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Protocol, Graduate Seminar – From Husserl to Levinas 
Class Session: 2 - Date: January 19, 2012 
Minute taker: Christian Lotz 
Topic: Ideas I, Phenomenological Epoche, Horizonal Intentionality, Actuality and Potentiality 
 
Abbreviations 
LI2 = Husserl, Logical Investigations, Volume Two; ID1 = Husserl, Ideas, Volume One; AP = Husserl, 
Analyses; CM = Husserl, Cartesian Meditations; TI = Levinas, Totality and Infinity; DE = Levinas, 
Discovering Existence with Husserl; A = Derrida, Adieu 
 
Note 
I am aware that you are confused at this point and that it is difficult to grapple with the material. 
Nevertheless it is important, right from the beginning, to see that the main focus and task of the Husserl 
section is to understand the concept of intentionality as a “relation” between elements that are all on 
one plane and, as a consequence, to see that the “problem” of the other is primarily not based upon the 
problem of what the other is. That the problem of the other is conceived in the proper way is important, 
as the problem of intersubjectivity in Husserl depends upon a proper understanding of this concept. 
 
Translation Issues (from Sandmeyer 2009, 221) 
 

 
 
Compare this note about the translation with what Husserl has to say: 

“it should be well heeded that here we are not speaking of a relation between some psychological 
occurrence – called a mental process [here it fits…, Lotz] – and another real factual existence – called an 
object – nor of a psychological connection taking place in Objective actuality between one and the other.” 
(ID, 73)  

The question of how to translate (and interpret) Husserl’s concept of “Erlebnis” has triggered an ongoing 
debate about the status of “pure” and “absolute” consciousness in Husserl’s phenomenology, as some 
commentators defend Husserl’s “mentalism” and move him closer to the tradition in the philosophy of 
mind. Most European philosophers, though, try to push for an understanding of Husserl’s thesis as a 
more exceptional position of Husserl’s philosophy within the last 150 years. Given the development of 
Husserl’s philosophy (genetic phenomenology, Crisis, etc.), there is no doubt that Husserl’s 
phenomenology cannot be immediately categorized by classical philosophical “isms.”  
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Ideation: 
Remember that Husserl is not an empiricist, neither in regard to his concept of experience (read his 
rejection of the sign+picture theory in the Ideas I) nor in regard to the analysis of structures of 
experience, which become accessible in eidetic intuition, a term not very common in contemporary 
philosophy (though very central for philosophy of mathematics). As Roman Ingarden pointed out (I 
forgot where, sorry…), phenomenology is something that everyone needs to perform for him- or herself 
in absolute intuition, as we do not have substantial arguments for the description of eidetic questions. 
For example, there is no single argument that can lead to an understanding of the difference between 
imagination and recollection, or, for that matter, between past and present. However, the question is 
‘how do we know this?’ Take another example: why is it problematic to say something like “the 
judgment is blue?” What we might take from this is that ideation is a special intentional consciousness, 
namely, the intuition of essences (unfortunately we do not have time to go into these methodological 
questions in this seminar, check Husserl on eidetic variation). Here is what the master himself as to say: 

“in spontaneous abstracting it is also not the essence which is generated but instead the consciousness of 
the essence; and the situation for this is that, and obviously essentially, an originary presentative 
consciousness of an essence (ideation) is in itself and necessarily spontaneous, whereas spontaneity is 
extraessential to the sensuously presentative, the experiential consciousness: the individual object can 
‘appear,’ can be apprehended by consciousness but without a spontanous ‘activity’ performed ‘upon’ it. 
Other than those of confusion, there are, accordingly, no discoverable motives which could demand the 
identification of consciousness of essence with essence itself and which ultimately therefore demand the 
latter’s being psychologized.” (ID, 43) 

Husserl does not assume that eidetic intuition is immediate; rather, it is based on what he calls 
“clarification,” (in Heidegger this is transformed into “hermeneutics”), but the basic idea comes close to 
Wittgenstein’s way of guiding his readers to such a point that they can see what he means. 

Natural Attitude 
While reading these sections we need to take into account that they are written before Husserl 
introduces the epoche and therefore they are not yet phenomenological descriptions in the true sense. 
As he himself points out, we are in the “natural attitude” (ID, 51) and topics are introduced in a heuristic 
sense. Many readers of Husserl, especially new readers, are confused about these aspects, but if we 
take into account that Husserl is not a philosopher in the contemporary sense, this might help alleviate, 
or at least lessen, the confusion. For, he introduces and develops his topics over the span of many years. 
Accordingly, we should not expect that his “results” will be presented in CNN style. In addition, with the 
discovery of the epoche and the establishment of the phenomenological field, it becomes clear that 
phenomenology is eventually turned into a research program that everyone can carry out (if he or she 
understands the meaning, method and purpose of the epoche). Nevertheless, we can already find in 
these sections important elements of what Husserl (later) will more deeply analyze again: [1] “natural 
attitude” means that things and the world “are simply there for me, ‘on hand’” (ID, 51), which is to say, 
that we take the posited character of the world for granted, which, in turn, means that we can 
empirically describe what we discover and encounter within the world, but not the intentional relation 
and the world horizon itself. Objects I encounter naturally in this world, such as things or human beings, 
are left as how I encounter them, i.e., I am not directed towards the encountering itself; rather, I live 
straight towards these objects; [2] though we know by now that Husserl makes a distinction between 
attention and intentionality, the brief description of attention is important, as it leads him to introduce 
an important distinction between presence and co-presence, as well as between foreground and 
background (important for MP). The distinction between presence and co-presence is a real discovery of 
Husserl, for we can make this distinction only if we realize that consciousness of something (in the 
perceptive sphere) is only conceivable in a double mode of something given in originary presence and 
something given as absent or not originarily given. Put differently, intentionality has two moments that 
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can be spelled out temporally: on the one hand, intentional acts are always actual and, on the other 
hand, they are always already potentialities included in intentional consciousness. The temporal 
structure, accordingly, is something that differentiates Husserl’s philosophy from most other 
philosophies. The possibility of perceiving the backside of the die is not a property of the die or the 
givenness of the die-appearance; rather, the possibility of perceiving the backside of the die is itself a 
moment of the intentional consciousness. We do not need an extra act, such as imagination, in order to 
move around the die and see their backside. Intentionality is, hence, always temporally synthesized. 
What at this point is only abstractly introduced will later be spelled out in lectures on time 
consciousness and on the further development of horizonal intentionality. In addition, to remind you 
again, the description in section 27 is done within the natural attitude. Accordingly, these distinctions 
appear as features of an existing world; [3] In the natural attitude, I encounter in my world different 
classes of objects, such as value objects, goods, and practical objects. In the natural attitude, though, as I 
am directly directed towards things, I do not realize that these distinctions are meaningful to me 
because they originate in acts that constitute their meaningfulness. 
 
Presence and Co-presence Continued 
The first example that Husserl discusses in section 35 should be read with caution, as he underlines in 
section 34 that the following will not be performed with the epoche in place. Accordingly, Husserl 
remains in section 35 on the psychological level, which is indicated by his reference to the body as an 
“organism” and the sheet of paper with its “objective determinations” (ID, 69). Pure phenomenology 
(check section 50), though, needs to bracket the positing of an “existing” organism and would need to 
investigate how an organism as organism is constituted. Similarly, the claim that the piece of paper in 
front of me is a “material physical thing” (ID, 70) would not be justified with the epoche in place, as 
there is a difference between a piece of paper as perceived and a piece of paper as physical. Physicality, 
in other words, would need an additional investigation into its originary constitution. Simply put, the 
assumption that something is physical is not contained in a simple perception. Therefore, descriptively 
(phenomenologically) it is wrong to claim that perception as such has something to do with the physical 
reality. It is certainly the case that we encounter physical objects, but this requires that we encounter 
them as natural, as causal, etc. In addition, to repeat this point, we do not always encounter objects as 
causal and as physical. Therefore it is wrong to claim that perception as such (essentially) depends upon 
causality. This conclusion does not necessarily mean that there is no physical reality; rather, as 
phenomenologists, we are concerned with the specific acts in which something does not show up as 
perceived, but instead, as physical (perhaps founded upon perception). Husserl deals with the 
constitution of materiality and nature in Ideas II. Keep in mind that these are phenomenological claims 
and not metaphysical claims, i.e., Husserl does not want to argue that there is no materiality or that 
there is no physical reality; rather, we are exclusively concerned with the question of the givennes of 
these aspects of our world constitution, which, to repeat this point again, is prior to ontological 
questioning. For in order to make any claim about the being of X, one already presupposes that this X is 
given. For example, the being of other minds (what is it?, do they exist?, etc.) presupposes that “the 
other” is given in experience, i.e., that it has been intentionally constituted. Moreover, in this section 
Husserl introduces for the first time the apriori correlation of cogito and cogitatum, which (in later 
sections) will be reformulated as a noesis-noema relation. Here, again, we need to take into account 
what we already found out in relation to the Fifth LI, namely, that the cogitatio, as Husserl remarks 
(footnote 57 on p. 70), is “in itself, cogitatio of its cogitatum” (ID, 70); this points to the nature of 
intentionality itself. For example, a perception has certain characteristics as a specific form of intending 
an object (later in reference to Hume entitled “belief”), but – and this is extremely important – the 
perceived (to be differentiated from perceiving) is itself something that has characteristics and belongs 
to the essence of perception as an act relation. Every cogito, consequently, comes with its cogitatum. 
Cogito and cogitatum are therefore not separable, which is to say, the connection between intentional 
act and intentional object is not arbitrary, as the intentional object is always – noematically – given in 
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certain ways that are prescribed by the essence of the act. For example, an imagination is not simply 
directed towards its object; rather, an imagination imagines its object as imagined. Consequently, 
phenomenology is the discovery of objects as something (an important point for Heidegger and Sartre). 
We never “simply” encounter objects; rather, we encounter something as something (and the 
meaningfulness constituted by the “as” can be investigated and analyzed). 

“In the essence of living through itself lies not only that it is consciousness but also whereof it is 
consciousness, and in which determinate or indeterminate sense it is that.” (ID, 74) 

In this section Husserl also takes up (again) the distinction between presence and co-presence in 
consciousness. Every Erlebnis (unfortunately translated as “mental process”) has a double character that 
points to the temporal nature of the synthetic character of consciousness. This double character means 
that every experience, i.e., every living through acts, has an explicit as well as an implicit moment, the 
latter of which is the potentiality of intentional references that are not yet taken up but can be 
actualized at any moment. Accordingly, we need to presuppose a passive moment that is independent 
from and prior to the “active” and centered moment of an act. Living through acts, as Husserl points out, 
“can never consist of just actionalities” (ID, 72) and, indeed, seen temporally, consciousness is 
constantly going over from potentialities into actualitities and potentialities. This horizonal 
consciousness of will then leads to the analysis of time consciousness as the absolute prior synthesis of 
all meaning constitution. For example, the potential “moving further” of my head when I turn my head is 
potentially already present while I am turning my head. Of course, there is more to be said about this, 
including discussions of the form of consciousness that Husserl calls the “I can,” kinaesthetic movement 
itself, and the role of the body in perception, but at this point is important to see that potentiality is part 
of what it means to be conscious of (what I am turning toward). These potentialities, as Husserl will 
further claim, are prescriptions in the form of implied intentional references. For example, the possibility 
of walking around three dimensional objects is prescribed in perceptive consciousness. 
 
Cogito 
In distinction to the Logical Investigations, in the Ideas, Husserl assumes that every act is “performed” 
by an ‘I’ or an ‘Ego.’ The Ego is the part of act intentionality that is active in those acts; it is the “living” 
part. Husserl’s reintroduction of the Ego not only lead to fierce debates within the first 
phenomenological groups in Germany (most of which refused to make this move), but also within later 
receptions of Husserl’s philosophy. It remains unclear how exactly the “Ego” is conceived, especially 
given the strong conceptions of the “I” within the tradition of German Idealism. Here, I propose, we 
should take the Ego in the sense introduced by Husserl, namely, as a descriptive component of each act, 
i.e., the “awake” part of intentionality that can be affected by what it is not. For example, turning 
towards an affection needs “someone” who “is doing” the turning, though this does not yet need a 
robust will but can happen in passivity. Accordingly, in the Analyses Husserl will make a distinction 
between passivity and activity. 
 
Sensations 
In section 36 Husserl takes up the distinction between sensations and intentionality from the LI. 
Speaking of “data of sensation” (ID, 75) is highly problematic, as this later leads to the question of 
whether sensibility is a noetic or noematic component of consciousness; however, at this point it is 
important to note that Husserl denies that [1] sensations themselves are intentional (i.e., that they are 
of something) and [2] that sensations are objects of consciousness; rather, the sensibility is itself an 
intrinsic component of the act. So, he assumes that it is impossible to ever be directed to sensational 
data as such (except in ideation). For now, we should simply remember that this assumption has led to 
some of the most embattled questions in phenomenology.  
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Bracketing 
As Lotz mentioned above, the natural attitude is characterized by a “general positing” (ID, 57), an almost 
positivistic attitude, within which the world and the objects are simply “there” and taken as factually 
existing. Husserl does not think that there is anything wrong with this positing; rather, he claims that this 
attitude simply does not permit us to see the “content” of this attitude which is, simply put, the world 
itself (=the constitution of the meaning of objects). For example, I see flowers, but I do not reflect upon 
the fact that this is only possible because certain things are constituted as flowers. Accordingly, the 
discovery of the epoche (and therefore the discovery of phenomenology) is the key for opening up the 
world to a rigorous investigation of its structure, given in the universal realm of intentionality. In a 
revolutionary move that still determines the fate of phenomenology up to this date, Husserl proposes 
now to “alter” this attitude. Altering this attitude, is not to be confused with Descartes’ method of 
universal doubt, as the phenomenological epoche does not mean that we doubt the existence of the 
world; rather, we “just leave open” whether the objects of our experience exist or not. We are moving 
into a neutral (“scientific”) attitude which, according to Husserl, allows us to discover the realm of 
intentionality and therefore the realm of meaning constitution that is presupposed when we take the 
world and its objects simply to be “there” and existing. As this alteration of the natural attitude also 
includes knowledge presupposed about the natural attitude in the natural attitude, we no longer can 
take this knowledge for granted. Judgments about the natural attitude world, consequently, will be 
“bracketed,” too. The most important thing at this point is to notice that Husserl proposes 
phenomenology as a philosophy that remains neutral towards metaphysical questions, as above all the 
meaningfulness of the world is prior to ontological questions. Through the epoche, being and meaning 
are shifted onto one level (that’s the real meaning of “reduction”). For example, before assuming that 
there is a difference between mind and body, we would need to investigate what it means to refer to 
something like the mind or body, including the difference itself, which presupposes what (in section 50) 
Husserl calls “pure consciousness.” Only if we assume that there is a “region” in and through which all 
meaning is constituted, can we make the claim that phenomenology can be carried out as first 
philosophy in a non-metaphysical form. 

“Reality is not in itself something absolute which becomes tied secondarily to something else; rather, in 
the absolute sense, it is nothing at all; it has no ‘absolute essence’ whatever; it has the essentiality of 
something which, of necessity, is only intentional, only an object of consciousness, something presented 
[Vorstelliges] in the manner peculiar to consciousness, something apparent ‘as apparent’.” (ID, 113) 

What Husserl wants to point out is not that there is no reality (as if such a claim would make any sense 
at all, as numbers and feelings are real, too); rather, he claims that the universal epoche leads us to a 
field that no longer is tied to a region of being, such as the psyche or the body, i.e., we can no longer 
claim that everything is constituted in the mind or in the body. Instead, making meaningful assertions 
about anything in the universe requires a relation to intentionality, as there is no object that could be an 
object without showing up in the absolute region that contains all other regions. Husserl, therefore, 
would reject most of phenomenologies coming after him, as most of them have difficulties accepting the 
assumption of an absolute dimension within which everything else is constituted. In place of this, they 
fall back, so to speak, onto the anthropological level. “Human being” though, for Husserl, is a 
transcendence in the sense of being itself an object of intentionality. 

“Strictly speaking, we have not lost anything but rather have gained the whole of absolute being which, 
rightly understood, contains within itself, ‘constitutes’ within itself, all worldly transcendencies.” (ID, 113) 

 

Welcome to transcendental phenomenology! 
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Misunderstandings 
The following is an example of how – even nowadays – commentators do not get it right. One 
commentator, for example, writes: “All of phenomenology results from a decision to ‘bracket’ the world, 
suspending reflection on real waves, genes, and chemicals in favor of what lies entirely within human 
consciousness” (Harman 2008, 348). This interpretation of Husserl’s epoche is simply nonsense, 
inasmuch as this comment shows that the epoche is taken to be an instrument for reaching an idealist 
position. Husserl’s “step back,” however, is instead the attempt to reach a position that is prior and 
beyond the difference between idealism and realism. “Real waves, genes, and chemicals” are not 
“excluded” from phenomenology; rather, phenomenology would leave aside the question of whether 
waves and genes are “real” or not, and instead try to show how and in which experience (=system of 
intentional acts) natural objects, including waves and genes, constitute themselves, i.e., how it is that 
they show up within experience as such and such objects. Going back to the issues themselves, 
therefore, means going back to the very intuitive base through which natural (or perhaps scientific) 
objects show up as precisely these objects that they are. Being and showing up are in phenomenology 
reduced to one dimension. 
 
Questions 
Oh my God, no, everything is crystal clear. That’s why most of us have no questions!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 


