
• 

Diálogos, 91 (2008) 1 pp. 7-18 

THE TRANSCENDENTAL DIMENSION OF 
PHENOMENOLOGY 

SEBASTIAN LUFr 

This short text to follow is an attempt at philosophizing ((free-style»; an 
attempt, that is, which does not concem itself with much recourse to primary or 
secondary literat:ure. Hence, references to texts by the philosophers mentioned 
here are kept to a minimum. The purpose of this text, instead, is to initiate a 
"fundamental reflection", as one could call it, on the nature of phenomenology. 
May the reader indulge me in th.is free-styling accivity, and I would welcome 

equa.lly unburdened responses. 

It is a long-stand.ing discussion within phenomenology and without, what this 

allegedly new discipline, inaugurated by Edmund Husserl over a century ago, 
really stands for. In other words, what are its various types of «commitments", as 
one ca]s it today, ontological~ epistemologica~ metaphysical? It seems as if there 
was, and is, little agreement on what these are.1 Hence, phenomenology threatens 
to become a label, a catch phrase, an umbrella term under which all kinds of d.if
ferent tendencies can be placed While I am all for individual freedom on the part 
of these diverse researchers, it is not very helpful for the way phenomenology is 
perceived by other philosophical schools and movements. So, what really i.r phe
nomenology? In trying to answer this question, I am speaking «from the inside" 

1 Alceady fcom the onset of the Phenomenological Movement, thece was a significant dis
agreement over the meaning of phenomenology. I cannot cecapitulate these discussions, but 
point especially to the work o[ the late Kad Schuhmann, who has uneacthed the eady bjstory of 
this movement. &e esp. his Selecled Papers in Pbmomenology (C. Leijenhocst & P. SteenbakkersJ eds., 
Docdrecht/ Boston/ London: Kluwer, 2004), see here aJso the bibliogr:aphy of his wnt:ings, ibid. 
pp. 355 ff 
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of phenornenology, as somebody who ~ystematically takes phenomenology seri
ous and thinkS there is a lastmg truth to tt. 

Instea<i of cornmenting on these col11:1T\i1ments that phenomenologists ad
here. to, what I would like to do here is spell out what, I think (or at Jeast hope), 
j?henomeilology is in a -way that all of those working in phenomenology should 
be able to agree. I am offering, as it were, an eidetic variation on phenomenology 
itself and will try to formulate what I take to be the real nature of phenomenol
ogy ot, for that matter, what it ought to be. In so doing, I realize I will probably 

not ge,t everybody to agree with me at the end of the day, des pite my hope to the 
contrary. I t was already a tremendous frustration to the fotmding father, Husserl, 

that the people working in this i.ncreasingly influential movement could not agree 
on the simplest and most basic paradigms underpi.nning their work He suppos
edly once pointed to everyone around him (all puJ?ils) and said: ''Enemies! 
Enerrties! Enemies! - But above all phenomenology ("Feinde! Feinde! Feúzde! 
Aber über allem- die Phdnomeno!ogie ')".2 He was e.ven more frustrated that his move 
towards phenomenology as a transcendental eliterprise '-~S not seen as a logical 
continuation of h.is work, and that is, of phenomenology as such, but as an aber
ration, a mistake, a self-misunderstanding. 

I t is precisely this notion of «transcendental" that I want to explore in the 
following. To state my opinion, which is at the same time the thesis of this paper, 
right at the outset: I think that Husserl was right to make the move to frame 
phe:nomenology as a transce:ndentc'll discipline. And, I think that to this day, there 
exists a fundamental misunderstanding as to what Husserl means with th.is word, 
taken of cou.rse from Kant, but certainly mochfied, thereby giving it an original 

. 
new mearung. 

This misunderstancling is entertained on the part of phenomenology's critics, 
to be sure, but also by sorne working in the phenomenological tradition itself. 
Especially when reading sorne philosc>phers from the so-called "analytic" tradi
tion, one gets the impression that there se.ems to exist a knee-jerk reaction to this 
term. I t is as if one desperately needs to frnd new -isms in arder not to utter this 
dirty word; as if new tenns are of help instead of, as I believe, making a fairly 
simple, but fundamentally important, matter unnecessari.Iy complicated. Now, 
i.nstead of taki.ng on the phenomenological "realists" or "anti-transcendentalists" 
directly, what I would like to do in what is to come is to do simple phenomenol
ogical work: .show, not m;gue. I hope to unfold what I here call the ~'transcendental 
dimension" of phenomenologr and hope that at the end I will have achieved two 

2 This anecdote is reported by Roman I11garden. 
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tasks: firstly, to show those, who might not know w:hat this dimension consists 
in, what it is; and secondly, to convince those who might not agree with me ini
tially that there is such a transcendental dimension, that it is nothing to be afraid 
of but instead something that can be accepted \\~thout i:eservation and without 

having to change one' s commitments mentiorted abo ve, whatever they may be. 
This is not to say that my attempt to embrace all those worki.ng in phenomenol

ogy will be successful. My conciliatory attempt rnight in the end prompt critique, 
which I welcome. Hence, if my account strikes sorne as provocative, more pro

vocative than it actually sounds, I will also see m y efforts vindicated. 

* * * 

A simple definition of what phenomenology do es is repeated agai.n and again, 
and not without good reason, in any introduction, even those written by the 
founders themselves (e.g., Husserl or Heidegger): zu den Sachen se!bst!, which is 
translated as to the matters themse!ves! (fhe translation as "things" in English is 

somewhat misleadi.ng. "Pvfatters" is more adequate, as is the Spanish "cosas", 
though I will switch betweeh both English terms.) But of course, the question 
immediately follo\VS: w:hat are these matters? \Xlhat are they not, or whát does not 
count as such a matter with which phenomenologists occupy themselves? And 
why would any other philosopher not want to get at the matters themselves, as 
one also says: medias in reS? What is peculiar about phenomenology's insistence on 
getting to the matters themselves? If it is more than a mere triviality, the meaning 
of these "matters" is crucial for understanding what phenomenology wants. 

~ 

Indeed, while I do believe that what phenomenology tries to accomplish is 
somethi.ng very peculiar, it would be preposterous to claim that all of it is entirely 

r 
new. The call to the matters themselves is the simple attempt to get to the mat-
ters as they real!J are, not as one thinks they might be. I t is, in this sense, the m ove 
that was already th:ema:tized in Ancient Greek phi.losophy from dóxa, mete opin
ion, to epistéme, a scientific account that precisely does rtot include opinions, if we 
mean by opinion unchecked and unreflected judgments that one has taken over 
naively from others. Phenomenology, thu<;, attempts to revitalize and resuscitate 
the old sense of science, and ultimately even that of rigorous science: the truly 
scientific stance is reached when all opinions, biases, presuppositions have been 

abandoned This is not a sacrifice, but a freeing oneself of one's old beliefs that 
dominated our worldview in the "cave." Hertce, phenomenology is, ftrst of all a 

resuscitation of the age-old ideal of a presuppositíonless science, or it is the ideal 
of total presuppositionlessness, and I say dehberately "ideal." For it could turn 
out that such a stance is ultimately unattainable,. that it is impossible to rid one·self 
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of all presuppositions, that presuppositions in fact underpin every utterance, that 
every judgment (Uttei~ rests on a presupposit1on (Vor-Urtet~, as Gadamer has 

argued But this insíght is nothing but the overcoming of the ultimate presuppo
sition: the presupposition of presuppositionlessness. In this sense, herrneneutics 

is a continuation of the ideal of "rigorous science." But this justas an aside. 

So phenomenology, too, first of all begins by ridding oneself of the old 

presuppositions. Or to say it m ore cautiously, it br&~ckts them for the time being. 

It leaves open the possibility that sorne of them, if examined, tum out to be cor

rect. This bracketing is the famous epocbé that Husserl talks about: it is a tempo

rary bracketing of those opinions and judgments that we make during the time 

we are not doing science, whichever science this may be, biology, p sychology, 

anthropology or even philosophy. So the epoché is something that all p eople do 

who somehow try to wrest themselves from ordinary, everyday opinions and try 

to figure out how things "really are/' even tf the things might be these ordinary 

opinions themseJves. Again in Husserlian terms, a1!J scientist distances oneself 
from the 11atura/ attitHde, which is the natural stance of our cveryday lives, a stance 

to which all of us retu.rn thc m oment we exit the office or laboratory and order a 
C11ba Libre in a café. 

But here, the parallel with other sciences ends. For normal sciences study the 

matters peculiar to them with a certain, well defined Ü!teres/. For instance, the bi
o logist studies matters with respect to them as I..Mng things. This is why for him 

or her, stones or cars are no t of mterest, unless one dav v.re come to use biotech-
' 

nology in automobile engineering. Hence, sciences study the matters specific to 

thcm as this or that (living, non-living, historical, musical, artistic etc.). Hence, 
they do not study the matters as matters, but with a certain interes t as X, Y or z. 
They precisely do JJot study them, in other words, the way they are meant m the 
natural attitude. 

And this is where the meaning of the phrase "the matters themselves" phe
nomenology is after can come mto play again Phenomenology, as opposed to all 

other sciences, studies these matters as tbey are themse!JJes, as suc/;, orto say it dJffer

e~tly, as tbey are in the tJatural attitude. Hence, phenomenology does not study spe
cdic matters (e.g., flowers) with a specific interest (as botanist, to stay with the 

example), whereby the scientist necessarily has to rcstrict him- or herself to these 

matters. Instead, phenomenology studies in principie aU matters as tbey are i11 them
sefi,es, and that is, as they are i11 /be 1tatnral attitude, all of them, whateYer they may 

be. There is no limit to the matters of the natural attitude. The natural attitude ts 

no region, in other words, like in the sciences, where a regionalization is necessarv 

(the rcgion of living matter, organic, inorganic etc.), and where progress can b~ 
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somecimes measured in further refinement of regionalization.3 The natural atti

tude is the stance from which we experience the world as meaningful to us in our 

everyday living. This is the meaning of the world as lifeworld. Hence, while all sci

ences deparl from the natural attitude and must necessarily do so, phenomenology 

t11ms back 011 this natural attitude .itself and studies it. This is what makes phe

nomenology different from all other sciences and constitutes a tmique enterprise 

never embarked upon before. 

And hcre, a curious reversa! takes place. I said abovc that science marks the 

difference from matters are they appet~r to how they real/y are. But if phenomenol

ogy studics matters in the natural attitude, wouldn't it thcn mean that it studies 

them as tb~ appea!Y How can this be scientific? Was not the very meaning of sci
ence to move away from appearances? Why s tudy these appearances; and, how 

can this be a science? While tt 1S true that science sturues things as they reai!J are, 
this 1s no t at all how things appear to us as themseft~s. But isn't it also true that 

things appear as what thcy are to us and that we know fully well the difference 

between a thing's appearance as it.se!f and its e• real' nature? Take a cube of sugar. 

While 1ooking at it from an ang1e, it appears to us optically distorted, whi1e we 

know fu1ly well that it is a cube. We do not see a cube, to be very precise, and yet 

we say, ccit is a cube of sugar," even if it is not a cube in the exact sense of ge

ometry. 

What kind of a difference is this? It is a differencc that we are fully aware of 

both in our everyday lives as well as in our potencial occupations as scientists, 

namely that-to use a terminology made famous by Thomas Nagel--between 

the flrst person perspective and thc thinl person perspective, our personal, individual 

viewpoint on the one hand and that from which science is being carried out, the 

ccview from nowhere," on the other.~ The "viewpoint" of the scientist is not sup

posed to contain any vie\\-pOmt at all. Andas Nagel's famous phrase indicates, a 
ccview from nowhere» is a paradoxical thing, a standpoint without a standpoint. 

And yet, we privilege thjs standpoint over that of our personal one a1l the time, 

not only as scientists. Wc try to be "objective." We do not attribute any real 

value, scientific (or political, or otherwise) to utterances relative to a subJect. But 
is this fair? Hence, instead of arguing why phenomenology is a science. one can 

3 Followmg the Kantian rc:minder Ulat "iris notan improvement but a defoonation of Ule 
sctences when thetr boundaries a ce allowed ro run over into one anod1ec'' (Critkp1t of PNrr Rearon, 
B Vlll, Guyer 1 Wood trans.). 

4 Though 1 take this reoninological distinction fcom Nagel, 1 am using it not tt 111 any sense 
peculiar to hts Tbt View jron1 Nowhm, but cathec in that in which 1t has become cornmonplace 111 

contemporacy Philosophy of Mlnd. 



12 SEBASTL'\N LUFT D91 

ask the opposite, critical question: what right does the t:hird person perspective 
have to do what it does, or pretend to do? How can this be justified jf it really is a 
paradoxical enterprise to begin \.vlth? It is not my intention here to criticize the 
sciences, nor did any serious phenomenologist ever doubt the d.ignity and impor
tance of the sciences, as witnessed in HusserJ's famous Jast book, the Crisis oj 
E11ropean Sdences, which precisely lamented the loss of science's origina.! inten
tions. However, just as one questions the legitimacy of the first person perspec
tive, one might as well tum the tables and question that of the third person per
spectlve. 

This polenúc wil1 not help us further. But it has become clear that phenome
nology purports to be a study of this first person perspective. It is, more pre
cisely, a science of the first person perspective, somet:hing that Nagel envisions 

but at the same time declares not be in existence yet. This is a statement that 
makes phenomenologists wince. For this is precisely what phenomenology had 
been doing for nearly a centuryl5 So again, how can it be called a science? And 
what kind of a science is -it? We know this much so far: phenomenology is a sci
ence that studtes things as they are in themselves, not as they areally are", and 
this «in themselves" is how they appear tome in my .first person perspective, as 
opposed to an account from the third person perspective ( disregarding the prob
lems with it). Phenomenology pays attention to things as they appear or give 
themselves, and this is p.recisely as what they are Í1¡ the 11atJ~ral attitude. There is no 
being behind the appearances, but the appearances are the things themselves. But 
the shift from things as they ccreally" are to what they are <Cthemselves» opens up 
a whole new wea.lth of experience for the phenomenological scientist. For, how 
do these things appear to us? Is this really such a sUnple matter? 

Let us take the famous example of Husserl's, rehearsed over and over again 
to el~~ the simple but fascinating meaning of phenomenology and its peculiar 
descnptton: the perceptual object. We see the object, undoubtedly thc object it
self, and undoubteclly it exists. It is no mere appearance or representation of 
~omething that is otherv.rise inclependent of my perceptual faculties. But its being 
1s somehow givm to me. I see the pulpit with the front side facing me and the 
backside hidden. When I turn it around, the opposite is the case: the back side is 
now the front side. Perceptual objects, hence, give themselves perspectivally in 
•<ad~brationsn. And, I can only perceive this object (the pulpit) in its entirety' by 

walk.ing around it, touching it etc. To the object as it gives itself corresponds 

. 
5

1 am n~t cl~ming to ~o jus.tice to Nagel's positive efforts here. M y point is only that, I be
h~, .Nagel ~~ a kíndred sptctt wtth pheno menology, though his own mterests 1ie in a different 
dtrectlon (the tssue of qualia). 
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someone, in this case an embodied agent, to wbom th.is object gives itself, to 
whom it appears. This structure is true for aU creatures, who have perception, as 
we can easi.ly see through a quick exercise Husserl cal1s ''eidetic variation." It is 
valid neither only for a particular creature, such as a human being, nor merely a 
particular perceptual object. Perceptioll as such has the structure of givenness-as 
and appearance-for. Even God, Husserl famously says, if he has perception, 
would not see in any other way than perspectivally.6 This claim is wholly inde
pendent of a scientific account of the manner in which eyes function o.r how a 
certain species has developed its perceptua.l apparatus in the course of evolution. 
It is a claim about a certain manner in which objects give themselves as them
selves. Hence, perception is a genuine topic of phenomenology in the way speci
fied before; a topic, which can be further differentiated into seeing, hearing etc.; 
another would be rnemoty, another imagination, etc. The list can be expanded 
almost endlessly into other areas \vhe:re the founder of phenomenology himself 
had not forayed. 

Hence, we can now give a first definition of phenomenology: it is an eidetic 
science of the first person perspective. It studies things in their manner of ap
pearance or their manner of givenness, \.vith no limit in principie as to what can 
count as thing or matter. It studies them precisely in the way they appear to us m 
our everyday lives.) in the natural attitude, but studies them in the way that we, 
living in the natural attitude, do not realize. And this is the important point: for, 
paradoxically, this dimension of the natural attitude is hidden to us Ílt the natural 
attitude. Being in the natural attitude, we don't k.now tbat we are in the natural 
attitude; tllis is precisely its basic trait. I take it and its ageneral thesis,.., that the 
world exists (independent of my experiencing it), for granted. Hence, by practic
ing cpoché from the natural attitude and tuming back on the natural attitude itself, 
we come to see these things of the natural attitude in a way never seen before. It 
does not give us an "objective" account, but in phenomenological descciption we 
focus on and dig deeper into the ways and manners of the natural attitude, un
coveri.ng things we normally take for granted, for instance, the mechanisms by 
which the most normal and common relation to the world occurs: perception. In 
this sense, phenomenology is the science of things taken for granted (lf/issemchqft 
der Selbstverstand/zi:hkeiten). This type of vicwpoint and the science that follows 
from it is impossible from the standpoint of the natural attitude itself. 

6 This bcief discussion is a statement of Hussed's transcendental idealism. A mo re detniled 
account, compacing Hussccl's idealism with that of Kant, can be found in my "From Being to 
Givenness and Back: Son1e R.emarks on the Meaning of Transcendental Idealism in Kant and 
Husserl," in: l11ter11alional Journal of P!JilosopiJiral St11dies 15/ 3 (2007), pp. 367-394. 
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As mentioned, Husserl msists that this scJencc JS "rigorous/' by wl'Hch he 
means eidet1c a science of essences (like mathematics). I t is a science, unlike the 
sciences from the tlurd person perspective, but, Husserl claims, just as ngorous 
as the eidetic sciences arithmetic and geometry. A science of the first person per
spective that is JUStas rigorous as mathematics! To be sure, the term «eidetic» has 
been criticized in the Phenomenological 1\t[ovement and beyond. Smce 1 do not 

wish to restrict thJS accOWlt of phenomenology to Husserl, let us use a different 
terrrunology. Phenomenology can also be called an a priori science of the first per
son perspective, which attempts to determine, as u a prior!' says in Kant, necessary 
and universal trajts, in this case of appearances of or givcnnesses for an experi
encing agent, whoevcr this may be. So instead of construing science as "objec
tive" as opposed to ((subject:ive" opinions, phenomenology claims that there can 
be necessary and universal claims both on the sidc of science in the ordinary 
sense of the term- from the third person perspective as well as of the first 
person perspective. This undercuts the tradicional distinction between subjective 
and objective, thereby ceasing to privilege the latter. 

This deftnition, I claim, holds generally valid for phenomenology as such. It 
captures also something like Heidegger's fundamental ontology of Da.scúr. When 
Heidegger speaks of .. DaJein" instead of .. subjectivity" or <Cconsciousness,'' he 
does not mean a specifically IJ111?Jan creature on planet Earth, but any being that is 
defined by its structures of care, understanding, and through its fmitude and be
ing-toward-death. Hence-and this is often misunderstood when talking about 
Heidegger even the exiStential category of ccminencss" (jemezi1igkeil) is an a pn·ori 
existenttal category, an Existm<}aL The same goes for Scheler's account of emo
tions and Merleau-Ponty's descriptions of embodicd existence. They all have at
tempted to describe necessary and universal traits of first person experience of 
being, matters, things, in the parlance of phenomenology.7 

But this has led us already implicitly to the trallstclldellta! dimension of phe
nomenology, and this will be the nni: and final step. Using the term "a pnorl' 
already has brought us mto Kantian territory, and deliberately so. So allow me a 
quick excursion into Kant's transcendental project Kant's Copermcan Revolu
tion begins, as is ~rell known, with the thought experiment to imagine "that the 
objects must conform to our cognition" rather d1an the other way around. Kant 

7 Jlence, I would chacacterize !he diffecence between these thinkecs not so much with re
spect ro different phenomena they describe, but instead concerning that which they consider to 

be the mosl jiuuhmmfa/phenomenon, i.e., something that Hussecl himself núght have oveclooked 
But this type of dtscusston, 1s my point, already takes place within Ú1e sphece of phenomenology. 
Hence, these diffecences do not tn any case question d1eir commitrnent to phenomenology in d1e 
most basic deíinition expounded above. 
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simply '""-ants to see what happens 1f we look at what we lay into things, rather 
than the objects irnpressing something on us like a signet-ring. There is some
thing about us that makes for the fact that objects can be experienced in the first 
place. So the assumed fact, the Jaclllm, is that objects exist, as weD as a priori cogni
tion about them, and Kant wants to find out what makes this factufJJ possible. 
This is the transcendental quesnon: how is the Ja,tllf!J possible, or wh.at is its con
chtion of possibility? This is, most fundamentally, (a) the fact that our sensibility 
of space and time is the condition of the possíbility to e>tperience things in space 
and time, and (b) the categories of the understanding. We know of objects only 
as they are given to us, notas what they might really be, i.e., outside from our ex
periencing them. Therefore> we must limit our knowledge claims to objccts as 
they appear to us, not as they really are. All knowledge claims, even if they are a 
priori (and sorne are), must limit themselves to phainomma, not 11~1~mena .. God, 
freedom, and imroortality are such noul?lma. We can only have cogrut10n WJth re

spect to phaimmma, objects as they are given to our sensibility, as the! ap~ear to 
us. AH of this can be summarized in Kant's notion of transcendentaltdealism: all 
our knowledge claims are wid1 respect to objects of experience, and beyond that 

nod1ing is given, and if 1t is not given, we cannot make any claims about them 

(other than skewed ones). 
Back to phenomenology. One thmg that irked most phenomenolo~ts, be

ginning with Hegel (if I may be permitted to call h.im a phenomenolog¡st~, \vas 

the dualism between appearance and being, of which we can have no expenence. 
If we have no experience of objects existing outside of their realm of appear~g 
to us, how can we even know about them? The dualJSm is highly problemattc. 
Clearly, there exist only things as they are given, nothing beyond that. H~sserl 
says this quite explicitly in texts, where he gives a «proor' of transcen~ent~ltdeal
ism. He says apodictically, and th.is is his clairn of transcendental tdealism, of 
which he says in a late text that he has "nothing to rescind":8 "to the essence of 

being bclongs its being-able-to-be-given".9 But is not such a claim jus~ a pre~os
terous as Kant's in the opposite direction, at least as Kant appears 1IDplaus1ble 
from the standpoint of the phenomenologist? Does this not push Husserl mto 
an absolute idealism that Kant was so careful to avoid? Could we not understand 
Kant's transcendental idealism as a form of humility that simply wants to respect 

S This statement is from Hussecl's "Nachwort zu meU'lell [dtt,l' (Post-Sccipt to my Itkas), 

HusstrÑana V, here p. 151. 
9 1 am cefen:ing here to a body of texts in which Hussecl wocks out a specific "pro~P' for 

transcendental idealism, cf. Hl(sstrliana XXXVI. The quotation above is from p. 32 o f this vol
ume. The original reads: "Zum Wesen des Seins gehoct Gegeben-sein-Konnen [ ... ]." 
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the limits of our capacities? How can we be certain that being is nothing beyond 
that, being-given; that it belongs to the essence of being to be given? How can 
Husserl say such a thing and what does it mean? 

I allege that the quoted phrase expresses exactly what I here wish to call the 

cc~n~cende~tal dimension" of phenomenology. First of all, contrary to Kant, 

this d.imenston seems to collapse the distinction between phoi11omma and 11011mena. 
There are only phainotJJena, only appearances-of and givennesses-to. Now thjs 

s~ems like a cl~im ~at certainly a ccrealist" would deny, to reduce being to be.ing

gtve~. Wouldn t ~s open the do~r toan unscientific subjectivism, because things 
certainly. appear differently to different people? Reducing being to appearance 

would_e!tnúnate all objective knowledge claims. But we have already seen that this 
opposttlon between objective and subjective is questionable. 

But let us further see what this claim can mean. First of all, to say that ''to the 
~ssence ~f bein~ belongs its being-able-to-be~givenn does not mean that a11 being 

~~ at all tlmes gtv_en. I t only daims this: All being, íf it realiy exist:s, must poten

o~y b~ abl~ to gtve itself; there is no being outside of the potentiality of givenness. 
If tt extsts, tt must be able to come to appearance at least potentially, even if tlús 

potentiality might not be a human potentiality. For instance, there are certain 

mathematical phenomena of which mathematicians can apparently prove that 

they cannot be prove~ .. But this doesn't mean that the proof doesn>t exist! It just 
exceeds human capac1ttes of comprehension. Hence, being is, or at least can be, 

experienced, and in this case, it is experienced in the way it appears o:r gives it

self-to ~~meo1~e. Somethi_ng is e~perienced, even if this turns out to be a "mere ap

p~arance, c~mg to mmd He1degger's example of somebody appearing in a cer
tam colored hght (as red) and therefore only appeating ilJ.to But as we already have 

seen1 for phenomenology, "mere" appearance and cereal being'' are altematives 
that are not mutually exclusive. 

. ~ut. to fully understand this claim regard.ing being as being~given, we need to 
mqmre mto the ttature of th.is claim. Is it an ontological claim? And I tbink here is 

where people critica} of this "transcendental-ideal.istic» sense of phenomenology 

make the fundament'll error: it is nothing hke a claim about beiJzg, about things as 

they real/y are. I~dee~ when ~usserl makes these claims asto phenomenology as 

tr~sc~ndental 1d~altsm, he 1s speaking from the standpoint of the cpoché. The 
daun lS ~etaphystcally and ontoJogically neutraL As such, he is speaking from the 

st~dpomt ~f t_he first p:rson, _not from that of the natural attitude or any other 
sctence. To ms1st on realism wtth respect to being is to be caught up in tl1e natu-

10 
Seinrmd Zeit (I'übingen: Niemeyer, 1986), PP· 30 f. 
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ral atcitude, which does not acknowledge that we can only speak about being 

from the .first person perspective insofar as it is given to us. To insist on the ex

clusiveness of the third person perspective is epistemologically naive. But phe

nomenology daims to say nothing about the true nature of being, whatever that 

may be. It only emphasizes the fact that we, as experiencing agents, are bound to 

a certain standpoint, and this means, being necessarily gjves itse!f or appears to us. 

And it is neither a form of Berkeleyan idealism that claims somehow that we ere

ate rep.resentations out of our own minds (raising the specter of solipsism). 11 

Things, matters themselves give themselves, because this is how they are lo 11s 
and any other creature that has its own ftrst person standpoint. The fact tl1at 

things have the potential to appear takes nothing away from their •'true being" 

that science wants to attain. If anything, it adds an aspect that will forever escape 
the sciences of the third person perspeccive. Hence, the phenomenological 

meaning of c<transcendental,'' if we retain the language of cccondition of possibil

ity," ís simply this: the condition of the possibility of any experience of being is 

that it is first of all somehow gjven, which does nothing other than to locate 
Kant's claim as to clarifying the «conditions of the possibility'' on the lowest pos

sible level: things given in their ordinary lifeworldly meaning. Phenomenology 

does nothing other than draw attention to this very fact, and this is significant 

because this fact is acknowledged neither in the natural attitude nor in the sci

ences, which investigate being from a standpoint that precisely tries to get away 
from the subjective-relative. Givenaess is the próteron pros bemás, and phenome

nology wants to do nothing but restore the meaning of tllis prótero11 and pay trib

ute to its proper sense, which is to describe it in all of its manners and details. 

To summarize, the transcendental dimension of phenomenology is the 

commitment to construe being as being-given. It does not claim that wc lay 

something into the objects prior to our knowledge of them, as Kant sees it. T o 

the contrary, as the Husserlian terrn "conscitution» indicates (unfortunately, a 

misleading term), things constitute themselws in experience, that is, there is a cor

relation of givenness-of and appearance-to, and this is the condition of the pos

sibility of the cxperience of the world, any world Nor does it question in any way 

the cctrue nature" ofbe:ing and the quest to attain it Another, and perhaps more 

familiar way of saying this is that phenomeno1ogy restricts itself to the sphcre of 

intentionality, intencional immanence, where any questions as to the nature of 

11 In the same breath d1at Hussed has acgued for this version of transcertdenta1 ídealism, he 
has emphasized that it is nota fonn or solipsism but instead entails dte dimension of intecsubjec
tivíty, I can, however, only hínt at the thomy issue of intecsubjectivicy, which was tackled in such 
different manncrs by the main repce~ntatives of phenomenology. 
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that bein& which is ex"Perienccd, and that agent, who experiences, are bracketed. 
It 1S an acknowledgment of the irreducibility of the ftrst person perspective, but 

more than that, 1t is a whole new form of science, which hitherto has not existed: 

an a priori, transcendental science of the first person perspective, which investi
gates the manners and intricacies of bemg as it givcs itself. This is, 1 believe, the 

sunplest but also most general meaning o f phenomenology and it is, I aJso be
lieve, the eidetic invariant that any phenomenologis t would have to agree upon, if 
they are in any remote way doing pbenomo-logy, even if they might have aban

doned terms such as intentionality, consciousness or subjectivity, terms that were 

for Husserl aU provisional and inadequate notions anyway. 

As such, although the definition is simple, it is by no means trivial. It is not 
trivial because it opens up a viewpoint on the world in intricacies never described 

before: on the world as a world of meanin& which we take so much for granted 
that we always already leap over it. Phenomenology has given philosophy a new 
sense of wonder, of tba11má{!tiJ, about things that were never thi11gs oc matters, 
Sacbm worth our attcntion, to begin with. Its claim is as grandiose as, in its actual 
descriptive \VOrk, immensely humble. In th1S description, phenomenology for the 

first time Hllcouers-we might daringly say "creates"-these things and brings 
them before consciousness to contemplate them in their simple but complex 
beauty. I t is in this sense not inappropriate to compare phenomenology to art. I 
would argue that its closest proximity is to impressionism. To make one last com
parison with the sciences, phenomenology has invented thc microscope for the 

world of the frrst person perspective, the naturaJ attitude and the life-world in 
which it lives. This is its lasting achievement: to never cease to pay attention to 
the transcendental dimension of /ift itse!f.12 

lvf.arq11ette U11iversiry/V'isiting Proftssor, UPR, SNflmJer 2008 

12 An eadier vecston of th1s papee was presented in the ColloquJUm Series of the Philosophy 
Oepartment at the UniYers1dad de Puerto Rico, San Juall (Recinto Río Piedras). 1 thank the 
Oepactment of Philosophy foc grncefully ext.ending this utvitation, bot.h to speak befoce 1ts fac
ulty and student body and for inviting me for a visiting professorship in the summer of 2008. 1 
thank t.he pacticipants of the d1scussion, especially Guillermo Rosado Haddock, Miguel Badía, 
and Raúl !tu reino, foc their int.eresting and penetrating questions that led me to rethink severa! of 
the issues tackled in this shoct papee. I am not sure I have done justice to theic concems. Finally, 
I would like to ext.end my wan11 thanks to the administcative assistants of the Department of 
Philosophy, Nilda Pastrana and Gloria González, for their help with d1e minutiae of daily life in 
San Juan, all of which made my stay t:here in August of 2008 an unfocgettnble delighL Finally, I 
would like to thank Nathan .Blackecby for his help with guunmar and st.yle. 
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