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Mark Jarzombek.

1. German quotations are from

Edmund Husserl, Ideen zu einer reinen
Pha logie und phéj logischen
Philosophie. Erstes Buch: Allgemeine
Einfiihrung in die reine Phanomenologie,
1913. English translations are from
Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure
Phenomenology, trans. W.R. Boyce Gibson
(New York: Collier, 1972).

Husserl and
The Problem
Of Worldliness

Edmund Husserl introduces the word world in the second sen-
tence of his Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology
(1913), thereby emphasizing its prominence as a theoretical
proposition in his thinking. In asking what Husser]l might
mean by the word, I could take a broad view of his writ-
ings, but instead I have chosen to read Ideas sentence by
sentence from the beginning, interpreting them as I go to at
least begin a conversation. The subtext of my discussion is

a broader exploration of the status of that mysterious word
in colonial-era thinking. Nineteenth-century European
philosophy never developed a critique of the concept, so one
has to chase after the repressed to make philosophy speak
despite itself.

The first sentence of Husserl’s Ideas reads: Natirliche
Erkenntnis hebt an mit der Erfabrung und verbleibt in der
Erfabrung.! (Natural knowledge begins with experience and
remains within experience.) Natiirliche Erkenntnis are not
just first words, they are also last words: Husserl’s summation
of philosophy’s goals and an indication of philosophy’s limits.
Nattirliche Erkenntnis is 2 manifesto in two words.

Erkenntnis does not translate as “knowledge” as easily
as one might think. It means something like “that which is
identified as knowledge,” or perhaps better, “that which self-
identifies as knowledge.” Erkenntnis is the objectification of
the known by an #unknown agent, or at least by an agent that
is individual and yet trans-individual. Adding naturliche to
Erkenntnis, however, raises the question of what would be
meant by Erkenntnis that, if left alone, would presumably
veer toward some unpronounced “unnatural,” and this means
that because natirliche is the first word of the sentence, there
is no mistaking the looming presence of “unnatural” as a
potent threat to the very possibility of knowledge.

What, then, is this unsignified unnatural?
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2. Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment,
trans. J. H. Bernard (London: Macmillan,
1914), 174.

3. For added discussion, see Mark
Jarzombek “Kant, Modernity, and the
Absent Public,” in The Missed Encounter

of Radical Philosophy with Architecture, ed.
Nadir Lahiji (London: Bloomsbury, 2014),
69-78.

Though an adjective, natuirliche is proactive in its own
right as it purposefully refuses to point upward to some
abstract Nature. It takes knowledge out from under the spell
of some larger metaphysical presence. In this, natsirliche
contrasts with Schelling’s Naturphilosophie and his attempt
to organize nature into a grand universal system. Husserl’s
true target, however, is Spinoza, who, shockingly for his
age, argued that god was essentially equivalent to Nature.
Furthermore, god had to be studied as something separate and
distinct from the human. An anthropomorphic god was no
god at all. Spinoza’s god, if one can use that word, was remote
and, above all, voiceless. Why would god speak Hebrew to
some, and Greek, Arabic, or Latin to others? The Jews excom-
municated him, Roman Catholics famously portrayed him
as the devil incarnate, and even the Protestant authorities of
Amsterdam were suspicious. On several occasions, Spinoza
was in danger of being arrested or worse.

All subsequent philosophers, tied as they were to the
lifelines of academia, had to disprove or at least supersede
Spinoza in some way by allowing a more conventional god
back into the system. But for Husserl the damage was done.
God was in essence unnaturalized — cut off from the human
realities that needed it most.

Kant, for Husserl, only made it worse, since Kant basi-
cally placed the issue of god outside of philosophy in the
separate-but-equal discipline of theology. For Husserl, it was
an all-too-convenient compromise. Husserl was no theist, but
locating the divine in the domain of specialists was clearly yet
another part of his implied unnatural, since from his perspec-
tive it forced Kant to reduce the world of mankind to little
more than a social construction. Indeed, Kant famously argued
in his Critique of Judgment that mankind was “destined for soci-
ety.”2
Sensus communis had two readings, Kant stated, one nonphi-

He called it sensus communis, or “sense of community.”;

losophical and the other more elevated. People know the first
simply as “common sense,” whereas the other — implied in the
Latin — is more theoretical and learned. Kant’s point is that the
two are related; the high and the low are figurations of each
other, meaning that the low should not simply be dismissed

as lacking in the proclamations of Reason’s superiority. To

get these two zones of reality to communicate, Kant devised
Three Maxims: Maxim One: think for yourself; Maxim Two:
put yourself in the place of others; Maxim Three: endlessly
repeat maxims One and Two. Even though this allows society
to stitch itself together, moving from a sense of community to
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real communities, it forces the Self to be split into an “I” and

“You” — a separation that can be overcome by a range of inter-
actions, from the casual to the more formal, the full scope of
which produces the need for a systematic study of the human
known as anthropology. In his Anthropology from a Pragmatic
Point of View (1798), Kant gives us some of his own “anthro-
pological” observations. It is best, so he discovered at his own
dinner parties, to serve wine instead of beer, wine being good
for maintaining a spirit of joviality, and beer, according to
him, having the opposite effect. This type of anthropology,
exercised not as philosophy but as part and parcel of what it
means to be human, would allow the human to overcome the
rather terrifying split between “I” (Maxim One) and “not I”
(Maxim Two). The problem, however, was that the resulting
disciplinary project required humanity to delay the processes
of Reason while gathering information about themselves and
their habits, even if hopefully to use that information to cre-
ate a better society. One can say that Kant put the majesty

of Reason on the doorstep of some imagined department of
anthropology where all humans are in essence transformed
into lifetime researchers of humankind.

For Husserl, this meant that philosophy had unmoored
itself from some “natural” understanding of the human.

We have to begin, he implies, with the natural condition

of anthropo, not displace the problem of knowledge into
anthropology and wait patiently for scholars to tell us who
we are. The cumulative alienation of the human from itself

— and its dependency on the delay mechanisms of expertise
cultures — allows this urgent call for “paturalness” to make its
belated, restorative appearance. In other words, for Husserl,
the presumed naturalness of knowledge has to come built into
the system and not be constructed either as a grand exterior-
ity — that is, as Nature with a capital N — or as an extended
process of social contact.

From Husserl’s point of view, Erkenntnis — in the condi-
tion of the Enlightenment’s extended failure — thus requires
a semiotic supplement to protect it not just from the vari-
ous naturalized unnaturals of Reason, but also from philoso-
phy’s un-natural colonization of disciplinary territory. The
“unnatural” that structures the Enlightenment study of man-
kind — hidden in the teleology of Reason — is for Husserl not
so hidden after all. Though unpronounced, it is figured forth
by the word natural, even if as a consequence it leaves that
“natural” oddly empty in its meaning,
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What, then, is the content of this “natural knowledge?” The
answer is Erfabrung (experience), a venerable philosophi-
cal term used by Kant and others. But here, too, we have to
read Husserl against the grain of missing signifiers. At the
end of the 19th century, the use of the word Erfabrung was
challenged by the introduction of a new word for experience:
Erlebnis (from leben, or life). Husserl’s experience does not
point to this new, modernist vitality-of-the-subject. Instead,
his Erfabrung is the classical experience-over-time. The word
derives from fahren, to drive, and so implies something on
the order of a mature adult who has gone the distance, not
of a young person who might get a thrill out of something
novel. But Husserl’s Erfabrung has little to do with how the
word was used by Enlightenment philosophers. For Kant,
experiences cohere into what he called an opus, a consolida-
tion of creativity into a product that has the appearance of
nature but is fully man-made. Though the Kantian opus can
only be made by a genius, it is not an isolated museological
product but a root system from which subsequent efforts by
other people can grow. In this way a community is produced,
orienting itself around its creative class. Husserl’s Erfabrung
steps back from the foreclosures of the “I” into these types of
cultural activities. It is continuously at work and yet it has no
mandate to perform outside of itself, It “remains within expe-
rience,” meaning that it cannot step out into society’s regula-
tory space and still remain “experience.”

Husserl uses the verb anbeben to solve the problem
of what Erkenntnis does as it moves toward Erfabrung.
Translating anbeben (literally hebt an) as “begins” is not
wrong, but Husserl did not use verbs like anfangen (to start)
or even beginnen (to begin). dnheben, which derives from
heben, to lift, is a rather arcane word that implies an internal,
almost organic growth to knowledge as it “heaps itself up.” It
neither begins nor ends, and most importantly, it has no met-
amorphic capacity. In other words, unlike Kant’s Erkenntnis,
which eventually ends in Reason and manifests itself in an
opus to become operative in the world, Husserlian Erkenntnis
possesses and develops an inner momentum that does not
translate, so to speak, into an external “real”

Time is a critical component in this revisionism of expe-
rience. After all, Erfabrung does not produce Erkenntnis by
itself. This only happens when Erfabrung “lifts itself up” high
enough over time. Kant’s approach to time was of a very dif-
ferent order. In Was ist Aufklirung? (What is Enlightenment?,
1784) Kant admits that dcveloping a sensus communis is
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4. Immanuel Kant, “Beantwortung der
Frage: Was ist Aufklarung?,” Berlinische
Monatsschrift (December, 1784): Heft 12,
481-94.

“difficult and slow to accomplish,” one of the reasons being
that it was multigenerational.4 Husserl, by way of contrast,
equates philosophy here with the time-scale of a human life
(presumably the longer the better).

Something, however, must regulate experience to keep it
from popping into the realm of concepts, cognition, abstrac-
tion, opuses, or even pedagogy. After all, Erfahrung should not
be just a mirror of the unreflected quotidian. From Husserl’s
opening sentence, it is not clear what that force is, but at the
end of the sentence it is palpable as an invisible dark matter
emanating from the word verbleibt. Translating it as “remains
within” misses the punch. Verbleibt implies a regulatory form
of staying, a type of human within the human that models
itself on the permanence not so much of “god” in the conven-
tional figural sense, but of an anthropo-centric god, perma-
nently attached to the very being-ness of the human. Unlike
Spinoza, who saw anthropo as all that was wrong with the
human - as that which tragically limits the ability to under-
stand the divinity of Reason — Husserl, in restoring anthropo
to human — each as the perfect nonresidual imaginary of the
other — argues that only in the context of anthropo can the
human sense the main attribute of the divine, its permanence.
If Spinoza removed anthropo from the zone of the divine
to protect the divine from the agonism and narcissism of
anthropo-centrism, Husserl restores the link between human
and anthropo by introducing a type of divinity that needs
only to charge the system with the lightest — or perhaps the
weightiest — of touches, as pure permanence.

A problem presents itself. If reason and nature are mere con-
veniences that resolve the crisis of meaning in a post-theo-
logical world (mediating it through the structures of science,
anthropology, creativity, and geometry), then what happens
when these universals are no longer in play? How exactly does
experience stay within experience? Husserl begins to answer
this question in his second sentence, where he further defines
the meaning of the “natural”: In der theoretischen Einstellung,
die wir die “naturliche” nennen, ist also der Gesamthorizont
maglicher Forschungen mit einem Worte bezeichnet: es ist die Welt.
(Thus in that theoretical position which we call the “natural”
standpoint, the total field of possible research is indicated by a
single word: that is, the World.)

While his first sentence tries to separate the “natural”
from the abstract Enlightenment-era idea of nature (as an
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artifice of reason and its various disciplinary administra-

tions), here, in a remarkable escalation of scale, Husserl links

the natural to something larger and potentially more abstract

than even Nature: “World.”

So what is meant by this word Wels? Is there, as with “nat-
ural,” a semiotic indicator to something that is left unspoken?
Husserl’s Welt is clearly in opposition to Kant, for whom

| the protocols of socio-epistemological processes aim not only
to familiarize man with mankind, but also ultimately to pro-
duce, as Kant famously argued, a world citizen (Weltbéirger).
To put this in context, we have to remember the impact
of colonialism on the Europeans. It produced encounters
internal to Europe that took place in many forms, from the
import and consumption of goods — coffee, sugar, tobacco,
potatoes — to encounters with foreign people and things that
were culturally different. At stake in this great mash-up
of destinies and realities — the blowback effect of colonial-
ism — was not just the remote colonial subject, but also the
status of European culture. For the sake of simplicity, I use
the term worldliness to describe this continental phenom-
enon. By worldliness, I do not mean the standard diction-
ary definition of someone who is sophisticated, experienced,
cosmopolitan, streetwise, or cultivated. I mean European
self-defamiliarization in the colonial context. What we still
somewhat carelessly call the Enlightenment was a period in
which colonialism, science, industry, and war rearranged
realities in profound ways. Kant had hoped — optimistically —
that a powerfully designed regime of world-oriented knowl-
edge making that privileged the genius and was supported by
a heavy dose of cultural pedagogy would offset the problem

5. It is also in this context that one could of estrangement.5 For Husserl, in essence, this was to open the
read Kant’s Was beifit: sich im Denken

1 2 “r » bt
orientieren (1736). door to the falsification of the “I.” So just as Husserl wants

to liberate the natural from Nature, he also wants to liber-
ate World from any sociopolitical imaginaries that would be
forced onto the human (the European in particular) in the
fateful encounter with the outside. In removing -béirger from
Weltbiirger he frees Welt for new signification.

In this world without pluralities, Husserl is partially fol-
lowing Hegel, who was one of the first to criticize Kant’s
Maxim Two: Put yourself in the place of others. For a con-
servative, urban-oriented philosopher like Hegel, this was
asking for trouble. The modern worldly world was danger-
ous and had to be reconfigured around the singularity of the
“1” For Hegel, Kant’s philosophy was not just naive, it also
posed a serious danger to society’s core need for law and order
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as it more or less forced me and you to get to know each other
without first asking who you are. Hegel’s all-encompassing
dialectic got rid of that troublesome Maxim Two, thereby also
erasing the intelligence coefficient so important to Kant. The
final work of the dialectic was to place a// people of the world
in a set of clear, historical frames at the inner margins of
which was the modern nation-state. For Hegel, there was no
need for two people to engage in some Kantian-styled exer-
cise of knowing-the-other when the Other and the Self were
basically an already-known.

But for Husserl, Hegel only managed to change Kant’s “1”
and “You” to “I” and “We.” Furthermore, Hegel exchanged
anthropology with history, thus continuing philosophy’s
overreach into academe. Though Husserl certainly agreed
with Hegel’s antipathy for Maxim Two, he believed that
Hegel deadened the entire project by leading us to the grand
disciplinary and museological project of Weltgeschichte (world
history) as administered by experts and curators. Just as
Husserl wants to deburden Erkenntnis from an obligation to
anthropology, he wants to unburden the “I” from Hegel’s
heavy load of history and its blind obligations to civil society.

In Husserl’s critique, philosophers faced the problem of
worldliness by modifying the “I” in relation to a phantom
“You,” a phantom “We,” or a phantom Nature, meaning that
philosophy had to enter the marketplace, civic centers, uni-
versities, laboratories, parliament buildings, and factories
in search for ever more potent and comprehensive answers.
Philosophers became anthropologists, historians, theologians,
and politicians. The cumulative result, according to Husserl,
was that the “I,” whether directly or indirectly, was reduced
to a wishy-washy “not-1,” or worse yet, to an overextended,
over-empowered “We.” For Husserl, Enlightenment philoso-
phy was nothing more than a humiliation of the very thing
that it so proudly discovered: the Self. Husserl’s #elt thus
removes the onerous loads that are implied by compounding
Welt not only with -biirger, but also with -geschichte. World, as
he states polemically in the sentence, is “a single word.” It is
also singular; world, not worlds.

The question that Husserl faces in the second part of the
sentence is, What is this “I” that is given the world liberated
from the bureaucracies of knowledge? More specifically, How
does the Self produce content for this to-be-filled /already-
filled world-oriented Erkenntnis? His answer is not the usual
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