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Introduction

Husserl’s phenomenology has been explored and interpreted from different 
philosophical angles: from the fi eld of cognitive science to Levinas’ ethical-
religious approach, and from Derrida’s deconstructive analyses to analytic phi-
losophy. By helping to clarify many of its diffi culties and obscurities, by making 
new questions and topics emerge, and even by pointing out critical problems 
and seemingly unsurpassable limitations, all these readings have contributed 
to a deeper understanding of Husserl’s phenomenological project.

There is, however, one central question in Husserl’s phenomenology that has 
been systematically neglected or, even when acknowledged, has been pushed 
to the margins. This is the question of ethics. The deployment of a notion of 
ethics within Husserl’s phenomenology is, however, not free from complexity. 
When in the Prolegomena to Logical Investigations Husserl argues that ‘every nor-
mative and likewise every practical discipline rests on one or more theoretical 
disciplines, inasmuch as its rules must have a theoretical content separable 
from the notion of normativity (of the “shall” or “should”), whose scientifi c 
investigation is the duty of these theoretical disciplines’, Husserl is clearly indi-
cating that his phenomenological inquiry is a theoretical description of the 
meaning-structures of consciousness and that, as such, cannot be normative.1 
This study will still suggest, however, that this does not entail that Husserl’s 
phenomenological inquiry must be devoid of an ethical character. For while 
in the Prolegomena to the second edition of Logical Investigations Husserl does 
clearly say that phenomenology cannot be normative, in the First Investigation 
he introduces what appears to be a fi rst principle of phenomenology. Husserl 
speaks here of the ‘freedom from presuppositions’ as a ‘principle of an epis-
temological investigation’ that is to regulate the inquiry and make of it a prop-
erly theoretical and scientifi c inquiry worthy of its name.2 He writes:

In our view, theory of knowledge, properly described, is no theory. It is not 
science in the pointed sense of an explanatorily unifi ed theoretical whole. 
Theoretical explanation means an ever increased rendering intelligible of sin-
gular facts through general laws, and an ever increased rendering intelli-
gible of general laws through some fundamental law.3

But what is this fundamental law that is to regulate the elucidation of all general 
laws of knowledge of singular facts? Husserl invokes for the fi rst time here the 



2 The Ethics of Husserl’s Phenomenology

principle of intuition as the only source of evidence and, therefore, of mean-
ingfulness. He writes with regard to this theoretical explanation, otherwise called 
phenomenology:

Its aim is not to explain knowledge in the psychological or physiological 
sense as a factual occurrence in objective nature, but to shed light on the Idea 
of knowledge in its constitutive elements and laws. [. . .] It endeavours to raise 
to clearness the pure forms and laws of knowledge by tracing knowledge back to 
an adequate fulfi lment in intuition. This ‘clearing up’ takes place in the frame-
work of a phenomenology of knowledge, a phenomenology oriented, as we 
saw, to the essential structures of pure experiences and to the structures of 
sense [Sinnbestände].4

He then fi nishes the introduction by adding that

The real premises of our putative results must lie in propositions satisfying 
the requirement that what they assert permits of an adequate phenomenological 
justifi cation, a fulfi lment through evidence in the strict sense. Such proposi-
tions must not, further, ever be adduced in some other sense than that in 
which they have been intuitively established.5

Husserl’s argument suggests here that phenomenology is to be regulated by a 
fundamental law, by means of which all general laws structuring meaning and 
experience can be made clear. This fundamental law, which he describes as 
the adequate intuitive givenness, is what frames the phenomenological inquiry 
and what, therefore, guarantees the validity of its discoveries. Furthermore, it 
could even be said that the principle of presuppositionlessness, of intuitive evi-
dence, is what justifi es the very phenomenological inquiry as an inquiry that 
is free from prejudices and assumptions. The introduction of this principle 
is then reformulated and refi ned in Ideas I as the ‘principle of all principles’.6 
There Husserl insists, now even more assertively, that intuition is the only 
source of evidence and, therefore, the fi rst principle of phenomenology.

The introduction of this principle brings an obvious tension to Husserl’s 
formulation of phenomenology. For how can Husserl argue that phenomenol-
ogy is not normative and at the same time introduce a regulative principle? Is 
not Husserl here simply re-introducing the same normativity that he had dis-
missed in the Prolegomena? Is not this tension a fatal mistake that, unwittingly, 
makes phenomenology normative and, therefore, a psychologistic inquiry? 
The present study will give reasons to think otherwise. For although the prin-
ciple of presuppositionlessness might well be considered a fundamental law of 
evidence that takes the shape of a regulative principle, this regulative princi-
ple is not reducible to being of a normative character.7 The principle of pre-
suppositionlessness is a ‘fundamental law’ that is rather intrinsic to the very 



 Introduction 3

structure of the object of the inquiry, i.e., the structure of meaning and, there-
fore, the structure of the phenomenologico-theoretical activity, instead of just 
being an external presupposed condition.8 I am suggesting that the principle 
of evidence, the principle of all principles, is not a moral value dependent on 
an empirical-historical context but rather the very inner rule boundedness 
of meaning. It is for this reason that Husserl can assign to the question of 
intuitive evidence the title of principle of presuppositionlessness, the princi-
ple of all principles of phenomenology, without falling back into normativ-
ity. For what he is arguing is that intuitive evidence signifi es the limits of 
meaning. Namely, that whatever is not evidently given cannot be accepted, 
for it is not meaningful. This is important for phenomenology as inquiry, 
given that it applies not only to ‘transcendent’ objects of consciousness, but 
to consciousness itself as object of refl ective thought. The principle of presup-
positionlessness describes the intrinsic regulative limits of the inquiry, guaranteeing 
the presuppositionlessness of the inquiry.

Paradoxically, however, by saying that Husserl’s phenomenology cannot be 
confused with a mere normative discipline, I would like to open the door to a 
notion of ethics by means of which Husserl’s phenomenology can be defi ned. 
Ethics is here neither identifi able with nor reducible to moral normativity. The 
problem with this identifi cation is that it ignores the importance that Husserl 
gives all throughout the development of his inquiry to the necessity of having 
to justify itself according to evidence in order to guarantee that the inquiry be 
free from prejudice. To say that the inquiry itself demands justifi cation signifi es 
that every step of the inquiry must be free from presuppositions and, therefore, 
can only be justifi ed if it is intuitively given and, thus, meaningful according 
to the fundamental law of evidence. This already intimates a demand for free-
dom from prejudice, from dogmatism, a demand for meaningfulness that only 
the principle of intuitive evidence can satisfy. This is however not a straightfor-
ward issue. For if intuition is the source of evidence and meaningfulness, and, 
therefore, only that which is given within the limits of intuition is phenomeno-
logically acceptable, how can phenomenology have grasped those very limits 
in the fi rst place in order to accept them as the principle of principles? If these 
intuitive limits, if this fundamental law as Husserl has also called it above, are 
given non-intuitively, then the principle of principles is not so, which means 
that there must be a more original principle or law that allows intuition to be 
grasped and accepted. If, on the other hand, one simply accepts that intuition 
is the principle of principles but, that in order for it to be so, it must simply be 
presupposed as if it was a normative value, then we would be falling back into 
a position of prejudice and presupposition, which the very principle denies.

The development of Husserl’s phenomenology is driven precisely by this 
very problem concerning the issue of presuppositionlessness, rather than by 
epistemological concerns alone. That which defi nes Husserl’s phenomenology 
and fuels its development is neither the accuracy of the method alone nor the 
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themes Husserl tackles in order to offer a fuller and more precise descrip-
tion of consciousness and constitution, as Donn Welton and John Drummond 
have argued respectively.9 Instead, the discussion that follows will suggest that 
Husserl’s phenomenology, and its development, can be defi ned instead by this 
demand for freedom from presuppositions and meaningfulness that pervades 
the inquiry from its very beginning. In his later writings, Husserl will come to 
qualify this demand as an ‘ethical demand’ that rests on an absolute or univer-
sal ‘self-responsibility’ [Allgemeine Selbstverantwortlichkeit], or refl ective respon-
sibility, towards the foundation of the inquiry, its methodology and its very 
principles.10 Furthermore, Husserl ends up assigning to this notion of refl ect-
ive responsibility the degree of genesis or of the spiritual origin in which the 
inquiry is rooted. The origin or the foundations of the very limits of meaning 
is, thus, the very refl ective responsibility that aims to justify every step of the 
inquiry, every limit and every principle. As we shall see, the principle of presup-
positionlessness introduced in Logical Investigations is a self-responsible demand for 
evidence that is, however, not exhausted in intuition and that, therefore, has an infi nite 
dimension that allows it to stop at nothing. This infi nite refl ective responsibility is 
precisely what reveals the ethical attitude that lies at the heart of Husserl’s phe-
nomenology. Ethics is here the ethics of refl ection.

Continental phenomenology in particular has traditionally acknowledged 
this ethics of refl ective responsibility. Nonetheless, the question of ethics in 
Husserl’s phenomenology has generally been understood as an added factor, 
as one more dimension of the inquiry. Although in this case Husserl’s phe-
nomenology is not simply devoid of its ethical character, ethics is subordinated 
to the epistemological core that has been taken to truly defi ne the inquiry. 
In her recent book Husserl on Ethics and Intersubjectivity, Janet Donohoe has 
re-located the question of ethics within Husserl’s phenomenology, granting it 
the centrality that other Husserl’s scholars have denied it.11 Nevertheless, the 
centrality that Donohoe grants to the question of ethics is still relative to epis-
temological concerns. According to Donohoe, it is the development from static 
to genetic phenomenology that allows Husserl to re-defi ne the notions of time 
and intersubjectivity within which, then, he is able to re-confi gure his early 
notion of ethics and develop it into a notion of ethics that is open to the Other 
and their temporality. Ethics, thus, is the result of genetic phenomenology. 
However, since such a development from static to genetic phenomenology 
seems to be simply guided by an attempt to provide us with a more complete 
and deeper understanding of the question of constitution, Donohoe’s notion 
of ethics remains secondary to epistemology. Even though Donohoe explicitly 
links the question of ethics with issues such as responsibility, renewal and rigor-
ous science, the fact that the phenomenological inquiry is primordially epis-
temological makes these key issues become also secondary within Husserl’s 
phenomenology; they are simply the result of a methodological development 
guided by the question of constitution. Or more concretely, responsibility, 
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renewal and rigorous science only make sense within the sphere of genetic 
phenomenology. This implies not only that static phenomenology would not 
be concerned with such questions but, furthermore, that static and genetic 
phenomenology would only be linked by a notion of development that emerges 
as a result of a will to know and, therefore, would lack any essential unity.

The present study will show that the question of ethics is neither mar-
ginal nor secondary in Husserl’s inquiry and that, although phenomenology 
is indeed an epistemological inquiry concerned with the re-foundation of 
Science, the inquiry is fundamentally ethical insofar as it is pervaded by this 
refl ective responsibility preoccupied with the very principles that regulate the 
inquiry and with the origins from which they emerge. In Husserl’s phenom-
enology, epistemology and ethics are intrinsically linked from the very outset. 
Thus, rather than arguing that ethics is the result of genetic phenomenology, 
the discussion carried out in the next fi ve chapters will show that the develop-
ment from static to genetic phenomenology is ultimately motivated by an ethical self-
responsibility, by an Ideal of renewal, that guides the inquiry from the very beginning. 
Phenomenology as a philosophical inquiry is a responsible attitude motivated by an ethi-
cal demand, by means of which Husserl attempts to tackle critical problems such as natu-
ralism, psychologism and historicism with the ultimate aim of re-founding Science in a 
rigorous philosophy that can guarantee the becoming of an authentic humanity that is 
free from dogmatism. The questions of rigorousness, renewal and self-responsibility 
that Husserl deploys gradually between 1911 and the 1930s are not, however, 
exclusive to the genetic period but already appear in earlier texts like Logical 
Investigations and Ideas I through the questions of presuppositionlessness, regu-
lativity and the principle of principles. The importance of this claim is that it 
restores the question of ethics within the very core of Husserl’s inquiry, making 
it possible to argue that phenomenology is an ethical project. Furthermore, 
by tracing refl ective responsibility, rigorousness and the ethical demand to 
Husserl’s notions of presuppositionlessness, intuition and regulativity in his 
earlier texts, the discussion also shows that the notion of ethics here deployed 
is intrinsic to the inquiry and is what endows it with its essential unity, rather 
than simply appearing as an aftermath to solve particular problems within the 
inquiry or as a response to the monstrous events that desolated Europe from 
1914 till the end of Husserl’s life.

But by referring to a phenomenological ethics in the sense of responsibil-
ity I do not simply mean to speak of the question of the Other. This has been 
Levinas’, and to some extent also Derrida’s, approach to phenomenology. 
Levinas presents us with a notion of ethics that aims to overcome the alleged 
immanentism and solipsism of Husserl’s phenomenology. This ethical phe-
nomenology is based upon the notion of the Other and on the relationship 
of awakening and responsibility that the Other maintains with me.12 In the 
case of Derrida, he has charged Husserl’s phenomenology with being trapped 
in the metaphysics of presence and has attempted to explode the question of 
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identity by putting it in ‘dialectical’ relationship with the notion of alterity.13 
Derrida’s implicit claim is that by compounding identity with alterity, Husserl’s 
epistemological phenomenology can open up to ethics. These two readings of 
Husserl have provoked several responses from the community of Husserl schol-
ars. The problem with most of the responses addressed to Levinas, however, 
is that they seem to simply take for granted the notion of ethics that Levinas 
imposes on the discussion. This has led the Husserlian responses to Levinas 
to be mostly based on demonstrating that Husserl’s phenomenology is also 
an ethical phenomenology because it also places the Other in a fundamental 
position in relation to questions such as the ego of subjectivity, passive syn-
thesis, intentionality, time and constitution.14 Unlike the Husserlian counter-
readings of Levinas’ approach to Husserl, which have generally taken a more 
friendly tone, the responses addressed to Derrida’s reading of Husserl vary 
notably. Rudolf Bernet acknowledges the importance of Derrida’s critique of 
Husserl at the same time that he argues that the destabilization of presence 
and, therefore, of traditional metaphysics is already occurring in Husserl’s 
texts.15 These critical readings of Husserl’s phenomenology and the responses 
they have received have contributed to bring to the fore the importance that 
the questions of intersubjectivity, time-consciousness and presence have in the 
development from static to genetic phenomenology. Nonetheless, and despite 
the fact that the writings of both Levinas and Derrida have contributed to 
the making of this study in different ways, the question of ethics that I wish to 
address is not simply reducible to the question of the Other.

The fact that when I speak of ethics I mean neither the question of the Other 
nor a moral philosophy of values in a traditional sense should not be taken to 
imply that these questions are simply to be disregarded and that, therefore, 
the quest for the origins of the inquiry are closed to the questions of the Other 
and of moral values.16 Although these two questions play indeed an import-
ant role in the development of the inquiry itself, this does not mean that such 
development towards the unveiling of the genesis of phenomenology and phil-
osophy reside in these questions. Far from it, this study will show that the devel-
opment of these two questions concerning the Other and moral values are the 
result of the ethical demand that guides the inquiry.

Husserl’s own focus on the question of ethics is not always clear and var-
ies from the so-called pre-war Göttingen ethics to the post-war Friburg eth-
ics.17 In his early ethics Husserl maintains an axiological conception of ethics 
that is based on values and, therefore, reduces ethics to a notion of morality 
that would simply allow us to fi nd, choose and realize the highest possible 
objective value that is attainable for us in each practical situation. This would 
help to explain why Husserl himself in Logical Investigations reduced all talk 
of ethics to a sub-discipline within the boundaries of a phenomenological 
method and made little effort to explicitly clarify the status of the principle 
of presuppositionlessness. The latter view on ethics, however, signifi es a 



 Introduction 7

development insofar as it separates the terms of ethics and morality. In the 
Kaizo articles, Husserl disassociates ethics from morality because he no longer 
conceives of the ethical task in terms of the realization of the highest possible 
objective value. On the one hand he thinks of morality as the discipline that 
regulates the ‘good’ and ‘rational’ practical conduct of the human being with 
regard to the Other according to the ideas of love for the other. On the other 
hand he defi nes ethics in terms of a rational self-determination of one’s life 
according to an inherent idea that operates regulatively as its condition of pos-
sibility, namely, a telos.18 The importance of this distinction resides in another 
distinction mentioned earlier in this introduction between normativity and 
regulativity which, if only tacitly, does nonetheless pervade Husserl’s discus-
sions on normativity and presuppositionlessness from the Logical Investigations 
onwards. Thus, for Husserl, morality would have to be considered as norma-
tive, insofar as it prescribes how good and evil are to be understood according 
to norms belonging to different empirical cultural contexts that one simply 
accepts or takes for granted. In contradistinction, ethics would be regulative, 
for it is based on a demand of self-responsibility and renewal that is taken up 
from within and that aims to fulfi l a radical transformation of the human sub-
ject into a human being that is free from prejudice and presuppositions. The 
taking up of this demand, as we shall see in detail in the development of this 
study, is the taking up of phenomenology as the medium by which the subject 
wills to live an ethical life that is not reducible to the mere embracing of moral 
values. Ethical life, phenomenology, is concerned with the process of becom-
ing ethical individuals by means of becoming responsible, not only for our 
social acts but, more importantly, for the origins of our theoretical life.19 To 
practise phenomenology is to live an ethical life.

This study will concentrate on the role that the demand for presupposition-
lessness plays, in its different reformulations, at different stages of the develop-
ment of Husserl’s phenomenology. The discussion will touch on four central 
questions. First, I will discuss the early identifi cation between the principle of 
presuppositionlessness with the questions of Evidenz and intuition, by means 
of which Husserl locates in the Idea of intuition the principle of all principles 
that is to regulate the inquiry. In the second place I will undertake a detailed 
analysis of the questions of intentionality and inner time-consciousness, inso-
far as they represent an explicit attempt to account for the origins and condi-
tion of possibility of intuitive givenness itself. This will lead me to suggest that 
the phenomenology of intentionality and time-consciousness manifests the 
ethical demand for presuppositionlessness, by means of which Husserl offers a 
description of the very act of self-refl ection that characterizes the phenomeno-
logical inquiry. At the same time, however, they also make evident that phe-
nomenology is limited to what Husserl calls a static fi eld of consciousness and 
experience. The problem with this limitation is that although the inquiry can 
provide us with a description of the self-refl ective act of consciousness, it cannot 



8 The Ethics of Husserl’s Phenomenology

reach that which motivates the inquiry itself. The relevance of this point is that 
it leaves phenomenology incapable of giving an account of its motivational 
genesis and, therefore, grounds it on a root that it can only presuppose. It is 
for this reason that phenomenology, driven by this ethical demand for presup-
positionlessness, takes a further step, engaging now in what is known as the 
genetic dimension of phenomenology. In the third place, then, I will touch on 
questions of affection, awakening and the unconscious, insofar as they signal 
a re-defi nition of intentionality and time-consciousness, however without the 
latter being dissolved within the formal limits of the act of consciousness. But 
while at this point Husserl has managed to reach a domain of life-experience 
that exceeds the form of consciousness, phenomenology has also reached its 
own limits, as they were formulated in Logical Investigations and Ideas I, inso-
far as this dimension of life-experience cannot be grasped by means of intu-
ition. Lastly, it is at this point, following Husserl, that I will concentrate on 
the question of refl ective responsibility [Selbstverantwortlichkeit] and on to what 
extent it re-defi nes the principle of presuppositionlessness beyond the limits 
of intuition.



Chapter I

Ethical Life or the Ethical Exercise of 
Husserl’s Phenomenology

Epoché, Reduction and Intentional Explication

A. The Uncovering of Transcendental Subjectivity

§1. The crisis of modern science and the Forgetfulness of life

We make our beginning with a change which set in at the turn of the past century in 
the general evaluation of the sciences. It concerns not the scientifi c character of the sci-
ences but rather what they, or what science in general, had meant and could mean for 
human existence. The exclusiveness with which the total world-view of modern man, 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, let itself be determined by the positive sci-
ences and be blinded by the ‘prosperity’ they produced, meant an indifferent turning-
away from the questions which are decisive for a genuine humanity.1

From the early stages of Crisis of European Sciences, Husserl re-posits the core of 
the problem that instigated and guided the whole of the phenomenological 
inquiry right from the publication of Logical Investigations. However reformu-
lated and discussed in different ways, in his later writings Husserl characterizes 
this problem as the ‘crisis’ or the ‘sickness’ underpinning European humani-
ty.2 This ‘crisis’ or ‘sickness’ can be articulated in the double problem of: (a) 
the factualization of life [Leben] or life-experience [Erlebnis] and the covering 
up of its genuine meaningfulness, and (b) the loss of the self-refl ective charac-
ter that has uprooted modern science and philosophy from their spiritual ori-
gin. It is to this double problem that Husserl offers phenomenology as a means 
to respectively (a) uncover and describe the original domain of life, but (b) do 
it in a manner such that the inquiry justifi es its own proceedings. The overall 
aim of the double task of phenomenology is the re-formulation of philosophy 
according to the Greek model, that is according to its original self-refl ective 
and self-justifying spirit, and, secondly, the re-grounding of the sciences in 
their original philosophical spirit.
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It is worth noting that, from Logical Investigations to Crisis of European Sciences, 
Husserl opens by tracing and elucidating the origin of the ‘naivety’, the ‘ill-
ness’ or the ‘crisis’ of European humanity. In The Crisis of European Sciences 
and Transcendental Phenomenology Husserl fi nds that the alienation of original 
human life-experience that leads European humanity to a crisis of overwhelm-
ing magnitude originates in the scientifi c revolution that gave birth to the 
modern sciences. Husserl’s argument shows how the positivist spirit of modern 
science impregnates Western humankind to the extent of reducing the latter’s 
view of the world to the practical effectiveness with which science equips soci-
ety. The practical effectiveness of science on the one hand brings ‘prosperity’ 
to the European or Western world, yet also brings on the other hand a new 
conceptualization of the question of human life and of humanity in general.3 
The forgetting is, thus, not a mere annihilation of the concept of experience 
or of life, but a covering up of the original domain of human experience with 
a new conceptualization of human life. Husserl understands this modern sci-
entifi c conceptualization of life that guides the very aims and methodology 
underpinning the practical inventions and discoveries that organize modern 
Western society, from our practical everyday life to our commerce and wars, 
as the factualization of life. As Husserl puts it, ‘scientifi c, objective truth is 
exclusively a matter of establishing what the world, the physical as well as the 
spiritual world, is in fact’.4 In order to show what the factualization of human 
life in the hands of modern science entails here, Husserl undertakes a detailed 
discussion of the very origin of modern science. He writes:

After all, the crisis of science indicates nothing less than that its genuine sci-
entifi c character, the whole manner in which it has set its task and developed 
a methodology for it, has become questionable.5

Husserl fi nds the origin of the reductionism of human life to factuality in the 
scientifi c revolution itself, and, more particularly, in the loss of the genuine 
scientifi c or philosophical character that originally characterizes the birth of 
European humanity. According to Husserl, the loss of such a character can be 
traced back to the inauguration of modern physics with which Galileo guided 
the Renaissance. In the fi rst part of Crisis of European Sciences Husserl charac-
terizes the ideal of the Re -naissance as the attempt to overcome medieval sci-
ence and philosophy, which had become a ‘prejudice’ themselves, in order to 
recover and give-birth-again to the ancient model through which Europe could 
regain its original philosophical spirit. This recovery or re-vitalization was to 
be undertaken by means of regaining ‘nothing less than the philosophical 
form of existence: freely giving oneself, one’s whole life, its rule through pure 
reason or through philosophy’.6 To put it another way, Galileo’s scientifi c revo-
lution that shaped, according to Husserl, the whole epoch of the Renaissance 
is the attempt to bring philosophy or the genuine scientifi c character to the 


