarify its evidentiary role
appears to have been a major motive for Husserl’s preoccupation with questions of
consciousness and perception. In any case, what grows out of Husserl's encounter
with Brentano is a complex, challenging and original view of the nature of conscious-
ness and its place in knowledge.

In Logical Investigation V Husserl explicitly addresses himself to the project of disam-
biguating “consciousness” to the extent needed for his foundational philosophical
concerns. This leads him to distinguish three senses or concepts of consciousness
(2001: vol. 2,V, §1):

(a) Whatis conscious is whatever is a part of someone’s occurrent experience — what
belongs to someone’s “stream of consciousness.”

(b) What is conscious is whatever is the object of “inner awareness” (i.e., inner
perception).

(c) What is conscious is any mental act or intentional experience.

Senses (b) and (c) are to be found in Brentano; ultimately it is sense (a) that Husserl
favors. His initial account of consciousness (a) relies heavily on examples. He says, in
effect, that consciousness in this sense is what is shared by experiential occurrences such
as “percepts, imaginative and pictorial presentations, acts of conceptual thinking, sur-
mises and doubts, joys and griefs, hopes and fears, wishes and acts of will” that are
unified in the way these are when they belong to a particular person — an “ego” (2001b:
vol. 2, V, §2, p. 82). Husserl argues that we can (and should) make sense of (a),
independently of adopting either Brentanian usage (b) or (c), on the following grounds.

(1) If we suppose all that is conscious in sense (a) is conscious in “inner awareness”
sense (b), we are beset by “grave difficulties” — in particular, the threat of infinite
regress (2001: vol. 2, V, §5, p. 85).

(2) Brentano's attempted resolution of that difficulty assumes the “unbroken activity
of inner perception” — but this cannot be demonstrated phenomenologically (ibid.).
(3) Talk of “inner perception” is plagued by a certain ambiguity that makes it unsuit-
able for epistemological purposes. We might take it narrowly, so that something con-
scious in sense (a) is “perceived” only if it is an object of “adequate perception” — where
an adequate perception attributes to its object no more than what is strictly “given” or
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“apprehended” in that very perception of it. While the narrow sense is philosophically
preferable to a broader one, it is also to be distinguished from consciousness (a): not
everything conscious in that sense is the object of adequate perception (2001b: vol. 2,
87, pp. 3351f.).

(4) What is conscious in sense (a) includes but is not limited to intentional (directed,
referential) acts. We can recognize that certain sensory contents (e.g., color sensations)
form a part of conscious perceptual experience that is distinct from the “interpretation”
these “data” are given in the experience. Thus senses (a) and (c) need to be distinguished
(2001b: vol. 2, V, §2, pp. 83—4, §15b).

Early on Husserl also tries to distinguish the class of what is conscious in his preferred
sense (a) by reference to Descartes’s method of doubt: what is conscious is understood
in terms of what it is about oneself that would be untouched by Cartesian doubt (2001b:
vol. 2,V, §6). This way of interpreting “consciousness” is revised and elaborated through
Husserl's theory of perception, and his closely associated notion of a “phenomenological
reduction,” both of which are central to his philosophy as a whole. To understand his
views on consciousness, it is essential to have some understanding of these.

Important aspects of Husserl's theory of perception appear in the Logical Investiga-
tions (2001b: vol. 2, V, §14; VI, §§4-6, 10, 14, 40). But it is in full bloom by the time
of the first book of his Ideas, published in 1913. Centrally, his account concerns what
it is to experience a natural thing — or more particularly, what it is for something
to appear in space. Husserl notes that when we experience some object in space (say,
a cube lying on a surface) we experience the object only partially, “one-sidedly,”
perspectivally, via an “adumbration” or “profile” of it. We can distinguish changes in
these adumbrational appearances from apparent changes in the object itself, which
we recognize as appearing constant in, e.g., color or shape, through a “flux of experi-
ence.” Now we experience in this manner not only an object, but also — less attentively
and “determinately” — its close surroundings. And the way we experience what we
do cannot be properly understood apart from a sense — a kind of “anticipation” or
“predilineation” — of how things could potentially be more determinately given to us
than currently, were we to direct attention appropriately. This anticipation, Husserl
thinks, extends to what is not “authentically or genuinely given” (what does not ap-
pear to us) at all, even indeterminately — for example, the side of a cube facing away
from the viewer. The cube looks to one — as it does — cubical from a given angle, only
insofar as one “anticipates” other appearances: how it would look from other angles,
were one to do what is needed to see its hidden aspects (1982: §§35, 41, 42, 44;
1960: §§19, 20; 2001bv: §§1-3).

This account, in which actual appearances are linked to potential further appear-
ances “anticipated,” is an account of the intentionality of perception. For only in virtue
of a relation between current actual spatial experience and potential experience that
would fulfill (in some sense confirm or corroborate) it, can one identify an object to
which the experience refers or is directed. Without that relation between the experi-
ence, and what is anticipated — its “horizon” — a sensory experience would be without
directedness to an object altogether, without intentionality.

Husserl’s novel, holistic view about the intentionality of spatial experience raises
many questions it is impossible to explore here. But it is only against its background
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that we can understand his way of interpreting consciousness (a). A few more steps
will make this clear.

Because spatial perception is essentially perspectival in the way described, Husserl
says we can never (in the sense earlier indicated) fully adequately perceive anything
spatially (and so we cannot have “adequate evidence” regarding any such object of
experience) (1982: §§42, 138). For current experience is of an object at all only inso-
far as it “points” beyond what is authentically given in it to merely potential experi-
ence that would fulfill it. But the possibility can never be ruled out that the future
course of experience will be such as to frustrate a fulfillment that would allow one to
conclude one had identified stable persisting objects in space. Ultimately, Husserl holds,
appreciation of this truth about experience shows that it is possible to have experience
that never reveals any actual spatial objects that transcend the experience. As Husserl
puts it, “the possibility of the non-being of the world is never excluded” (1982: §46).

Now, in recognizing that spatial experience in this way fails to guarantee the exist-
ence of things outside itself, in space, we are able also to recognize the possibility
that one may form judgments about one’s experience that do not commit one to the
actual existence of spatial objects. To restrict one’s judgments to ones of this sort is
to do what is required for the suspense of judgment involved in Husserl’s famous
“phenomenological reduction,” crucial to his official philosophical method. This cog-
nitive feat of reduction, Husserl thinks, was foreshadowed by the method of doubt
in Descartes’s philosophy. But here it is finally made possible, not by contemplation
of some deviant causal hypothesis involving an evil demon (or, we might add, a mad
scientist and a brain in a vat), nor by inducing any doubt (hyperbolic or otherwise).
Rather this reduction of judgment is made possible through insight into the essence of
spatial experience.

This has important consequences for Husserl’s conception of consciousness. For he
concludes that consciousness (a) is none other than the “phenomenological residuum”
— the “residue” of the phenomenological reduction — which residue nonetheless
retains its intentionality as an object of study (1982: §§33, 34, 49, 50; see also the
paragraph interpolated into the Second Edition of the Logical Investigations [2001b: V,
§2, p. 82]). So, in Husserl, what is conscious becomes not whatever is the object of
Brentanian inner perception, but whatever belongs to a “stream” of consciousness.
And that is ultimately interpreted to mean: whatever concrete events are left to
consider, once one has suspended judgment about the natural world — the world
of objects in space and time, partly — as one can — by means of the just-rehearsed
Husserlian reflections about the essence of spatial experience. Husserl's conception of
consciousness is thus made dependent on his methodological reduction — easily among
the most controversial aspects of his philosophy, even for those who consider them-
selves phenomenologists.

If this conveys something of how Husserl understood his “stream” sense of
consciousness ((a) above) without appeal to Brentanian consciousness-as-inner-
perception, it still leaves unclear the extent of his disagreement with Brentano about
self-consciousness. To get clearer about this, we must go again to Husserl's theory of
perception. For he wishes to emphasize that we are not given our own experience as
we are given spatial objects to judge about, through partial appearances and anticipa-
tion of further, different, confirming ones that allow us to identify constant objects of
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reference (1982: §44). Nonetheless, Husserl thought one’s own experience is — in
some other way — “intuitively given” to one to form (reflective) judgments about. This
mode of being given, whatever it is, Husserl sometimes speaks of as “perception,”
though it is crucially unlike the way things are given to us spatially, in this respect:
this manner of givenness will not admit the possibility that there is in fact nothing
there given in that manner for one to judge about. “It would be a countersense to
believe it possible that a mental process given in that manner does not in truth exist”
(1982: §46, p. 100). Since this way of being given something to form judgments
about guarantees that there is something about which to judge, our judgments about
experience can possess especially strong evidentiary status; we can have (in Husserl’s
sense) “adequate evidence” for such judgments, as we can never have regarding what
appears to us in space (1982: §§46, 137, 138, 144).

But just what is this special way in which one’s own experience is “given”? We have
here, in his view, a sort of intentionality — a species of consciousness of something —
but one which can be had without yet “positing” what one is conscious of “as an
object.” The general difference between positing and non-positing consciousness is,
at least initially, to be understood against the background of Brentano’s distinction
between judgment and “mere” presentation. One may be merely presented with some-
thing, it may appear to one — in imagination, say — in such a way that this presenting
is directed at or refers to what is presented, though one neither affirms nor rejects the
existence of what is presented; one does not (in Husserl’s terms) “posit” its existence
or non-existence (as in judgment) (2001b: vol. 2, V, §§23, 38). Husserl would also
offer, as examples of such non-positing consciousness, our indeterminate experience
of what lies in the unattended (but still apparent) surroundings of what we are looking
at (1982: §113). And here he draws an important analogy. What appears to us
inattentively in spatial perception is not an object of perceptual judgment. But by
appearing to us in such inattentive fashion, it is such that we can, though attending
to it, form such judgments about it. Somewhat similarly, by having a non-positing
(but intentional) consciousness of one’s own experience, the experience is always
available for one to form a reflective judgment about, through a direction of attention
(1982: §45).

Husserl's view of “the consciousness of internal time” also plays an important part
in his attempt to flesh out his notion of the “self-givenness” of experience. On his view,
when we experience something current — such as the note of a melody we hear — we
also are “retentively” conscious of the past experience, in a way that makes it possible
for us to hear the melody as a whole. This retention, however, is to be distinguished
from a recollection that certain notes have been experienced. To focus on the simple
case of hearing a single tone: hearing the tone for a time, one “retains” one’s just
having heard the tone as one continues to hear it, even when one does not “posit” that
the tone was just heard (as in recollection). And this retention “points back” to the
tone’s having been heard, though the preceding experience is not an object of the
retention. Thus it seems the retention is not only non-positing (like imagination), it is
also (evidently unlike imagination) “non-objectivating.” It is, in Husserl's view, an in-
escapable part of this view of the consciousness of internal time that there will be such
a non-objectivating consciousness, not simply of experience just past (retention), but of
experience as it is occurring (1982: 113; 1991: §§12-14, 39; Appendices VII-IX).
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We might gloss Husserl's view by saying that while we do not have a reflective self-
consciousness wherever we have conscious experience (there is no unbroken activity
of Brentanian inner perceptual judgment), we do always have a non-positing self-
consciousness: for one’s every conscious experience is itself something of which one is
thus conscious. But this leaves unclear just how Husserl thinks self-consciousness,
in the sense of consciousness of a self or ego, figures in all this. Among the relevant
materials to consider are these. In the Logical Investigations Husserl evidently holds
that experience conscious in sense (a) is necessarily someone’s. For the unity of a given
“stream” is none other than the unity belonging to experiences that are all (e.g.) mine.
Experience conscious in sense (a) is, after all, described as the “phenomenological
being of the ego” (2001b: vol. 2, V, §§1, 2). Further, he thinks one can, in conceiving
of a Cartesian style doubt, retain a reflective self-consciousness even while excluding
any conception of one’s bodily self (the “body-ego”). But he does not (any more than
does Brentano) think this affords one the right to think of oneself as an immaterial
substance or Cartesian ego. Rather, the conception of one’s self then at play — the
“mind-ego” — is just that of a certain unity of experience. And finally, Husserl recog-
nizes that this sort of self-concept is specially expressible using the first-person singular
pronoun or other essentially “occasional” (i.e., demonstrative or indexical) words, which
are resistant to any rephrasal in other, general terms (2001b: vol. 1, I, §26; 2001:
vol. 2, VI, §5).

But an additional wrinkle in Husserl’s (post-Investigations) view of self-consciousness
must be mentioned. In the second edition of the Investigations, Husserl claims to have
discovered, since the time of the first, what he did not previously recognize: a “pure” or
“transcendental” ego (2001b: vol. 2, V, §8). Husserl thinks that the full reduction
excludes more than we explicitly noted above: it comprises a “transcendental” reduc-
tion that not only excludes judgment that particular objects exist in space and time.
It also “puts out of action” the affirmation that any particular occurrences (including
one’s own experiences) are happening or have happened at certain times, even though
it somehow still allows one to consider these experiences — albeit purely with respect to
their essence. So one comes to consider “pure consciousness,” the proper concern of
phenomenology as Husserl ultimately understands it. Indeed the “phenomenological
residuum” earlier alluded to is for Husserl pure consciousness. But in this reduction
to pure consciousness one also attains, as distinct from the forms of more ordinary
empirical self-consciousness, a consciousness of the transcendental ego. Even where one
has taken the reduction so far as to exclude affirmation of the existence of a particular
“empirical” self with a certain history, existing at a particular time, the essence of
experience one is then still free to consider is seen to require it to have the form of
being someone’s — someone, moreover, regarded as the source of mental activity. In
phenomenological reflection, one is aware not just of the unity of consciousness, but of
a unifier. Thus the idea of the pure ego involves that of agency (1982: §122).

Heidegger

Two general conceptions of consciousness have emerged from our discussion. One,
associated most with Brentano, joins consciousness closely to presentation — appearance
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in a broad sense — and to a form of self-consciousness supposedly bound up with it.
To be conscious is to be a presentation that contains a perception of itself. The other,
associated with Husserl, has us consider consciousness as that concrete “region of
being” left for judgment even when we are not judging that particular spatio-temporal
objects exist — the phenomenological residuum.

While the originality of Brentano’s and Husserl’s views should not to be minimized,
we can say that both broad conceptions of consciousness just highlighted have recog-
nizable roots in the Cartesian philosophical tradition. Heidegger, though strongly
marked by his study of both Brentano and Husserl, strove to make a radical break with
this tradition. Prior to the publication of his central work, Being and Time, Heidegger
explicitly criticizes Husserl's reduction-derived conception of consciousness on the
grounds that it neglects the “question of the being of consciousness” (and neglects
the question of the “sense of being” altogether) (1985: §§10-13). Whatever the force
of these criticisms, one might have expected them to lead Heidegger to suggest an
improved way of thinking about consciousness that does not neglect these questions.
However, what we find is that talk of consciousness (and intentionality) drops away,
and Heideggerean phenomenology in Being and Time is oriented towards a general
account of our “way of being” — that is, the way of being specific to “Dasein.”

This abandonment of consciousness-talk seems to have been an attempt to make a
fresh start, by refusing to use terms heavily laden with assumptions Heidegger wants
to question or reject. Specifically, Heidegger hears in talk of consciousness a tendency,
derived from Descartes, to oppose the “inner” realm of consciousness or mind to
the “external world,” and to accept an associated “problem of knowledge,” which
demands we explain how we can know anything “outside of” what is “in” conscious-
ness. Heidegger regards this “problem” as illusory. The illusion arises from a failure to
appreciate that our way of being is not primarily a “knowing,” but involves a practical
encounter with entities in our environment, in which they show themselves as “equip-
ment” for our use. This way of being is properly understood by our engaging in it, and
is deeply misunderstood, if we interpret ourselves in terms of Descartes’s model of
consciousness, or its contemporary descendants (1985: §§20—4; 1962: Division One,
II, §13).

Could Heidegger be said to discuss consciousness in any sense that would allow us to
see him as sharing a common topic of discourse with Brentano and Husserl? One
might consider a possible affirmative answer. Heidegger does want to account broadly
for the ways in which things show themselves to us (that is, to beings such as ourselves
with Dasein’s way of being). And this account of “ways of showing” is such as is
available from the perspective of one to whom things are thus “shown,” just in virtue
of being shown that way (1962: Intro., II, §7). We might then propose that these
showings would include what Brentano would have described as a “presenting” or a
phenomenon based on a presenting, as well as those occurrences Husserl would point
to as paradigm cases of consciousness (a). On this view, Heidegger would not be ignor-
ing consciousness, or denying its importance; he would just be rejecting the “inner
perception” and “phenomenological residue” conceptions of it, and proposing a rather
different framework for describing its forms — one in which beings showing themselves
(or being “disclosed”) as “ready-to-hand” equipment, or “present-at-hand” occurrent
entities in the world — would constitute fundamental classifications (1962: Division
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One, III, §§14-16). Perhaps we could even see, in Heidegger's talk of Dasein’s pre-
ontological understanding of its own being, some thematic continuity with Brentanian
“implicit self-perception” and Husserlian “non-positional self-consciousness” (1962:
Intro., I, §4). Assessing the feasibility of this way of looking at Heidegger would take
us much farther into his philosophy than we can go here. However, it should be
acknowledged he would likely see it as liable to taint his philosophy with the tradi-
tional ontology he is struggling to escape.

Sartre

Sartre — although certainly not shy in embracing radical positions, and heavily
influenced by his reading of Heidegger — is considerably happier than Heidegger to
adopt traditional terminology and philosophical apparatus — particularly that involv-
ing “consciousness.” Indeed, in many respects he adopts as his own Husserl’s view
of reflection, and a (“non-reflective”) non-positing consciousness. For Sartre every
(positing) consciousness of an object includes a (non-positing) consciousness of itself.
To suppose otherwise would, he maintains, commit one to the absurdity of an “uncon-
scious consciousness” — a “consciousness ignorant of itself.” This non-positional con-
sciousness of consciousness is evident, Sartre argues, in our inarticulate awareness of
what we are doing as consciousness is directed this way or that — e.g., as one is count-
ing cigarettes (1956: Intro., III; 1957: 40-1).

However, this just-offered gloss, though perhaps useful as a first approximation,
obscures a crucial aspect of Sartre’s view. As part of a deliberate break with Husserl,
Sartre denies (in Transcendence of the Ego) that one is non-positionally conscious of
oneself being conscious of something. No conscious self, no “ego” is included within
this primitive non-positional consciousness of consciousness. To be sure, Sartre thinks,
when one reflects on consciousness, one attributes the consciousness reflected-on to
an ego (to oneself). But, he holds, one does so falsely. For what consciousness is, is a
direction to an object that transcends it, and consciousness is thus essentially negat-
ive: it is what it is not, in Sartre’s teasingly paradoxical formulation. From this Sartre
argues that consciousness brings with it a radical freedom, the recognition of which is
incompatible with attributing consciousness to an enduring self possessed of stable
psychological character (1956: 56—112; 1957: 93-106). By interpreting its inten-
tionality so as to allow consciousness only such negative character as comes from
the way it contrasts, in its spontaneous activity, with its objects (and filtering all this
through Heideggerean themes of anxiety and authenticity), Sartre arrives at a dramatic
conception of consciousness as the source of an intolerably vertiginous freedom.

Merleau-Ponty

Merleau-Ponty responds to Husserl's legacy in a notably different way than his class-
mate Sartre. His response also differs from that of Heidegger, partly in that, while
Merleau-Ponty no more than Heidegger accepts the notion of consciousness as a
region of being, in essence detachable from the world, he is (at least in Phenomenology
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of Perception) content to use the term “consciousness,” and sees himself as appro-
priating and developing Husserlian insights regarding perception. Thus with
Merleau-Ponty we are on somewhat safer ground, if we say he offers up a philosophy
of consciousness.

It does seem, however, that Merleau-Ponty (unlike Brentano, Husserl, and Sartre)
was not much exercised by the question of what all that is conscious in sense (a) has
in common. He seems rather more interested in trying to draw attention to certain
(elusive, if pervasive) forms of consciousness. He is particularly taken with the idea —
for which he partially credits Husserl — that in ordinary spatial perception we have a
kind of “pre-predicative,” “pre-objective,” and “non-positing” consciousness of our sur-
roundings and our own bodies (2003: 116-29). One way this idea shows up is in
Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of the Husserlian notion that to perceive space is in
part to “anticipate” how it will appear to us if we direct attention appropriately.
In Merleau-Ponty, it seems, this anticipation of further, different, or more determinate
spatial experience consists in the exploratory motor activity we engage in, or are pre-
pared to engage in, as we perceive — for example, what we know how to do, to get
a better look at something. We perceive by moving in the right ways, and how we
move anticipates further experience of a kind that would confirm the experience
we have had. Such anticipatory movement is not the product of a separate internal
representation of space; it is a way of being conscious — “non-positionally” (hence
non-representationally) conscious — of space (2003: 77-88; 158-70; 348-54). The
subject of this “motor-intentional” consciousness is conceived of in neither Cartesian
nor Husserlian terms, but as a body-subject. Contra Sartre, to attribute consciousness
to such a self is not to flee from freedom in bad faith, but to recognize the background
of sensorimotor dispositions and skills that make intelligible the situations in which
personal choice — human freedom — can arise (2003: 510-15; 523-7).

Although Merleau-Ponty does not try to say what consciousness in general is, he
does have some notable things to say that indicate an unwillingness to accept either
Brentanian or Husserlian ways of doing this. To take the latter first: Merleau-Ponty
agrees with Husserl that nothing about spatial experience of a particular thing
guarantees that one’s further experience will link up harmoniously with it, and not
disconfirm it or cast it into doubt. But he denies it follows that one might be in con-
tinual sensory error, or that one can render it truly intelligible to oneself that one is
subject to global hallucination (2003: 344-7; 394—402 ). Thus while Merleau-Ponty
retains the language of consciousness, he evidently rejects Husserl's conception of
consciousness as “phenomenological residuum.”

Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of doubt and certainty reveals that he would also reject
a Brentanian conception of consciousness as the realm of what is infallibly perceived.
He goes at this issue piecemeal, discussing: (1) sensory consciousness (2003: 435-8);
(2) emotive and volitional consciousness (2003: 439-42); and (3) intellectual con-
sciousness (2003: 444-59). He argues that in judgments about each of these we are
vulnerable to error and capable of entertaining doubts. Regarding (1): he says that, in
normal circumstances, a faithful description of how one experiences would (in the
case of vision) commit one to the existence of an object seen. Visual consciousness
(of an ashtray or a hand, say) is either to be described as seeing an ashtray or hand, in
a sense of “seeing” that requires there be a thing seen, or else it is to be described in
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such a way that implies it resembles cases of genuine seeing in this sense. Thus one
cannot rationally suppose one is in error about whether there really are any things
one sees or has seen, while making no error about one’s sensory consciousness. In
connection with (2), Merleau-Ponty points out that we recognize in such cases a dis-
tinction between what is authentic and what is not, and he argues that to be mistaken
(as one may be) about whether one authentically feels something (whether one is, for
example, genuinely in love) is to be mistaken about what one’s feelings are, the very
character of one’s consciousness. Finally, in case (3), Merleau-Ponty says that such
judgment renders itself intelligible in words, and our grasp of what we mean by our
words, even in our most abstract thought, relies on a perceptual and cultural back-
ground we can never make fully explicit. This makes our understanding of our words
susceptible to indefinitely further reconsideration and revision, with the result that,
even here — in our apprehension of what we are thinking or judging — rational doubt
is possible. So once again consciousness is not a sphere in which we are invulnerable
to error and incapable of doubt, and Husserl was mistaken in supposing we ever have
truly “adequate perception.”

Still, Merleau-Ponty thinks, this does not leave one engulfed in endless doubt. In
doing what we do — including what we do perceptually and cognitively — we have a
kind of tacit understanding of what we are doing that warrants what we are inclined
to say about this, absent any special reasons to doubt it. Any rational doubt about
one’s manner of being conscious in a particular case can arise only against the back-
ground of understanding in another case what one is conscious of, or how one is
conscious, where one’s engagement in conscious activity precludes one’s being able to
entertain a doubt about it (2003: 461-75).

In these remarks about the reception of the Brentano/Husserl legacy by Heidegger,
Sartre and Merleau-Ponty we have, inevitably, only scratched the surface, and we
have neglected the views of many interesting philosophers reasonably labeled
phenomenologists, as well as many topics associated with phenomenological dis-
cussions of consciousness. But it is hoped that this summary conveys something of the
richness and originality of discussion relating to consciousness in phenomenology,
and will encourage its use as a resource for further investigation.
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7

The Lifeworld and Lived Experience

MARTIN JAY

In the struggle to define itself in opposition to its predecessor, the generation in France
that fashioned itself as post-phenomenological took special pleasure in deriding the
concept of “lived experience.” Jacques Derrida, to take a salient example, charged in
Of Grammatology that experience is an “unwieldy” concept that “belongs to the history
of metaphysics and we can only use it under erasure (sous rature). ‘Experience’ has
always designated the relationship with a presence, whether that relationship had the
form of consciousness or not” (Derrida 1976: 60). The phenomenological attempt to
raise it to a transcendental level, above the vagaries of historical and cultural change,
was deeply problematic, he continued, because it “is governed by the theme of pres-
ence, it participates in the movement of the reduction of the trace” (Derrida 1976: 61—
2).! It therefore fails to understand the temporal disunity of “différance.” Moreover,
phenomenology naively believes that “all experience is the experience of meaning”
(Derrida 1981: 30).

Likewise, Michel Foucault complained in The Order of Things that phenomenology
was a philosophy that resolved itself into “a description — empirical despite itself — of
actual experience, and into an ontology of the unthought that automatically short-
circuits the primacy of the ‘I think’” (Foucault 1973: 326). And in the interviews he
gave in 1978 to the Italian journalist Duccio Trombadori, he argued that

the phenomenologist’s experience is basically a way of organizing a reflective examina-
tion (regard réflexif ) of any aspect of daily, lived experience in its transitory form, in order
to grasp its meaning. Nietzsche, Bataille, and Blanchot, on the contrary, try through
experience to reach that point of life which lies as close as possible to the impossibility of
living, which lies at the limit or the extreme. They attempt to gather the maximum amount
of intensity and impossibility at the same time. (Foucault 1991: 31; translation modified)

Whereas phenomenology sought to find within daily experience an ultimately integ-
rated subject, the more transgressive thinkers he preferred gave experience

the task of “tearing” the subject from itself in such a way that it is no longer the subject as
such, or that it is completely “other” than itself so that it may arrive at its annihilation, its
dissociation. It is this de-subjectifying undertaking, the idea of a “limit-experience” that
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tears the subject from itself, which is the fundamental lesson that I have learned from
these authors. (Foucault 1991: 31-2)

Accordingly, Gilles Deleuze could claim Foucault’s major achievement was “the con-
version of phenomenology to epistemology . .. Everything is knowledge, and this is
the first reason why there is no ‘savage experience’: there is nothing beneath or prior
to knowledge” (Deleuze 1988: 109).

Jean-Francois Lyotard, himself an early adherent of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s
version of phenomenology, ultimately came to similar conclusions. In The Differend
(1983), he acknowledged that “an experience can be described only by means of a
phenomenological dialectic,” but then added that

the idea of an experience presupposes that of an I which forms itself (Bildung) by gather-
ing in the properties of things that come up (events) and which constitutes reality by
effectuating their temporal synthesis. It is in relation to this I that events are phenomena.
Phenomenology derives its name from this. But the idea of the I and that of experience
which is associated with it are not necessary for the description of reality. They come
from the subordination of the question of truth to the doctrine of evidence (Lyotard
1988:45-6).2

Auschwitz, or more precisely the way it has become a proper name for the ineffability
of history and the impossibility of its capture by speculative discourse, had given
the lie to the phenomenological concept of experience, which could be traced all the
way back to Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit. “Can one still speak of experience in the
case of the ‘Auschwitz’ model?,” Lyotard asked, and then, following Theodor Adorno,
responded firmly that one could not (Lyotard 1989: 364).

How valid, we need to ask, was this denunciation of “lived experience” so insistently
leveled by post-phenomenological critics? Did they do justice to the multiple ways in
which experience was evoked in the phenomenological tradition? Were perhaps some
of their own alternative usages anticipated in the work of certain of their targets? To
answer these questions, it will be necessary to step back and provide a less tendentious
recapitulation of the role of experience in the thought of the major phenomenolo-
gical theorists. To make this dauntingly ambitious task a bit more manageable, we will
restrict ourselves to the work of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger with only an
occasional nod to others who also explored its implications.

Any historian of the phenomenological movement will be immediately struck by the
ironic fact that it was launched precisely in opposition to one powerful current of
thought that had itself privileged experience in epistemological terms. What became
stigmatized in Husserl's 1900 Logical Investigations as “psychologism” meant the genetic
reduction of ideas to their contingent, experiential context, in either the individual
psychologies of those who held them or the social groups out of which they came.’
Even the grounding of ideas in a philosophical anthropology, species-wide in scope,
was suspect. That is, Husserl was intent on rescuing secure knowledge from the rel-
ativist and naturalist implications of its situatedness in the lives of those who were
the knowers. Insisting on disentangling Mind from the minds of fallible mortals,
he disdained Protagorean anthropocentrism, in which man was the measure of all
things. Included in the denunciation was the empiricism of a John Stuart Mill based on
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inductive method. “Truths” may seem persuasive for those who hold them as such,
but it is wrong to confuse that conviction with an a priori criterion of veracity. The
precise content of the ideal Mind might vary — mathematical truths, as Frege had
stressed, or logical ones, as both he and Husserl argued, or even values, as other critics
of psychologism like the neo-Kantian Heinrich Rickert had claimed — but in all cases,
the point was to resist its reduction to judgments, assertions, or worldviews, in short,
the subjective or intersubjective experiences of those who held them. “Logical absolut-
ism” meant the rigorous separation of genesis from validity, the rejection of probability
for certainty, and the denial that logic needed to be validated by any criteria of rea-
sonableness outside its own intrinsic value.

But Husserl went beyond formal logic narrowly construed. It was possible, Husserl
insisted, to get more direct and unmediated access to “the things themselves” and,
indeed, to do so in such a way that they would yield up their essential truth, under-
stood as their inherent sense or meaning, to the “scientific” eye of the phenomenologist.
The ordinary world of everyday opinions, mere “doxa” with all of its fallibilities, could
be transcended in the search for universally true knowledge, “episteme” that earns the
right to be honored as pure intelligibility. All genetic questions about the contingent
origins of those truths in the flux of becoming could be successfully suspended. “True
beginnings, or origins, or rizomata panton” (Husserl 1965: 146),* he argued, stood
outside the ephemerality of the moment and overcame the prejudices of the day.

What distinguished Husserl’s method of phenomenological description from that
of more traditional rationalist or scientific approaches, however, was his provocative
contention that experience, understood in a fresh and unexpected way, could itself be
the immanent location for the appearance of those essential truths. In A. D. Smith’s
gloss of his position, “we should not, as self-responsible philosophers, accept as abso-
lutely binding mere second-hand opinions or things of which we have some vague
intelligence, but only those things which we have directly experienced for ourselves”
(Smith 2003: 17). This meant overcoming both naive naturalism and relativist
historicism. A naturalist understanding of the world as comprised entirely of physical
objects existing independently of conscious minds, which then experienced them
through sense data, was as problematic as a historicist one that saw them in entirely
genetic and culturalist terms. Opposed to the epistemological method derived from
Cartesian dualism, with its strict separation of subject from object, and to more tradi-
tional methods of introspective self-reflection, Husserl sought to explore consciousness
itself for “evidence” — and that was a critical word in his vocabulary, implying the
unmediated and unqualified force of what is given to us’® — of the ideal world. Describ-
ing the contents of that consciousness in a “rigorous” way, looking for the logos in the
phenomena rather than proving it deductively, could yield up essential knowledge
that was superior to the objectivist belief in a correspondence between what was “out
there” in the world and “in here” in our minds. Against all odds, a passage was pos-
sible between the level of impure psychological events, temporal and relative to the
knowing subject, to atemporal, ideal truths and meanings purified of any contingent,
contextual dross.

The bridging concept was, of course, intentionality, derived in part from Franz
Brentano,® which meant that consciousness was not self-contained and solipsistic, but
always led out into — or was directed toward — the world of objects that appeared to it.
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Every cogito contained an equally immediate and compelling cogitatum. Intentionality
meant the tendency of subjective consciousness to strive toward an object as its teleo-
logical goal, the object providing the terminal focus for the subject. In Husserl's
special lexicon, the intentional content or “noema” manifests itself in the “noetic”
multiplicity of perceptions of its apparently objective existence.

Using Kant’s vocabulary, but subtly altering its meaning by underplaying its active
implication, Husserl argued that the subjectivity for whom the manifestation of noetic
perceptions takes place can justly be called “transcendental.” It suspends the empiri-
cists’ natural attitude, which takes for granted the givenness of external reality, and
seeks understanding not in a naive reflection in the mind of that external world, but in
reflection on consciousness and its contents. Getting back to “the things themselves”
can be accomplished only by returning to the apodictic self-evidence and presence
of the data of our consciousness, the evidence of our lived experience. Going beyond
Kant’s purely formal understanding of knowledge, which eschewed any contact with
noumenal things-in-themselves, Husserl believed his method would provide access to
the essences of material reality as well. Through what he called an époché (abstention
from or bracketing of ), all contingent aspects of a phenomenon and the subsequent
“reduction” of its residue to an essential core, a noema (which he sought to distinguish
from the inductive abstraction underlying objectivist natural science), absolute, not
relative, knowledge of being could be achieved. Or more precisely, what was achieved
through an act of immediate intellectual intuition — the kind of inspired, primordial
seeing he called “eidetic” — was knowledge of ideal essences, the “ideas” of his first
major work (Husserl 1980). What is revealed are meanings, which are themselves
ultimately understood as rational.

What is not discovered, however, is whether or not these essential “ideas” actually
exist in a world exterior to the mind that grasps them. For Husserl, in fact, the ques-
tion of existence is itself bracketed as irrelevant to the scientific search for essential
meanings. No logical law, he went so far as to insist in Logical Investigations, “implies a
‘matter of fact,” not even the existence of presentations or judgments or other phenom-
ena of knowledge. No logical law, properly understood, is a law for the facticities of
mental life” (Husserl 1970: 104).

An enormous amount of ink has already been spilled in explicating, defending, and
criticizing these ambitious claims, and this is not the place to attempt yet another
serious analysis. For the issue of experience, however, the following points need to be
emphasized. First, as Husserl put it in his Crisis of European Sciences of 1936, the crucial
question was not “what do I experience?” but “what is my experience?” (Husserl 1954:
236-7). This meant that experience is not something a subject has of something out-
side, which then can be represented by internal imitation or reflection, but is itself the
englobing site of consciousness and its intended object, whose ideal essence can be
found only there. Phenomenology thus shared with other modern schools of thought,
such as pragmatism and hermeneutics, a desire to expand experience beyond the
narrow confines of its traditional epistemological understanding, whether Cartesian,
Humean, or Kantian in inspiration. Experience was more than perception, sensation,
or even synthetic a priori judgments about a world of phenomenal objects.

At times, the most fundamental version of experience seemed to earn Deleuze’s
dismissive label of “savage” (a term that had earlier been given a positive connotation
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in the work of Merleau-Ponty; see Lefort 1978). As Husserl put it in his Cartesian
Mediations, “this beginning is the pure — and, so to speak, still dumb — experience
which is now to be brought to the pure expression of its own meaning” (Husserl
1973a: 38fn.). Dumb experience involves what he called “indication” (Anzeige), in
which one sign can point to another, but without any meaningfulness (e.g., a smiling
face indicates happiness, but doesn’t tell us its intrinsic significance). Only when it
becomes “expression” (Ausdruck) will a sign bring out the meaning of originary ex-
perience, allowing access to the essential truths a rigorous science sought. In fact,
because existence is irrelevant to essential meaning, an expression need not indicate
any actual object in the world or the subjective state of a subject. Later commentators
like Merleau-Ponty and Derrida would challenge the plausibility of this distinction
(Merleau-Ponty 1962; Derrida 1973),” but it allowed Husserl to think he could find
ideal essences amidst the flux of contingent subjective states and objective existences.

In fact, where Husserl’s phenomenology differed from other anti-empiricist alter-
natives such as hermeneutics and pragmatism was in its far more ambitious goal of
finding eternal, essential, ideal truths amid the flux of passing encounters between self
and world or self and other, a goal that seemed to many ultimately comparable to
Platonic idealism in its search for a priori truths. As Quentin Lauer has noted, Husserl
optimistically sought a “logic of experience” by virtue of which “the ‘reconciliation’ of
reason and experience will ultimately be complete, since reason itself will be a kind of
experience, and experience itself will be rationalizable” (Lauer 1965: 77).

In Experience and Judgment, the work compiled posthumously in 1948 from several
of Husserl's manuscripts, he emphasized that all predicative judgments in logic have
to be grounded ultimately in prepredicative experience, defining the latter as the “self-
evidence of objects.” In fact, the very distinction between experience and subsequent
judgments about experience Husserl sought to efface. Grounding judgments of all kinds,
he argued, involves

the task of the retrogression to the world as the universal ground of all particular experi-
ences, as the world of experience immediately pregiven and prior to all logical functions.
The retrogression to the world of experience is a retrogression to the “life-world,” i.e., to the
world in which we are already living and which furnishes the ground for all cognitive
performance and all scientific determination. (Husserl 1973b: 41)

If in Husserl's earlier work, the impulse was to leave behind experience in order to
find essential truths that would transcend their contingent, contextual origins, in
his later work, he stressed more and more retrogression into the lifeworld of pre-
predicative experience. What he called “founded experiences,” which included more
active reflections, were always grounded in “simple experiences,” which were more
passive in nature.

The audacity and ambition of Husserl’s influential project have to be acknowledged,
but its plausibility is another thing entirely.® For those of his followers who could
not accept his scientific ideals or believe in the possibility of knowing pure, rational
essences or pursue his search for transcendental subjectivity purged of all presupposi-
tions and prejudices, it was his focus on the pre-reflective, environing world (Umwelt)
of doxa and sensations, habits and beliefs that constituted Husserl's true legacy. As
Merleau-Ponty was to put it,
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he kept getting a clearer and clearer picture of the residue left behind by all reflexive
philosophy and of the fundamental fact that we exist before we reflect; so that, precisely
to attain complete clarity about our situation, he ended by assigning, as the primary task
of phenomenology, the description of the lived world (Lebenswelt), where Cartesian dis-
tinctions have not yet been made. (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 135)

This insight made it possible to mobilize the insights of phenomenology for progressive
political projects, including the Marxism that Merleau-Ponty himself embraced for
a while. For, “having started with a ‘static phenomenology,” he ended with a ‘genetic
phenomenology’ and a theory of ‘intentional history’ — in other words, a logic of
history” (ibid.).

Whether or not the Marxist appropriation of phenomenology was fully persuasive
— Merleau-Ponty himself came to doubt it at the end of his career — other aspects of
the de-transcendentalization of Husserl's original project continued to attract positive
attention. For example, his crucial distinction between the body as an object of obser-
vation from without, a body for natural scientific control (what he called Kérper), and
the body as lived from within and intertwined with subjective interiority (Leib), in-
spired a slew of phenomenological investigations of how the body had been alienated
by modern science into an object of manipulation. It also led via the work of Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty to a richer understanding of race relations explored by Third-World
theorists like Frantz Fanon. Husserl's stress on the prepredicative Lebenswelt (lifeworld)
as the a priori ground of all scientific thought likewise redirected attention to the con-
crete practices, institutions, and unreflected beliefs that subtended even the most seem-
ingly disinterested, objective, and value-neutral procedures. It would, however, only
be a short jump to seek the historically and culturally specific features of distinct
lifeworlds, which Husserl’s stubbornly transcendental essentialism had tried to deny.

For in addition to the uncertainty about his goal of grounding rigorous scientific
knowledge and eternal ideal essences in the Lebenswelt, doubts were also often ex-
pressed about the ability of “experience” to lose its associations with psychologistic
subjectivity. This latter doubt helps explain the initial hesitancy of Husserl’s most dis-
tinguished follower, Martin Heidegger, in endorsing the concept of experience at all
in his earliest work. For not only did he reject the goal of disinterested inquiry into
ideal essences and jettison any transcendental notion of subjectivity, Heidegger also
worried that “experience” — even in the form of the subjective Erlebnisse that Dilthey
and other exponents of Lebensphilosophie had elevated over scientific Erfahrungen —
suggested an inner, psychological event, which was separate from body and world.’
Dasein’s moods could not be reduced to mere private experiences, Heidegger warned,
because they were able to disclose the world rather than merely express interiority.
Openness to the world, not psychological richness, was the road to the presencing
of Being. Self-evidence was not sufficient to ground knowledge of essential reality,
because the punctual “self” to whom the world was made “evident” could not be the
point of entry for the unveiling of ontological truth. As he put it in Being and Time,

Our everyday environmental experiencing [Erfahren], which remains directed both
ontically and ontologically towards intraworldly entities, is not the sort of thing which
can present Dasein in an ontically primordial manner for ontological analysis. Similarly
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our immanent perception of experiences (Erlebnissen) fails to provide a clue which is
ontologically adequate. (Heidegger 1962: 226)'°

Did Heidegger ever lose his initial suspicion of experience in any of its various
acceptations? Was it always a synonym for the psychological subjectivism he was so
much at pains to discredit? According to one commentator, Calvin O. Schrag,

Heidegger never succeeds in formulating a consistent position on the role of experience in
his Existenz-ontologie. For the most part, particularly in his earlier writings, he is discern-
ibly critical of any “philosophy of experience.” In Being and Time, he relegates — probably
without due consideration — all philosophies of experience to the limbo of subjectivism. In
his book on Kant [Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 1929] he takes pains to distinguish
the design of the Critique of Pure Reason from the program of a possible philosophy of
experience. Admittedly, in his later work, Unterwegs zur Sprache, he speaks more approv-
ingly of experience, and suggests a close connection between experience and language.
But the fact remains that the question about the structure and dynamics of experience is
never squarely faced by Heidegger. (Schrag 1969: 265 n.4)

If Heidegger ever developed a more positive notion of experience, it was not by return-
ing to traditional meanings of Erfahrung, which he associated with the experimental
methods of modern science.'' Indeed, he left behind Husserl's own methodological
pretensions for a mode of thought that owed as much to poetic insight as rigorous
Wissenschaft. Instead, a bit like Walter Benjamin, who famously defended Erfahrung
against Erlebnis by giving it an entirely fresh reading,'? he cautiously moved away
from his disdain and embraced what might be called a notion of experience without
the psychological subject. As Schrag indicates in the remarks cited above, this change
involved a more positive attitude toward the relationship between language and ex-
perience, which are sometimes seen as opposed (especially when experience is tied to
sense impressions and language is seen as merely a communicative medium). But it
also involved a subtle revision of experience as a concept closer to what in his mature
vocabulary would be called Ereignis.

The shift is hinted at in the gloss he made in 1950 of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit
in Holzwege. This work has been translated into English as Hegel’s Concept of Experience
(Heidegger 1970)."* In many respects, Heidegger distances himself from Hegel in his
commentary: he criticizes the priority of the knowing subject in the notion of the
Absolute Spirit, resists the triumphal recuperation of alienation in the narrative jour-
ney (the Fahrt implied by Erfahrung) of that subject’s development, and challenges the
ideal of full presence or parousia (the Christian idea of the “second coming”) he sees
underlying Hegel's dialectic. But significantly he reinterprets Hegel's notion of experi-
ence as a synonym for Being itself: “The parousia of the absolute takes place as phe-
nomenology. Experience is Being, in accordance with which the Absolute wills itself
to be” (Heidegger 1970: 149)."* Hegel's still metaphysical understanding of ontology
may have been faulty, according to Heidegger, but his linkage of Being and experience
merits appreciation. “Because phenomenology is experience, the beingness of beings,
therefore it is the gathering of self-appearance in concentration upon the appearance
out of the light of the Absolute” (Heidegger 1970: 148)."°
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The role of Ereignis (normally translated as “event,” but closer to “appropriation” in
Heidegger’s usage, and sometimes translated by the neologism “en-owning”) gained
in importance in his later work,'® but even in his earlier work Heidegger had imbued
it with the passive implication of experience, the waiting expectantly for something
to happen rather than deliberately making it happen. As he put it in his later essay
“On the Way to Language,”

To undergo an experience with something, be it a thing, a person, or a god, means that
this something befalls us, strikes us, comes over us, overwhelms us, and transforms us.
When we talk of “undergoing” an experience we mean specifically that the experience is
not of our making. To undergo here means that we endure it, suffer it, receive it as it
strikes us, and submit to it. (Heidegger 1959: 59)

Heidegger also contrasted Ereignisse with experiences of objects that are set apart from
a subject, the subject—object dualism he was so much at pains to overcome:

Experience doesn’t pass before me as thing that I set there as an object; rather I myself
appropriate it (er-eignes es) to me, and it properly happens or “properizes” (es er-eignet)
according to its essence. (Heidegger 1987: 75)

An Ereignis might well be a threatening one — expressing the link in German between
Erfahrung and Gefahr (danger; see Heidegger 1994: 54)'7 — as in the case of modern
technology, but it also might be an opportunity for the revelation of a deeper truth.
The belonging that is suggested by the eigen in Ereignis (thus the plausibility of the
neologism “en-owning”) is not that of an object by a subject, but rather of Dasein by
Sein. Because it is not the same as a natural process (Vorgang), an Ereignis can take the
form of a radical rupture in the course of things, a sudden appearance of Being in the
midst of quotidian existence.

Thus, the journey of experience — the Fahrt in Erfahrung — does not lead back to
the point of departure, even at a higher level, as in the case of Hegelian dialectics,
but is rather an interruption in the narrative flow. Charles Scott is thus able to say
of Beitrdge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis), written in the late 1930s and published
in 1989,

Heidegger is in the midst of an Erfahrung — an experience of traveling along, a “progress”
in older usage — as he writes; but instead of being centered in his own private world
of feeling and observation, as many travelers are, he finds that he is drawn out by a
troubling, persistent, indeterminate thought that is not his to own. “It” has no clear way
leading to it. This thinking is thus more like exploring than a trip defined by a destination,
and it does not present itself as naming any specific thing. (Scott 2001: 1)

Wandering with an openness to the world rather than purposefully thrusting oneself
forward to ever-higher planes of truth and reason allows experience in this sense to
happen.

Robert Bernasconi aptly summarizes the differences between Hegel and Heidegger
in the following terms:
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the former is tied to the rule of presencing and the latter commemorates it. Phenomeno-
logy for Hegel is a parousia, whereas for Heidegger it is letting the non-apparent appear as
nonapparent. So Heidegger's word Erfahrung is not set up in opposition to Hegel's, but, in
his remembrance of Hegel’s concept of experience as a presencing, he lets the oblivion of
Being appear as the unsaid of what is said. (Bernasconi 1985: 85)

Whereas Hegel is confident of overcoming the lack or alienation that occurs during
the perilous journey that is experience, and understands the recollection at the end of
the process as an anamnestic ingathering of what had been lost, Heidegger remains
suspended at the level of the search. Experience thus confirms lack rather than over-
comes it, and whatever commemoration occurs is not of the perpetual presence of
Being, but rather of its oblivion.

This version of experience as Ereignis was, in fact, very different from the notion of
“lived experience” that was so scornfully disdained by post-phenomenological critics.
Perhaps because of their identification of it with the version they attributed to French
disciples of Husserl and Heidegger, in particular the generation that called itself exis-
tentialist, they stressed its connection with traceless presence and self-contained
interiority, even if the latter was not to be understood in psychological terms. Because
of the traditionally subjective connotations of the term, they understood “lived experi-
ence” to be irrevocably tied to the notion of a strong self or agent able to learn from
that experience. As such, this was a subject whose personal Bildung could be under-
stood as a microcosmic variant of the learning process that Hegelian Idealism in par-
ticular had imposed on history. It was a subject whose life history was a coherent
narrative, at least from a retrospective point of view. And if this version of experience
as an emplotted story, whose meaning was established retrospectively, were problem-
atic, so too was the prelinguistic alternative that Deleuze would dismiss as “savage
experience.” For it suggested a kind of innocence that was the very opposite of experi-
ence in most of its traditional acceptations.

There were, however, aspects of the phenomenological invocation of experience, as
we have briefly outlined it above, that do not easily conform to either of these images.
Ever since Husserl stressed the importance of intentionality, however much he may
have wanted it to provide a smooth transition from the interior world of consciousness
to essential things in themselves outside, there was an impulse in phenomenology to
get beyond self-sufficient consciousness to something more. Experience (Erfahrung, if
not Erlebnis) was, after all, always of an “other,” either a thing or another conscious-
ness, never entirely subjective in any solipsistic sense of that term. Experience inevitably
involves an encounter with an alterity that cannot be reduced to a mere emanation
of the constitutive subject. It transcended the model of possessive individualism that
some critics argued tacitly informed the stress on “authenticity” or Eigentlichkeit in
early Heidegger (Adorno 1973).

Moreover, although Husserl had struggled to find in experience rational essences,
ideal truths, and eternal meanings that would transcend the contingent flux of exis-
tential becoming, his injunction to retrogress to the lifeworld of prepredicative experi-
ence meant that the latter in one guise or another inevitably crept back in. Heidegger
and the existentialists thus put the question of existence back on the agenda, refusing
to bracket it as irrelevant as had Husserl. The “dumb” experience of “indication” refused
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to disappear once the passage had been made to the more meaningful experience of
“expression.” However much it tried to purify its method, transcendental phenom-
enology could not keep its existential potential at bay forever.

A material eidetics could not, in other words, avoid going out into the world of
historical and natural reality, however resolute its resistance to psychologism. Merleau-
Ponty in particular would insist on its opening to biological and psychological dis-
courses, even if he accepted the distinction between the body as lived (Leib) and the
body as scientific object (Kdrper). In fact, among the most profound legacies of Husserl’s
phenomenology were the social and cultural investigations he inspired, which ex-
tended from cinema studies and art history to psychology and sociology, anywhere
where the traditional dualism of subject and object might be challenged.

It was, however, in Heidegger’s radical rethinking of experience under the rubric of
Ereignis that the most explicit counter-example to the critique of “lived experience”
can be found. As we have seen, it turned against any residue of Hegelian post-facto
narrativization and meta-subjective constitution, as well as the idea of fulfilled tem-
poral presence. Instead, it suggested a notion of experience as rupture and dislocation,
which reintroduced the moment of passivity, even heteronomy, that always sets ex-
perience apart from more active concepts like action or agency or praxis.

Not surprisingly, there has been a recent reconsideration of the alleged conflict
between the legacy of phenomenology and the theories of those who set themselves
against it in the 1970s and after. A number of studies have found surprising anti-
cipations of poststructuralist positions in the phenomenological tradition, broadly
speaking. David Wood, for example, contends that “if phenomenology has an ethical
dimension, it is not its alleged foundationalism or its search for essential intuition, it is
this patience with experience . . . If negotiation with alterity is the locus of the ethical,
‘experience’ is the essentially contested marker of that site” (Wood 2000: 24-5). He
goes on to claim that Derrida might thus be considered a “radical phenomenologist,”
despite his early critique of experience.'” Tilottima Rajan also argues that Derrida
plays off the transcendental and existentialist impulses in phenomenology, adding that
the influence of Jewish thinkers like Edmund Jabés and Emmanuel Levinas alerted him
to an idea of “experience no longer linked positivistically to presence but rather to
‘that which is most irreducible within experience: the passage and departure toward
the other’” (Rajan 2002: 127).

If there is any major implication of these reassessments of the relationship between
phenomenological and post-phenomenological theories for the question of experience,
it would be that no single formula can adequately do justice to the experience of
“experience” in the tradition we have been discussing. That is, the journey that experi-
ence itself so often connotes, the encounter with otherness that produces something
beyond what was present at its beginning, the opening to newness that takes whom-
ever makes the journey beyond their point of departure, has itself been undergone
by phenomenologists’ disparate efforts to make sense of this vexed term. Along the
way several alternatives were explored: experience purged of its psychologistic dross,
understood transcendentally, and providing access to rational, eternal essences; ex-
perience as existentially meaningful and located in the body prior to the objectifying
gaze of science; experience as the passive waiting for a disruption in routine existence
producing an “event” opening up a deeper connection with Being. What all shared
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was an attenuation of the traditional link between experience and the strong, centered
subject of consciousness subtending it, a subject, either individual or collective, capable
of a process of self-improvement or Bildung. Whether in its Cartesian or Hegelian form,
this was a subject that was rejected by the twentieth-century phenomenological tradi-
tion. Instead, its adherents contributed to the paradoxical idea of experience without a
subject, which was also defended in their own vocabularies by pragmatists, Critical
Theorists, and, indeed, post-structuralist thinkers as well.'®
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Notes

Derrida’s critique of phenomenological notions of experience was likely reinforced by
the connection between Husserl's notion of evidence and the privileging of sight, for ex-
ample, in Cartesian Meditations, where he writes “Evidence is, in an extremely broad sense,
an ‘experiencing’ of something that is, and is thus; it is precisely a mental seeing of some-
thing itself” (Husserl 1960: 52). For a discussion of Derrida’s complicated response to
ocularcentrism, see Jay 1993, ch. 9. For an analysis of his claims about presence in Husserl,
see Bernet 1983.

Later he would link the idea of experience in twentieth-century phenomenology to its
predecessor in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit (see Lyotard 1988: 88).

Husserl's earlier work, Philosophie der Arithmetik (Husserl 1970), was itself castigated as
psychologistic by Gottlob Frege, but he soon absorbed this lesson and resolutely attacked it
wherever it appeared. For a general account of psychologism and Husserl’s role in criticiz-
ing it, see Kusch 1995.

The Greek phrase means “the roots of all.”

For a discussion of the implications of Evidenz (sometimes translated as “self-evidence”) for
Husserl, see Smith 2003: 50.

For a useful introduction to Brentano’s notion of intentionality and Husserl's partial
appropriation of it, see Chisholm 1967. The concept of intentionality can be traced back
to the Scholastics, for example in St. Anselm’s ontological proof of God.

For considerations of their critiques, see, respectively, Taminiaux 1990: 131-4; and
D’Amico 1999: 230-42.

For a still valuable critique from a dialectical perspective, see Adorno 1983.

For a comparison of Heidegger and Dilthey, see Bambach 1995.

For a discussion of this passage, see Dreyfus 1991: 177.

For a summary of his various discussions of Erfahrung, see the helpful entry on “experience”
in Inwood 1999: 63.

The literature on Benjamin’s analysis of the two types of experience is voluminous. For my
own attempt to sort it out, which cites the most important interpretations, see Jay 2004:
ch. 8. For comparisons of Heidegger and Benjamin, see Caygill 1994 and Benjamin 1994;
and van Reijin 1998; Long 2001; and Ziarek 2001: ch. 1.

The translations of Hegel are by Kenley Royce Dove, those of Heidegger are not credited.
For a helpful gloss on this book, see Bernasconi 1985: ch. 6.

The German reads, “Die Parusie des Absoluten geschieht als die Phinomenologie. Die
Erfahrung ist das Sein, demgemél das Absolute bei uns sein will” (Heidegger 1977: 204).
The German reads, “Weil die Phéanomenologie die Erfahrung ist, die Seiendheit des Seienden,
deshalb ist sie die Versammlung des Sicherscheinens auf das Erscheinen aus dem Scheinen
des Absoluten” (Heidegger 1977: 203).

See the entry under “Event” in Inwood 1999.
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17 See also Terada 2001.
18 These variations on the theme of experience without a strong notion of the subject are
explored in Jay 2004.
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Husserl’'s Reductions and the Role They
Play in His Phenomenology

DAGFINN FOLLESDAL

The reductions were introduced by Husserl as part of his transcendental turn,
which took place around 1905. He had used the word “reduction” before, in 1891, at
the very end of his first work, Philosophy of Arithmetic (Husserl 1970b: 261ff.).
However, the term is there used in the sense of reducing one kind of mathematical
representation to some standard systematical form. For example, if we ask: “Which is
greater, 18 + 49 or 7 x 9?” we can answer this by “reducing” “18 + 49" to the
standard form “67,” and “7 X 9” to “63” and we then have an immediate answer to
our question.

In his next major work, Logical Investigations, from 1900/1 (Husserl 1975, 1984),
there is no talk of reductions. Then in the Ideas (1913; cited as Husserl 1950),
First Philosophy (lectures delivered 1923/4; cited as Husserl 1956, 1959), Cartesian
Meditations (lectures delivered 1929; cited as Husserl 1988a, 1988Db), and his last work,
the Crisis (1954; cited as Husserl 1970a), reduction, in a quite new sense, becomes a
central topic. Husserl discusses several kinds of reduction, the main ones being the
eidetic, the transcendental, and the phenomenological reduction. Husserl interpreters
disagree on what the reductions are and how they relate to one another. Some scholars
find them so enigmatic that they write them off, together with all the rest of Husserl’s
transcendental philosophy. This reaction testifies to the central role the reductions
play in Husserl’s later philosophy: the reductions are the basic methodological tools of
his transcendental philosophy; the reductions and Husserl's transcendental philo-
sophy require one another in order to make sense.

In this chapter we will give an interpretation of the reductions that fits in well with
Husserl’s texts and, I hope, makes sense.

Some Basic Ideas of Husserl's Phenomenology

In order to understand the reductions and the role they play, we must first know the
basic structure of Husserl's phenomenology, and in particular notions and distinctions
that he introduced in connection with his transcendental turn. A basic idea from the
beginning of phenomenology, in the Logical Investigations and hence before the trans-
cendental turn, is intentionality, the directedness of consciousness. Let us explain it
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with the help of one of Husserl’s favorite examples, the seeing of a dice. When we see a
dice, we see an object which has six sides, some of which can be seen from where we
are, others can be seen if we twist it or move around it. The sides are square, but they
appear as four-sided polygons unless we look at them from directly above. We have
grown so accustomed to all of this we that we do not notice our complicated set of
anticipations. Only when something goes wrong do we become aware that something
disturbs. For example, if we move around and find no rear side, we may start reflecting
and may discover that a lot of anticipatory structuring has been going on unnoticed.
However, once we find a way of restructuring our experience, for example, by taking
what we have in front of us as three square pieces put together to form a corner,
which from some perspectives looks like a dice, we have an explanation of what hap-
pened and we can go on with our activities as before — until some other breakdown
happens; according to Husserl there is no stage in perception where our anticipations
are guaranteed to be successful.

The reflective attitude that we for a moment fell into when we tried to find out what
disturbed, is a simple example of the transcendental reduction. We are reflecting on the
structuring activity of our consciousness and the corresponding structure we expected
to find in the experienced world. This reduction is not as mysterious as it might sound,
and in a moment we shall expound and discuss it more systematically. Before we
turn to this, however, let us notice that our dice example also may serve to illustrate
the other main reduction in Husserl: the eidetic reduction. Let us now see how this
happens. Looking at the dice, I may focus on this material object, which weighs
approximately one-eighth of an ounce, which I inherited from my grandfather and
which I would therefore not exchange with any other dice. I am seeing this particular
physical object. When in this way I perceive a physical object, I am, Husserl says, in
the natural attitude. However, looking at the dice I may also focus on its shape, I may
disregard all the individual oddities of my dice and concentrate on the cubic form
which is exhibited by my dice and also by many other objects. Further, my dice is not
only a cube; it also exemplifies many other geometrical shapes, some of them more
general, such as a polyhedron or a parallelepiped, or regularity, convexity, and so on.
Each of these shapes can be the object I am focusing on when my eyes are directed
toward the dice. What reaches my eyes may all the time be the same, but the object
I am studying need not be this particular physical object, but may be any of the many
features that are instantiated by it. The features need not be geometrical, they may be
arithmetical, such as the five dots on the side turned toward me, or topological. They
need not be mathematical at all; they can also be the color of the dice, its weight, etc.
There is no limit to the number of features that a thing can instantiate.

All these features Husserl calls eidos (plural: eide), or essences. When Husserl writes
about essences, he is hence not using the word as a label for something that is unique
for each object, what is sometimes called individual essence. On the contrary, an essence
is for him something that can be shared by many objects.

When we turn from observing a concrete physical object to studying one of these
general features, we perform what he called the eidetic reduction. Again, this does
not seem mysterious or difficult. It is something we do every day. Mathematicians
do it more often than others, but we all do it, when we are turning from the concrete
individuals to general features of the objects around us.
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There remains the phenomenological reduction. But as we shall see, once we have
the other two reductions, we also have the phenomenological one. Let us now, how-
ever, go through all of this somewhat more systematically.

Intentionality. Noema, Noesis, Hyle

First, intentionality: Husserl’s teacher Brentano, from whom Husserl learned about
intentionality, in two oft-quoted paragraphs defines intentionality as the directedness of
our consciousness upon an object:

Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages
called the intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though
not wholly unambiguously, reference to a content, direction toward an object (which is
not to be understood here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental
phenomenon includes something as object within itself, although they do not do so in the
same way. In presentation, something is presented, in judgment something is affirmed or
denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired and so on.

This intentional inexistence is characteristic exclusively of mental phenomena. No phys-
ical phenomenon exhibits anything like it. We can, therefore, define mental phenomena
by saying that they are those phenomena which contain an object intentionally within
themselves.!

Husserl was very much in sympathy with Brentano’s idea, but he saw two problems:
First, some acts have no object. For example, when we hallucinate or when we think
about the largest prime number or Pegasus, there is no object, although we might
think so. What then about the act’s directedness? Second, even when the act has an
object, how does the act come to relate to it? Brentano gives no account of how this
happens, he just states that the act is directed toward an object. Husserl endeavors to
overcome both of these problems by introducing the notion of a meaning associated
with the act. This gets its fully developed form in the Ideas, where he develops a theory
of a noema.

The noema is a structure that is associated with each act, corresponding to all the
“anticipations” we have about the acts’ object. I put the word “anticipations” in quota-
tion marks, because normally an anticipation is something we are aware of, but for
Husserl, the noema has constituents that we are not aware of, “anticipations” that we
have tacitly taken over from our culture and never thought about, even bodily set-
tings, which we would have great difficulty describing in words even if we should be
made aware of them.? Also, among our “anticipations” when we perceive an object is
the anticipation that the object has features that go far beyond what we anticipate,
features that we have never thought about and that are not even tacitly anticipated,
features that have nothing corresponding to them in the noema, except our recogni-
tion that the object goes far beyond our anticipations. It is transcendent, Husserl said; it
is not exhausted by our anticipations, and it never will be. As we go on examining the
object, walk around it, turn it around, explore it with our various senses or with
scientific instruments, our anticipations always go beyond what “meets the eye” or
our other senses. The object, in turn, goes beyond anything that we ever anticipate.
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Husserl conceives of the noema as an answer to the second question above: How
does the act relate to its object? It also provides an answer to the first question: Acts
may have this kind of directedness without their having any object. We often have
anticipations that fail to be fulfilled. Husserl's way of dealing with acts without objects
is strikingly parallel to Frege's way of dealing with expressions without a reference: the
expression may have a meaning, a Sinn, without there being an object that matches
this meaning. Husserl himself points to this parallel between noema and linguistic
meaning in several places. In the third volume of the Ideas, which he never completed,
he writes: “the noema is nothing but a generalization of the notion of meaning
(Bedeutung) to the field of all acts.”®> However, while Frege was rather taciturn con-
cerning the notion of meaning and struggled with it mostly in his unpublished manu-
scripts, Husserl discusses the noema extensively. We need not go into his theory of the
noema here. We shall however, take note of another, correlative notion, which is
pertinent to our understanding the reductions: the noesis. Each act has a noesis, which
is the experiential counterpart to the noema. The noeses are the structuring experi-
ences, those that give structure, or meaning, to the act. While the noema is the mean-
ing given in an act, the noesis is the meaning-giving element in the act.

The noeses are experiences, unlike the noemata, which are timeless structures. There
is also a second kind of experience in our acts, that Husserl calls the hyle (using the
Greek word for matter). The hyle are experiences we typically have when our senses
are affected, but also can have when we have fever or are affected by drugs and the
like. The hyle and the noesis have to fit in with one another; the hyle should be filling
components of the noesis and correspondingly of the noema. This is what we meant
by the metaphor “meet the eye” above: when we perceive, some of the “anticipations”
in our noema are filled by hyle, others are not; they just point to further features of the
object and may become filled when we go on exploring the object. These unfilled
anticipations may conflict with the hyletic experiences we get when we explore the
object, in that case, an “explosion” of the noema takes place, we have to revise our
conception of what we perceive, we have to come up with another noema that fits in
with our hyletic experiences. The hyle therefore constrain the noesis we can have in a
given situation and thereby what noema we can have.

However, the hyle do not constrain us down to uniqueness; whatever hyle we have,
there are always many different noeses that are compatible with them, noeses that
differ in the anticipations that go beyond those that are presently filled. The object of
an act, even an act of perception, is not uniquely fixed by the sensory experiences we
have; there is always some slack, although we normally are not aware of this, except
in special situations of the kind that Gestalt psychologists discussed under the heading
“ambiguous” pictures. The hyle’s constraining effect is crucial to bringing about our
notion of reality and thereby the distinction between reality and fantasy. In fantasy
there are no constraints, and as a consequence of this, fantasy lacks the reality charac-
ter characteristic of perception. The reality character of the object is also reflected
in the noema and noesis, in their so-called thetic component. This and the other com-
ponents of the noema and noesis are, however, not needed in order to understand
Husserl's reductions, and we shall therefore not discuss them here.*

As noted, in the natural attitude and also in the eidetic attitude we are not aware
of these three elements of our acts, the noema, the noesis, and the hyle. They only
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come to our awareness when we reflect on our acts and their structure. These three
elements, noema, noesis, and hyle, remain hidden, although they are crucial to the
way we experience the world. Husserl called them transcendental. This should not
be confused with transcendent, which was mentioned earlier. “Transcendent” means
“inexhaustible,” while “transcendental” means hidden, but crucial for our experience.
It is this latter notion that is important in connection with the reductions.

Fidos. The Eidetic Reduction

We are now ready to go into the first of Husserl's three reductions, the eidetic reduction.
This is so called because it brings us to the eidos, or essences, of things. We touched
briefly on the eidos in our discussion of the dice. Let us now consider it more closely.
When I am facing the dice, my consciousness can be directed toward a number of
different objects: toward a dice or some other object that looks like a dice from where
I am, for example, as we noted, three square pieces put together to form a corner, or
any number of other physical objects, the only requirement being that the noema of
the act directed toward that object be compatible with the hyletic experiences I have.
However, as we noted when we discussed the dice, my consciousness can also be
directed toward one of the features of the dice, for example, its cubic form. In that case,
I have anticipations of what kind of experiences I will get when the circumstances
change or I perform certain actions. For example, I expect that if I count the corners
I will get eight, and if I count the edges, I will get twelve. Some of these anticipations
are similar to those I have when the object of my act is this concrete particular dice.
However, I have no anticipations concerning this particular dice. I may take it away
and replace it with another dice, and none of my anticipations will be violated. My
anticipations when the object of my act is the cubic form include therefore only a
subset of the anticipations I have when the object of my act is the concrete particular
dice. Hence the label “reduction” for the passage from the experience of a particular
concrete object to the experience of an eidos.

The object of my act in a given situation need therefore not be a concrete physical
object, it can be an eidos. Given an act and the constraints imposed upon us by the
hyle, the object of the act can in fact be any one of a large number of different physical
objects, and it can also be any one of a number of general features, or eide. What
object I experience, is underdetermined by the hyle. Husserl calls any act that is
constrained in this way an intuition. These acts make reality claims; their noema has
a thetic component that corresponds to our regarding the object of the act as real.
According to Husserl, intuitions and no other acts yield evidence for what the world
is like. The three notions intuition, constraint, and reality are in this way intimately
connected with one another.

Intuition that is directed toward physical objects Husserl calls perception. Intui-
tion directed toward eidos or essences he calls eidetic intuition or essential insight
(Wesensschau). Husserl regards himself an empiricist: all evidence reaches us through
our senses. However, he argues that philosophers have jumped too quickly from em-
piricism to physicalism, the view that the only objects there are physical objects. Many
of our acts are directed toward essences. And to the extent that they are constrained
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in the way we have described, they give us evidence concerning essences and their
various properties.

The examples of essences that we have given so far have been cubes and other
geometrical forms and the number of dots on the side of a dice. These all belong to
mathematics. However, as noted earlier, Husserl conceived of the study of many other
kinds of essences; any kind of similarity between objects points to an essence, for
example, colors, and also “humanity,” the feature all humans have in common. He
conceived of a variety of eidetic disciplines in addition to geometry, arithmetic, and
other mathematical disciplines. Each of them would study an essence or an inter-
related group of essences. One of the methods they would use would be cidetic variation:
one will focus on an essence and go through a number of examples that instantiate
this essence. The examples need not be physical objects, it is easier and quicker to
imagine new cases and variations and thereby explore what features this essence has
and how it relates to other essences. Since we focus on essences when we study eidos,
and not on the objects that exemplify these essences, it does not matter for us whether
these objects exist or not. By varying the examples of objects that instantiate the
essence, we may prove existence results: we may find an instance that instantiates a
particular combination of features. However, negative results, that there is no object
satisfying a certain combination of features, require other types of considerations.

Husserl knew the method of variation from the philosopher/mathematician Bernard
Bolzano (1781-1848) who developed this method in his Theory of Science.> Husserl
could also point to his mathematics teacher Karl Weierstrass, who used the method to
discover a number of results in the foundations of mathematics, among them that
there are continuous functions that are nowhere differentiable. (This result was proved
30 years earlier by Bolzano, but it was unknown to Weierstrass and Husserl, since
Bolzano was not permitted to publish his results.)

The eidetic reduction is the transition from the natural attitude, where we are directed
toward particular material objects, to the eidetic attitude, where we are directed toward
essences (see Figure 8.1).

Natural attitude:

> i Physical object

o = =+ 0o o~ ™
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Eidetic attitude:

P @ Eidos

Figure 8.1
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The Transcendental Reduction

Now on to the transcendental reduction. As already hinted at in our discussion of the
dice in the beginning of the chapter, the transcendental reduction consists in our
reflecting on the act itself rather than on its object. We then discover that our being
directed upon the object consists of a complicated interplay of three elements: the
structuring experiences in the act, noeses, the correlated structure given in the act, the
noema, and the filling and constraining experiences, hyle.

Husserl argues that with some training one may be able to systematically study these
three elements. One will then disregard the normal object of the act. One will not doubt
that it is there, or wonder whether it is there, or check out one’s anticipations by explor-
ing the object further. Husserl calls this change of attitude an epoché, using the old Greek
word for abstaining from judgment. He also calls this a bracketing of the object. One
will simply not be concerned with the object, but solely with the structure of the act in
which we experience the object. We will study the act’s noesis, noema, and hyle. The
transcendental reduction is this change of focus, from our object-directed attitude to an
act-directed attitude. It leads us from the objects that we are concerned with in the
natural or in the eidetic attitude to the transcendental objects, noema, noesis, and hyle,
and also to the transcendental ego, the aspect of our ego that we are not aware of when
we are considering ourselves as physical things in the material world, but that we
become aware of when we discover the structuring activity of our own consciousness.

This reflective turn is called a reduction because it leaves out something that we
were concerned with before the reduction started; the objects in the world and the
eide. They are “bracketed”, Husserl says (see Figure 8.2).

Transcendental reduction
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Figure 8.2
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The phenomenological reduction, finally, is a combination of the eidetic and the trans-
cendental reduction. It leads us from the natural attitude, where we are directed
toward individual, physical objects, to an eidetic transcendental attitude, where we
are studying the noemata, noeses, and hyle of acts directed toward essential traits of
acts directed toward essences. Using a diagram with four quadrants we can illustrate
the phenomenological reduction (see Figure 8.3).

The reductions separate the objects of acts into four realms, indicated as four quad-
rants in Figure 8.3, and four main disciplines. In quadrant 1 we have the concrete
physical objects that we are studying in the natural sciences. The eidetic reduction
leads us to the eidos, the general features of objects, which are studied in mathematics
and other eidetic sciences. If we perform the transcendental reduction on acts directed
toward physical objects, we study the noemata, noeses, and hyle of such acts (quad-
rant 3). Husserl does not say much about this realm, but he proposes to call it meta-
physics, and he indicates that it includes the study of the transcendental structuring of
what is typically individual, such as death in its uniqueness for an individual, as dis-
tinguished from death as a general feature of people and animals. Quadrant 4, finally,
contains the noemata, noeses, and hyle of acts directed toward essences. The study of
these entities is what Husserl calls phenomenology. Hence the name of the reduction
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that leads us from the natural attitude to the objects studied in phenomenology: the
phenomenological reduction.

One final note concerning the reductions. In this presentation of Husserl’s thought
I have treated the phenomenological reduction as composed of the eidetic reduction
followed by the transcendental reduction, in that order. It is clear that the order mat-
ters: if we were to start out with the transcendental reduction and then afterwards
perform the eidetic reduction, we would arrive at the essential features of noemata,
noeses, and hyle of acts directed toward individual concrete objects. This is not the
same as the noemata, noeses, and hyle of acts directed toward essences. Husserl
normally starts, as we have done, with the eidetic reduction and then follows it by
a transcendental reduction. However, there are some few texts where he seems to
permit the reductions to come in either order. In that case, phenomenology would
presumably comprise the study of both realms.

Notes

1 Brentano 1924 (and later editions, pp. 124-5), vol. 1, book 2, ch. 1. Here quoted from D. B.
Terrell’s English translation of this chapter in Chisholm 1960: 50.

More on this in Follesdal 1990. For more on the noema, see Follesdal 1969.

Husserl 1950.

For more on this, see Follesdal 2003.

Bolzano 1914 -31.
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Categorial Intuition

DIETER LOHMAR

Husserl’s distinction between simple and categorial intuition in chapter 6 of the Sixth
Logical Investigation (LI) is the basis for the phenomenological theory of knowledge.
But the theory of categorial intuition is regarded as difficult. Some critics also think it
is opaque or even completely wrong.! Sometimes it is even suspected that Husserl later
completely rejected his theory of categorial intuition.? With the help of this last theory,
Husserl tries to answer the question how intentions directed to “states of affairs”
(Sachverhalte), such as “The book is green,” are fulfilled. In these expressions elements
occur which can be easily fulfilled in sense perception, for example, the book and the
color green. But what gives fulfillment to the “being green” of the book? We might
extend this question to all all elements of categorial form in propositions, like

“ ” LI

one,” “and,” “all,” “if,” “then,” “or,” “no,” “not,” and so on. Intentions of real things
are fulfillable by sense perception, whether inner or outer perception. Thus we might
call ideal objects those objects which are only fulfilled in categorial intuition, as Husserl
suggests (Husserl 1984: 674).

The contrast of simple and categorial acts is explained by means of act analysis.
A simple intuition in the form of sense perception presents its object “directly,” “imme-
diately,” in a “single step” (Husserl 1984: 674), “in one blow” (Husserl 1984: 676),
and its presenting function does not rest on founding acts.

Categorial intuition is founded. In this case we do not use the concept of mutual
founding but the concept of one-sided foundation.? In the less complex cases, categorial
intuition is founded on simple perceptions. The condition for the intuitivity of the
categorial act is its having passed through each of the founding particular intentions
in a fulfilled way. As in the case of simple objects, in categorial acts there are also
degrees of intuitivity, and thus of evidence. Categorial intuition does not refer to its
object in simple, one-rayed acts but always in jointed, higher-order acts which rest on
founding acts. The objects of founding acts are synthetically placed into a categorial
relation within the founded categorial act. Thus in categorial acts new objects are
intended, i.e., categorial objects which can only be intended (and given) in such founded
acts. The intuitivity of categorial intuition is only thanks to acts which consist of
stages of founding and founded.

If we consider the realm of language, we might pose the problem of categorial intui-
tion in the following way: What fulfills the categorial elements of propositions which
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cannot be fulfilled by simple perception alone like “one,” “some,” “many,” “is,” “is
not,” “and,” “or,” etc. (Husserl 1984: 658)? These elements must also be somehow
fulfilled, otherwise the intention as a whole cannot be fulfilled.

In the most simple cases the fulfillment of the categorical elements of propositions is
somehow connected with simple perception, but for categorical intuition it asks more
than perception. Perception is not founded in other acts. Categorial intuition is founded
in acts in which we intend the objects (or the aspects of objects) which we relate to one
another in categorial intuition. Thus in categorial intuition we intend objects which
cannot be intended in the simple founding acts, like “being red,” “being a book” (Husserl
1984: 674 ff.).

There are different forms of categorial intuition, and each has its particular type of
synthetic fulfillment.* In the Sixth Logical Investigation Husserl analyzes only some
basic forms of categorial intuition (identification, relations, collections, eidetic abstrac-
tion) to show that the concept of categorial intuition is justified, and that these forms
can serve as a pattern for analyzing the other forms of categorial intuition (see Husserl
1984: 678 1., 681 f., 683 f., 688 f., 690 ff.).

In §48 of the Sixth Logical Investigation Husserl analyzes the stages of acts found
in synthetic categorial intuition. Three clearly distinct steps or phases are to be distin-
guished. We will take the proposition “The door is blue” as an example.’ The simple,
founding perceptions must be those of the door and of the dependent moment of the
color “blue.” In the first step (1) we intend the object in one, unstructured glance. This
is a simple act which is directed to the object as a whole; Husserl calls it a simple
“Gesamtwahrnehmung” (Husserl 1984: 682). The parts of the object are, however, also
intended, but in this first unstructured intention of the whole of the object, not yet
explicitly so (Husserl 1984: 681 ff.). Nevertheless these partial intentions are elements
of the unstructured intention of the whole object, and they are thus already conscious
as potential objects of an explicit intention.®

In the second step (2) the object is intended in an explicit manner by highlighting
our interest with respect to the parts which, up to now, had only been implicitly
intended. Husserl calls this kind of objectification a “subdividing act” (“gliedernde Akte”;
Husserl 1984: 681). Parts of the object which had been implicitly intended now be-
come the intentions of explicit acts. But this does not mean that in this new kind of
objectification of the object there is an intention of a new object: It is still the door we
are perceiving. The subdividing acts are special intentions within the simple act which
is directed at the door. We might say that in the “subdividing act” the door is intended
through (or by way of ) the medium of the blue color. There is no new object intended;
rather we intend the same object in a subdividing manner.

In the first unstructured perception of the object the parts of it were also intended,
but only implicitly. In a subdividing, specifying intention (Sonderwahrnehmung) they
are intended explicitly — they (so to speak) stand in the foreground. Our interest is
directed to the sense contents in which the object is presented: I am attentive to the
color and the smell of the rose, the rustle of the leaves. In each continuous perception
my attention wanders through the elements which present the object one after the
other.

The shift from the unstructured perception of an object to the subdivided perception
of an object might be interpreted as a “double apperception,” i.e., as two different
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perceptions based on the same sense contents. But in this case it is not a change of
apperception which results in another object, but in a different mode of the same
object. Both are simple acts, but in the particular partial intentions we intend the door
by way of an intention of its color, while in the initial unstructured perception of the
same object we are only implicitly directed at the color. In the first case the sense
contents serve as representatives of an implicit partial intention, in the second the
same sense contents are representatives of an explicit partial intention.

As we have already pointed out in the example of continuous synthesis, there is a
so-called “synthesis of coincidence” in the transition from the unstructured intention
of the whole to the explicit partial intentions. In this “synthesis of coincidence” we are
aware both that we are intending the same object, and that this object, the door, not
only has a color in general but that this color is blue. One important remark: Both of
these founding intentions are intuitively fulfilled and thus justify the thesis that the
perceived object is a “real” object. This is one of the decisive functions of sensuality in
the framework of categorical intuition.” Thus the synthetic transition from the one to
the other is also suitable for justifying the claim of “reality” with respect to categorial
intuition. This constitutes the difference between knowledge and mere hearsay.

This transition of founding acts and the “synthesis of coincidence” which happens
in this transition somehow offer everything we need for knowledge. But for actual
knowledge there must also be a synthetic act which performs a categorial appercep-
tion of the “synthesis of coincidence” itself. In everyday life we often experience such
“syntheses of coincidence” and thus “have everything needed for the performance of
knowledge,” but we nevertheless only actually carry out such a performance if it is
relevant for our practice.®

In the third (3) decisive step of the process of categorial intuition we intend the
objects of the particular subdividing perceptions synthetically in the new categorial
intention. We can establish a relation between the objects of the founding acts, or
between the object of the unstructured act as a whole and one of its dependent mo-
ments (“The door is blue”). In this founded act the elements which are synthetically
connected in a categorial relation take on a new character: they are syntactically
formed by the categorial act. In all synthetic categorial intuitions we will find these
three steps: (1) the initial, simple perception of the whole; (2) the particular, explicit
subdividing perceptions; and (3) the actual categorially synthetic intention.

In the example of the door and its color, it is the “door” which takes on the categorial
form of a “substrate” which bears qualities, while the “blue” becomes a “quality” of
the substrate (substrate/accident). This categorial formation is not merely the per-
formance of another type of simple apperception of the perceived object. The categorial
act intends “that the door is blue” and is perhaps even the fulfillment of this matter of
fact. Within categorial intention the “substrate capable to bearing qualities” and the
“quality of the substrate” are dependent moments. Thus the fulfillment of a categorial
intention is always dependent on founding perceptions and their intuitive fulfillment.
But the dependence goes further: the fulfillment of perceptual intentions is in turn
dependent on hyletic (reelle) contents.

But the fulfillment of categorial intentions is not only dependent on the intuitive
character (evidence) of the founding acts.’ Such a generalization, i.e., the thesis that
the intuitive character of categorial intention is completely dependent on that of the
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founding perceptions, would lead to paradoxical results. For example, one of the con-
sequences would be that axiomatic mathematics is not evident knowledge because its
results are established completely within signitive intentions (i.e., only intentions with
the means of a system of signs but without sensual fulfillment).

Thus, sense perception can contribute to the fulfillment of categorial intentions at
least in the most simple cases. But there are many objects of categorial intuition which
have only a very loose connection with sense perception, for example, the propositions
of pure mathematics and algebra, where there is hardly any contribution of sensibility.
But on the other hand, there are surely elements in categorial intuition which can
be fulfilled with the help of sensible intuition — something like the “blue” of the door —
and in each case there are elements which cannot be fulfilled in sensibility alone, like
“being blue.”

One of the decisive issues for this conception of knowledge concerns the function
of the former stages of the categorial process in the intuitivity of the categorial act:
to what extent is their performance in the third stage still “alive” or, respectively,
“present”? On the one hand, this question concerns the intuitivity and the quality
(i.e., its thetic character, “Setzungsqualitit”) of the founding acts. But it also concerns
the “synthesis of coincidence”: we need to make clear what the founding acts are, and
whether we can somehow keep their performance in play in the complex process
of knowledge.

Let us turn once again to the details of our example of the “blue door.” After the
simple perception of the whole is performed, the moment of the blue color of the door
becomes the object of an explicit subdividing perception (Husserl 1984: 682). But in
the explicit perception of the “blue” we do not intend and perceive the “blue” for the
first time. For an implicit intention the “blue” already occurs in the initial, simple
perception of the whole. This implicit, partial intention corresponds to a possibility of
an explicit intention. In the transition from the first simple perception of the whole to
the explicit subdividing intention there occurs a “synthesis of coincidence” between
these two intentions (see Husserl 1984: 650 ff., 569 ff.). The coincidence occurs
between the explicit intention of the moment “blue color” on the one hand, and the
partial intention implicit in the intention of the whole on the other.

It is decisive for the understanding of the concept of “synthesis of coincidence”
that what is brought into coincidence are the intentional moments of the respective
acts. The fulfilling coincidence is not based on equal or similar hyletic data (“reelle
Bestinde”). Such a coincidence may occur, but it does not support the intuitivity of
categorial intuition. The basis of intuitivity in the case of categorial intuition are the
coincidences of the intentional moments of acts, i.e., synthesis of coincidence between
partial intentions.'°

These syntheses of coincidence which occur between partial intentions now have a
new function: they are apperceived as representing or fulfilling contents of the new
synthetic categorial intention “The door is blue.” The synthesis of coincidence which
arises in the active process of running through the subdividing acts — making, so to
speak, all the partial intentions of the object explicit — are now representing the “being
blue” of the door.

At this decisive point in the phenomenological theory of knowledge we find the
schema: apprehension/apprehended content (“Auffassung — aufgefafSter Inhalt”) which
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is meant to understand the intuitivity of perceptions as based on sensually given con-
tents. Thus we need to recognize that Husserl accepts this model of how to understand
intuitivity for the categorial intuition as well as for sense perception. In the LI, as well
as in many later writings, we find this model introduced many times at decisive points
of the argument (see Husserl 1964: 94-103, 109 ff., 132 f., 138 ff.). For our limited
purposes we do not need to take up Husserl’s self-criticism with respect to the model
of apprehension/contents of apprehension, which in the first place only points out
the limits of the schema but does not reject it (see Husserl 1969: 7, Anm.1). Husserl
criticizes the use of this model for the deepest level of constitution in inner time-
consciousness and for acts of fantasy (Husserl 1980: 265 f., Husserl 1984: 884).
For acts constituting intentional objects and categorial objects it is not defective,
but unavoidable.

But the model of apprehension and apprehended contents leaves some questions
unanswered. For it is obvious that the very special character of the way “given” con-
tents fulfill categorial intuition, i.e., the syntheses of coincidence, requires a critical
analysis. Therefore we have to analyze more closely what kind of contents syntheses of
coincidence are. In relation to the special character of the synthesis of coincidence as
a given content I will first present three negative insights. The discussion of these
three negative insights will in turn reveal some positive insights into the character of
the syntheses of coincidence which give intuitivity to categorial objects: we cannot
identify that which is the representing content of categoriality (i.e., the synthesis of
coincidence) with the representing content of sense perception (neither with respect to
the simple perception of the whole nor the explicit perception of the subdividing acts).
And syntheses of coincidence cannot be sense contents of outer perception at all.

One might think that a representing content of a perceived object could serve as a
fulfilling content of a categorial intuition if it were apprehended in a new manner, i.e.,
in a “categorial apprehension,” where formerly it had only been used in an “perceptual
apprehension.” But I do not think that this is the case in categorial intuition. Consider
the representing contents of the objects of explicit and subdividing acts in sense per-
ception. If it were the case (that they could also serve as contents of categorial acts),
then we would not be able to argue for three essential and necessary stages in the
active performance of a categorial intuition. In principle we would already have (or
would be able to have) categorial intuition on the basis of sense perception alone. The
same argument shows that categorial intuition cannot be fulfilled with a perceptual
content of outer perception.'!

We can now point to some positive aspects of the synthesis of coincidence. As
we have seen in the example of the blue door, the representing contents of the door
function in a double way: first in the simple perception of the whole object, then also in
the explicit perception in which the color of the door is specifically intended. In the
transition between these two acts there arises the synthesis of coincidence between the
implicit intention and the explicit intention of the blue within the subdividing act that
is aimed thematically at the color. This synthesis of coincidence now turns out to be
able to function as a representing content for the categorial intuition of the “being
blue” of the door (Husserl 1984: 682).

In this case the content which is apprehended is not a sense content at all — even if
it rests on the coincidence of partial intentions fulfilled by sense contents, it is a synthesis
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between intentional moments of two or more acts which is imposed on us in
the transition between the acts.'? Experiencing the coincidence of the intentional
moments of “blue” in the two acts at first only means that we “experience” the equal-
ity of these intentions; it does not mean that we have the fact of equality or equiva-
lence as a theme, nor that we have the matter of fact “being blue” as a theme. The
synthesis of coincidence is somehow imposed on us in a passive manner, even if it
occurs in the framework of an actively performed activity. The content (the datum) is
given to us — we must accept this seemingly paradoxical formulation — in a “sense”
which has nothing to do with sensibility, but which is an irreducible relation between
the intentional moments of acts. It is the apprehension of such contents which fulfills
the intention “The door is blue.” Syntheses of coincidence are non-sensible represent-
ing contents.

Obviously the concept of non-sensible contents is problematic within the frame-
work of a phenomenology which begins its theory of knowledge with the analysis of
sense perceptions. Yet we should not only dwell on the difficulties with this way of
understanding categorial intuition, but also point to its advantages: the fact that
non-sensible contents somehow fulfill categorial intuitions clearly justifies Husserl's
extension of the concept of intuition beyond the realm of sensibility. Simple (founding)
acts and founded, complex categorial acts do not only differ essentially in their struc-
ture, but also in the characteristics of the contents which make them intuitive. Beside
this we have a clear hint how to understand knowledge in mathematics with the
same model (i.e., synthesis of coincidence) as we use in all other forms of knowledge.
Moreover, we have a clear argument for the necessity of running through the com-
plete three-staged process of categorial activity in order to reach intuitive fulfillment.
Without the performance of the first two stages of categorial activity (i.e., the simple
perception of the whole and the subdividing explication of the partial intentions), the
necessary fulfilling syntheses of coincidence cannot occur. We may even suppose that
in every case of categorial intuition there is a necessary contribution of non-sensible
contents. I will now examine more closely this last thesis.

Another important form of categorial intuition is the eidetic intuition (“ideierende
Abstraktion” or “Wesensschau”)."* Husserl's theory of eidetic intuition begins with the
fact that the human mind has the ability to become aware of common features in
different objects. In §52 of the Sixth Logical Investigation Husserl analyzes this form of
knowledge as a particular form of categorial intuition. The phenomenological method
of eidetic intuition is the attempt first to understand and then to enforce this original
ability of the human mind so that it becomes a method for a priori knowledge that is
based upon common features of acts of consciousness as well as objects of thinking
and perceiving.

The eidetic method is of crucial importance for the claim of phenomenology to be a
philosophical science. In the Investigations Husserl still interprets his phenomenology
as a version of “descriptive Psychology” — at least he uses this denotation — but on the
other hand phenomenology is not meant to be an empirical discipline that only col-
lects together arbitrary facts. Thus phenomenology has to find and establish methods
which make it possible to arrive at a priori insights independent of the given particular
factual case, i.e., to arrive at universal knowledge concerning the general features of
consciousness.

120



CATEGORIAL INTUITION

Thus the claim of phenomenology to be a science depends on whether eidetic intui-
tion can be established as a justified form of categorial intuition. We may also look at
this from the point of view of the idea of self-justification that Husserl pursues for
phenomenology: to establish eidetic intuition as a justified form of categorial intuition
is a decisive aim of the LI.

Eidetic intuition is founded in simple intuition in a way similar to other forms of
categorial intuition we have seen. We are only able to have an intuition of general
features like “blueness” or “human” by running through a whole series of blue objects
in perception or fantasy (see Husserl 1984: 111-15, 176 ff.,, 225 f., 690-3). The
aim of the theory of eidetic intuition is not only (but also) to make clear how it is
that we can gain general concepts of objects, but also how the intuition of general
features works, i.e., how it is that we can have an intuition of the characteristics
held in common by different objects. We may also speak in this respect of “common
objects,” and insofar as we usually identify such common objects with “concepts,” it is
also an investigation into the legitimating source of our intuition of concepts. Thus
in performing the eidetic intuition of “blueness,” we must run through a series of
perceived or imagined blue objects in order to have the intuition of the common
“blueness.” This process is not circular, because in the founding acts the theme is
single blue objects while in the founded eidetic intuition we apprehend the common
feature of blue on the basis of the synthesis of coincidence which, as we already know,
is a non-sensible content.

A detailed analysis of eidetic intuition as a form of categorial intuition in §52 of the
Sixth Logical Investigation runs along the lines of the three stages found in every form
of categorial intuition: first the simple perception of the object as a whole; then the
explicit, subdividing acts; then finally the categorial synthesis. In the second stage, that
is, in running through the subdividing acts explicitly pointing to the moment of color
with respect to different perceptive or imaginative objects, there occurs a synthesis of
coincidence with a particular style.

In order to arrive at an intuition of general objects it is of decisive importance that
we have intuitive or imaginative acts for the subdividing acts during the second phase.
Eidetic intuition cannot be founded on signitive acts alone (Husserl 1984: 607 ff.). But
on the other hand, eidetic intuition is also possible if only one intuitively present object
is given, for we can vary this example in imagination. In the Investigations Husserl
states that it is indifferent for the intuitivity of eidetic intuition whether the subdivid-
ing acts of the second phase are intuitive acts or imaginative acts, that is, imaginative
acts are admissible (Husserl 1984: 691 ff., 670). In the further development of his
theory Husserl arrives at the insight that the imaginative acts are not only to be toler-
ated but that they are to be preferred — even that imaginative or “free” variation is
necessary for eidetic intuition." It is free eidetic variation that assures us that in eidetic
variation we do not adhere to a limited realm of cases which may carry only con-
tingently common features (see Husserl 1964: 419-25 and Husserl 1968: §9). The
factual reality of the single cases in the eidetic variation is irrelevant in this concern
(see Husserl 1968: 74).

In the third stage of the process of eidetic intuition we apprehend the synthesis
of coincidence which occurs in running through the different acts of the second stage.
We apprehend this synthesis as a representation of the common feature, i.e., the
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general object that we intend. As in the act in which a real thing is thematically
identified, the synthesis of coincidence which occurs on the second stage between the
subdividing acts is the apprehension of the coincidence as the identity of the general
feature. The general feature, the (same) color, is intuitively given through the series of
blue objects and the synthesis of coincidence between the acts directed at the moment
of color.

We can understand higher order eidetic intuitions in the same way. We can perform
eidetic intuitions founded in categorial acts. For example, we can have an intuition of
the general aspect “color” based on the intuition of different colors, and we can have
an intuition of the concept “act of consciousness” by running through eidetic intuitions
of different forms of consciousness.

There are also problematic aspects of eidetic intuition, which is above all an experi-
mental form of reflection. With the help of eidetic intuition we can supposedly have a
clear idea about the limits of our concepts: by imaginative variation of particular cases
of a general concept we might discover the point where the variation exceeds the
limits of the concept, and at which we are imagining something else."> We can thus
learn to recognize the limits of our concepts and experience them as non-arbitrary.
But even in recognizing them as something fixable, it is not clear how their limits are
determined.

The full extent of this problem is only realized in the attempt to intuit the essence of
objects which carry some cultural meaning. Whereas in one culture we may intuit the
essence of the divine as plural, in another we might intuit the essence of the divine as
singular. The same turns out to be the case with the essence of woman, honor, justice,
etc. There is no way of finding a common answer.

As a partial solution to this problem, we might try to draw a distinction between
“simple” objects which carry no cultural meaning and those which do. Acts of con-
sciousness — the preferred theme of Husserl's phenomenology — may turn out to be
objects of the first class. On the other hand: complex objects which can only have their
full sense in the intersubjective constitution of the community, objects such as cultural
world, myth, religion, etc., all exceed this limit. Most everyday concepts are learned by
each of us in a long process of formation within the intersubjective consensus of our
community. In this way our everyday concepts have a genesis and a “history” closely
connected to the convictions of our respective community.

The next important form of categorial intuition is collection. The fullfillment of “a
and b” is dependent on the performance of founding acts directed at a and b making
the members of a collection an explicit theme. But this is not enough as long as the
synthetic intention on both together, the “and” is not performed. In this case the
fulfilling factor is not to be found in synthesis of coincidence, because we can combine
objects in a collection which have no partial intentions in common.

Thus we cannot understand how fulfillment works in collections without taking
into account the contribution of the synthetic categorial intention “and” itself. Collec-
tions owe their intuitivity only to the fact that we synthetically combine objects, that
we collect them. Only while synthetically combining the a and the b do we have the
collection intuitively. But this leads to the strange result that the categorical act itself
contributes to its own intuitivity. At least this makes us understand why we are
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completely free in collections to combine objects even of different realms of being, for
we are not dependent on common partial intentions: “7 and justice and Napoleon.”

An intention contributing to its own fulfillment might induce the impression of
circularity. But it is the synthetic activity of combining the objects of the founding acts
into a new object, the collection, which gives the fulfillment. This strange case raises
questions about the kind of fulfilling, “representing” contents in collection. We might
suppose that what serves as representant (“Reprdsentant”) is the experience of the
performance of the act of collection (in inner perception). But it seems more reason-
able to accept the fact that the categorical intention “and” itself can be viewed as a
non-sensible content (in this respect it is similar to the synthesis of coincidence) and
that it can serve as a fulfilling content of the intention of the collection.

It is obviously a special case, in fact an important exception, in the realm of inten-
tions and categorical intentions that the will to perform a synthetic intention is enough
to fulfill this intention. But it remains an exception for the fulfillment of intentions
which count for knowledge in the narrow sense is dependent on synthesis of coincid-
ence which occurs passively in the passing over from one founding act to the other. A
collection itself therefore, is not already a contribution to knowledge but it can become
an important element of further knowledge if we make further judgments about this
collection (or set). Husserl writes in respect to the lack of independence of collectiva
that they are no “states of affairs” (Husserl 1984: 688, 1964: 254), because there are
no syntheses of coincidence fulfilling the categorical intention (see Husserl 1964: 135,
254,297, 223).

Notes

1 The most important sources on the theme of categorical intuition in Husserl are: Tugendhat
1970: 111-36; Sokolowski 1970: 65-71; Sokolowski 1974: §§10-17; Stroker 1978: 3—
30; Sokolowski 1981: 127-41; Willard 1984: 232—41; Lohmar 1989: 44—69; Lohmar
1990: 179-97; Seebohm 1990: 9-47, Cobb-Stevens 1990: 43-66; Bort 1990: 303-19;
Lohmar 1998: 178-273 and Lohmar 2002: 125-45.

2 Husserl wrote that he no longer accepts the theory of the categorial representation (1984:
534 f.). An appropriate interpretation of Husserl’s intentions, therefore, must free itself from
the misleading elements of his initial interpretation of categorial representation in Ch. 7 of
the 6th LI; see Lohmar 1990: 179-97.

3 In the 3rd LI the concept of mutual foundation is predominant but the 6th LI prefers the
concept of one-sided foundation. See Husserl 1984: 270 f., 283—6, 369 and, for the 6th LI,
Husserl 1984: 678. On Husserl’s different concepts of foundation, see Nenon 1997: 97—
114.

4 But there are differences in the kind of intention. Husserl makes a distinction between
synthetic and abstractive forms of categorical intuition. Synthetic categorical intentions
are co-directed to the objects of their founding acts, such as “A is bigger than B.” The
intention of abstracting intentions is not directed in the same way on the objects of the
founding acts. In abstractive intentions the objects of the founding acts can only be a
medium through which the intention is directed to something common, the eidos.
The objects of the founding acts are only examples of this eidos (see Husserl 1984: 690,
676, 688).
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In the 6th LI Husserl makes a difference between the relation of whole and independent
parts (Stiicke) and the relation of whole and dependent parts (Momente); see Husserl 1984:
680 f., 231; Husserl 1964: §§50-2. In Husserl 1964 he interprets the two forms “S has
the part P” and “S has the quality m” as equivalent in relation to the structure of their
constitution; see Husserl 1964: 262.

In Ideas I (1950) Husserl will regard this possibility of making an intention explicit as
characteristic of horizon-intentionality. See Husserl 1950: 1, 57, 71 ff., 212 f.

See Husserl 1950: 239. For detailed discussion of the function of sensuality in categorial
intuition see Lohmar 2002: 125-45.

Nevertheless, these opportunities for gaining knowledge do not disappear without trace.
In the genetic phenomenology one of the prominent themes is the way in which this
“trace” (of knowledge which is experienced but not conceptualized) is kept or stored in the
human subject in different forms of prepredicative experience. See the first section of Husserl
1964 and Lohmar 1998: Ch. III, 6-8.

Husserl himself wrote once — in the problematic Ch. 7 of the 6th LI — about the possibility
of a functional dependence of the evidence of the categorial act from the evidence of the
founding acts (see Husserl 1984: 704). See Lohmar 1990: 179-97.

Husserl writes: “Zugleich ‘deckt’ sich aber das fortwirkende Gesamtwahrnehmen gemé&R
jener implizierten Partialintention mit dem Sonderwahrnehmen” (Husserl 1984: 682). It
is important that this “synthesis of coincidence” can occur also between symbolic (and
thus “empty”) intentions, which is of crucial importance for the foundation of mathemat-
ical knowledge; see also Husserl 1985: 282.

We might think that syntheses of coincidence are a content of inner perception. At a time
Husserl himself thought that such a solution may be promising. In Ch. 7 of the 6th LI (1st
edn.), the “Studie tber kategoriale Reprédsentation,” Husserl proposes the thesis that
categorial intuitions can be fulfilled by the apprehension of so-called “contents of reflec-
tion.” In this case, the content apprehended is the same content which represents the
actual performance of the categorial act in inner perception. See Husserl 1984: 708, Lohmar
1990. E. Tugendhat takes up this misleading view of Husserl; see Tugendhat 1979: 118—
27. Later on Husserl criticizes this attempt of the first edition of LI as defective; see Husserl
1984: 535.

The concept of coincidence has a problematic double sense in Husserl. In the LI Husserl
uses the concept of coincidence often to name the coincidence of fulfilled intentions
with empty intentions which fulfills the latter. But this is a trivial concept of fulfillment
for it does not answer the question how fulfilled intentions become fulfilled at all. The
other context of using the concept of coincidence is in analyzing categorial intuition
as fulfilled by synthesis of coincidence between the partial intentions of the founding acts;
this non-trivial use of the concept makes clear how the categorical intentions become
fulfilled.

See Bernet, R., Kern, I., Marbach, E. 1989: 74—84; Mohanty 1959: 222-30; Tugendhat
1979: 137-68; Hopkins 1997: 151-78. The designation “Wesensschau” for the eidetic
intuition seems to be a wrong choice in terminology because it suggests a nearness to
platonic thinking which is not intended by Husserl.

See Husserl 1950: 146 ff., where he speaks of a priority of imagination; see also Husserl
1974: 206, 254 f. and 1964: 410 ff., 422 f. Th. Seebohm points out that imaginative
variation is already to be found in the LI (Seebohm 1990: 14 f.).

Husserl has analyzed the accquisition and the determinations of the limits of concepts in
his theory of types in his genetic phenomenology. See Lohmar 1998: Kap. III, 6, d. To this
problematic see also Held 1985: S. 29 and Claesges 1964: 29 ff.
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Temporality
JOHN B. BROUGH AND WILLIAM BLATTNER

Temporality as a fundamental concern of twentieth-century continental thought had
its roots in the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl. Although time occupied Husserl
throughout most of his philosophical career, it was his lectures and sketches from
early in the century, eventually published in 1928 under Martin Heidegger's editorship,
that influenced later figures in the phenomenological tradition, such as Heidegger
himself, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty. Husserl described time as the most important
of all phenomenological problems, and also as the most difficult. The time Husserl
investigates is not time understood as an empirical phenomenon tied to the movement
of celestial bodies and measured by clocks. His interest is in the consciousness of time.
Husserlian phenomenology is marked by a focus on consciousness as “intentional,” by
which Husserl meant not (simply) purposeful conscious activity but the directedness of
every conscious experience toward something. Thus a perception is the perception of a
bird in flight or of a melody playing on the radio, a memory is the memory of a dinner
I had last week. The consciousness of time, Husserl thought, is an exceptionally import-
ant and complex form of intentionality, involved in virtually every aspect of conscious
life. It not only exemplifies intentionality, but makes it possible in its many forms.

The facets of Husserl's phenomenology of temporal awareness match those of
the phenomenon he investigates. Since acts of consciousness intend objects and since
temporal objects play such a prominent role in our experience, Husserl has much to
say about temporal objectivity. The most obvious sorts of temporal objects are those
we encounter in perception. Perceived objects, whether relatively stable or caught up
in change, are temporal because they endure, succeed one another or exist simultan-
eously, and display themselves in temporal modes of appearance. The restaurant in
which I am enjoying a dinner appears to me as now existing, as having existed in the
past, and as having an indefinite future ahead of it. I also experience the dinner itself
in ever-shifting modes of now, past, and future, although, compared to the room in
which it occurs, the dinner is a short-lived and temporally unique event. It is import-
ant to note that now, past, and future are not static containers, nor are they parts of
temporal objects, or even points of time; they are, rather, the ways in which temporal
objects and the points of time they occupy appear to us.

Among these modes of appearance, Husserl singles out the now for special atten-
tion. He is particularly concerned to avoid the presumption that we can be conscious
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only of what is now, that since past and future are, respectively, no longer and not yet,
they are simply not available to consciousness. This prejudice of the now would leave
us imprisoned in the present, forever locked away from past and future. Husserl argues
to the contrary that temporal objects as they actually endure or run off appear as now,
past, and future. Indeed, if they appeared only as now, they would never appear as
temporal objects. The now is not sealed up within itself; it is in dynamic relation to the
past and to what is to come. As such, now, past, and future are relative to one another.
The now “is a relative concept and refers to a ‘past,” just as ‘past’ refers to the ‘now’”
(Husserl 1991: 70). The now always has its fringe or horizon of past and future.

Although now, past, and future are mutually dependent for their sense, the now
enjoys a “privileged” status (Husserl 1991: 26). It serves as the point of orientation for
our conscious lives. What is past appears as past in relation to the now, and it is in
relation to the now that what is future appears as future. The now is also privileged in
the sense that it is open to the new. It is the “generative point” (Husserl 1991: 26),
consciousness's moment of hospitality in which new moments of an object, or perhaps
an altogether fresh object, present themselves. If we experienced nothing as now, we
would be severed from this cornucopia of life. We could not even be said to be aware of
the no longer or of the not yet, since we would never experience anything new that
could become old. The spring of our experience would dry up.

The now is equally “the source-point of all temporal positions” (Husserl 1991: 74).
To play host to a new object-point is to welcome a new time-point. “Each actually
present now creates a new time-point because it creates . . . a new object point” (Husserl
1991: 68). Whatever appears at the new time-point will remain forever fixed to that
point as it slips into the past. Hence the now is also the source of our experience of the
temporal relation of before and after. Once a being or event has actually presented
itself in the now, it will forever after be something that came before, and followed,
something else. Furthermore, if the now is the source of new temporal positions and of
the objects occupying them, and if individuation depends on appearing at a definite
point in time, then the now “is a continuous moment of individuation” (Husserl 1991:
68). Finally, while the individual object has its abiding place in the sequence of tem-
poral points, it has an ever-changing location in relation to the actual now. “Time
is fixed, and yet time flows” (Husserl 1991: 67).

Not every object of consciousness is a temporal object. There are timeless objects
such as the Pythagorean theorem that are no more bound to a particular moment in
time than they are attached to a particular place in space. Even in these cases, how-
ever, time plays a role: it is only against the background of the temporality pervading
the rest of our experience that we intend such objects as escaping time.

Husserl is not only concerned with the way in which temporal objects appear. He
also investigates the constitution or structure of acts that enables them to bring tem-
porally extended objects to appearance. If a melody I am hearing appears to me as in
part now, in part past, and in part to come, then each phase of my act of hearing it
must not only be conscious of the now-phase of the object but also reach out beyond
the now to elapsed and future phases. If I did not preserve a consciousness of the
elapsed tones as they slip ever more deeply into the past, I would hear only a single
note and never the whole melody or even an extended part of it. Similarly, I must be
open to further experience of the melody, or at least to the experience of something
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that will follow it. But preservation of what has elapsed and anticipation of what is to
come will not by themselves account for the perception of the temporal object. For that
to occur, presentation and anticipation must be tempered by modification. If I were
simply to preserve the elapsed notes of the melody without modification, I would not
hear a coherent melodic succession but “a disharmonious tangle of sound, as if [I] had
struck simultaneously all the notes that had previously sounded” (Husserl 1991: 11).

Husserl claims that what makes possible this reaching out beyond the now, anti-
cipating, preserving, and modifying, is that each momentary phase of the perceiving
act possesses a threefold intentionality: primal impression, retention, and protention.
Primal impression is the originary consciousness whose correlate is the phase of the
object appearing as now. Primal impression is the moment of consciousness that
presents a new object-phase in a new time-point as now, as there itself and in person.
By contrast, retention, as Husserl sometimes says, is “perceptual” or impressional con-
sciousness of the past. By this he means that it is the actual holding on to what has
elapsed as it moves away from the now. Retention differs essentially from ordinary
memory, as when I recall last week’s dinner in the restaurant. Memory is an inde-
pendent act, like the perception on which it is founded and that it recalls. Retention,
on the other hand, is not an act but a dependent moment of a phase of an act. And
unlike ordinary memory, it is presentation of the past rather than re-presentation.
Ordinary memory assumes that retention (and primal impression and protention) have
already done their work, leaving behind a constituted act and object to which it
can return. Memory can then re-present a past event or object by running through the
already constituted perception of it again. Memory thus re-collects the past, while
retention “collects” it for the first time, and in immediate relation to the now. This
collecting is intentional, a matter of consciousness and not like the retention of fluids
in the body. Retention “transcends itself and posits something as being — namely, as
being past — that does not really inhere in it” (Husserl 1991: 356). It is consciousness
reaching out directly and originally to what has just elapsed. This means, too, that
what is retained should not be thought of as an echo or afterimage: an echo is a
present sound heard as now. The echo of a violin tone, for example, would not be the
past violin tone but a weak present violin tone. To insist that what is retained is like an
echo or image is an indication that the prejudice of the now — that one can experience
only what is present — is still intact, while the whole thrust of Husserl’s notion of
retention is that consciousness can be directly and immediately aware of what is no
longer now.

Protention is the impressional openness of consciousness to the future. It is essential
to the perception of a temporal object “that there be an intention directed toward what
is to come, even if not toward continuations involving the same temporal object”
(Husserl 1991: 240). Just as retention is not ordinary recollection, protention is not an
act of expectation. Expectation is a kind of memory in reverse: a full-blown act that
rehearses some experience one expects to have in the future. Protention, on the other
hand, is a moment of the actual phase of the ongoing perception that immediately
opens me up to further experience, usually of what I am presently experiencing, with-
out running through it in advance as if it were present. Perhaps because the future is
indeterminate, Husserl has less to say about protention than about primal impression
and retention.
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Husserl presses his investigation of time-consciousness still further. The inventory of
temporal objects is not exhausted by things such as houses and melodies: the acts of
consciousness intending them are equally temporal objects. This is true of every act,
not just of perceptions. The act of thinking of the Pythagorean theorem is a temporal
object, even if the theorem itself is not. Acts are immanent to consciousness rather
than transcendent, of course, but, like melodies and other transcendent things, they
begin, endure for a time, and come to an end. Acts are the immanent temporal unities
through which we intend objects, temporal and otherwise, transcendent to them. They
have a place in the internal time of consciousness rather than the “external” time of
the world. Unless we freely undertake an explicit act of reflection, we do not perceive
or thetically posit our acts, but Husserl insists that we are nevertheless aware of them
implicitly, and in the temporal modes of now, past, and future. I perceive a house and
at the same time nonthetically “experience” or consciously live through my percep-
tion as an act extended in immanent time.

The final question Husserl asks is how these immanent temporal unities become
constituted, and how, in the process, we become aware of the unity of consciousness
itself. His answer is that the constitution is the achievement of “the absolute time-
constituting flow of consciousness” (Husserl 1991: 77). The absolute flow is not a
metaphysical absolute; it is absolute in the sense that it is the ultimate stratum of
conscious life, responsible for its own constitution, for the constitution of acts as im-
manent temporal unities, and, through them, of transcendent temporal objects. Husserl
is reluctant to apply the temporal predicates of now, past, and future to the flow
(he reserves them for the constituted acts and their objects), but he does understand
the flow to have successive phases, one of which will be actual while others will
be post-actual and pre-actual. Each of these phases has the intentional moments of
primal impression, retention, and protention, which together account for the flow’s
remarkable constitutional prowess. Thanks to them, the flow may be said to have a
“double intentionality” (Husserl 1991: 84, 390): it constitutes the acts as temporal
unities in internal time and it is conscious of itself as a single, ongoing flow. The two
intentionalities require “one another like two sides of one and the same thing” (Husserl
1991: 87). Retention plays a particularly important role in the flow’s double inten-
tionality. Through its retentional moments, the flow experiences the elapsing phases
of itself as they slip away; but since these phases in their primal impressional moment
originally intended phases of the act as now, it holds on to the elapsed phases of the act
as well, and through them the past phases of what the act intended. Hence Husserl
can claim that “there is one unique flow of consciousness” in which both the unity of
the act in immanent time “and the unity of the flow of consciousness become consti-
tuted at once” (Husserl 1991: 84).

The absolute flow may be seen as Husserl’'s way of explaining how the unity of my
conscious life remains intact despite the myriad experiences I undergo. I live through
innumerable acts, each with a finite duration, but their incessant beginnings and
endings do not splinter my abiding sense of unity and identity. Husserl suggests that at
the deepest level of my conscious being I am a flow, and in that sense my being is
temporal being, but thanks to that very flow I remain one and the same being across
the diaspora of time. Finally, Husserl’s notion of the flow reveals how the awareness of
both temporal presence and absence are fundamental to my conscious life. The flow
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flows away yet recaptures itself, becomes absent but overcomes its absence by intend-
ing its absent phases in their absence, not by making them present again in some
surrogate. We are neither locked in presence nor condemned to wander in absence.
Thanks to time-consciousness, our lives are complex tapestries of presence and
absence, unity and diversity, and identity and difference.

Heidegger

Martin Heidegger worked and studied under Edmund Husserl as his “assistant” and
protégé. Husserl's admiration for Heidegger was great enough that when Husserl
decided to bring the core of his lectures on the phenomenology of internal time-
consciousness into print, he asked Heidegger, then an associate professor at Marburg
University, to edit them. Heidegger was, thus, steeped in Husserl's phenomenology of
internal time-consciousness. What is more, Heidegger places the phenomenology of
time and temporality at the center of the project of Being and Time: “time needs to
be explicated primordially as the horizon for the understanding of Being, and in terms of
temporality as the Being of Dasein” (Heidegger 1962: 39). Heidegger embraces Husserl's
aspiration to work out an account of the temporality of the being of Dasein (us), that
is, an account of how our experience is constituted temporally. His further project of
developing an ontology of being in general on the basis of the temporality of Dasein’s
being is quite alien to Husserl’s way of thinking. It is also, perhaps, less phenomeno-
logically oriented. For both these reasons, we will focus on the first theme in Heidegger,
his exploration of existential temporality.

As we saw above, according to Husserl time-consciousness is “absolute,” and in
three senses: (1) it is the ultimate foundation for intentionality; (2) it is characterized
by “double-intentionality” and is thereby self-constituting; and (3) it is a condition of
the possibility of any awareness of any object at all. Heidegger adopts these three
theses as well, albeit in slightly modified form. He embraces (1) implicitly in Being and
Time, and explicitly in The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, when he there character-
izes the “ecstatic unity of temporality” as the final horizon of intelligibility and onto-
logical understanding (Heidegger 1982: 308). He also shares Husserl's commitment
to the notion of “double-intentionality” (2). This theme is central to Being and Time,
but Heidegger again puts the point somewhat more clearly in Basic Problems, where he
describes our own being as co-awaited (or co-protended) and co-retained in every
protention and retention of objects (Heidegger 1982: §19b). Finally, Heidegger accepts
(3) as well and gives it a new name: it is the ecstatic-horizonal unity of temporality.
Temporality “carries Dasein away” or “enraptures” it to the horizons on the back-
ground of which the entities we encounter can show up at all. It thereby constitutes
Dasein’s “transcendence,” its stepping over to a world, its “being outside itself” in a
world (Heidegger 1962: §69c¢). Hence, he concludes, “The world is neither present-at-
hand nor ready-to-hand, but rather temporalizes itself in temporality” (Heidegger 1962:
417). Therefore, Heidegger shares the fundamental contours of Husserl’s account of
internal time-consciousness.

Heidegger diverges from Husserl in important respects as well, however, and
it is Heidegger’s disagreements with Husserl that give life to the debate among
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phenomenologists about temporality and time-consciousness. As we saw above, Husserl
regards the primal now as the point of orientation for our conscious lives. Heidegger
argues, however, that, the future is primary in human temporality (see, e.g., Heidegger
1962: 378). He places the future at the center of our temporal orientation, rather than
the present, the now. Why? Because for Heidegger the life of Dasein is not primarily
the life of consciousness, but rather, the life of a concrete social agent. It is on this basis
that Heidegger rejects the language of subject and object and replaces it with Dasein and
world. We (Dasein) are primarily and usually at work in the world being who we are,
and in this regard, the future is primary. We are who we are in so far as we under-
stand ourselves thus, but to “understand ourselves” is not to grasp, imagine, or know
ourselves cognitively or reflectively. Rather, to understand ourselves is to be capable of
being who we are. Understanding is having the knack of something, “being equal to
it” or being “able to manage” it (Heidegger 1962: 183). Being able to manage some-
thing (even being ourselves), being equal to it, is a matter of “pressing ahead” into
being it, forging forth into our way of life and self-understanding. In this experience,
the “for-the-sake-of " predominates; the structure of this experience is one of “coming-
towards-oneself.” This is all to say that who I am is not primarily a matter of what
I have done, nor primarily consists in what I am like just now, but rather resides in
who I am trying to be. This who is futural, not present. The future is primary in
primordial temporality.

The experience of the now and now-time is derivative of primordial futural tem-
porality. In setting about being a teacher, I grab hold of the implements of my trade,
chalk and erasers, textbooks and handouts, etc. I “make them present” by availing
myself of them. This making-present is made possible, however, by my futural pressing
ahead into being a teacher. I could not grab hold of the chalk and use it as chalk, unless
I understood myself as a teacher or in some other way to which chalk is relevant. The
now-dominated experience of perceiving and using things is grounded in the future-
dominated experience of self-understanding. Heidegger thus grounds the now, the
reference point of consciousness, in the future, the reference point of self~-understanding.

Further, for Husserl it is distinctive of time-consciousness that it tails off into an
indefinite and presumably infinite horizon of future and past. Time as the horizon
of object-consciousness is focused on the now and diffuses into the indefiniteness of
past and future. For Heidegger, time as the horizon of self-understanding is aimed
toward a future into which I press, a future for the sake of which I act as I do. My self-
understanding for the sake of which I act is not for the sake of anything further,
however. My self-understanding is an ultimate or final horizon, beyond which I can-
not see, beyond which it makes no sense to inquire. Unlike the infinite temporal
sequence in which objects present themselves, the future of my self-understanding
is finite. By finite here Heidegger does not mean that the time in which I understand
myself stops. Rather, he means that it is limited, that it has an uttermost horizon.
There is no reference point beyond my self-understanding. Indeed, the mathematical
question whether time is infinite or finite gets no grip on primordial temporality, for
primordial temporality is not a sequence of nows, but rather our self-constituting open-
ness to our own existence.

Thus, although Heidegger shares Husserl's conception of time-consciousness, or
better, temporality, as the framework and structure in terms of which experience is
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possible, and although he also shares Husserl's commitment to the absoluteness of
temporality (though not Husserl's word “absolute”), he relocates temporality from time-
consciousness to the structure of agency. The finite and futural temporality of active
self-understanding supplants the infinite and now-oriented time of self-consciousness.

Sartre

Sartre’s phenomenology of time does not offer any radically new departure. Rather,
Sartre shares Husserl's orientation to consciousness and the I, but seeks to restate some
of Heidegger’s innovations in a language that is more consciousness-friendly. Sartre
uses the terminology of ecstasis and horizon, and like Heidegger before him, views
primordial temporality as the foundation for our “transcendence” or “openness” to
a world. Sartre thought of himself as working out a critique of Husserl's account of
time-consciousness. He viewed Husserl's theory as being too “egological” and trapped
in the now, but in this regard, as we saw above, he was wrong. Husserl’s view is not
trapped in the now; protention and retention constitute our awareness of the flow of
time, including past and present. Husserl's account is, however, centered on the now.
Sartre was no doubt influenced by Heidegger’s criticisms of this orientation to the
now, but in order to fund Heidegger’s objections to Husserl, one must make the move
from the logic of subject and object to that of Dasein and world, agent and social
context. Only by focusing one’s phenomenology on engaged and absorbed action,
and viewing consciousness as a secondary derivative of such action, does one win
the ground necessary to opt out of Husserl’s orientation to the now.

Merleau-Ponty

Like Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty focuses his phenomenology on action. Merleau-Ponty's
advance over Heidegger lies in his insistence on not only conceding, as Heidegger
sometimes does, that the social agent is embodied, but placing this embodiment at the
center of his account. Merleau-Ponty’s specific contribution to the phenomenology of
temporality lies in his development of a theme that is suggested by Heidegger, but not
worked out in the sort of detail for which one would hope. Heidegger insists upon the
unity of the three “ecstasies” of existential temporality, that is, the unity of our being
ahead of ourselves in pressing forth into a self-understanding (our futurity), our being
already situated in a world that matters to us in determinate ways (our beenness), and
the presence to us of objects of use and observation. He also argues that we “never have
power over our ownmost being from the ground up,” that is, that we are subject to
who we already are, that we have “been released from our ground. .. so as to be as
this ground” (Heidegger 1962: 330). Heidegger also links all this with freedom. He does
not, however, connect the dots.

It is left to Merleau-Ponty to clarify the connection of these points in terms of tem-
porality (Merleau-Ponty 1962: Part 3, chs. 2 & 3). He argues that we could possess
no freedom, if the present and future were not linked to and bound by the past. If
the present and future swung free of the past, then every decision we make would
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have to be made over again in every instant. No decision or resolution could count as
an achievement on which we could rely as we press forward into being who we are.
This means, in turn, we would never make decisions or form resolutions. To decide or
resolve is to commit oneself in one’s future. If the decision had to be remade in every
instant, however, then one could never commit oneself. The decision I make now
could not limit and commit my future, because in the next moment, I would be “free”
to take it back. Such illusory “freedom” — sometimes called “radical choice” and some-
times attributed to Sartre — is no freedom at all. It is chaos and discontinuity. Freedom,
the possession of the future by an act of resolution, requires that I be able to commit,
bind, and limit my future, and this requires in turn that the now be grounded in the
past. Decisions I have already made must remain controlling in the present.
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The Roots of Existentialism

HUBERT L. DREYFUS

Introduction

Existential thinking defines itself in opposition to the philosophical tradition, so the
best way to find out what existentialism is is to lay out the essence of traditional
philosophy from the point of view of the existentialists.

We can divide up Greek philosophy as formed by Socrates and Plato into three
areas: theory of knowledge, ethics, and metaphysics.

Theory of knowledge: What can we know?

Plato was amazed by theory. He saw that, by becoming disinterested and objective,
one could discover timeless truths about geometry and physics that held for all
rational beings.

Plato also realized, and happily accepted, the fact that such theoretical knowledge
had no place for perception, skill, intuition, emotion, the body, folk wisdom, and the
tradition. In becoming a theoretical thinker, one leaves all that behind.

Ethics: How should we act?

The aim of Greek ethics was to get beyond personal preferences, prejudices, and desires
in order to discover the highest good for all. For Socrates this took the form of seek-
ing universal rules for right action. For Plato, it was based on finding out what all
human beings really needed and how to act in order to get it. According to both
philosophers, people are individuated only by the situation they happen to be in, and
by their imperfections. All morally perfect people, in the same situation, would act
in the same way.

Metaphysics: What is real?

If theory describes what is real, then the objects of theory — timeless, abstract, concep-
tual structures — are the most real. The truths of science and math have always been
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true and always will be. The cosmos is eternal and simply repeats itself in cycles.
History, too, runs in cycles and so repeats the same general pattern. Even in a person’s
life there is nothing radically new. The true self was implicit from the start, like the tree
in the seed. Thus we get the idea of human development as self-realization.

If you die to the body, which only gets in the way of being rational, you get out
of time, change, conflict, and death. Ultimate reality is not temporal and historical,
but eternal. As your rational soul merges with the rational structure of reality, you
become eternal too.

To sum up: the Greek philosophers saw that, if one pursued perfection by doing
theory, great things could be obtained. Disinterested theory revealed objective truth —
a set of abstract principles that held for all men, at all places, and all times. This is still
the goal of every discipline that claims to be scientific. Rational morality promised
fulfillment of one’s universal human needs, lucidity in one’s actions, and the assur-
ance that one’s actions would be intelligible to any other rational being anywhere at
any time. Merging with abstract reality, i.e. identifying oneself with one’s rational
capacities to produce and understand theories, promised freedom from time, change,
conflict, and death.

From the Greek philosophers we have inherited our ability to think — to be detached,
self-critical, reflective, and objective. But there is another aspect of our lives that
existential thinkers claim is as important as Greek thought in shaping our concerns
and our sense of human perfection. This is our Judeo-Christian inheritance. Although
the Hebrews had no philosophical categories — they were too busy making history to
reflect and do philosophy — it is illuminating to look at the Hebrew tradition under the
same categories we used for understanding the Greeks.

Theory of knowledge

The Hebrews felt they grasped the truth not by detached contemplation but by total
commitment — being true to God by keeping His covenant. He was their God, and this
was their truth, unique to them, that gave them their identity. The difference from the
Greeks is dramatic. For the Greeks, truth is open to all people since they all have
universal, rational souls; for the Hebrews, truth is not universal. It is local and his-
torical, revealed at a specific time and place to a particular people and preserved in a
particular tradition.

Ethics

The ultimate authority is God, not reason. The difference this makes can be seen by
looking at Plato’s Euthyphro. Socrates asks Euthyphro whether an action is pious
because the gods love it, or if the gods love it because it is pious. Euthyphro’s Greek
answer is: the gods approve what is pious. For the Greeks, what is pious or good is
determined by rational criteria that are binding on all men, and even on the gods. The
Hebrews answer is just the opposite: an action is good because God approves it or
commands it, and what is good is different for each individual. God’s command that
Abraham should kill Isaac does not mean that all good fathers should kill their sons,
but it was the right thing for Abraham as an individual to do.
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Metaphysics

For the Hebrews, everything significant happens in history. The world was created from
nothing roughly 6000 years ago. This was followed by crucial historical moments: The
Covenant, the Ten Commandments, and (for the Christians) the Incarnation. Radical
transformation is possible. After the Incarnation people lived in a different world.
Likewise, self-realization is not our goal. The self is sinful but each individual can and
must be reborn.

The above contrast shows that ours is a uniquely conflicted culture, the product of
two powerful and opposed traditions. As heirs to the Greeks we have learned to think
that the only access to truth is by means of detached and disinterested contemplation,
so truth is objectivity. The universal is higher than the individual, so each person must
subordinate his or her selfish interests to universal moral principles. Ultimate reality is
being not becoming, and to reach eternity you have to get out of time. But we also believe
that truth is involved, personal commitment to something or someone specific, and
so is essentially subjective; that each person must do what God requires of him or
her so the individual is higher than the universal; and that time is the locus of all that
is meaningful so that eternity must somehow be achievable in time.

Other cultures have multiple traditions — China has Taoism and Confucianism, for
example — but these traditions normally complement each other. No culture but ours
has two traditions so totally opposed. The Greek discovery of detached, disembodied,
timeless, universal, reflective rationality contradicts the Hebrew revelation of involved,
embodied, historical, local commitment. One side gives us our ability to think; the
other, our deepest experiences.

To make sense of our culture Christian thinkers were forced to conceptualize the
Hebrew revelation in Greek philosophical terms. They have tried valiantly to put the
Judeo-Christian experience into Greek concepts. The first to try were the early Christian
philosophers, especially St. Augustine (354—430), who interpreted Christianity in
Platonic terms. But, from the existentialist’s point of view, the results were disastrous.
Augustine couldn’t make sense of the creation, the Incarnation, or of God’s command
to Abraham to kill Isaac. A thousand or so years later, St. Thomas Aquinas (1227-74)
interpreted Christianity using Aristotle and did a bit better. But in the end, in his
account too, life in time and history was subordinated to the contemplation of an
eternal God.

By the middle of the seventeenth century, philosophers like Descartes (1596—1650)
could simply assume that the philosopher’s God, who was eternal, infinite, fully intel-
ligible, universal, and good, must be the same as the Judeo-Christian God.

Blaise Pascal

But a generation after Descartes, Blaise Pascal (1623—62) one day had an over-
whelming religious experience of Jesus the incarnate Christian God. It convinced him
that the Hebrew/Christian God had nothing in common with the eternal, intelligible
presence, described by the philosophers. He was a living God to whom individuals
could pray, and who paradoxically both reveals and conceals Himself in history.
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On that day Pascal wrote: “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of
philosophers” (Pascal 1966: 309). This insight and the experience that accompanied
it was so important to him that he kept his note with him at all times, and he later
noted that

If [the Christian] religion boasted of having a clear view of God, and of possessing it open
and unveiled, it would be attacking it to say that we see nothing in the world which
shows it with this clearness. But, on the contrary, it says that men are in darkness
and estranged from God, that He has hidden Himself from their knowledge, that this is
in fact the name which He gives Himself in the Scriptures, Deus absconditus. (Pascal 1958:
53, #94)

This insight led to many other insights, which made Pascal a proto-existential thinker.
Looking at various cultures and religions that were becoming known at the time,
Pascal saw that human beings had no essence to self-realize, but rather defined them-
selves through their cultural practices. “Custom is our nature,” he wrote (Pascal 1958:
28, #89). Since Pascal’s time, people in the West have understood themselves as
subjects over against objects, computers, and, most recently, resources that should
get the most out of their possibilities. They then tend to become what they interpret
themselves to be, but this just shows that human beings are none of these particular
cultural interpretations of their essence. Precisely because they can be shaped by any
of these understandings of human being, it becomes clear that they have no essence,
but that they are open possibilities of self-definition.

Although the self has no nature, according to Pascal, it does have a structure.
Plato already understood the self as combining two contradictory sets of factors: body
and soul. On this Greek account, if both sets of factors were equally essential, the self
would be in hopeless self-contradiction. It could not fulfill all its bodily, temporal needs
while at the same time fulfilling its intellectual, eternal needs, and so would be pulled
apart by its earthly and heavenly desires. Indeed, the more one tried to fulfill one set of
factors, the less one would be able to fulfill the other set. Plato concluded that, happily,
the factors were merely combined, and if one realized that only one set of factors was
essential — for example, that one is an eternal soul, stuck with a temporal body and so
one “died to the body” — the conflict and instability could be overcome. Thus, for the
Greeks, life was a voyage from confusion to clarity and from conflict to harmony. Since
the self was potentially whole and harmonious, all one had to do was to realize which
factors were essential, and then live so as to satisfy one’s true needs rather than one’s
superficial desires, and one would experience peace and fulfillment.

Pascal, however, realized, that, according to Christianity, both sets of factors are
essential and the self is, thus, not just an unstable combination, but something much
more upsetting, an unstable synthesis of two incompatible sets of factors. As Pascal put
it: “What a chimera then is man! What a novelty! What a monster, what a chaos,
what a contradiction, what a prodigy! Judge of all things, imbecile worm of the earth;
depositary of truth, a sink of uncertainty and error; the pride and refuse of the universe!”
(Pascal 1958: 121, #434). According to Pascal, a person’s highest achievement was
not to deny or overcome this contradiction — by getting rid of half the self — but to
relate to one’s self in such a way as to be fully alive to the tension. He noted that “we
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do not display greatness by going to one extreme, but in touching both extremes at
once, and filling all the intervening space” (Pascal 1958: 98, #353). So he held that
we must take a stand on ourselves in our way of life that expressed both our “greatness
and our misery,” avoiding both pride and despair, as Jesus did in humbly accepting
that he was both God and Man. But Pascal had little to say about how we normal
human beings should do this.

Seren Kierkegaard

Two hundred years later, Soren Kierkegaard, the first person to call himself an
existential thinker, took up the insights of Pascal to combat the influence of Hegel,
the last philosopher to attempt to synthesize our Greek and Judeo-Christian heritage.
Kierkegaard argued that Hegel did not succeed. As usual, the detached reflection
and the truth, universality, and eternity it allegedly revealed covered up the Christian
message. So, instead of trying to understand the Judeo-Christian revelation in Greek
terms, Kierkegaard highlighted the opposition. He showed that any attempt to ration-
alize the Christian experience resulted in claims that, to the Greeks, would have
sounded absurd. According to Kierkegaard, truth is subjectivity, the individual is
higher than the universal, and eternity is only possible in time. To see why he says
such outrageous things, we have to begin with Kierkegaard's elaboration of Pascal’s
anti-Greek definition of the self as a contradiction that has to take a stand on itself
in its way of life.

Kierkegaard affirms that the self is a synthesis between two sets of opposed factors,
not just a combination. That is, that each set is essential and requires the other. Here
is Kierkegaard's dense definition of the self:!

Despair is a sickness of the spirit, of the self, and so can have three forms: being unconscious of
the despair of having a self (inauthentic despair), desperately not wanting to be oneself, and
despairingly wanting to be oneself.

The human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But what is the self? The
self is a relation that relates to itself . . . A human being is a synthesis of the infinite and
the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity . . .

Such a relation which relates to itself . . . must either have established itself or been
established by something else . . .

The self is such a derived, constituted relation, a relation that relates to itself, and
in relating to itself relates to another . . . The self cannot by itself arrive at or remain in
equilibrium and rest by itself, but only in relating to itself by relating to that which has
established the whole relation. (Kierkegaard 1989: 43—4)

Ways of futilely attempting to be a self

Like all existential thinkers, Kierkegaard holds that the only test of what is the right
way to live is to throw yourself into many ways of life until one discovers which way
gets one out of despair. In his earlier works such as Either/Or Kierkegaard describes
various ways of life and how they break down. In Sickness unto Death he lays out his
conclusions, which we summarize in schematic form in Figure 11.1.
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R, — This is what Kierkegaard calls “Spiritlessness.” One has a sense that the self is
a contradiction that has to be faced, but one lives in what Pascal called distraction
— his examples were playing tennis and sitting alone in one’s room doing geometry
— so that one never takes a stand in action as to how to get the factors together.

Kierkegaard thought that the most dangerous distraction in his time was the
Public Sphere, where one could discuss events and people anonymously without
ever having to take responsibility for one’s views. One could debate, on the basis of
principles, how the world should be run, without running the risk of testing these
principles in action. This form of distraction is now consummated in talk shows,
and especially chat rooms and news groups on the internet (Dreyfus 2002).

R, — If a human being refuses to face the incompatible essential aspects of the
self, he or she is not yet a self. To be a self, one must relate oneself to oneself in one’s
actions by taking a stand on both sets of factors. One must manifest that something
about the self is essential by making something in one’s life absolute. This existen-
tial stance can take a negative and a positive form [for an example of each, see
Figure 11.2].

Negative R, — Kierkegaard says:

In a relation between two things the relation is the third term in the form of a negative
unity, and the two relate to the relation, and in the relation to that relation; this is
what it is from the point of view of soul for soul and body to be in relation. (Kierkegaard
1989: 43)

When the relation is a negative unity, the relation relates to itself in the Greek way;
denying one of the sets of factors and acting as if only the other aspect of the self is
the essential one. One can, for example, take the soul to be eternal at the expense of
the body as Plato did, or do the opposite, as did Lucretius.

This would work if the self were a combination, but it is a synthesis. Thus, if one
lives just for the temporal one loses the eternal and doesn’t have any continuity in
his life at all, while, if one tries to make the infinite and the eternal absolute, one
loses the finite and the temporal. As Kierkegaard puts it, such mystical types can’t
bring their God-relationship to bear on a decision as to whether or not to take a
walk in the park.

Positive R, — Such selves try, by themselves, to express fully both sets of factors
in their lives, but this turns out to be impossible. For example, if one makes possibil-
ity absolute and lives constantly open to new possibilities, one is in the aesthetic
sphere of existence — Kierkegaard’s anticipation of Nietzsche and the postmoderns —
but one has no way to express the self’s facticity. If one tries to make facticity
absolute, one loses possibility and one is paralyzed by fatalism. (Kierkegaard 1992)

Once he has worked through all the stands the self can take on itself and shown how
each leads to despair, Kierkegaard claims to have shown that “the self cannot by itself
arrive at or remain in equilibrium and rest” (Kierkegaard 1989: 44). His Christian
view is that the self does not have the truth in it. As a contradiction it does not have in
itself the resources to live a stable and meaningful life. And, according to Kierkegaard,
everyone who has not managed to perform the impossible task of getting his or her self
together in a stable, meaningful life is in despair.
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Figure 11.1 Tllustration of Kierkegaard’s Definition of the Self

[TThe common view overlooks the fact that, when compared with illness, despair differs dia-
lectically from what one usually calls sickness, because it is a sickness of the spirit. And this dia-
lectical aspect, properly understood, brings further thousands under the category of despair. If
at any time a physician is convinced that so and so is in good health, and then later that person
becomes ill, then the physician may well be right about his having been well at the time but now
being sick. Not so with despair. Once despair appears, what is apparent is that the person was in
despair. In fact, it's never possible at any time to decide anything about a person who is not
saved through having been in despair. For when whatever causes a person to despair occurs, it
is immediately evident that he has been in despair his whole life. When someone gets a fever on
the other hand, it cannot possibly be said that now it is evident that he has had a fever all his
life. But despair is a characteristic of the spirit, is related to the eternal, and therefore has some-
thing of the eternal in its dialectic. (Kierkegaard 1989: 54)

A person might well think that this is a preposterous claim, since I, at least, am not
in despair. One may feel that one is having a great time enjoying all one’s possibilities,
or living a fulfilling life taking care of one’s family, or that one’s life is worth living
because one is working to eliminate suffering, and so forth. In general, one can feel
sure that one is fulfilling one’s capacities and one’s life is working out fine.

Kierkegaard would say that even when you think you are living a life worth living,
in fact you are in despair. What right does he have to say this? His answer is in Sickness
unto Death:

Despair differs dialectically from what one usually calls sickness, because it is a sickness
of the spirit. And this dialectical aspect, properly understood, brings further thousands
under the category of despair. If at any time a physician is convinced that so and so is in
good health, and then later that person becomes ill, then the physician may well be right
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about his having been well at the time but now being sick. Not so with despair. Once
despair appears, what is apparent is that the person was in despair. In fact, it's never
possible at any time to decide anything about a person who is not saved through having
been in despair. For when whatever causes a person to despair occurs, it is immediately
evident that he has been in despair his whole life. (Kierkegaard 1989: 54)

Kierkegaard is pointing out that despair is not like sadness, regret, disappointment,
depression, etc. Rather, unlike these downers, despair exhibits what Kierkegaard calls
“the dialectic of eternity.” If you are sad, you know that it is temporary. Even if some-
thing so terrible happens to you that you feel that you were happy once but that
whatever has happened makes it impossible for you ever to be happy again, that is
certainly misery, but it is not despair. Despair is the feeling that your life isn’t working
and, given the kind of person you are, it is impossible for things to work for you; that
a life worth living is, in your case, literally impossible.

That means that once a person experiences despair — “it will be evidence that his
‘previous’ success was an illusion” — i.e., all that person’s past joys must have been
self-deceptions (Kierkegaard 1989: 51). So Kierkegaard concludes that, even though
you now feel that things are going well for you, given the contradictory nature of the
self, each of us, with the exception of those who have faced despair and been healed,
must right now be in despair.”

The self in equilibrium and out of despair

Only when the self “in relating to itself relates to something else,” Kierkegaard con-
tends, can it get the two sets of factors into a positive relation (Kierkegaard 1989: 51).
Only then is each set of factors defined in such a way as to support rather than be in
conflict with the other. But how is this possible?

Whether you can get the factors together or whether they form a contradiction
depends on how you define them. Or, to put it another way, the Greeks found that, if
you define the factors from the point of view of detachment, you can’t get them together.
Kierkegaard tries to show that only if you define the factors in terms of a total involve-
ment that gives you your identity as an individual can you arrive at a positive synthesis.

To illustrate what is at stake in having an identity, Kierkegaard draws on the chivalric
romances. The example, on which he says “everything turns,” is the case of “A young
lad [who] falls in love with a princess, [so that] the whole content of his life lies in this
love” (Kierkegaard 1985: 70). But Kierkegaard adds in a footnote, that “any other
interest whatever in which an individual concentrates the whole of life’s reality” would
do as well (Kierkegaard 1985: 71).

Kierkegaard had been looking for just this sort of unconditional commitment. When
he was 22 years old he wrote in his journal: “What I really lack is to be clear in my
mind what I am to do, not what I am to know . . . The thing is to understand myself, to
see what God really wishes me to do; the thing is to find a truth which is true for
me, . . . for which I can live and die” (Kierkegaard 1951: 15). As he put it in his Conclud-
ing Unscientific Postscript, “Truth is subjectivity” (Kierkegaard 1968: 181).

The lad who loves the princess relates himself to himself by way of this relation to
the princess. Thanks to it, he knows who he is and what is relevant and important in
his world. Any such unconditional commitment to some specific individual, cause, or
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vocation, whereby a person gets an identity and a sense of reality, would do to make
the point Kierkegaard is trying to make. In such a case, a person becomes an individual
defined by his or her relation to the object of his or her unconditional commitment.
The lad is the lover of the princess, MLK Jr. is the one who will bring justice to the
American blacks, Steve Jobs identifies himself with Apple Computer, etc.

According to Kierkegaard, if and only if you let yourself be drawn into a defining
commitment, can you achieve that which, while you were in despair, looked imposs-
ible, viz., that the two sets of factors reinforce each other, so that the more you manifest
one the more you manifest the other. By responding to the call of such an unconditional
commitment and thereby getting an identity, a person becomes what Kierkegaard,
following the Bible, calls “a new creation” (Kierkegaard 1985: 70).

The necessary and the possible

We have seen that, when you have a defining commitment, your identity becomes as
necessary as a definition. But, although your identity is fixed, it does not dictate an
inflexible way of acting as if it were a rigid compulsion, infatuation, or obsession. That
would not be an expression of freedom. Kierkegaard calls anyone who can sustain the
risk of an unconditional commitment and let themselves be more and more involved a
“Knight of Faith.” Kierkegaard says the Knight is free to “forget the whole thing” but
in so doing the Knight would “contradict himself,” since it is “a contradiction to forget
the whole of one’s life content and still be the same” (Kierkegaard 1985: 72).

Still, in anything less than total loss and subsequent world collapse, one has to be
able to adapt to even the most radical changes in the defining object. All such adaptive
changes will, of course, be changes in the world but not changes of the world.
Kierkegaard calls this “freedom” since, even though the central concern in one’s life is
fixed, one is free to adapt to all sorts of possible situations in all sorts of ways.

There is, however, an even more radical kind of freedom: The freedom to change
one’s world, i.e., to change one’s identity. To be born again and again. Although
Kierkegaard does not say so in so many words, once we see that eternity can begin in
time, we can see that, not only can eternity begin at a moment of time, it can change in
time. In Kierkegaard’s terms, Abraham has faith that if he sacrifices Isaac, “God could
give him a new Isaac” (Kierkegaard 1985: 65). This can happen because God is “that
everything is possible” and that means even the inconceivable is possible (Kierkegaard
1989: 71). On Kierkegaard’'s view, one can only change worlds by being totally
involved in one, deepening one’'s commitment, taking all the risks involved, until
it breaks down and becomes impossible. As in Thomas Kuhn's Structure of Scientific
Revolutions, revolutions depend on prior unconditional commitment to a paradigm
(Kierkegaard 1967: 109).

The temporal and the eternal

For one to live fully in time, some moment must be absolutely important and make
other moments significant relative to it. The moment when one is transformed by
getting an identity is obviously such a moment. Kierkegaard, drawing on the biblical
saying that we shall be changed in the twinkling of an eye, calls this moment the
Augenblick. After the transformation, other moments also become significant since one’s
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unconditional commitment must be expressed in one’s day-to-day activity. But the
eternal is also expressed in one’s life. Not the disinterested, abstract eternity of Plato,
but the passionately involved eternity that Kierkegaard calls “eternity in time.” Norm-
ally, the significance of events in one’s life is subject to retroactive reinterpretation,’
but, in an unconditional commitment that defines the self, one’s identity is as eternal
as a definition. The lad, who is a Knight of Faith, will henceforth always be the lover of
the princess. Further events will be interpreted in the light of the content given the self
in the Augenblick, not vice versa.

The way a commitment can produce a privileged moment is not something that
can be understood by disinterested thought. Kierkegaard says: “A concrete eternity
within the existing individual is the maximum degree of passion . . . The proposition
inaccessible to thought is that one can become eternal although one was not such”
(Kierkegaard 1968: 181). That is, if you are unconditionally committed to a particular
person or cause, that will be your identity forever (for every moment of your life).
The paradoxical fact is that, “only in existing do I become eternal” (Kierkegaard
1968: 506). But this does not make me any less temporal. “The existing individual
in time . . . comes into relation with the eternal in time” (ibid.).

The finite and the infinite

Kierkegaard calls an unconditional commitment an infinite passion for something finite.
But just what makes an infinite passion count as infinite? It can’t be just a very strong
feeling; rather, it must in some sense transcend the finite. For Kierkegaard, an infinite
passion can legitimately be called infinite because it opens up a world. Not only what
actually exists gets its meaning from its connection with my defining passion; anything
that could possibly come into my experience would get its meaning for me from my
defining commitment. As we saw earlier, according to Kierkegaard, one’s commitment
defines one’s reality.

Of course, the object of my infinite passion is something finite. We are interested in
the smallest particularities of our beloved. But any such finite being is vulnerable, and
yet the meaning of one’s life depends on it. This makes a defining commitment very
risky. It would certainly be safer to define one’s life in terms of some sort of theoretical
quest or in terms of some abstract idea — say, the eventual triumph of the proletariat —
but that is not concrete enough to satisfy the need to make the finite absolutely signific-
ant. So it follows, as Kierkegaard says, “without risk there is no faith” (Kierkegaard
1968: 188).

Kierkegaard holds that, given the risk, to let yourself be more and more involved
with something finite, you need to live in a kind of absurdity. As he puts it: “Every
moment to see the sword hanging over the loved one’s head and yet find, not repose
in the pain of resignation, but joy on the strength of the absurd — that is wonderful.
The one who does that, he is great, the only great one” (Kierkegaard 1985: 79).

Such an individual, a Knight of Faith, can do this because he lives in the assurance
that “God is the fact that everything is possible, and that everything is possible is God”
(Kierkegaard 1989: 71).

In sum, when you have a defining commitment, the finite object of your commit-
ment is infinitely important, i.e., the object of your passion is both something particular
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and also world defining. Indeed, it is the condition for anything showing up as mean-
ingful. But since such a finite commitment is always risky, and so security is imposs-
ible, one can only sustain one’s infinite passion if one has faith that even the impossible
is possible.

The teleological suspension of the ethical

Now we can see why Kierkegaard claims that, unless the self relates itself to “some-
thing else” with a total commitment, it is in despair, but that, if it has an absolute
commitment, it will be able to get the two sets of factors together in such a way that
they reinforce each other, and so be in bliss. But the idea that making an uncondi-
tional commitment is the highest thing a human being can do raises a serious problem.

Abraham had an unconditional commitment to some absolute we can call God,
and his absolute commitment to that absolute required that he kill his son, Isaac.
His anguish is not simply that he loves his son; it’s that, if he kills Isaac, he would
be putting himself as an individual with his own relation to the absolute above the
ethical. But ethical principles are universal, that is, they are binding on everyone
everywhere and they require that no one make an expectation of him or her self. Still,
according to Kierkegaard, the fact that Jews and Christians consider Abraham the
father of the faith shows that the Judeo-Christian tradition has, from the start, impli-
citly held that the individual is higher than the universal.

The ethical is absolutely important because it allows us to make sense of what we
are doing. Only if we all share a public moral vocabulary that tells us what is right and
what is wrong, worthy and unworthy, can we justify our actions to ourselves and
to others. Nowadays, however, we no longer believe with Socrates, Plato, and Kant
that there is just one rational shared moral vocabulary. Kierkegaard understands and
accepts this. “Universal” need not mean for everyone for all times, but it can mean
whatever standards are accepted by whatever group we respect. In any case, a shared
morality is essential for us to recognize and resist our selfish impulses while taking on
our social responsibilities, and explaining our actions to others and ourselves.

Kierkegaard contends that one has to get over what he calls “so-called subjectivity”
— one's superstitions, obsessions, compulsions, prejudices, and the like — and he agrees
with Socrates that critical thinking and a respect for the ethical enable one to do this.
Kierkegaard is, thus, the first and last existential philosopher to see something worth
saving in the philosophical tradition of critical rationality. Dostoyevsky, as we shall
see, thinks philosophers are detached and so are dangerous, and Nietzsche thinks that
Socrates, in wanting to die to his body, shows he is decadent, while recent existential
thinkers such as Heidegger and Sartre hold that the ethical is just the voice of
conformism. Kierkegaard, on the contrary, holds that being ethical, while not our
highest end or telos, nonetheless enables people to get over being blinded and driven
by their accidental particularity, thus enabling them to make a commitment that
makes them an individual and so giving coherence and meaning to their lives.
Kierkegaard thus is able to appreciate one of the principal achievements of Greek
philosophy and, in this case, have the best of both worlds.

But in the end the Greek and Judeo-Christian worlds collide. Philosophers have
always held that to leave the universal and act as a particular is selfish and immoral.
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Kierkegaard agrees that people have always been tempted to make an exception of
themselves, but he points out that philosophers can’t distinguish such unethical acts
from the unconditional commitments of the faithful like Abraham. “[But] then faith’s
paradox is this, that the single individual is higher than the universal, that the single
individual . . . determines his relation to the universal through this relation to the
absolute, not his relation to the absolute through his relation to the universal”
(Kierkegaard 1985: 97). In short, our philosophical categories have no way to distin-
guish unconditional commitment from selfishness. And, indeed from the ethical point
of view, in the shared public language in which we understand ourselves and others,
Abraham is a criminal. If he tries to understand what he is doing as he gets ready to kill
Isaac, he can only say to himself that he is a murderer. Yet, paradoxically, he feels he
is doing his highest duty.

Criteria for judging the worth of ways of acting

Philosophers would say so much the worse for faith since it seems that someone going
against the ethical like Abraham might well be driven by a compulsion like the child
molester in Fritz Lang’s M, or tempted to kill their son through insanity brought on by
too much cortisone and reading too much Kierkegaard, as is the character played by
James Mason in Bigger than Life (Nicholas Ray, 1956), or just plain crazy, like Jack
Nicholson in Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980). Or, in real life, a dangerous psycho-
path like Charles Manson, or a fanatic like Hitler. How can one tell such dangerous
criminals from Knights of Faith suspending the ethical? Granted there can’t be any
public criteria for recognizing a Knight of Faith, Kierkegaard suggests that there are
criteria for “distinguishing the paradox from a temptation” (Kierkegaard 1985: 85).

There are at least three negative “criteria” and one positive one (Kierkegaard 1985:
106).

(1) Knights of Faith can’t be driven to their action like Peter Lorre in M, who
claims convincingly that he abhors killing children but that he can’t help himself; they
must be free. Kierkegaard says, “Abraham can refrain at any moment, he can repent
the whole thing as a temptation” (Kierkegaard 1985: 139).

(2) Knights of Faith must respect the ethical. They must have subjected their
impulses to critical reflection. In Kierkegaard’s colorful terms, the Knight of Faith is not
a “vagrant genius” (Kierkegaard 1985: 103). He can't just say “I'm a superior person
and so I don’t have to respect the ethical,” as does Raskolnikov in Dostoyevsky's Crime
and Punishment, or Charles Manson, as described in Vincent Bugliosi’s Helter Skelter. The
same would apply to Hitler if he took himself to be a charismatic leader above the ethical.

(3) But Knights of Faith can’t justify themselves on the basis of some new uni-
versal principle, either. This rules out people who invent their own ethical. Kierkegaard
says: “The true Knight of Faith is always [in] isolation; the false knight is sectarian”
(Kierkegaard 1985: 106). Hitler would again be disqualified if he justified genocide by
arguing that science showed that Jews were subhuman.

One positive criterion follows from all the above. Individuals who respect the ethical
and yet feel that their unconditional commitment requires them freely to go against it
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feel, paradoxically, that what they are doing is the most despicable thing they could
possibly do yet also the best thing they have ever done. From an everyday ethical point
of view all suspenders of the ethical are crazy. As Kierkegaard says: “[ Abraham] knows
that higher up there winds a lonely path, narrow and steep; he knows it is terrible
to be born in solitude outside the universal, to walk without meeting a single traveler
... Humanly speaking he is insane and cannot make himself understood to anyone”
(Kierkegaard 1985: 103). The result, Kierkegaard says, is a “constant tension”
(Kierkegaard 1985: 106). Indeed, where Knights of Faith are concerned, “distress and
anguish are the only justification conceivable” (Kierkegaard 1985: 137).

To see that this dramatic talk of the anguish of suspending the ethical is not just
psychological science fiction, we need an example. Consider a homosexual “lad” in
Denmark in 1850 who loved a “prince” rather than a “princess.” The ethical at that
time would consider this defining commitment terribly immoral. And so would the
lover himself. Given the ethics of the time, he could only think of his love as per-
verted, unnatural, depraved, and disgusting. For him the ethical would be a tem-
ptation for, if he does not go straight, he would have to live with the anguished and
paradoxical sense that his love is the best thing he ever did, while being at the same
time the worst.

Kierkegaard was the first to see that we in the West live in a conflicted culture
permeated by two contradictory understandings of the world and of who we are. The
Greeks disclosed the universal ethical and we respect it as our highest goal because it
enables us to make sense of our lives. But the Judeo-Christians’ experience opened up
the possibility of a calling that required that an individual go against the ethical. We
can’t give up the ethical and still make sense of what we are doing, but we can’t give
up our unconditional commitment and still have a fully meaningful life. These two
demands are absolutely opposed. This situation is not to be deplored, however. Only a
conflicted culture like ours, that respects the ethical and yet believes that people can be
transformed into individuals, can be truly historical, that is, can radically change its
understanding of what it means to be a human being.

Conclusion

Now we can see why Kierkegaard claims that, unless the self relates itself to something
else with an unconditional commitment, it is in despair. Only if it has an unconditional
commitment will the self be able to get the two sets of factors together in such a way
that they will reinforce each other, and so be in bliss. Kierkegaard says rather
obscurely: “This is the formula that describes the state of the self when despair is
completely eradicated: in relating to itself and in wanting to be itself, the self is grounded
transparently in the power that established it” (Kierkegaard 1989: 44). Grounded
transparently means acting in such a way that what gives you your identity comes
through in everything you do. But what is the power (lower case) that established the
self? T used to think it was whatever finite and temporal object of infinite passion
created you as a new being by giving you your identity. But that would only be the
power that established your identity, not the power that established the three sets of
contradictory factors to which your identity is the solution. What, then, is the power
that established the whole relation?
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The “power” doesn’t seem to be the traditional Judeo-Christian God since the word
is in lower case and Kierkegaard doesn’t say that the power created the relation. But
Kierkegaard does say that one could not despair “unless the synthesis were originally
in the right relationship from the hand of God” (Kierkegaard 1989: 46). How are we
to cash out this metaphor, especially if we remember that, for Kierkegaard, “God is the
fact that everything is possible” — not an entity at all.

I think we have to say that “the fact that everything is possible” makes possible,
indeed is incarnate in, the contradictory God-man. He is the paradoxical Paradigm
who saves from despair all sinners — those who have tried to take a stand on them-
selves by themselves, either by relating only to themselves or by relating to an infinite,
absolute, and eternal God (what Kierkegaard calls Religiousness A and sees as a kind
of despair). The God-man saves them by calling them to make an unconditional
commitment to Him: “The paradoxical edification [of Christianity] corresponds . . . to
the determination of God in time as the individual man. If such be the case, the indi-
vidual is related to something outside himself” (Kierkegaard 1968: 498).

But, given the logic of Kierkegaard’s position, it follows that the object of such a
defining relation does not have to be the God-man. Indeed, in the Postscript Kierkegaard
says: “Subjectively reflection is directed to the question whether the individual is re-
lated to something in such a manner that his relationship is in truth a God relationship”
(Kierkegaard 1968: 178). And even more clearly that “it is the passion of the infinite
that is the decisive factor and not its content, for its content is precisely itself”
(Kierkegaard 1968: 181).

The claim that God established the factors has to mean, then, that by making it
possible for people to have a defining commitment — in the first instance to Him — and
so be reborn, Jesus revealed that both sets of factors are equally essential and can (and
must) be brought into equilibrium. This is the truth about the essential nature of
the self that went undiscovered until Jesus revealed it. In this way he established the
Christian understanding of the self, in which we now live. His is the call that demands
“the decision in existence” which we cannot reject without despair (Kierkegaard
2001: 63).

So, on this reading, “to be grounded transparently in the power that established it”
would mean that the saved Christian: (1) relates himself to himself by manifesting
in all aspects of his life that both sets of factors are essential; by, that is, relating to
someone or something finite with an infinite passion and so becoming eternal in time.

Whatever constituted the self as the individual self by giving it its identity, thereby
making it “a new being” and healing it of despair — that “something” would be its
Savior. And (2), all such lives are grounded in Jesus, the God-man, the Paradigm who
first makes possible the radical transformation of people and of the world.

Fyodor Dostoyevsky

Like Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky shares Pascal’s insight that, to be a self, in the West at
least, is to be composed of contradictory components and to have to take a stand on
those factors in the way one lives. For Dostoyevsky, as for Kierkegaard, there is no
moral or religious way to argue which stand is right; the right stand is the one that
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works. If your stand on the self leads you to despair and suicide, then that is not the
right way to live. If it gives you joy, then you have found the right way to relate
yourself to yourself. Dostoyevsky's affinities with existentialism are present in their
clearest form in The Brothers Karamazov, so I will focus on that work.

In The Brothers Karamazov Dostoyevsky speaks not of the self but of the heart, and
he has many different names for the factors as they are understood and lived by
the father, Fyodor Karamazov, and his three sons, Ivan, Dmitri, and Alyosha. Still,
his account maps perfectly on Kierkegaard’s (see Figure 11.2).

Fyodor

Fyodor Karamazov is in the despair of not being conscious of having a self. He diverts
himself by drinking and running after women so as not to be aware of his contradic-
tory needs and the need to take a stand on them. But, unknown to him, his behavior
expresses his double nature.

Ivan

Ivan’s way of life is to be an objective, detached spectator. He is an intellectual, inter-
ested in philosophy and natural science. Like Plato, Ivan is seeking a kind of eternal
perfection by dying to the world. Early on, Dmitri says, “Ivan’s a tomb,” and later,
he adds, “Ivan has no God he has an idea” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 120, 677). Ivan is
passionately trying to be dispassionate. He wants to be pure by throwing out all his
imperfections — to get rid of what he calls the lackey, the Karamazov, the earthy side of
himself. In Kierkegaard’s terms, Ivan is in the despair of not wanting to be himself.

Dmitri

Dostoyevsky gives a revealing description of Dmitri when we first meet him. He is
young, but he looks old; he is muscular, and yet his face looks thin and unhealthy;
he seems to have firm determination and yet he has a vague look in his eyes; he has
a melancholy gaze but then bursts into laughter. He is, in short, a walking contradic-
tion (Dostoyevsky 1996: 70—1). When he speaks of the heart, he clearly is speaking
of what Kierkegaard called the self. He says: “Here all contradictions exist side by side
... Yes, man isbroad, too broad, indeed. I'd have him narrower . . . God and the devil are
fighting there and the battlefield is the heart of man” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 117-18).

Alyosha

Alyosha has a defining commitment to Father Zossima. His whole life thus far has
been determined by that relationship. Like Kierkegaard's Knight of Faith, Alyosha is
able to accept the risk of an unconditional commitment because he has faith that
everything will always go well for him. “Alyosha was certain that no one in the whole
world ever would want to hurt him, and, what is more, he knew that no one could
hurt him. This was for him an axiom, assumed once and for all without question, and
he went his way without hesitation, relying on it” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 110). Alyosha
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Figure 11.2 The Self (Heart) in The Brothers Karamazov

thus fits Kierkegaard’s description of someone acting in a field of faith, “by virtue of the
absurd,” or “as though all things were possible.”
To sum up, there are four Karamazovs and four ways the self can relate to itself:

1 Fyodor flees from facing up to the contradictory impulses in himself.

Ivan wants, in despair, to repress what he calls his base or lackey side.

3 Dmitri is trying desperately to accept both his sensuality and his spirituality and is
flipping back and forth — unable to define the factors in a way that would allow
them to support each other.

4  Alyosha has provisionally got himself together by sublimating all his impulses into
his love for Father Zossima.

\S}

If we had space we could follow the lives of the four Karamazovs, each of whom lives
out one of the ways the self relates itself to itself, but we will have to narrow our focus
to Ivan, who represents Dostoyevsky’'s understanding of the traditional philosopher,
and to Alyosha, whose life comes close to Dostoyevsky's ideal.

Dostoyevsky’s critique of philosophy

In the revealing chapter called “Rebellion,” Ivan sets out to tell Alyosha his basic
stance toward life. Like Pascal, he insists that you can’t prove or disprove the existence
of God, but that religion is not about proving whether God exists, but about one’s
stance toward life. So, Ivan says he is going to give an argument about how one
should live.
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Ivan tells Alyosha that as soon as his involvement in the world lessens enough for
him to be able to escape from it, he will commit suicide. This sounds like Socrates
recommending that philosophers die to the world, and Ivan does want to resist the
world’s attraction, but he has different reasons for renouncing the world than did
Socrates. He intends to prove that any decent person is obliged to leave the world as
soon as possible because the world is such a corrupt and evil place that it is impossible
for a moral person to accept living in it.

He makes his case by collecting a dossier of child abuse, cases of the torture of
innocent children. No suffering of the child abusers in hell and no higher harmony
can make up for the damage already done, so Ivan tells Alyosha: “I hasten to give back
my entrance ticket, and if I am an honest man I am bound to give it back as soon
as possible” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 272). Dostoyevsky wants us to be convinced by the
argument, since when Alyosha is asked by Ivan, “would you consent to be the archi-
tect on those conditions?,” Alyosha reluctantly answers, “no.” Should each of us,
then, give back our ticket? There seems to be something wrong with Ivan’s argument.
But what?

The way Dostoyevsky sets it up, what's wrong with Ivan’s philosophical argument
is that it is a philosophical argument. It presumes that Ivan is related to the world like a
spectator at a play or someone being wooed by a club. If the play is pornographic or
sadistic one can and should leave and give back the ticket; if the club is immoral one
shouldn’t join. But is that how we are related to the world? That may be how it looks
to a detached, reflective philosopher like Ivan, but Dostoyevsky claims that each of us
is already involved in the suffering in the world, and so we are not in a position to
reject it. We are not pure innocent bystanders. Ivan turns out to be a sadist aroused by
his “nice” collection of reports of the torture of children. More importantly, the plot
shows that Ivan and almost everyone else is responsible for the crime at the heart of
the book. So, what is wrong with Ivan’s “rebellion” from Dostoyevsky's existentialist
point of view is not Ivan’s argument but the philosophical position from which it
is made.

Alyosha doesn’t see the mistake at the basis of Ivan’s argument but instead makes
the mistake of suggesting the traditional Christian doctrine that Jesus’ innocent suffer-
ing balances the books. That leads Ivan to respond with the Grand Inquisitor Legend.
Ivan’s “poem” has been taken by many readers, who should know better, as a defense
of an existentialist version of Jesus’ teachings, and thus as the core of the book. For
example, Nicholas Berdyaev, who takes himself to be an existentialist interpreter of
Dostoyevsky, focuses on Jesus’ demand that the believer come to Him with total freedom,
and says: “The legend of the Grand Inquisitor contains the best of the constructive
part of Dostoyevsky’s religious ideas . . . It is noteworthy that the extremely powerful
vindication of Christ (which is what the legend is) should be put into the mouth of
the atheist Ivan Karamazov” (Berdyaev 1957: 204, 88). Nothing could be more
wrongheaded! As becomes clear in the context of the book, both the Grand Inquisitor,
Dostoyevsky’s defender of Roman Catholic slavery, and his projection of a Jesus with
a Protestant belief in total freedom, are equally wrong. The book defends a third posi-
tion. It is the Russian Orthodox Church, interpreted by Dostoyevsky as a vision of how
to live that is opposed to both, Catholic universalism and Protestant individualism.
But Dostoyevsky had good reason to worry he would not be understood. He wrote to a
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friend after the publication of the Grand Inquisitor: “As my answer to all this negative
side, I had planned this sixth book ‘A Russian Monk’ . .. And I'm trembling for it in
this way: Will it be an adequate answer — especially since it’s not a direct answer to the
stand expressed before (in the Grand Inquisitor and before that) point by point, but
only obliquely?” (Belknap 1967: 14).

Showing the way the Grand Inquisitor sets up a series of antinomies, each of which
is answered somewhere in the course of The Brothers Karamazov, is too big a task to
enter into here.* The answer culminates in Alyosha’s experience of the connected-
ness of all human beings. To avoid man’s relation to God drawing him away from his
fellow human beings, Dostoyevsky claims not just that God is hidden as Pascal saw,
but, like Kierkegaard, he holds that God is not an object at all, but rather the field of
involvements — an “ocean of love” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 358).

Childhood memories

One of the least noted but most important aspects of The Brothers Karamazov is the
stress Dostoyevsky puts on childhood memories. At the beginning of the book
Dostoyevsky describes one of these: “He remembered one still summer evening, . . . the
holy image . . . and on her knees before the image, his mother . . . snatching him up in
both arms . . . and praying for him to the Mother of God, holding him out in both arms
to the image as though to put him under the Mother’s protection” (Dostoyevsky 1996:
17). And Dostoyevsky shows Alyosha producing such memories for the boys at the
end of the book.

A key to the importance of such memories is in the account of the creation of
Dmitri’s childhood memory introduced as part of the testimony of a German doctor.
The doctor tells of his first encounter with Dmitri — a neglected child. “I bought him a
pound of nuts, for no one had ever bought the boy a pound of nuts before. And I lifted
my finger and said to him, ‘Boy, Gott der Vater’ ‘Gott der Sohn.” ‘Gott der heilige Geist’”
(Dostoyevsky 1996: 769). Now, God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit
are rather strange things to repeat when giving a child a bag of nuts. To understand
what Dostoyevsky is up to here, it is important to realize that these words are pro-
nounced at a baptism. The German doctor has, in effect, baptized Dmitri. He has put
him in a dimension where salvation and damnation are possible. It was not done
magically by sprinkling holy water on him, but it gives him a lasting sense of con-
nectedness and love. We can now see, in retrospect, that Alyosha’s experience with
his mother, too, was like a baptism and that it inclined him toward a religious life.
These special moments of love are important for Dostoyevsky because they are the
condition for the possibility of one’s later ability to love. Ivan never experienced such
a moment.

This demagicalizing of baptism is an instance of one of Dostoyevsky's most import-
ant goals in The Brothers Karamazov. He is systematically existentializing the Christian
revelation. He wants, thereby, to save the existential truth of Christianity from a literal
reading that could put it in conflict with what he calls the laws of physics and chem-
istry. In the course of the book, Dostoyevsky clears away the magic from miracles,
Confession, the Incarnation, Ordination, the Apostolic Succession, the Crucifixion,
and the Resurrection, as well as angels and the devils, while showing their existential

154



THE ROOTS OF EXISTENTIALISM

meaning. Kierkegaard can be read as doing the same job when he follows the trouba-
dours in making romantic love an example of faith, and defining God, not as a Super-
Being, but as a field in which all things are possible.

In a final tour de force in the last few pages of the book Dostoyevsky existentializes
the founding of a church and eternity, as well as answering a remaining question
left open by Ivan’s Grand Inquisitor Legend. The Grand Inquisitor claims that, to have
faith, human beings need a universal truth that all can believe in together — the uni-
versal church as a universal ant heap. Christ, according to the Inquisitor, insisted that
human beings must relate to God in isolation.

Dostoyevsky's middle ground, enunciated by Father Zossima, is that, if two or more
are gathered in love, a Christian community, “a world of living love,” is formed
(Dostoyevsky 1996: 871). The last pages of The Brothers Karamazov show us the
existentialized founding of such a religious community.

Dostoyevsky always signals what he is existentializing, and those who are
watching and know their New Testament will notice there are twelve boys present
at a “big stone” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 871). With Alyosha’s guidance the boys are
given a childhood memory founded on their being together at the funeral of their
friend, Ilusha. Even though they are tempted by the world, he tells them, they will
never lose the memory of Ilusha and this moment at the rock. It will be a shared
childhood memory for them. “You must know that there is nothing higher and stronger
and more wholesome and good life in the future than . . . some good, sacred memory,
preserved from childhood . . .If a man carries many such memories with him into
life, he is safe to the end of his days” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 878). Such memories
are “sacred” because, unlike ordinary memories, they cannot be changed by later
events. So Alyosha can add: “All together at this stone, the cruelest and most mock-
ing of us — if we do become so — will not dare to laugh inwardly at having been
kind and good at this moment!” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 878-9). It is no accident that
the meeting sounds like a church service. Alyosha sings out: “Ilusha, the good boy,

the dear boy, precious to us for ever! . .. May his memory live for ever in our hearts
from this time forth!” and the boys respond: “Yes, yes, forever, forever” (Dostoyevsky
1996: 879).

Alyosha has changed the boys forever. He has established an existentialized moment
of eternity — produced what Kierkegaard calls eternity in time.

The saved self

All through the book, it has been an insult to be called a “Karamazov” for that name
represented the base side of human nature. As Alyosha puts it: “My brothers are
destroying themselves, . . . my father, too. And they are destroying others with them.
It's ‘the primitive force of the Karamazovs'” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 245). Being a
Karamazov means being a self that is base, or, at best, having a heart that is base and
noble but too broad to be in equilibrium. As the prosecutor remarks concerning Dmitri:
“He was of the broad Karamazov character . . . capable of combining the most incon-
gruous contradictions, and capable of the greatest heights and of the greatest depths”
(Dostoyevsky 1996: 796). But at the very end of the book we see that the Karamazov
self can be transformed by a loving relation to others outside itself. The earthly has
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been integrated with the heavenly and despair has been turned into joy. So the book
fittingly ends with the newly created, eternal, sacred community of boys shouting in
unison: “Hurrah for Karamazov!”

Nietzsche

Dostoyevsky and Nietzsche

Dostoyevsky and Nietzsche both wrote at the beginning of the last stage of our cul-
ture’s living out the Socratic/Platonic promise that, by becoming critical and pursuing
detached theoretical understanding, one could arrive at certainty in knowledge, uni-
versality in ethics, and eternal life. Both reacted against the Enlightenment promise
that reason, disinterested objectivity, and scientific truth would save our culture from
dogmatism, superstition, and fanaticism and, as Dmitri says, repeating what he has
learned from Rakitin, the existentialized devil, a new man would arise, who would
be free, in control of nature and society, master of himself, and — as Kant put it — at
last, “mature.”

All the existential thinkers share the view that what Nietzsche called “the Socratic
will to truth” has not fulfilled its promise but, rather, has undermined the possibility of
a good life. What they differ on is what the good life we are missing is and how to resist
the result of the Enlightenment’s making detached rationality the highest good. As we
have just seen, Kierkegaard and Dostoyevsky think that existentialized Christianity
(purified of Plato) is the source of resistance.

But Nietzsche is more radical. He sees Christianity as part of the problem. He held
that it was no accident that, thanks to Augustine, Christianity merged with Platonism.
He would see existentialized Christianity as a last desperate attempt to find ultimate
meaning and purpose where there is none. So Nietzsche argued that, to save the West,
he had to destroy Platonism’s belief in the supersensuous and, in destroying it, free us
from the debilitating effects of both Philosophy and Judeo-Christianity. In fact, our
culture was already beginning to recover from its centuries of addiction to meaning.
Nietzsche’s account of this “greatest of all events” and whether we should despair over
it or be joyful, is focused in his famous pronouncement at the center of The Gay Science
that God is Dead.

Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright morning hours, ran to
the market place, and cried incessantly: “I seek God! I seek God!” . . . Do we smell nothing
as yet of the divine decomposition? Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains dead.
And we have killed him. (Nietzsche 1974: 181)

Nietzsche adds:

Here the madman fell silent and looked again at his listeners; and they, too, were silent
and stared at him in astonishment . . . “T have come too early,” he said then; “my time is
not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way, still wandering; it has not yet reached
the ears of men.” (Nietzsche 1974: 283)
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If many of the bystanders are atheists already, one might well wonder why they are
astonished at the news, but Nietzsche holds that philosophers and scientists who
believe in objective truth have not really given up God.

[I]t is still a metaphysical faith upon which our faith in science rests — that even we seekers
after knowledge today, we godless anti-metaphysicians still take our fire, too, from the
flame lit by a faith that is thousands of years old, that Christian faith which was also the
faith of Plato, that God is the truth, that truth is divine. — But what if. .. God himself
should prove to be our most enduring lie? (Nietzsche 1974: 283)

But why does the Madman say that we have killed God? Nietzsche thinks that philo-
sophers and scientists have killed God by finding out the truth about Him. God and the
God’s-eye point of view do not make sense:

[Philosophers] demand that we should think of an eye that is completely unthinkable, an
eye turned in no particular direction, in which the active and interpreting forces, through
which alone seeing becomes seeing something, are supposed to be lacking; . .. There is
only a perspective seeing, only a perspective “knowing.” (Nietzsche 1967: 119)

Since there are only perspectives, all our so-called knowledge must be interpretation.
Nietzsche consistently and happily affirms that: “this also is only interpretation . . . well,
so much the better” (Nietzsche 1989: 30-1).

There is, thus, no objective truth, yet science is devoted to exposing self-deception.
Nietzsche, like current constructivists, sees scientists, in their devotion to the truth, as
bound to realize that all their discoveries are interpretations, thereby undermining
scientists’ claim to describe reality as it is in itself. Then, we can still admire science for
its honesty and use its results for prediction and control. But science, done as if from
God’s point of view, will have undermined itself.

Nietzsche contends that Christianity too has undermined itself:

You see what it was that really triumphed over the Christian god: Christian morality
itself, the concept of truthfulness that was understood ever more rigorously, the father
confessor’s refinement of the Christian conscience, into intellectual cleanliness at any
price . . . [[|nterpreting one’s own experiences as pious people have long enough inter-
preted theirs, as if everything were providential, a hint, designed and ordained for the
sake of the salvation of the soul — that is all over now, that has man’s conscience against it.
(Nietzsche 1974: 307)

Since our whole Enlightenment is built on the Platonic/Christian God, Nietzsche sees
that this growing honesty and suspicion has not only killed God but will eventually
bring down the West. Yet, he realizes that:

The event itself is far too great, too distant, too remote from the multitude’s capacity for
comprehension even for the tidings of it to be thought of as having arrived as yet. Much
less may one suppose that many people know as yet what this event really means — and
how much must collapse now that this faith has been undermined because it was built
upon this faith, propped up by it, grown into it; for example, the whole of our European
morality. (Nietzsche 1974: 279)
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Nietzsche calls the impending total cultural collapse of the foundation of our culture, a
“cataclysm”: “This long plenitude and sequence of breakdown, destruction, ruin, and
cataclysm that is now impending — who could guess enough of it today to be compelled
to play the teacher and advance proclaimer of this monstrous logic of terror?” (Nietzsche
1974: 279). And he adds: “Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we
ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it?” (Nietzsche 1974: 181).

It is worth noting that, in many ways, Dostoyevsky invented Nietzsche in order
to refute him. Ivan in the The Brothers Karamazov already foresees the destruction of
the bedrock on which our whole world is built. He proclaims the death of God, and
sees the result as a “geological cataclysm” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 738). As he puts it:
“I believe that a period, analogous with geological periods, will come to pass — the old
conception of the universe will fall of itself without cannibalism and what’s more the
old morality, and everything will begin anew” (ibid.) Ivan, like Nietzsche, claims that,
in response to the death of God, we must become gods ourselves (Nietzsche 1974:
181). But since Dostoyevsky holds that no one can live with such conclusions, by the
end of the book, Ivan has gone crazy and seems about to die.

The free spirit

Nietzsche, on the contrary, thinks we Western human beings can recover from our
meaning addiction. So for him, unlike for Dostoyevsky, the death of God is good news.
Aphorism 343, which announces the impending cataclysm, is entitled “The Meaning
of our Cheerfulness.” For Nietzsche, just because everything was built into the Platonic/
Judeo-Christian God, His death gives us a total freedom never before experienced by
any culture.

[TThe consequences for ourselves, are quite the opposite of what one might perhaps
expect; they are not at all sad and gloomy but rather like a new and scarcely describable
kind of light, happiness, relief, exhilaration, encouragement, dawn.

Indeed, we . . . “free spirits” feel, when we hear the news that “the old god is dead,” as
if a new dawn shone on us. (ibid.)

We can now open new horizons: create new (polytheistic) gods, new suns, new values,
and even create new selves (Nietzsche 1974: 143, 231, 266).

Such expansion is literally only natural. Life is constant overcoming. “The great and
small struggle always revolves around superiority, around growth and expansion,
around power — in accordance with the will to power which is the will of life” (Nietzsche
1974: 292). Getting over one’s convictions is strong and healthy; holding onto them
is weak and sick. Thus for Nietzsche: “The wish to preserve oneself is the symptom of a
condition of distress, of a limitation of the really fundamental instinct of life which
aims at the expansion of power” (Nietzsche 1974: 291).

But, according to Nietzsche, philosophers have always been too weak to accept this.
“I recognized Socrates and Plato as symptoms of decay, as agents of the dissolution
of Greece,” he boasts (Nietzsche 1990: 39, 40). And Christians are also weak, so
they have to deny death and meaninglessness and must believe in some version of
eternal meaning. Nietzsche, on the contrary, holds that convictions are necessary, but
one should not hang onto them but outgrow them. He concludes: “Convictions are
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prisons . . . Freedom from convictions of any kind, the capacity for an unconstrained
view, pertains to strength” (Nietzsche 1990: 184). So Nietzsche would say to
Dostoyevsky, since to live is to grow, if you don’t outgrow and reinterpret your child-
hood memories with more experience, it shows you are weak: “How much one needs
a faith in order to flourish, how much that is ‘firm’ and that one does not wish to be
shaken because one clings to it, that is a measure of the degree of one’s strength (or, to
put the point more clearly, of one’s weakness)” (Nietzsche 1974: 287). The need for
“something as unshakable as the vault of heaven” leads those who give in to it to miss
“the marvelous uncertainty and rich ambiguity of existence” (Dostoyevsky 1996: 409;
Nietzsche 1974: 76). So, happily, it turns out that the death of God, if we are able to
accept it, is our opportunity to be most alive by taking part in our culture’s “longest
and most courageous self-overcoming” (Nietzsche 1974: 307). Indeed, free spirits can
say: “we have . .. outgrown Christianity and are averse to it — precisely because we
have grown out of it” (Nietzsche 1974: 340).

In exulting the free spirits who thrive on overcoming, Nietzsche is, in an important
way, an anti-existentialist. All the existential thinkers we have been considering, as
well as more recent existentialists like Sartre, inherit from the confluence of the Greek
and Judeo-Christian traditions a need for something absolute and unchanging in
human life. For Pascal, it was the hidden God of the Hebrews, for Kierkegaard, an
unconditional commitment, for Dostoyevsky, the connectedness of all human beings.
Kafka's K in The Castle is still longing for the authority of the castle, and Jaspers speaks
of our need for getting in touch with “the encompassing” (Jaspers 1947). Even Sartre
contends that the absence of an absolute makes human life a futile passion.

Yet while Nietzsche refuses to accept the account of God in either of our traditions,
or to take seriously the pathos of His absence, he, nonetheless, shares many important
insights with the founding existential thinkers. They all agree that:

1 There is no human nature. Pascal said: “Custom is our nature.” Nietzsche adds:
“Man alone among all the animals has no eternal horizons and perspectives” (Nietzsche
1974:192).

2 Therefore human nature and the world can radically change — be transformed.
History is more important than a fixed eternity outside of time.

3 Commitment is more important than ethical principles. The individual is higher
than the universal.

4 The involved point of view reveals a reality more basic than that revealed by
detached reason and theory. Truth is subjectivity.

5 Belief in God as a super-being is no longer possible or necessary for us, but that
opens up the possibility of other ways of understanding and relating to the divine.

The founding existential thinkers, Pascal, Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky, and Nietzsche,
each begin with a description of the self and the culture in despair. Yet each of these
thinkers make Christian bliss, or at least some sort of secular cheerfulness, the sign of
a good life. It seems that only in the twentieth century did existential thinking take
a turn to the darker side characteristic of the thought of Jaspers and Heidegger, or
the outright despair of writers such as Kafka, and of Sartre, the only self-proclaimed
existentialist.
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Notes

1 I want to thank Jane Rubin who, over the many years we have taught Kierkegaard
together, has helped me develop and refine the interpretation presented here.

2 The ultimate despair, Kierkegaard contends, is denying that one is in despair by denying the
demand that we express the two sets of factors in our lives in a way that enables them to
reinforce each other. This is not the distraction of the present age where one represses the
call to be a self. Rather, someone, say Richard Rorty, in this ultimate form of despair sees
that in our religious tradition the self has, indeed, been constituted as having two sets of
essential but incompatible factors, but claims that this is merely a mistaken, essentialist view
that we can and should opt out of. Since the traditional Judeo-Christian understanding of
the self leads people to despair, we should simply give it up and adopt a vocabulary and
practices that are more useful to us now.

How can we decide who is right here, Kierkegaard or the pragmatist? I think this is a
question we can only approach experientially. In Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard tries to
show that the Christian claim that the self is a contradiction is confirmed by a purportedly
exhaustive categorization of all the ways of being a self available to us and how each fails.
The only test is the test of existence.

3 Sartre gives the example of a person who has an emotional crisis as an adolescent, which he
interprets as a religious calling and acts on by becoming a monk. Then, later, he comes to
interpret the experience as just an adolescent psychotic episode, and leaves the monastery to
become a businessman. But on his deathbed, he feels that his was a religious calling after all,
and repents. Sartre’s comments that our past is constantly up for reinterpretation, and the
final interpretation is an accidental result of what we happen to think as we die.

4 My reading of The Grand Inquisitor is presented in Guignon 1993.
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German Existence-Philosophy

UDO TIETZ

When Jean-Paul Sartre sought to determine the relationship between existentialism
and humanism shortly after the Second World War, he classified Karl Jaspers as a
Christian existentialist and Martin Heidegger as an atheistic existentialist (Sartre 1947:
15). Jaspers and Heidegger maintained that the position taken by each of them is not
to be equated with French existence-philosophy. However one might think today of
Heidegger’s and Jasper’s dissociation from Sartre, it is certain that it is not merely a
matter of establishing fine theoretical distinctions. Rather, both Jaspers and Heidegger
thought that the existentialism advocated by Sartre could not suitably rely on the
positions advocated by them. And if Heidegger is counted as an existence-philosopher
at all, then surely this would be only the Heidegger of Being and Time.

Nevertheless, the French variety of existentialism in the version advocated by
Jean-Paul Sartre is not the only one that falls under the term “existentialism.” It may
be that existentialism owes its international breakthrough “to the consequences of
the Second World War, consequences that mesh still more deeply with the whole
structure of our thought, and moreover to the total historical breakdown of our
entire intellectual world” (Bollnow 1947: 126 f.). But existentialism is older than
that, even though the term “existence-philosophy” is comparatively new — in Neue
Wege der Philosophie (“New Paths of Philosophy”), Fritz Heinemann claims to have
coined this term himself (Heinemann 1954: 11).

Seoren Kierkegaard, who opposed Hegelian panlogicism with his “philosophy
of existence,” is existentialism’s ancestor.' In this sense, existentialism follows in
the line of anti-idealistic systems that want to put a rationally adulated reason on
trial and want to situate it in its own domain of operation. Therefore, existence-
philosophy continues the subject matter of the philosophy of life “in a deeper and
more radicalized way,” and outstrips it in the process. Life, called upon since Nietzsche
as an opposition to rationality, reason, and truth, now, understood as the principle
which is set against the principles of idealism, is further concretized by existence-
philosophy through the concept of “existence.” Thus, the concept of existence occu-
pies the place which reason once had for Hegel: for Jaspers existence-philosophy is
concerned directly with a fundamental new interpretation of “life,” and Heidegger
thinks that humans can only recognize themselves from their existence, “from the
possibility: to become what they are, or not.”
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Both Jaspers and Heidegger in this context share with the philosophy of life not
only a conviction of the limitations of reason and rationality, a criticism of subject—
object dualism, and a criticism of the cognitivist reduction of the modern concept of
the subject, but also a methodic irrationalism, insofar as “existential elucidation” is
not supposed to be managed by the discursive understanding. According to Jaspers
the existential elucidation takes place through an “existentiell” experience; accord-
ing to Heidegger through the figure of a “radical questioning” within the framework
of a “hermeneutic of Dasein.”

Picking up from Kierkegaard, Jaspers argues that existence cannot be grasped
rationally: “existence is . . . inaccessible to one who asks about it in terms of the
purely objective intellect.” It is to be grasped, then, “beyond the bounds of objective
knowability in a leap that exceeds the capacity of rational insight. Philosophizing
begins and ends at a point to which that leap takes me” (Jaspers 1970: 6). Jaspers
wrote his habilitation thesis in 1913 with Wilhelm Windelband on General Psycho-
pathology (Jaspers 1913), and in 1919 published the Psychology of Worldviews ( Jaspers
1919). In the latter work he developed the basic positions of existence-philosophy,
in which existence is already determined through the fact that it is that which is
“never objectified.” It is the “source of my thoughts and actions” (Jaspers 1969: 56)
— which is why one can see this work as the birth certificate of systematic existence-
philosophy. Jaspers, who, with this work, was appointed full professor of philosophy
in Heidelberg in 1921 against the express opposition of Heinrich Rickert, fell back on
the concept of “existence” as the basis for determining anew the essence of human
being, namely as an essence that comports itself toward itself and thereby toward
transcendence (Jaspers 1969: 56).

In the first place, the view that Jaspers maintains here — the view that existence
cannot be rationally grasped — has nothing to do, as is frequently maintained, with
a defensiveness against the sciences. To the contrary; Jaspers expressly stresses
that there cannot be an “objective cognition as world-orientation” without science
(Jaspers 1969: 69). Indeed, that without the sciences, which move in the medium of
“conceptual thinking,” “which is indirect and systematic,” “philosophizing becomes
immaterial and empty” (Jaspers 1969: 69). Jaspers merely believes that the know-
ledge that is supplied by the respective sciences must be joined together into a unified
world picture by philosophy, proceeding from human existence. Precisely at exist-
ence, according to Jaspers, lie the boundaries of the sciences, boundaries which are
not to be exceeded by means of a work of the understanding that is free of value
judgments. Human existence has, for Jaspers, approximately the function which
belongs to the “I think” within transcendental philosophy, inasmuch as Kant thought
the whole of logic, indeed, transcendental philosophy itself, hangs from it. Human
existence can itself not become an object of research for the sciences, because it is
essentially non-objective, that is to say, it is freedom.

According to Jaspers, the methodic irrationalism of existential elucidation is thus
not supposed to lead to the rejection of understanding and science. Existence-
philosophy is, according to Jaspers, “the way of thought by means of which man seeks

”
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to become himself; it makes use of expert knowledge while at the same time going
beyond it” (Jaspers 1957: 175). The path of philosophical existential elucidation is
not supposed to lead to annihilation, but rather to the transcending of reason and
rationality in their breakdown when confronted with the experience of “limit situa-
tions” — situations in which human beings see themselves set before the “nothing.”
When human beings become aware of their existence in “limit situations,” and of
their conditionedness in the grasp of their surroundings and through “transcendence,”
thinking raises itself above the empirically factical and begins to “float.”

The floating of thinking sets the authentically unconditioned free. The goal of elucidation
is not a projection of being as such, not a possession of knowledge, not a result, but rather
the methodic becoming aware of being. But this awareness is, as it were, a floating. In it
occurs the dissolution of the ground in order to win a truer ground, until at last one
achieves a free-floating groundlessness in the world with respect to the foundation of the
one absolute ground of transcendence . . . In this way there is in the end no ground, no
principle, but rather a floating of thought in groundless space. Contrary to a firm estab-
lishment and safeguarding that one finds in a system of thought, in which I hold myself
and to which I submit myself, I remain master of my thoughts in order to be open for
transcendence and to experience from transcendence the authentic unconditionedness of
the world. (Jaspers 1947: 185)

Existence-philosophy, conceived of as the critique of the culture of understanding, here
comes to itself as the philosophy of reason with, as it were, a “perceptual” reason.
“Reason means the perception into the all-connecting being encountered of every
essence and every possibility, of being and of nothing.” This is a form of the “rational”
critique of the understanding, which Jaspers shares with Heidegger, although he always
rejected the latter’s ontological mode of proceeding. For Jaspers, existence is not to be
grasped in the form of an existential apriori that can be clarified through an analytic of
Dasein within the framework of a “fundamental ontology.” Existence always remains
a “projection” and a call and an appeal to the “authentic.” Heidegger surely noted this
difference sooner than Jaspers, although he recorded already in 1928 some points of
difference with Heidegger. Nevertheless it seemed initially to Jaspers that “for a short
time” he and Heidegger “were on the same road,” something which he thought “was,
in retrospect, perhaps a mistake” (Jaspers 1981: 75/2).2

As we have already noted, existence lies beyond the boundaries of the knowledge
that is scientifically knowable. It is not to be grasped rationally. “It gets beyond the
bounds of objective knowability in a leap that exceeds the capacity of a rational insight”
(Jaspers 1970: 6). At this point Jaspers calls attention to the fact that he has taken
over this concept of existence from Kierkegaard: “To Kierkegaard I owe the concept of
Existenz, which, since 1916, has become standard for me in order to understand that
for which I had, until then, exerted myself uneasily” (Jaspers 1981: 86). “Through
him . . . I came to see . . . what philosophy might be today” (Jaspers 1969: 9). But
Jaspers also mentions a difference with Kierkegaard: “But of equal power [for me]
was the concept and claim of reason, which, through Kant, now became constantly
clearer” (Jaspers 1981: 86). World orientation and existential elucidation form
for Jaspers a complementary relationship, whereby existence-philosophy becomes
the alternative program to the scientific-technological rationality of our culture of
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understanding, without of course penetrating it and being able to place it thoroughly
in question. This brought on the reproach of Jaspers’ existence philosophy that its
job is to provide edifying fancy speeches in the field of philosophy.

But be that as it may; for Jaspers existence philosophy represents a new “mode of
thought” that indeed continues the discoveries of the particular sciences, in that it
takes up their open questions. It is itself, however, not a science, since it has nothing
to do with objects, but rather with human existence, which is essentially freedom.
According to Jaspers, scientific thought is limited according to its content and its
method because it always only focuses on beings, whereas for philosophy it is a
matter of the totality of being. This is why he also thinks that there are two stems of
knowledge that are not reducible to one another, between which there is no con-
tinuous passage, so that finally and ultimately only the Kierkegaardian leap, which
is not rationally graspable, remains. The path to being is found through existence,
which is defined in the first place as a non-epistemic self-relation, and also through
its reference to the transcendent, which Jaspers also calls “the Encompassing of all
encompassing” (Jaspers 1967: 70). “Existence is what relates to itself, and thus to its
transcendence” (Jaspers 1969: 56).

Kierkegaard already saw things in a similar way, when he defined the “self” as a
relation “which relates itself to itself, and in relating to itself relates to something
else” (Kierkegaard 1989: 43). In fact, Jaspers rejects this thesis: “the more conception
of God, the more self” (Kierkegaard 1989: 112), since with it the concept of existence
receives a quasi-religious signature, which did not seem acceptable to Jaspers, at least
not in this form. Thus, with Jaspers, even Kierkegaard’s “terrible solitude” of human
beings before God becomes the solitude of human being before the “nothing.” Still, the
formulation of existence as a non-epistemic self-relation, that always also has a refer-
ence to the transcendent, is something which he takes over from Kierkegaard.

It is significant in this context that Jaspers explains this antinomic character of
existence more precisely through the concept of the “limit situation,” inasmuch as
the irreplaceableness of the individual who is conscious of his or her own finitude
only shows itself in limit situations. Jaspers calls in existence against nihilism. But
he does not want to understand existence solipsistically — this distinguishes Jaspers
from Heidegger and later from Sartre, according to whom “hell is others.” It is other-
wise for Jaspers. For him, communication and, along with it, the reference to the
other belong essentially to the authentic choice of the authentic self, with which an
intersubjective space for a shared common lifeworld is opened up within existence
philosophy, although Jaspers hardly thought seriously about the hermeneutic
dimension of a intersubjective understanding of meaning within a common shared
lifeworld. Existence is for Jaspers thus determined in three ways: first through its
non-epistemic self-reference; second through its reference to the transcendent; and
third through its communicative reference to the other.

Thus for Jaspers, then, the authentic self is indeed the last point of refuge in a
world that is meaningless from the ground up. As he will say immediately after the
the catastrophic experiences of the Second World War, however, the individual is
only then him- or herself “when the other is also himself. Freedom is only in the
degree to which all are free . ..But the individual is powerless. This spirit is the
responsibility of us all . . . One of the possible ways into it is history” (Jaspers 1965:

165



UDO TIETZ

29) — by which the shell of the existentiell innerliness is broken open more and more
in the direction of an existence-philosophical “world philosophy.”

“Existence” has replaced “life” in Heidegger’'s fundamental ontology also. Being and
Time brings the philosophical end of the philosophy of life to our attention in that
Heidegger replaces Wilhelm Dilthey’s “Hermeneutic of Life” with an “existential ana-
lytic of Dasein,” which is carried out within the framework of a “hermeneutic of Dasein.”
Existential ontology presents itself as the result of a fundamental questioning into the
direction of inquiry of the philosophy of life itself, but in such a way that now “‘life’
itself,” which in the philosophy of life never became “a problem in its mode of being,”
is problematized — namely, as a question concerning the “being of Dasein” (Heidegger
1962: 73, translation modified). The “analytic of Dasein,” which is supposed to achieve
this, stands under the guiding principle: “the ‘essence’ of Dasein lies in its existence”
(Heidegger 1962: 67). With this Heidegger himself also cites Kierkegaard, attesting
that he “explicitly seized upon the problem of existence as an existentiell problem,
and thought it through in a penetrating fashion,” even though the “existential prob-
lematic” remained “alien to him, in that as regards his ontology, he remained com-
pletely dominated by Hegel and by ancient philosophy as Hegel saw it” (Heidegger
1962: 494, n.vi).

That kind of Being towards which Dasein can comport itself in one way or another, and
always does comport itself somehow, we call “existence”. And because we cannot define
Dasein’s essence by citing a “what” of the kind that pertains to a subject-matter, and
because its essence lies rather in the fact that in each case it has its Being to be, and has it
as its own, we have chosen to designate this entity as “Dasein”, a term which is purely an
expression of its being. (Heidegger 1962: 32-33)

Thus Heidegger also, analogously with Jaspers, does not want to grasp existence ob-
jectively. A further common characteristic consists in the fact that Heidegger also
wants to conceive of essence from out of existence. “Its being-what-it-is (essentia)
must, so far as we can speak of it at all, be conceived in terms of its being (existentia)”
(Heidegger 1962: 67) — a thesis which is characteristic of Kierkegaard and the entire
existence-philosophy. “Accordingly those characteristics which can be exhibited in
this entity are not ‘properties’ present-at-hand of some entity which ‘looks’ so and so
and is itself present-at-hand; they are in each case possible ways for it to be, and no
more than that” (Heidegger 1962: 67).

The “analytic of Dasein” and the question concerning the meaning of being that is
clarified through this analytic, runs, according to Heidegger, “ahead of the positive
sciences,” because the “question of being,” which Heidegger also calls “the funda-
mental question” of philosophy, must be answered before the question “what is there?”
Being, according to Heidegger “‘is’ only in the understanding of those entities to whose
Being something like an understanding of Being belongs” (Heidegger 1962: 228).

Fundamental ontology would thus be an ontology which, with the “question of
Being,” wants to inquire into a domain that does not at all become especially thematic
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in traditional ontology. Or, put another way, fundamental ontology wants to enquire
about the domain which lies behind the question: “what is there?” (“was ‘es gibt'?”).
It does not simply ask about “what is there,” but rather about the conditions of the
possibility of ontology, and it would be in this respect a transcendental analysis in
the Kantian sense. This is not to devalue traditional ontology. Heidegger claims that
this ontology needs to be supported, which assumes of course that this ontology
lacks support and is capable of being supported. If one should assume this with
Heidegger, then the strategy that is connected with the question of being no longer
seems absurd. The question of being aims, then, “at ascertaining the a priori condi-
tions not only for the possibility of the sciences which examine entities as entities of
such and such a type, and, in so doing, already operate with an understanding
of Being, but also for the possibility of those ontologies themselves which are prior
to the ontical sciences and which provide their foundations” (Heidegger 1962: 31).
For if “the sciences are ways of being of Dasein,” and if the “there is” (es gibt) is
dependent on this Dasein, then the regions of being of the respective sciences first
disclose themselves in the return to the understanding of being of those who com-
port themselves in their everyday existence toward entities in the world and who
then methodically build up these naive dealings and cultivate the individual sciences
to a precise form.

It is thus necessary to inquire back into the transcendental attitude behind the
categorial constitution of entities, which is laid bare by transcendental philosophy,
taking its lead from the sciences. The analysis of these prior understandings of being
first becomes thematic with those structures of being-in-the-world which Heidegger
calls “existentials”; this is why the existential analytic of being-in-the-world also
deserves the name of a fundamental ontology.

Dasein also has for Heidegger a priority over the other entities that is based first in
that fact that “this entity is determined in its being by existence” (Heidegger 1962:
34, translation modified) — this would be its ontic priority. It is based secondly in the
fact that “Dasein is in itself ‘ontological’, because existence is . . . determinative for it”
(Heidegger 1962: 34) — this would be the ontological priority. Finally, it is based in
the fact that to Dasein an “understanding of existence” also always belongs, “an
understanding of the being of all entities of a character other than its own” (Heidegger
1962: 34) — this would be its ontic-ontological priority.

To Dasein, which “is ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its very being, that
being is an issue for it” (Heidegger 1962: 32), a privileged position is befitting be-
cause Dasein has an exceptional relation to the question of being and the question
concerning the possibility of the understanding of being that is connected to it. “Of
course only as long as Dasein is (that is, only as long as an understanding of Being is
ontically possible), ‘is there’ Being’” (Heidegger 1962: 255). For “it is peculiar to this
entity that with and through its being, this being is disclosed to it” (Heidegger 1962:
32), peculiar that Dasein “always already” has an understanding of being. “And this
means further that there is some way in which Dasein understands itself in its Being,
and that to some degree it does so explicitly” (Heidegger 1962: 32).

This “understanding of being is itself a definite characteristic of Dasein’s being” (Heidegger
1962: 32; see Tietz 2003: 57 ff.). Heidegger wants to return with this concept to the
totality of a non-objective context of meaning, which lies before each predication

167



UDO TIETZ

and makes it possible. And if it is true that “Dasein always understands itself in terms
of its existence — in terms of a possibility of itself: to be itself or not itself” (Heidegger
1962: 33),° then the following thesis is not implausible: “fundamental ontology,
from which alone all other ontologies can take their rise, must be sought in the
existential analytic of Dasein” (Heidegger 1962: 34).

Dasein means being open in and for being. It is that place which Heidegger calls
the site of the opening up of being (Heidegger 2000a: 220). The doctrine of the
categories is also thereby tied into the ontology of Dasein — a doctrine which tradi-
tionally falls together with ontology and thus with the question concerning the
being of entities. If Heidegger, in his book on Scotus (see Heidegger 1978), a book
dedicated to Heinrich Rickert, wanted to renew the philosophy of language on
the basis of the doctrine of meanings, the last ontological foundations of the under-
standing should now be specified. The doctrine of meaning, which traditionally ties
the conditions of the possibility of a philosophical enterprise to language, falls under
the conditions of existential ontology.

In accordance with the task which is contemplated by Heidegger, this ontology
must, if it really wants to be a fundamental ontology and not a positive science, take
on the form of an existential analytic, because the explanation of the meaning of
being only proceeds from Dasein. For if Dasein interprets itself, then the transcenden-
tal reflection becomes an existential explication, which is unfolded by Heidegger
within the framework of an existential analytic. With that the interpretation of a
pre-ontological understanding of being and the explication of a context of meaning,
in which everyday existence always already finds itself, steps into the place of self-
consciousness Heidegger contrasts the self-relationship of the knowing subject to a
Dasein who is existentially concerned about his being — a Dasein who, admitted into
concrete world relations, comports himself to himself and others in his actions.

“It is not the case that man ‘is’ and then has, by way of an extra, a relationship-of-
Being towards the ‘world’ — a world with which he provides himself occasionally.
Dasein is never ‘proximally’ an entity which is, so to speak, free from Being-in, but
which sometimes has the inclination to take up a ‘relationship’ towards the world.
Taking up relationships towards the world is possible only because Dasein, as Being-
in-the-world, is as it is” (Heidegger 1962: 84). Against the assumption of an idealis-
tically stylized knowing subject, which relates itself to the world as if to a totality of
knowable objects in order therein to objectify itself, by starting from being-in-the-
world the characteristic of in-being as such is emphasized. This in turn stresses the
attuned self-finding of Dasein in the midst of entities and therewith the impossibility
of “think[ing] of the entirety of what is as an object” (see Gadamer 1994: 29). “World
as a wholeness ‘is not a being, but that from out of which Dasein gives itself the
signification of whatever beings it is able to comport itself toward in whatever way’”
(Heidegger 1998a: 121).

Heidegger thus, on the one hand, dissolves the transcendental subject, in whose
veins no real blood flows, but rather merely the “diluted juice of reason as a mere
activity of thought” (Dilthey 1989: 50, translation modified), and replaces it with a
Dasein, which he, with the deeply flowing conceptuality of an existential ontology
that proceeds transcendentally, intends to describe in such a way that all the domains
of experience, which systematically overstretch the constitutive achievements of the
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transcendental “I,” can become thematic in the conceptuality of the existential
ontology. Heidegger adheres in a certain way to the transcendental attitude of an
explanation that reflects on the conditions of the possibility of Dasein as being-in-
the-world, in such a way however that he confers upon the transcendental problem
an ontological sense.

Two things are interesting in this context; first the thesis that Dasein always
understands itself from out of its existence, and second the thesis that this existence
is represented as its possibility “to be itself or not to be itself,” something that is
supposed to depend on a choice that grounds authenticity and inauthenticity. Thus,
before Heidegger clarified the meaning-theoretical and practical dimension of the
hermeneutic understanding and of the understanding of action, he maintained that
Dasein understands itself from out of its existence. This is a thesis which is made
concrete in the course of the investigation in such a way that the practical self-
understanding is supposed to provide the foundations of the understanding of mean-
ing and action (see Tietz 2005: 59 ff.).

“Understanding is the existential being of Dasein’s own potentiality-for-being; and
it is so in such a way that this being discloses in itself what its being is capable of”
(Heidegger 1962: 184). And this “understanding is either authentic, arising out
of one’s own self as such, or inauthentic” (Heidegger 1962: 186). The concept of
understanding that Heidegger introduces in this way thus refers initially to the
“understanding of existence.” The concept of understanding is introduced without
recourse to a linguistically parsed meaning, but rather with recourse to the practical
self-understanding, from which we understand ourselves as such and such. First
the concept of the ethical self-understanding is introduced and then the concept of
the understanding is expanded onto the practical understanding in the sense of
“know-how” and the hermeneutical understanding. “Meaning is that wherein the
intelligibility of something maintains itself” (Heidegger 1962: 193). And only Dasein
has this meaning: “only Dasein can be meaningful or meaningless” (Heidegger 1962:
193). This understanding of existence, the existence that is in each case one’s own,
has a circular structure, which “is rooted in the existential constitution of Dasein —
that is, in the understanding which interprets” (Heidegger 1962: 195). This circular
structure is not something to be avoided, but rather one is to enter into it in the
“right way,” since within it “is hidden a positive possibility of the most primordial
kind of knowing” (Heidegger 1962: 195).

Now Heidegger pointed out already during the clarification of everyday being-in-
the-world “that a bare subject without a world never ‘is" proximally, nor is it ever
given. And so in the end an isolated ‘I' without others is just as far from being
proximally given” (Heidegger 1962: 116). The others, which according to Heidegger
“proximally” and “for the most part” encounter each other from out of the ready-to-
hand, environmental context are precisely already “there with” us. Our encounter
with them is different from the inner-worldly encounter of equipment or things, thus
different from ready-to-hand and present-at-hand things. For the others are “like the
very Dasein which frees them, in that they are there too, and there with it” (Heidegger
1962: 154). The “with” is of a kind with Dasein, that with-like everyday being-in-
the-world is a shared world with others. For the “world of Dasein is a with-world
[Mitwelt]. Being-in is being-with Others. Their being-in-themselves within-the-world

169



UDO TIETZ

is Dasein-with [Mitdasein]” (Heidegger 1962: 155). Because Dasein is essentially in
itself being-with, there always already lies in the being with others “a relationship of
being from Dasein to Dasein” (Heidegger 1962: 162).

With this determination of Dasein as being-with and of the world as a with-world,
Heidegger hits upon the important distinction between an objective world, in which
natural objects and states of affairs are encountered as inner-worldly entities in
manipulative dealings, and a social world of intersubjectively socialized subjects,
who meet on the level of a common constitution of a world that is for them identical
and for that reason objective. This has an obvious advantage over the monadological
approach of the philosophy of consciousness, which explains our relations as sym-
bolically mediated interaction — an approach that remained constitutive even for
Husserl. It is true that Husserl, with his explanation of this phenomenon, returns to
the foundational layer of the lived-world. Indeed he also understands all human
achievements as objectivations of an everyday practice that is organized in accord-
ance with the lived-world (see Husserl 1950: §49). However, through the fact that
he thinks the “constitution of the lived-world” according to the basic principles of a
constitution of knowledge, the attempt at a phenomenological grounding of inter-
subjectivity is clearly paradoxical. For how am I supposed as a monad, as a tran-
scendentally achieving I, to constitute another I and at the same time experience the
one that is constituted in me as another? But through a “change of perspective” of
the ego and alter ego, one merely gains the grounding of a solipsistic-transcendental
“community of monads,” in which again every transcendental ego in turn merely
has “his world,” but does not arrive at an intersubjectively shared “we-world” (see
Schiitz 1957: 100). Husserl's change of perspective indeed guarantees a certain sym-
metry between ego and alter ego. The change of perspective is not capable, however,
of breaking the immanence of the monad.

Heidegger is himself conscious of this paradox. For that reason he formulates
the task to be “to make visible phenomenally the species to which this Dasein-with
in closest everydayness belongs, and to interpret it in a way which is ontologic-
ally appropriate” (Heidegger 1962: 152). With this posing of the task, the social-
ontological point of view of fundamental ontology comes into view, which is
extremely significant for the analysis of being-with. Without mentioning Husserl’s
name, the analysis developed in the fourth chapter of Being and Time presents a
single polemic directed at Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity, and seeks to clarify
that problem on which Husserl toiled in vain. Heidegger succeeds with this through
reconstructing being-with as an intersubjective relationship of Dasein to Dasein.
Heidegger explicitly stresses that “an isolated ‘I’ without Others is [never] proximally
given” (Heidegger 1962: 152), thus that when all is said and done, “being-with and
the facticity of being with one another” is grounded in a simple “occurrence together
of several ‘subjects’” (Heidegger 1962: 157). And insofar as the mode of being of
Dasein has the “kind of being of being-with-one-another,” there is no requirement
whatsoever “to provide the first ontological bridge from one’s own subject, which is
given proximally as alone, to the other subject, which is proximally quite closed off”
(Heidegger 1962: 162).

In contrast to Dilthey, who must make being-with plausible by means of a
psychologistically understood concept of empathy, and also different than Husserl,
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who in the Logical Investigations constructs the communication that is mediated by
signs and mutual understanding from the one-sided “perception of the announce-
ment” (see Husserl 1984: 39 f.) — even later, for instance in the Cartesian Meditations
or in the Crisis, Husserl could not free himself from a model of understanding which
conceptualizes the process of understanding from out of an “indeclinable primal-I1"*
— Heigger does not merely want to keep the concept of the understanding clear of
all psychological additions, but rather he also wants to show being-with to be “a
relationship of being from Dasein to Dasein” (Heidegger 1962: 162).

The analysis of the world is therefore reconstructed first of all from the point of
view of an intersubjective relationship of Dasein to Dasein in being-with, with which
being-with is shown to be a constitutive feature of being-in-the-world. Through this,
Heidegger brings those processes of the understanding into view which hold present
the intersubjectively shared, lived-worldly background — the background which
supports hermeneutic understanding. Heidegger enters with a stroke the level of
intersubjectivity, without having to construct it from the transcendental perform-
ances of individual subjects, using a theory of constitution. He thereby deepens the
phenomenological theory of intersubjectivity in which he explains the analysis of
the world from the point of view of an intersubjective relationship which I enter
into with others. For the lifeworld, which is somehow suspended in the structures
of linguistically mediated intersubjectivity, reproduces and maintains itself through
the same medium in which subjects who are capable of speech and action come to
an agreement with one another about something in the world. And yet Heidegger
remains a prisoner of the Husserlian strategy.

Indeed, the special standing, maintained by Husserl, of a supposed pre-
intersubjective self-consciousness is exposed as a fiction; the epistemically reduced
subject of epistemology is dismissed by appeal to the contexts of involvements and
references of the lifeworld that cannot be gotten behind, and it is submitted to the
conditions of an innerworldly existence and historical facticity. The entire modern
epistemology since Descartes has to accept the blame for proceeding from a subject
in the figure of the “I think,” a subject which has neither a world nor yet a with-
world. This is something that affects even Husserl too, for while he indeed situates
the transcendental ego in the world, he simultaneously, in order to not miss the
possibility of a “universal critique,” wants to make the lifeworld and therewith the
intersubjective relationship between the ego and alter-ego understandable from out
of a “primal-I" by using a theory of constitution. Heidegger is no more able to free
himself from the stipulations of the phenomenological theory of intersubjectivity.
“That the analysis of being-with nevertheless only reproduces and does not over-
come the theory of intersubjectivity has its basis in its transcendental-philosophical
conception, in the point of departure from projection as the transcendental constitu-
tion of the world” (Theunissen 1984: 171-2, translation modified).

Heidegger’s problem is connected with his way of framing the other, which, more
closely defined, appears as the “one.” The “publicness” is a publicness that has been
made average. It is supposed to be characterized not through belonging together,
but rather through “distantiality,” and in “averageness” it only meets the averaged
expectations of everyone. In this way the “one,” characterized as “neuter,” levels
out all positive possibilities of the being of Dasein. This interpretation of the
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“one” characterized as “neuter” has disastrous social-ontological consequences for
Heidegger. For the “one-self,” the “self of everyday Dasein,” is the self who is com-
pletely fascinated by the world and the Dasein-with of others in the “one.” It is
consequently inauthentic. Authentic Dasein in a negative moment annuls the valid-
ity of the “objective we-world,” and in a positive moment is supposed to lay open
the transcendental horizon of the world and therewith also the “meaning of being.”
This authentic Dasein should be a Dasein that is freed from the domination of others.
And this, as Heidegger tells us, exists only in “individualization.”

With this formulation of being-with, Heidegger’s advantage over the phenomeno-
logical theory of intersubjectivity immediately disappears again. Heidegger describes
the structures of the lifeworldly background, which reaches out around the Dasein
that is “in each instance mine,” as structures of an everyday practice that has been
made average, and which serve merely as a model of what authentic existence should
not be. Because of this characterization, the analysis of being-with cannot be made
fruitful for the question of how an intersubjectively shared world constitutes itself
and maintains itself. Heidegger thus indeed succeeds in a first step at reconstructing
the analysis of the world from the perspective of an intersubjective relationship
between Dasein and Dasein in being-with, which is connected in the first instance
with a change in perspective from isolated purposiveness to social interaction. In
a second step, however, he lets the solipsistically positioned Dasein “as the entity
which in each case I myself am” take the lead as opposed to Dasein-with. In fact this
Dasein-with, including the structures of the lifeworldly background, are devalued as
average and thoroughly deficient everyday practices. Because of this second step,
Heidegger is thrown back onto the Husserlian starting point.

Because of that, Heidegger must make it plausible how now, once again, a being-
with-one-another is made possible on the basis of individualization, but now a being-
with-one-another that in comparison to the everyday kind turns out to be authentic.
Heidegger seems to have supposed that, after the rise to power of the National Social-
ists, the people, built up to authenticity, will take over this task. Heidegger himself
cannot enable this, for only death breaks through the environmental encounter
of the other, an essential characteristic of inauthentic being-with-one-another.
Authenticity as an abstract core of the self finds in death its measure and its ideal.
In death alone are all relations to other Dasein undone. The solitude that arises
from the non-relationality of the authentic self — Heidegger speaks in this context of
an “existential solipsism” — thus becomes within social ontology the primordial fact
of the authentic being one’s self (see Theunissen 1984: 189 ff.).

This non-relationality of death, which gives Dasein to understand that ultimately
it is alone, casts its shadow on all intersubjective relationships. For in what is most
proper to it, the authentic Dasein is no less isolated than the transcendental ego is
for Husserl. Insofar as, for Heidegger, authenticity “becomes a relationship to itself
under which heading nothing further can be conceived” (Adorno 1973: 75), it is
precisely not what an intersubjective relationship always already presupposes: a
social relationship to others. No authentic self constitutes itself in being-with-one-
another. Dasein gains its authenticity without a positive possibility of being-with.
That means that an authentic understanding cannot find a place any longer in
being-with others.
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So in his discussion of being-with, Heidegger indeed included the others under
the title the “one.” But through this discussion the hermeneutical problem of the
understanding also gets a paradoxical formulation, insofar as in the definition of the
authentic relationship of the self to the self, the others are either completely missing
or merely serve as a model of what it should not be. It is paradoxical because Heidegger
couples two theses to each other. First the thesis that “being toward death” is a
condition of the possibility of authenticity, and secondly the thesis that in the mode
of authenticity a distinctive mode of the understanding lies before us.

The first thesis, with which Heidegger intends to place a “gap” between authentic-
ity and inauthenticity, says that the confrontation with the possibility of death, a
possibility that is “not to be outstripped,” liberates Dasein “from one’s lostness in
those possibilities which may accidentally thrust themselves upon one” (Heidegger
1962: 308). Insofar as here the “the issue is nothing less than Dasein’s Being-in-
the-world” (Heidegger 1962: 294), “being toward death” is the condition of the
possibility of a “choosing” which Heidegger calls authenticity. These theses, taken
by themselves, do not seem problematic. The practical question can be posed in a
radical and really fundamental manner, for instance as the question “How am I
supposed to live?,” where this is understood in such a way that it does not refer to
this or that particular action, but rather to our way of acting and therewith places
our life as a whole in question. Insofar as it is posed in this way, then it is a question
which always addresses itself to a first person singular, which, Heidegger thinks,
means that “what expresses itself in the ‘I’ is that Self which, proximally and for the
most part, I am not authentically” (Heidegger 1962: 368).

This reference to a first person singular clearly has a normative sense. For the
identity of an “I” is grounded in its self-understanding, however diffuse it might
remain. In the “I,” self-consciousness expresses itself, not as the self-relationship of
a knowing subject, but rather as the ethical self-assurance of a person capable of
being responsible. And this person who is capable of being responsible indeed always
stands in an intersubjectively shared lifeworld, but “the individual projects himself as
someone who vouches for the more or less clearly established continuity of a more or
less consciously appropriated life history; in light of the individuality he has attained,
he would like to be identified, even in the future, as the one into whom he has made
himself” (Habermas 1992: 168).

From this first determination four further ones follow. The question concerning
the “meaning of being” refers to a more or less immediate future; it refers to a self
which is concerned with itself, it refers to a leeway of possibilities which should be
questioned as a leeway, and it refers to those boundaries that limit these possibilities
— for if these limitations were not available in the form of boundaries, they could not
be considered here in any case (see Tugendhat 1979: 194 f.). It is indeed not neces-
sary to pose this question. Instead of this, we could also go sailing or fishing. Heidegger
designates with the expressions “authenticity” or “inauthenticity” this posing or this
evasiveness before the question concerning the “meaning of being.” Insofar now as
the “one” always already relieves Dasein of the question concerning the “meaning
of being,” it also relieves him of the “projection” which gives an identity. Dasein lives
as one lives, but not in such a way that it determines for itself what it wants to be.
The “one” always already relieves Dasein of the freedom and authenticity of the
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choosing, which belongs to an autonomous self-determination and which authen-
ticity first guarantees to a person who is capable of being responsible.

With Dasein’s lostness in the “one”, that factical potentiality-for-being which is closest to
it (the tasks, rules, and standards, the urgency and extent, of concernful and solicitous
Being-in-the-world) has already been decided upon. The “one” has always relieved Dasein
from taking hold of these possibilities of being. The “one” even hides the manner in which
it has tacitly relieved Dasein of the burden of explicitly choosing these possibilities.
It remains indefinite who has “really” done the choosing. So Dasein make no choices, gets
carried along by the nobody, and thus ensnares itself in inauthenticity. This process can
be reversed only if Dasein specifically brings itself back to itself from its lostness in the
“one”. (Heidegger 1962: 312, translation modified)

This is something that happens in the “limit situations” analyzed by Jaspers.® In these
situations, Dasein is brought “back to its ownmost potentiality-for-being-its-Self”
(Heidegger 1962: 354).

Heidegger here associates the analytic of Dasein which proceeds transcendentally
and hermeneutically with the existence-philosophical theme that human Dasein
understands itself from its own possibilities of being itself or not being itself, in such a
way that it always stands before the alternatives of authenticity and inauthenticity.
Heidegger in this way translates the theme of the responsibility for one’s own salva-
tion, a theme that came to a head with Kierkegaard, into the formula of care for
one’s own existence: “Dasein is an entity . . . [for whom] in its very being, that being
is an issue for it” (Heidegger 1962: 32). And insofar as man is from the outset an
ontological being, upon whom the question of being is existentially forced, Heidegger
speaks here also of an ontical rootedness of the existential analytic. “The question of
being is nothing other than the radicalization of an essential tendency-of-being which
belongs to Dasein itself — the pre-ontological understanding of being” (Heidegger
1962: 35).

Heidegger’s thesis, that the theoretical relation to the world is dependent upon
our practical relation with the world, is thereby yet once again made more precise
to the effect that theoretical and practical relations to the world are dependent
on our practical self-understanding. This is true, Heidegger maintains, insofar as
the “understanding of existence” is always also an “understanding of the world”
(Heidegger 1962: 186). The practical self-understanding of one’s own personal
I-identity would then found, not only theoretical, but also practical world relations.

Now the first part of the thesis about dependence, according to which our theoret-
ical world relation is grounded in our practical dealings, is well established. The
second part appears problematic, insofar as the “understanding of existence” cannot
provide a foundation to the hermeneutic understanding, since it is already tied to an
intersubjectively shared language and therewith to the hermeneutic understanding.
All the same, here Heidegger addresses an important aspect in connection with the
problematic of self-consciousness. With recourse to practical comportment, Heidegger
expands the concept of self-relations to me as a thinking and acting subject, beyond
the concept of the theoretical self-consciousness, to which, from Descartes onward,
the concept was restricted!
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The care about one’s own being which has been intensified into anxiety, which
Heidegger joins to the introduction of temporal constitution, makes it understand-
able to the self that it cannot be understood in terms of the “one,” but rather it must
apprehend itself from its possibilities and must itself take its existence into hand.
And who seeks to evade this decision — who believes the question concerning the life
that is good or successful can be answered from the third-person perspective, so that
one merely does oneself what “one” does — that person has already decided for a life
in the mode of inauthenticity.

Even if one now does not want to go along in substantivizing the self and the
others who are introduced as the “one,” one must concede to Heidegger that the
question concerning the “meaning of being,” if it in fact is radically posed, must
include in itself the possibility of being-no-longer! Just this ability-to-be-no-more is
the possibility of death. And this is, as the negation of life, the last boundary, before
which the question concerning a good or successful life is really meaningfully posed.
The thesis, for its part — one can call it the thesis of finitude — thus appears well
grounded, because the unsurpassable possibility of death is constitutive for every
individual giving of meaning.

This is different from the case of Hegel, for whom self-consciousness first attains
independence through the negation of all things external to it that condition it
— these become null and void through the dialectically progressing process of the
liberation of one’s own finitude, through which the self-consciousness dissolves itself
in its singularity and recognizes itself as the universal and therewith even as the
individualized self-consciousness. Heidegger correctly insists on the irreducible finitude
of “a Dasein which is in each case its own,” which is to be debated neither through
a dialectical procedure of sublation, nor through a theological promise of salvation
from the world. For Hegel, self-consciousness itself does not need to be afraid of its
own death, since it carries out in death only the mediated transition into the con-
