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ABSTRACT: Edmund Husserl strongly emphasised the importance of reduction to 

his phenomenology. For his followers, however, it has proved a formidable task to 

specify exactly how this intricate accomplishment that opens up the possibility for 

phenomenological research is to be performed. In this article, we study different 

approaches to gaining access to reduction and conclude by suggesting that we should 

read Husserliana itself as a set of accomplished reductions. In other words, our task is 

to pinpoint chapters, where the movement of reduction takes place. As an example of 

such a reading, I will point out events that come about in Husserl's Idea of 

Phenomenology. 

RESUMÈ: Edmund Husserl insista sur l'importance de la réduction dans sa 

phénoménologie. Pour ses disciples, cependant, préciser comment cette réalisation 

complexe qui ouvre la possibilité pour la recherche phénoménologique doit être 

exécuté s'est avéré une tâche redoutable. Dans cet article, nous étudions les différentes 

approches à l'accès à la réduction et concluons en suggérant que Husserliana lui-

même doit se lire comme un ensemble de réductions accomplies. En d'autres termes, 

notre tâche est d'identifier les chapitres où a lieu le mouvement de réduction. A titre 

d'exemple d'une telle lecture, je ferai remarquer des événements qui surviennent dans 

L'idée de la phénoménologie de Husserl. 
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I 

 

In the centre of the philosophical movement called phenomenology lies a paradox. 

About a hundred years ago Edmund Husserl started this movement, which soon 

adopted 'to the things themselves' as its motto. According to Hannah Arendt, this 

slogan means "away from theories, away from books."1 Today, however, our sources 

to Husserl's original ideas are no other than books. The texts in these volumes differ 

from the texts in other books, and yet by studying them, we are certainly not turning 

away from books. In this awkward situation we are supposed to achieve the idea of 

turning away from books by reading them.  

 

Husserl's main advice to his followers was to start from a philosophical act he called 

reduction. It seems that his co-workers were nearly fed up with hearing Husserl 

"always complain that no one starts with reduction."2 There is a good reason for this 

neglect, however. It seems that Husserl's followers simply did not manage to see and 

understand what kind of an act Husserl had in mind. Despite the huge amount of work 

done with Husserl's texts during the last hundred years there does not seem to be 

much improvement in this respect, and Husserl would still wonder why we do not 

start from reduction. From this point of view it follows that we have to acknowledge, 

alongside with Ferdinand Fellman, that reduction, "the ABC of phenomenology", is 

still very unclear.3 Furthermore, is it even possible for us to change this situation now? 

It certainly seems that we cannot be better off in this respect than those who actually 
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talked with Husserl about these matters. Fellmann's comment, however, also gives us 

a hint that might help bypass this impasse. 

 

Is it still possible to learn from Husserl how to accomplish this crucial act of 

reduction? What if it really is the ABC, the very alphabet of reading Husserl that we 

should learn to do differently? What if we obey Husserl’s guidance on how to start 

phenomenology to the letter, taking reduction also as advice on how to begin to read 

his texts? What if we do not turn away from books but from our ordinary or natural 

way of reading them? It would then be our task to get some kind of preliminary view 

of reduction and read how this kind of activity takes place in the text. Strangely, this 

possibility has been left almost unexplored by Husserl researchers. 

 

Even today the community of Husserl scholars mostly overlook Husserl's own 

guidance on how to relate to his works. There is, however, a good reason for this: to 

read trough reductions has turned out to be a very difficult and risky task which does 

not go very well with the ways of academic work today. In this essay we start with a 

short introduction to reduction and then turn to Husserl's statements of his 

dissatisfaction with the interpretations of his work.  We will then acknowledge that 

there have in fact been attempts to point out reductions in Husserl's texts. Our starting 

point will be Eugen Fink – according to Husserl the only one who really understood 

his thoughts. From Fink we will be advised to turn to Husserl's manuscript known by 

the name the Origin of Geometry as a good example of reduction. Jacques Derrida's 

Introduction4 to this text will then further help us point out the reductions. Derrida's 

reading faces up to the challenge of reduction and explicates its use throughout the 
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text. We will, however, see that there is still a great deal to learn about pointing out 

reductions and following Husserl through these struggles.  

 

It is certainly also possible to bypass Husserl's strong statements on the importance of 

reduction and maintain that, for example, evidence is the very starting point and 

centre of phenomenological work. Even then, however, a careful reader needs to take 

reduction into account. This is so, because many of Husserl's main concepts have a 

different meaning before and after the reduction.5 Therefore, it is crucial to point out 

the act of reduction in the text in order to understand on what attitude these concepts 

are stated. That will in the Husserlian context determinate the true meaning of the 

concept, in other words, the role of the concept in relation to the act of thinking, 

reduction. We will point out an example of this kind of problem in Derrida's reading. 

These problems will prepare our way to the final aim of this essay. 

 

With these preparations, we can attempt to uncover the very idea of phenomenology. 

We understand idea in Hegelian sense as a unity of reality and concept. According to 

Hegel bare concept differs from idea as it is presented in abstracto.6 Although Husserl 

did not read Hegel,7 the Hegelian setting suits well with Husserl's lectures titled The 

Idea of Phenomenology. In these lectures Husserl's states that he is there performing 

reduction "in concreto". That suggests that we should in contrast to the earlier 

readings of lectures read the title – the idea of phenomenology – thoughtfully. 

Understood in this way, the title proposes that Husserl actually performs reduction, 

the initial act of philosophy, in the lectures. Although we had to admit that the 

evidence presented is not and cannot be a proof, we will nevertheless venture to 

suggest that the action in the lectures together with the concept of reduction could 
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actually constitute the idea of phenomenology for a reader who dares to follow 

Husserl's adventurous thoughts. 

 

 

II 

 

In what respect does phenomenology differ from other philosophical movements? In 

his Die Phänomenologie Edmund Husserls, Werner Marx gives a simple answer: 

phenomenology differs from other ways of philosophising by its opening act, 

reduction.8 Marx's answer is faithful to Husserl's own reflections on the matter. 

Husserl was convinced that reduction is the basic method of his philosophy and the 

most important of his findings.9 Husserl, however, also pointed out that it is the most 

difficult task to accomplish.10 

 

Husserl wrote about different – eidetic, phenomenological, apodictic, transcendental – 

reductions. Husserl research has contained plenty of discussion on these different 

reductions. Nevertheless, we try to avoid analysing the different concepts of 

reductions here. Instead we aim to focus on the actual accomplishment of reduction. 

Yet, in order to recognise such an act we need to have some guiding information of 

what kind of a performance we are looking for. 

 

From Husserl's descriptions we read that reduction has two phases and leads to a 

change of attitude. Husserl calls the first phase epoché. In it we manage to distance 

ourselves from the knowledge we always already have. As this negative side of the 

act is followed by original insights on the constitution of the case studied, the deed is 
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completed into reduction. The accomplished act opens a view on two possibilities of 

seeing the case studied: after reduction we understand the standpoint we had before 

reduction as something Husserl calls natural attitude. The attitude opened in 

reduction Husserl calls phenomenological or transcendental attitude.  

 

In Ideas I Husserl takes arithmetical attitude as an example. After I have studied 

arithmetic and "systematically formed arithmetical ideas"11 I can change my attitude 

and consider the world of arithmetic. This world is there for me only "if, and as long 

as, I am in the arithmetical attitude." From this special world of arithmetic Husserl 

turns to the world in general, in the sense we normally use the word 'world'. 

According to Husserl, this world, too, is "appointed" from a certain limited attitude, 

from the attitude he calls natural. For Husserl world and natural attitude are correlates 

to each other in a similar manner as are arithmetical world and arithmetical attitude. 

We know that the same data can appear to us as different things – Jastrow's duck-

rabbit is a classic example. Similarly, the change of attitude also changes what we see. 

In the arithmetical attitude we see three apples; otherwise we see something to eat. 

Husserl’s radicality lies in taking these possibilities of change a step further: even the 

world itself that we usually understand to include all the attitudes is claimed to be the 

correlate of an attitude.12 This reminds us of Plato's cave, where someone manages to 

understand that the cave, the world around us, only offers a limited scope of the true 

reality. Like the ones in the cave only saw shadows of the light that caused them, 

Husserl states that the world can really be understood or its constitution seen from a 

radically different perspective, the perspective of phenomenological attitude revealed 

through reduction.  
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Husserl relatively consistently points out these main features of reduction in his 

explications, but there is general agreement within Husserl scholars that Husserl 

actually failed in his approach to clarify what kind of performance this change of 

attitude actually is. Husserl did not manage to explain how this deed, which 

sometimes seems to have almost mystical dimensions, is actually done. As a 

consequence there are very view followers of Husserl who venture to state that they 

actually work by performing reductions.13  

 

Here we face the main problem of Husserl research: the very essence of 

phenomenology is, according to its founder, the deed of reduction. Nevertheless, it 

seems that Husserl himself did not manage to clarify how one performs this initial act 

of thinking. The problem is that one who does not understand how reduction functions 

has not understood – again according to Husserl – what phenomenology is all about. 

In order see how deep this problem lies we need to turn to Eugen Fink. 

 

Fink was Husserl's last assistant and, according to him, the only one who completely 

understood Husserl's thinking.14 It may even be said that Fink was more Husserlian 

than Husserl himself.15 Unfortunately, the problem of Husserl research gets even 

worse when we take into account Fink's reflections on the matter. According to him it 

is actually self-deception to read Husserl without performing reduction oneself.16 

Furthermore, in his discussion with Cairns in 1931 Fink claims that "such matters as 

the deeper nature of the phenomenological reduction are not in a final form anywhere 

in Husserl's manuscripts"17 What we are dealing with here is not merely a problem, 

but an impasse. Without reduction the door to phenomenology is not only closed but 
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also locked and it seems there is no key, no real explication of reduction to be found 

in Husserliana, Husserl's collected works. 

 

 

III 

 

In an essay titled "My Way to Phenomenology" Martin Heidegger tells us how he 

found his way to phenomenology. Heidegger was fascinated by Husserl's 

groundbreaking work Logical Investigations (1900–1) and studied the book for years. 

Despite his efforts Heidegger did not manage to understand what kind of method 

phenomenology is. The reason for this was that he was not "searching in the right 

way".18 What was the problem? Heidegger writes about the "inability to attain the act 

of philosophical thinking called 'phenomenology' simply by reading philosophical 

literature."19 It was not enough to read Husserl's writings. Later on, Heidegger had the 

opportunity to participate in Husserl's seminars and he gradually learned to see how 

the phenomenological method functions. Unfortunately, we no longer have this 

possibility. 

 

Perhaps this special difficulty to read Husserl's writings was only Heidegger's 

problem? According to Husserl Johannes Daupert, for example, – the first to 

understand Husserl's Investigations – managed to comprehend the work as early as 

1902 (HuaDok [Husserliana Dokumente] I, 72). It seems natural that from then on, 

the situation can only get better: more and more readers will learn to read Husserl and 

teach this further. Nevertheless, according to Husserl, this was not the case at all. 
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Three decades after the meeting with Daupert and near the end of his career, Husserl 

advised Marvin Farber in a letter to avoid reading Husserl literature. This advice was 

given because in his eyes these commentaries had completely missed the point, they 

were "ganz Verständnislos". In the letter Husserl only gave one exception: Fink's 

writings (HuaDokIII, 85). Many of these commentators had taken part in Husserl's 

teaching. Even to take part in his seminars may not be enough in order to understand 

Husserl. Husserl's dissatisfaction with his followers is also strongly present in Dorion 

Cairns’s notes of his conversations with Husserl during the early 1930's.20 Just before 

these conversations took place, Husserl wrote to Cairns that almost all of his followers 

had failed to see the radicality of the phenomenological approach (HuaDokIII(4),  23, 

2 March 1930). What, according to Husserl, went wrong with the interpretations of 

his thinking? 

 

As we noticed at the beginning Husserl "always complained that no one starts with 

reduction".21 Karl Löwith's testimony confirms that students soon lost their interest in 

Husserl's doctrine of reduction and turned to other aspects of phenomenology.22 In his 

"Afterword" to Ideas I from 1930 Husserl publishes his criticism against his 

followers: he writes how they had misunderstood his whole approach and had sunk 

back to the level phenomenology aimed to overcome (Hua [Husserliana] V, 140). 

This had happened, as these "followers" had not understood the novelty of 

phenomenological reduction.  

 

During his time as emeritus, Husserl must have felt that he had lost the leadership of 

the phenomenological movement – given also the political setting in Germany – and 

we can understand his critiques as a reaction against this situation. Nevertheless, we 
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can also take his critique seriously, as it is consistent with Husserl's earlier research on 

these matters. Perhaps Husserl's approach in its own form really is more radical than it 

might seem and maybe we should take Husserl's view of the priority of reduction 

seriously and read his texts from that point of view. This is what we try to do in this 

essay. 

 

Perhaps Fink – the only one of Husserl's commentators who was worth reading, 

according to Husserl himself – can advise us on this. 

 

 

IV 

 

Husserl became aware of his method of reduction only after a few years of the 

publication of Logical Investigations.23 It follows that although Investigations is the 

breakthrough of phenomenology it does not directly help us with the problem of 

understanding reduction. Where should we then search for the document of the 

accomplishment of reduction? If we take Fink's testimony that the deeper nature of 

reduction was not to be found in Husserl's manuscripts before August 1931 seriously, 

it follows that reduction can only be found in the manuscripts written after that. As 

Fink talked about philosophy with Husserl at that time on a daily basis, there is good 

reason to believe that we should listen to Fink here. In his own manuscripts, Fink also 

points out that the idea of phenomenology was not to be understood "from Husserl's 

early writings but from his final writings".24 Husserl, however, wrote quite a few 

manuscripts in the 1930's. Did Fink give us any further advice on where to search? 
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Husserl passed away in 1938 and soon after that Fink was given the task of preparing 

for publication something out of Husserl's Nachlass in order to honour his memory. 

Fink chose a manuscript from the year 1936 that is now known as "The Origin of 

Geometry". Given that Fink fully accepted the importance of reduction and this text 

was his first pick from Husserl's huge corpus of unpublished texts it is plausible to 

suppose that this manuscript, if any, is a good exposition of reduction. It may even 

reveal to us the deeper nature of reduction.25 

 

The role of reduction in the "Origin of Geometry", however, is not clear-cut. Husserl 

does not use the word 'reduction' anywhere in the whole text. Is there any further 

guidance to help us out? The same text, "Origin of Geometry", was also Jacques 

Derrida's first pick for publishing out of Husserl's immense corpus, this time as a 

French translation. Derrida saw the need to write an introduction in order to explicate 

Husserl's text.  From the point of view of our present task, his "Introduction" is 

particularly interesting. It is very rare among Husserl scholars to place reduction in 

Husserl’s texts if Husserl himself does not explicitly point out its use. Fortunately, 

Derrida makes an exception and ventures to point out reductions in the "Origin of 

Geometry". It seems that an introduction is indeed needed and now we have guidance 

in our effort to see how reduction functions in this famous manuscript. 

 

 

V 

 

Husserl advised us to read his texts very carefully; once he even stated that his work 

should be read as carefully as mathematics is read.26 In terms of sheer volume, 
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Derrida seems to follow this advice well: his introduction is about four times longer 

than the text it introduces.  

 

In the first section Derrida confirms our Finkian hypothesis that the text is important 

from the point of view of reduction. In Derrida's "Introduction" there is a strong 

presence of reductions and in contrast to many other analyses of reduction, Derrida 

does not only write about Husserl’s methodological concept reduction, but in fact 

points out where and how reduction is used. To us this seems really promising, as our 

goal is to understand how reduction functions in Husserliana, how Husserl actually 

uses this method instead of analysing it. Derrida's "Introduction" returns to the theme 

of reduction constantly. As Husserl does not mention reduction in the "Origin of 

Geomatry", the index of Derrida's "Introduction" lists 37 places where reduction is 

dealt with. Perhaps Derrida has managed to meet the challenge of Husserl's and Fink's 

requirement to read Husserliana as reductions. How does Derrida proceed? 

 

Derrida's first section begins: 

"The mathematical object seems to be the privileged example and most permanent 

thread guiding Husserl's reflection. This is because the mathematical object is ideal. 

… [I]t is always already reduced to its phenomenal sense, and its being is, from the 

outset, to be an object [être-objet] for a pure consciousness."27 

This passage makes it clear that Derrida understands the mathematical, ideal object as 

the guiding thread in Husserl's reflections. This kind of ideality is, furthermore, the 

paradigmatic example of a reduced object for Derrida. 
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We can explicate this view on reduction further with an example from Husserl's 

lectures. Husserl writes:  

"I have a particular intuition of red, or several particular intuitions of red; I attend to 

pure immanence alone; I perform the phenomenological reduction. I separate off 

anything that red might signify that might lead one to apperceive it as transcendent, 

as, say, the red of a piece of blotting paper on my desk, and the like. And now I 

actualize in pure seeing the sense of the thought red, red in specie, the identical 

universal that is seen in this or that."28 

The result of this kind of reduction is so final that even a "divine being, an infinite 

intellect" could not do anything more in order to grasp the essence of red. 

 

Derrida's case seems clear. Reduction is an act where we find the ideal essence of 

something by varying the object freely until its essence – for example the redness of 

red things or number three that points out the ideality of all groups of three there can 

ever be – becomes apparent to us.  Is this all there is to it? Is this the most difficult 

accomplishment that constitutes the originality of the phenomenological approach? If 

this is the case phenomenology seems to be a form of Platonism, where we use 

reductions in order to reach the universal and permanent eidos of the object. This 

cannot be the final answer that explicates the "deeper nature" of reduction. It now 

seems that our expectations are let down and there is not very much concrete 

exposition of reduction in the "Introduction" after all. Fortunately, Derrida does not 

stop here in his explication of reduction. 

 

In his "Introduction" Derrida presents other kinds of reductions in addition to the 

eidetic one. This approach of many different reductions, however, has a drawback. If 



 14 

there are different reductions we should ask what is the common feature that makes 

all these different reductions still reductions. In other words we should reduce 

reductions to their essence in order to see what constitutes this act. At the outset this 

does not seem an easy task, but as a philosophical text "Introduction" does not steer 

away from difficulties. This challenge is met in Section VI, where we reach the 

"ultimate" reduction (ultime réduction). It seems we are after all getting closer to the 

deeper nature of reduction. Our reading will concentrate on a few pages of this 

section.  

 

In Section VI Derrida first wonders why Husserl's text that earlier took distance from 

language now "seems to redescend toward [sic] language as indispensable medium 

and condition of possibility for absolute ideal Objectivity, for truth itself" (76). 

Derrida also quotes the sentence that redescends towards language: "Mankind is first 

conscious of itself 'as an immediate and mediate linguistic community" (79). In 

connection to this statement Derrida then makes "three important points". Here we are 

interested in the second one.  

 

In the second point Derrida states that the Husserlian starting point of universal 

language supposes two problems. The first concerns "the possibility of a 'pure 

grammar' and 'a priori norms' of language" that Husserl – according to Derrida – 

never ceased to take for granted" (80) The second problem is that – Derrida quotes 

Husserl –:"everything 'is nameable in the broadest sense, i.e. linguistically 

expressible'" (80). 

 



 15 

This section of two problems differs from Derrida's general way of approaching 

Husserl. Usually Derrida acknowledges the complicity of the Husserlian corpus. 

Husserl is not a systematic thinker and it is therefore surprisingly difficult to say 

anything about his writings in general. Husserl himself sees this as a result of his 

extremely self-critical way of thinking and it seems that Husserl’s self-interpretation 

is correct: Husserliana truly and constantly questions earlier positions and starts over 

again and again. How does Derrida's reading manage to take into account this 

difficulty of multiple and genuinely different positions within Husserliana? 

 

Until the two problems Derrida had managed well with the difficulties of reading 

Husserl. The reading situates reductions and points out problems taking into account 

the many sides and different beginnings of Husserliana. There are however some 

places were Derrida's writing becomes less cautious or even less careful. Usually this 

happens when the discussion turns to the problems of language, as is the case here 

with our problems of pure grammar and universal nameability. For example: at the 

beginning of Derrida's Introduction "the mathematical object seems to be [semble 

être] the privileged example" (my emphasis); now "pure grammar" is something 

Husserl "never ceased [n’a jamais cessé] to take for granted" (my emphasis). The 

latter one is a very strong expression indeed to state about Husserliana. But perhaps 

there is a reason for this change of tone? Perhaps Derrida managed to reach for the 

permanent essence of the Husserliana thought that is presented here in the "ultimate 

reduction" (77), in a reduction that "brings to its final completion the purpose of the 

reduction itself." (76) In a truly philosophical way Derrida reads his view out of 

problems. Let us start with the second of the two problems mentioned earlier. 
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VI 

 

The second problem deals with Husserl's statement that everything is nameable. In 

Derrida's treatment this turns into a problem, as it is not difficult to find a passage 

where Husserl states exactly the opposite. Already in The Phenomenology of Internal 

Time-Consciousness (1905/1928), Husserl referred to the ultimate identity of the 

constitutive flux of immanent time and absolute subjectivity and concluded: "For all 

this, names are lacking." (82) On the one hand, everything has a name and on the 

other, there are some things that lack a name. This contradiction allows Derrida to 

manoeuvre and he uses this space in order to draw a strong conclusion: "Therefore, 

language, tradition, and history exist only insofar as objects break the surface." It is 

not our task here to go deeper into this result. Instead, we will stop to consider how 

one should relate to the tensions or even contradictions within Husserliana that 

Derrida here pointed out. 

 

Sometimes Husserl commentators seem to think that Husserliana is pure of the 

influence of the natural attitude and that the text is written after the accomplishment 

of reduction within the phenomenological attitude. From that it follows that 

Husserliana should be a consistent whole. However, for a careful reader of these texts 

it soon becomes obvious that this is not at all the case. Husserliana is full of conflicts, 

contradictions and weak sections which are certainly compensated by some brilliant 

ones. After all, Husserl was only a human being: "When I am tired I fall back into old 

ways of thinking."29 Certainly even Husserl lived in the natural attitude, but his texts 

are amazingly persistent attempts to break free from it, attempts to accomplish 
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reduction. It actually follows that Husserliana should be full of conflicting statements 

and points of view as it includes segments from two different attitudes, the natural and 

the phenomenological attitude. Yet, it also follows that the reader should be able to 

point out the difference between these two attitudes. This is especially important 

when we are dealing with Nachlass – as is the case with the "Origin of Geometry" –, 

working manuscripts that Husserl wrote mainly for himself. 

 

If Husserl's view on reduction is truthful, his different points of view or attitudes 

should not present a single consistent theory, a Husserlian philosophy to be 

systematised by the work of researchers. If that were the case, it would follow that the 

whole of Husserl's work should be presented from the point of view of the natural 

attitude, from the point of view of systematic theory.30 If instead we assume that 

Husserl's view of his work is truthful it follows that there should be tensions he called 

reduction between different sections of Husserliana written from different attitudes. 

For Husserl system-philosophy was the mortal enemy (Todfeind) (HuaDokIII(4), 23) 

of phenomenology – although as a compulsory beginner, he also sometimes starts to 

compose a philosophical system. In this case the mere existence of a conflict between 

these views actually solves the debate against the system view. 

 

Furthermore, because Husserl also explicitly describes things from the point of view 

of the natural attitude it is plausible to suppose that after he at the early years of 1900 

had become aware of the phenomenological method, Husserl actually performs 

reductions in his texts and not before he began to write. In other words, he began to 

write before he had managed to reach the phenomenological attitude, because this 
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transition into another attitude is the philosophical accomplishment. The most famous 

of these descriptions of the natural attitude is given in §27 of Ideas I. 

 

The description starts: 

"I am conscious of a world endlessly spread out in space, endlessly becoming and 

having endlessly become in time. I am conscious of it: that signifies, above all, that 

intuitively I find it immediately, that I experience it."31 

The section can be read as a standard model of the description from the point of view 

of the natural attitude. Let us now turn back to the Origin of Geometry. Can we find 

something to fit this model in the "Origin of Geometry"?  

 

In the passage just before Derrida's quotation on language and pure grammar we read: 

"Living wakefully in the world we are constantly conscious of the world, whether we 

pay attention to it or not, conscious of it as the horizon of our life, as a horizon of 

'things' (real objects) of our actual and possible interests and activities. Always 

standing out against the world-horizon is the horizon of our fellow men … . "32 

 

As we saw above, usually – and, as we are dealing with Husserl, there are also 

exceptions to this (HuaXV, 366; HuaXXIX,135) – Husserl uses the word 'world' to 

describe the unity of the things we grasp within the natural attitude. The world is the 

correlate to the natural attitude. Although the two descriptions above are far from 

being identical, both start with the key word 'world' and this suggests that they might 

have the same role in the text. As the section in the Ideas opens the description from 

within the natural attitude, we could suppose that the sections of the "Origin of 

Geometry" do the same. Is there more evidence for this reading? 
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From the key-word 'world' onwards Husserl's writing in the "Origin of Geometry" 

continues as a description for a few passages and then arrives to questions: 

"But how does the intrapsychically constituted structure arrive at an intersubjective 

being of its own as an ideal object which, as 'geometrical,' is anything but a real 

psychic object, even though it has arisen psychically?"33 

The passage confirms that we are within the natural attitude. Husserl here writes in 

the language of psychology, which is the science of consciousness from the point of 

view of the natural attitude. What follows? Immediately after the question stated 

within the natural attitude Husserl writes: "Let us reflect" ["Überlegen wir".]  In order 

to understand these words we should first read how the text continues:  

"The original being-itself-there, in the immediacy of its first production, i.e., in 

original 'self-evidence', results in no persisting acquisition at all that could have 

objective existence."  

Now the key word is evidence. In the same way as the concept 'world' marks natural 

attitude, evidence or even original self-evidence marks an attempt to 

phenomenological description. Other phenomenologically strong phrases – 'being-

itself-there' and 'immediacy of its first production' back this interpretation up. 

 

Let us arrange the locations we have pointed out in Husserl's text in the order they 

come up in the Origin of Geometry:  

1. Key-word 'world' opens a description from within the natural attitude. 

2. Derrida´s quotes that mankind is conscious of itself as "an immediate and mediate 

linguistic community" and that "everything has its name". 
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3. This description ends with questions in the vocabulary of psychology, that is, the 

natural attitude. 

4. Husserl writes: "Let us reflect" 

5. The text starts again but now in the vocabulary of phenomenology. 

All this suggests heavily that "let us reflect" could equally well be read, "let us 

perform reduction". The change of attitude from natural to phenomenological has also 

– following Husserl's own use of words – been described as bracketing the world. 

Here we can open the brackets that mark the description within the natural attitude in 

point 1 with the key word 'world' and close the brackets at point 4 where Husserl 

marks with the words 'let us reflect' that the approach of phenomenological 

description starts. The text between 1 and 4 is an attempt to describe our normal views 

of the natural attitude that will then be contrasted with what follows and forms an 

approach to accomplish reduction. 

 

As a matter of fact, Derrida's own careful observations back this placing of reduction. 

Firstly, he pointed out that the reader is surprised at a change in the text: "Husserl's 

response … has the style of a turnabout which can be surprising"34 and "We might be 

surprised. After having so patiently extracted the thematic truth of Sachverhalt from 

linguistic ideality and from all 'bound' idealities, Husserl seems to redescend towards 

language as the indispensable medium and condition of possibility for absolute ideal 

objectivity, the truth itself."35 If one fails to see that the text after the 'world' has 

turned into a description from the point of view of the natural attitude, this turnabout 

must be a surprise and seem like a strange redescent. Secondly, if we understand 

"everything has its name" from the point of view of the natural attitude, as our reading 

suggests, and '"for all this, names are lacking" from the point of view of the 
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phenomenological attitude, the striking contradiction between Husserl's statements is 

solved. 

 

It now seems that Derrida missed at least one of Husserl's attempts at reduction in the 

"Origin of Geometry". Derrida's reading is thorough and daring, but here it perhaps 

ought to have been even more careful. If the reader overlooks two words – 

"Überlegen wir." – the change of attitude and actual philosophical tension in these 

pages is missed. By overlooking these two words a reader also overlooks the 

accomplishment of or at least an attempt at the accomplishment of reduction.  

 

We have now dealt with and perhaps even solved Derrida's second problem. Let us 

return to the first one – that Husserl never ceased to take the idea of pure idea for 

granted, in other words, that he never managed to reduce it. 

 

 

VII 

 

We already mentioned that it is hazardous to venture to state overall views of such an 

unsystematic corpus as Husserliana. Derrida, however, does venture to state that 

Husserl "never ceased to take for granted" a pure grammar.36 If this statement is 

correct, Husserl had failed in his attempt to be seriously self-critical and question all 

of his starting points. 

 

It is relatively easy to find a point where Husserl at least claims that he is questioning 

the starting point of pure grammar. At the beginning of his lectures on the Idea of 
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Phenomenology – a text also familiar to Derrida – Husserl writes: "We will now 

contrast the natural attitude of thought, or natural motivations of thought, with the 

philosophical attitude" (16, original emphasis). Husserl then first gives a description 

from the point of view of the natural attitude. There we read: 

"[N]atural thinking … takes, in their formal generality, the a priori connections 

between meanings and meaning-validities, the a priori laws that belong to objectivity 

as such; it gives rise to a pure grammar and, at a higher level, a pure logic" (16, 

original emphasis)  

In order to make sure that the listeners do not confuse these points with 

phenomenological reflections Husserl then adds: "Thus far, however, we still stand on 

the ground of natural thinking" (17, original emphasis). The point of view of pure 

grammar is a constant theme on Husserl's writings but at the outset, it is the point of 

view of the natural attitude that is to be overcome through reduction here. The 

position of pure grammar is to be radicalised and submitted to reduction according to 

both Husserl and Derrida. It is clear that Husserl at least states that he does not take 

the position of pure grammar for granted. But does he follow through this radicality, 

does he manage to reduce the position of pure grammar? 

 

It is clear that in the sense described at the beginning of Derrida's "Introduction", 

reduction of pure grammar does not take place in the lectures. There is no approach to 

vary through all the possibilities of grammar in order to point out the eidos of 

grammar in general. Furthermore, Husserl does not in the lectures state that he is now 

performing a reduction to the idea of pure grammar. We might, however, also try to 

show the same kind of courage as Derrida and point out reduction even there where 

Husserl does not explicitly state that he is accomplishing reduction. As we see no 
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traces here that could lead us to a simple eidetic reduction, we certainly are in need of 

methodological guidance. The obvious choice here is Husserl's first methodological 

principle. It states that: 

"It is plain that I, as someone beginning philosophically … must neither make nor go 

on accepting any judgment as scientific that I have not derived from evidence, from 

'experiences' in which the affairs and the affair-complexes in question are present to 

me as 'they themselves'."37 

 

Husserl's exposition here is general to such an extent that we need an example. In the 

last Sixth Logical Investigation Husserl tracks down the constitution of the object 

'(5^3)^4'. The first step towards the most original level of constitution is taken in a 

formulation '5^3 x 5^3 x 5^3 x 5 ^ 3' and the next step is '5 x 5 x 5'. Finally we face 

the mere '5'. Here we have entered into a crossroad of research possibilities. On the 

one hand we could turn to the definitions of numbers and continue from that to more 

and more sophisticated theories. On the other hand, we could follow the first 

methodological principle and take a different turn in order to search for a way to 

"meet" number five in person. If we follow Husserl in taking the latter possibility, we 

will finally see that numbers are constituted in counting. A number becomes present 

as we count.38 In the example Husserl writes this out in the following manner: "5 = 4 

+ 1, 4 = 3 + 1, 3 = 2 + 1, 2 = 1 + 1".  As we reached this level of counting the number, 

we reached the basic level of constitution and we have also reached the number 

'(5^3)^4' itself. Can we understand the situation with reduction in the same way?  

 

We can understand the situation of reduction in the same way as we explained a 

number itself. Again we are in a crossroad where we have to decide in which direction 
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to turn with our study. We could continue our research by reading more and more 

descriptions of reduction and determinate the concept 'reduction' further and further. 

Yet, if we are to follow the principle we should take a different turn. We should find 

something to fulfil this intention of reduction, in other words, reduction present in 

person. We should find real life reduction instead of a description of it. In the case of 

the number, we entered into counting. What would be a similar move in respect to 

reduction? Let us start from a story written down by the Russian philosopher Lev 

Shestov. 

  

In the 1920's Shestov had published a number of critical articles on phenomenology. 

At the end of the decade, he met Husserl in Amsterdam, where the founder of the 

phenomenological movement answered Shestov's critique in a memorable way. The 

answer started by disengaging itself from a stabile theory or doctrine of 

phenomenology: 

"You have turned me into a stone statue, raised me onto a lofty pedestal, and then 

with hammer blows you have shattered this statue to bits. But am I really so 

lapidary?"39 

Husserl then emphasises the radicality of his thinking: 

"You don't seem to have noticed what compelled me to formulate in such a radical 

way the question of the nature of knowledge, modifying the dominant theories of 

knowledge which previously had satisfied me as much as any other philosopher. The 

more deeply I probed into the basic problems of logic, the more I felt that our science, 

our knowledge, is shaking, tottering." 
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We have seen that Husserl does not acknowledge the knowledge we possess as a 

starting point for philosophising. Instead, we should somehow distance ourselves 

from it. In the light of what we explicated above we can now understand Husserl's 

continuation as the description of an epoché, a break with the already existing 

knowledge: 

"And finally, to my own indescribable horror, I convinced myself that if 

contemporary philosophy has said the last word about the nature of knowledge, then 

we have no knowledge." 

In what follows Husserl turns to a particular occasion where he had managed really to 

accomplish this bracketing of existing knowledge: 

"Once, when I was giving a lecture at the university, expounding ideas which I had 

taken over from our contemporaries, I suddenly felt that I had nothing to say, that I 

was standing before my students with empty hands and an empty soul." 

Husserl seems to have entered in a similar situation as the boy who was given a 

torpedo's shock by Socrates in Plato's Meno.40 Both Husserl and the boy have lost 

knowledge instead of gaining it, but both are still  "better off in respect of the matter 

which" they did not know.41 In Husserl's case this situation leads to a new perspective 

or attitude, and epoché is completed into reduction: 

"And then I resolved both for myself and for my students to submit the existing 

theories of knowledge to that severe and unrelenting criticism which has aroused the 

indignation of so many people. On the other hand, I began to seek the truth precisely 

where no one had sought it before, since no one had admitted that it might be found 

there. Such was the origin of my Logical Investigations." 

 



 26 

How are we to understand this story? Here Husserl had his chance to explicate the 

true radicality of his approach and explain the starting of reduction. It seems that 

Husserl took this opportunity to open the original view of Investigations, but if his 

reflections on the phenomenological method are truthful, he must have achieved this 

view through reduction. Consequently, the story Husserl told Shestov is a description 

of reduction. We could even state that this is a description of the reduction, of the 

reduction that initiated phenomenology itself. Accordingly, it is this kind of reduction 

that we should look for when we search for the actual reduction behind its different 

concepts. Does this story help us point out reduction itself as a live act? Have we met 

the demands of the first methodological principle?  

 

 

VIII 

 

According to Wilhelm Dilthey, Investigations was the first significant scientific step 

forwards in philosophy since Immanuel Kant's Critique of Pure Reason.42 It would 

certainly be interesting to get a closer look at how Husserl got the main idea of this 

work. In order to do that we should, however, point out the lecture which Husserl said 

to Shestov was the origin of Investigations. That would give us an opportunity to 

enter into details of this opening of a new kind of thought, phenomenology. 

Unfortunately, we have so little documentation of Husserl's early lectures that the 

search for that particular lecture is a hopeless task. But perhaps a similar event during 

a lecture happened more than once? 
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 A hundred years ago, from 26 April to 2 May 1907 Husserl gave five lectures entitled 

The Idea of Phenomenology. As Husserl valued these lectures high, the editors of 

Husserliana published them as the first posthumous publication in the series.43 

However, for a first-time reader it is difficult to understand why Husserl regarded 

these lectures so highly. As Husserl himself said that reduction was first introduced 

publicly in a lecture in 1907, it is sometimes misunderstood that this is the reason for 

the good reputation of the lectures. Yet, it was an earlier lecture series in the same 

year where Husserl spoke publicly about reduction for the first time  (HuaXXIV, 211). 

In search for another reason for the high valuation of the lectures we could also 

consider the possibility that something similar to what happened in the lecture of the 

story also happened during the lectures on the Idea of Phenomenology. Indeed, there 

are clear signs of this in the manuscript. 

 

In the last, fifth lecture Husserl's writing becomes really problematic to read and 

understand. As the text is so troublesome to read, one is tempted to simply bypass 

these sequences. In the first lecture Husserl had, however, told his listeners that truly 

philosophical work actually begins as mere problems turn into "abysmal 

difficulties".44 With these paragraphs we indeed get into deep water. If a reader 

chooses to read following Husserl’s advice – to read his text like mathematics – he or 

she will finally end up trying to solve a very strange discontinuity in the text. Husserl 

writes:  

"Only when we construct general judgments of essence do we attain the secure 

objectivity required by science."45 

As this has been the goal all the way, the reader expects that the final results of the 

lectures will follow. These expectations are thwarted brutally: 
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"So, we seem to have fallen into a pretty Maelstrom."46 

Instead of results we suddenly face the confession of a failure. The tension between 

these two passages is so striking that a softening comment has been added between 

the sentences in the manuscript afterwards: "But nothing like that comes up here." 

After this astonishing about-turn Husserl makes two efforts to return to firm ground 

now left far behind. First he tries to return to the opening theme of the lectures, 

cogitatio: "We began with the evidence of the cogitatio." As this does not help him 

out of the deep water of Maelstrom Husserl secondly turns to the opening theme of 

the fifth lecture, time: "The original object of time constitutes itself in perception and 

the retention belongs to it." As even the second attempt to return to firm ground fails, 

Husserl had to face the abysmal difficulty, and he does that by stating an unusually 

long list of questions:  

"What is now the limit for the givenness? But is this not a plain miracle? Where does 

this constituting of objectivity start, and where does it end? Are there any real limits 

to it? Doesn't a givenness occur in every representation, in every judgment? Isn't 

every objectivity, insofar as it is seen, or thought in such and such way, a givenness, 

even an evident givennes?"47  

 

The main idea of the earlier lectures has been to start from the immanence of cogito 

and search for the possibility of a wider range of immanence that would make 

knowledge possible. It seems that it was in the last lecture that the writer realised that 

the same deed which opened the limits of immanence also leaves givenness without a 

limit "What is now the limit for the givenness?" As the possibility to point out the 

area of immanence disappears, the starting point of the lectures vanishes and the 

ground on which the lectures were built gives way. 
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We do not know whether Husserl wrote the manuscript before the lectures and what 

action took place in the actual lecture, but it is easy to see similarities between the text 

of the lectures and the story that Husserl told Shestov. One could imagine that the 

writer of the last lecture had suddenly felt that he had nothing to say and that he was 

standing there before his "students with empty hands and an empty soul." As we have 

already concluded that the story told to Shestov is an explication of reduction, we 

could also suppose that the same happened in the fifth lecture. However, we have 

tried to follow the first methodological principle here. As we already saw, it states that 

we "must neither make nor go on accepting any judgment as scientific that I have not 

derived from evidence." It follows that our obligation here is to carefully consider our 

evidence before we can decide whether to venture to make a judgment on the matter. 

We have three different approaches to present such evidence. 

 

The first – and perhaps weakest – approach to present evidence of the presence of 

reduction at the end of the five lectures has to do with metaphors. In the third lecture 

Husserl writes: "Additional steps, additional considerations, are necessary, however, 

if we are to gain firm footing on this new land and not, in the end, go on the rocks  on 

its shore. For this shore has its share of rocks, and is covered by clouds of obscurity 

that threaten us with the gales of scepticism."48 Husserl seemed to be aware that he 

had taken a risk and that the possibility of a catastrophe – and reduction is one 

possible translation of the Greek word 'katastrofh' – with the last lecture was in the 

air. In fact, reduction was described as a kind of catastrophe by Husserl's closest co-

workers, too. Fink writes about an unforeseen event that it is like an earthquake – a 

catastrophe where the ground gives way. Husserl's description of dangers threatening 
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the lectures, however, suits even better the metaphor of reduction chosen by Husserl's 

assistant before Fink, Ludwig Landgrebe. He writes about reduction as a shipwreck or 

running aground (Scheitern).49 Furthermore, when Husserl faced the abysmal 

difficulties in the last lecture he chose the word 'maelstrom'. Originally Maelstrom is 

the name of a whirlpool at the coast of Norway, known mainly from Edgar Allan 

Poe's short story "A Descent into the Maelstrom" (1841).  As we remember, the hero 

of the story managed to get out of the Maelstrom because he made direct observations 

of what was happening in the abysmal whirlpool.50 Before considering whether 

Husserl managed to do the same, we will take up one more coincidence concerning 

the 'Maelstrom'. 

 

In another lecture series after the Idea of Phenomenology a few of years later 

(1910/11), Husserl stated that the first dramatisation (Inszenierung) of reduction was 

presented by René Descartes (HuaXIII, 150). For Husserl the main texts of Descartes 

were the first two Meditations (HuaVIII, 328).51 There we could pick up the drama at 

the beginning of the Second Meditation, where Descartes describes how he felt as if 

he had suddenly fallen into water. In English translations Descartes’ characterisation 

of the water ('gurgitem') is translated as 'deep'. This is a correct translation and makes 

sense, since Descartes is not able to plant his feet firmly on the bottom. Yet, according 

to the text he is not able to swim, either. Since the depth of the water usually makes it 

easier to swim, this latter point actually makes more sense if we choose an alternative 

translation to 'gurgus'. It means equally well a whirlpool – or in our context even 

better a maelstrom.  A whirlpool, not deep water makes it difficult to swim. It is an 

interesting coincidence that the description of the first reduction centuries before the 

lectures so closely resembles Husserl's use of metaphors in the lectures. It seems 
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plausible that we are here in the fifth lecture, too, dealing with a dramatisation of 

reduction. 

 

Although the coincidences of metaphors here are interesting one can hardly present 

them as hard evidence on the case. Let us therefore turn to the second type of 

evidence, Husserl's own testimony. 

 

On the same day after the fifth lecture Husserl wrote The Train of Thought of the 

lectures. We do not know his motivation to this but we might suppose that he felt that 

he had something more to say on the matter, as the Gedankengang is much more than 

a mere outline of the lectures. How are we to situate this text?  How should we 

understand the role of Gedankengang in comparison to the actual lectures? For us the 

most interesting prospect is the possibility that it might help us understand the drama 

of the last lecture. 

 

In our reading of the last lecture we noticed that after several approaches to find firm 

ground from earlier standpoints, Husserl in the Maelstrom ended up questioning the 

limits of the givenness. We can easily point out this place in the Gedankengang. The 

Train of Thought consists of a preliminary stage and steps A, B and C. At the 

beginning of level C Husserl asks: "How far does self-givenness extend?" The next 

paragraph reveals that Husserl is now aware of the difficulty of the theme: "We are 

now led somewhat further into the depths, and in the depths lie obscurities, and in the 

obscurities lie the problems." (67) The following paragraph begins "At first 

everything seemed quite straightforward" and is succeeded by an exposition of the 

main line of thought of the lectures. The next paragraph starts by admitting that 
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"Things are a bit less accommodating, however, once we consider what is given more 

closely." In what follows Husserl takes up the example of the tone from the beginning 

of the last lecture, the example that lead to the Maelstrom.  All this strongly suggests 

that in comparison with the Husserl of the lectures, Husserl is now aware of a deeper 

level of problems. The reason why Husserl decided to write Gedankengang on the 

same evening might well have been a need to explain his earlier naivety. The Train of 

Thought enabled him to deepen his earlier views.52 

 

Even if we do not want to read the section as a story of Husserl's naivety earlier on 

that day, it is clear that the section reflects on the problems that arise during the 

lectures, especially the last ones. As our hypothesis is that we might be dealing with a 

real-life occurrence of epoché here, we certainly are interested in what follows: is 

epoché completed into reduction?  

 

In classical terms, philosophy begins from wonder and indeed it is here that the text 

points this kind of action out: "we begin to wonder" (67). What we begin to wonder is 

that "even after phenomenological reduction the appearance and that which appears 

stand over against each other, and so in the midst of pure givenness." This is 

something that was not discussed in the actual lectures. In the next paragraph Husserl 

repeats the same point but now refers to it as something new, and as the point is 

already presented in the Gedankengang we read that it is new from the point of view 

of the whole phenomenological approach. 

 

One more piece of evidence on whether reduction really took place on that day can be 

read out from the style of Husserl's writing. There is also an interesting change of tone 
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or style between the actual lectures and the Gedankengang. In the Train of Thought 

the grip of things dealt with is different and also more convincing than in the lectures. 

In the lecture series earlier in the same year Husserl presented the idea of reduction 

for the first time in public. There he already wrote about the nuance that makes all the 

difference in our search for a way to philosophy (HuaXXIV, 211).53 If our hypothesis 

is correct and we are here dealing with a real-life action of thinking as reduction this 

small change of tone in the text could be read as that difference, as that decisive 

nuance. Although it was not Husserl's aim in the actual lectures to stay on the level of 

the natural attitude, it perhaps was only after the problems in the last lectures that he 

managed to achieve the phenomenological attitude. After all, reduction is such a 

difficult accomplishment that even Husserl may not always have succeeded in 

accomplishing it. We might therefore conclude that the actual lectures until the 

Maelstrom (epoché) remain on the level of the natural attitude and the Train of 

Thought overcomes this position by turning into the phenomenological attitude. There 

the same matters are dealt with in a slightly but significantly different manner. 

Furthermore, there is also something added: "after phenomenological reduction the 

appearance and that which appears stand over against each other, and so in the midst 

of pure givenness." This addition is repeated so many times that we could very well 

read it as a new result of a successful reduction.  

 

All in all our second approach to presenting evidence of the presence of reduction on 

2 May 1907 might be more convincing than the first one, but there is still a strong 

element of speculation in it. The third type of evidence will be decisive. 
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Before Husserl introduces the first methodological principle in the Cartesian 

Meditations he writes: "Everything that makes a philosophical beginning possible we 

must first acquire ourselves."54 In a manuscript "Reduktion auf die Primordialität" 

(HuaXV, 526–556; 26 and  28 February 1933). Husserl reflects on reduction from the 

point of view of this type of demand. He asks whether it is possible to understand 

reduction of another person if one has not oneself succeeded in accomplishing 

reduction. To our search for evidence of reduction from the relation between lectures 

on the Idea of Phenomenology and the Train of Thought this means that we will never 

present an objective proof of the case. Each and every reader must finally see the 

evidence him/herself. For some these tensions and problems will appear as a mere 

confusion and disorder. Some might see that it is in this manner that philosophical 

openings take place, that here we have a description of philosophical work in action. 

One should co-invent the ideas alongside with Husserl in order to see the evidence. In 

this essay we have tried to show that this could be done by accomplishing reductions 

alongside Husserl's writings, by following the accomplishment of reduction in the 

text. As we have seen, doing this actually means that our reading should make a break 

with the natural argumentation of the text. In other words, our way of reading should 

itself be subjected to reduction. 

 

 

IX 

 

Decades after his early reading of Husserl Derrida admits that there was some 

violence involved in his reading of Husserl's views on language55 and from the basis 

of our reading we might agree with this verdict. One could however also argue that 
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reduction itself is a violent act. Levinas writes: "The phenomenological reduction is a 

violence which man – a being among other beings – does to himself in order to find 

himself again as pure thought."56 Even the catastrophic occurrence in thought in the 

fifth lecture contains an element of violence. Furthermore, we could agree with the 

view that although Heidegger and Derrida do not use the word 'reduction' of their own 

philosophical work, the acts of destruction and deconstruction in fact strongly 

resemble reduction in the sense presented in this essay.57 Here we will however end 

with a reflection on the positive side of reduction, its results. 

 

We noticed earlier that at the end of the Gedankengang, Husserl repeats the newly 

found two-sidedness of reduced immanence. Almost at the end of the text Husserl 

takes this theme up one more time, now selecting a particular word from a particular 

language: "The meaning of the word 'phenomenon' is twofold because of the essential 

correlation between appearing and that which appears. 'fainoµenon' proper means 

'that which appears,' and yet it is predominantly used for the appearing itself." From 

our point of view it is interesting that Husserl in the end takes a step towards 

language. Another engaging point is Husserl's strong formulation: although the word 

is predominantly used to mean something the text ventures to give it a proper 

meaning. Ultimately this could only be justified by reduction. Could this mean that 

reduction might have something to do with what makes sense in a language? That is 

still a far cry from the reduced version of pure grammar that Derrida called for, but 

perhaps we could find a way out of the solitude of reduction in here. The point where 

we have ended, however, poses one more question. 
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The result of the lectures entitled the Idea of Phenomenology is "the essential 

correlation between appearing and that which appears". The unavoidable question to 

ask is whether this result really is the very idea of phenomenology? If it is, we have 

found the core of the phenomenological enterprise, that something that gives to 

phenomenology its sense. Could this be the case? And if it is, does it only apply to 

that genuine (echten) phenomenology that, according to Husserl, is grounded on 

reduction? (HuaXXIX, 332) Let us end by testing whether this idea might also cover 

phenomenological approaches in the wider sense where reduction is not explicitly 

used. 

 

One of the main points of disagreement over whether phenomenology actually makes 

sense as a philosophical approach is Heidegger's use of words. After Rudolf Carnap's 

famous attack against Heidegger's "What is Metaphysics" the issue has been raised 

constantly. One of the main targets in the attacks has been Heidegger's so-called 

tautologies: 'die Welt weltet', 'die Sprache spricht', 'Das Ding dingt'.  What is argued 

about is whether these kinds of statements make sense. Could our view on the five 

lectures add something to this debate? 

 

Husserl's result states that each kind of appearance is immanently linked58 with the 

particular kind of appearing. In other words such special kinds of appearances as the 

world, language and thing have their own particular ways of appearing. When 

Heidegger attributes a verb to different appearances in order to point out their own 

ways of appearing he actually puts the result of the reduction in the Idea of 

Phenomenology into action.  In this case, however, the justification of reduction takes 

a somewhat different form than at the end of the Gedankengang. Now, what is not 
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proper use is not set aside of the predominant use, but it is instead suggested that there 

is a proper ('eigentlich') use that is normally not used at all, such as 'die Welt weltet'.  

From this point of view we could also take another look at the first methodological 

principle. It could be read as a demand to study each appearance in its proper 

appearing. Husserl's first result in the field of philosophy was that the proper 

appearing for a number is counting. Although to say that the world worlds sounds 

much stranger, we can see in it the same structures as in 'a number counts' or rather 'a 

number is counted'. For phenomenology the corresponding sentence would say 

'phenomenology reduces'. It follows that we should not understand the idea of 

phenomenology as a mere result of reduction; instead, the idea should be understood 

in the Hegelian sense as a combination of knowing and doing59, of reduction and its 

result. That would be to say that the proper sense of phenomenology is to be 

understood as its appearing through reductions – which is the idea of phenomenology. 

Notes 

I would like to thank Janita Hämäläinen and Hannu Sivenius whose thorougness and 

insight during the process of translating The Idea of Phenomenology into Finnish 

1993–5 helped me a lot in learning to read Husserl. 

                                                
1 Hannah Arendt, "Martin Heidegger at Eighty," New York Review of Books, October 

21 1971. 

2 Emmanuel Levinas, "Reflections on Phenomenological 'Technique'," in E. Levinas, 

Discovering Existence with Husserl (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 

91–110. 

3 Ferdinant Fellmann, Phänomenologie als ästhetische Theorie (München: Alber, 

1989), 127. 



 38 

                                                                                                                                       
4 Jacques Derrida, "Introduction," in  E. Husserl: Origin of Geometry (New York: 

Stony Brooks, 1978), 23–153. 

5 Juha Himanka, "Before and after Reduction," The Journal of the British Society for 

Phenomenology 32 (2001), 188–204. 

6 G. W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik I (Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main, 

1986), 149. 

7 In Dorion Cairns’s notes of a conversation (22.8.1931) with Husser we read, "Hegel, 

he said he had never read" (Cairns,  Conversations with Husserl and Fink (The 

Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), 22). In Husserl's private library, however, we find 

some of Hegel’s works, which also contain some markings. 

8 Werner Marx,  Die Phänomenologie Edmund Husserls (W. Fink: München, 1987), 

24–30. 

9  Hua [Husserliana] V, 76; HuaIX, 192; HuaXV, 537; HuaXXVII, 172; HuaXXIX, 

332; HuaDok [Husserliana Dokumente] III(4), 83. 

10 HuaDok III(3),  281; HuaI,  66; HuaIX, 295. 

11 Edmund Husserl,  Ideas pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a 

Phenomenological Philosophy, First Book, General Introduction to a Pure 

Phenomenology, trans. Fred Kersten (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1983),  

54 (HuaIII, 51). 

12 Eugen Fink, "Die Spätphilosophie Husserls in der Freiburger Zeit," in Fink,  Nähe 

und Distanz, Phänomenologische Vorträge und Aufsätze (München: Alber, 1976), 

205–227.  

13 There has been some discussion that Kurt Gödel might have used reduction in his 

work (Hao Wang,  Reflections on Kurt Gödel (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987), 



 39 

                                                                                                                                       
193; Martin Kusch, Language as Calculus vs. Language as Universal Medium 

(Kluwer: Dordrecht, 1989), 80. 

14 Max Müller, "Erinnerung,"  in Hans Sepp, (Hrsg.), Edmund Husserl und die 

phänomenologische Bewegung, Zeugnisse in Text und Bild (Freiburg: Alber, 1988), 

33–39. Cf. also HuaDokIII(3), 263; HuaDokIII(3), 274-5; HuaDokIII(4), 85; 

HuaXXVII, 183; HuaDokIII(4), 44. 

15 Sebastian Luft,  Phänomenologie der Phänomenologie,  Systematik und 

Methodologie der Phänomenologie in der Auseinandersetzung zwischen Husserl und 

Fink (Dordrecht:  Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), 153. 

16 Ibid., 106; HuaDokII(1), 101. 

17 Cairns, Conversations, 15. 

18 Martin Heidegger, "My Way to Phenomenology," in Heidegger, On Time and 

Being, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 75. 

19 Ibid., 78. 

20 Cairns, Conversations. 

21 Emmanuel Levinas, "Reflections on Phenomenological 'Tecnique'," in Levinas, 

Discovering Existence with Husserl, trans. Richard A. Cohen & Michael B. Smith 

(Evenston: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 91–110). 

22 Karl Löwith, Von Hegel bis Nietzsche (Europa Verlag: Zürich, 1941), 5. 

23 According to Husserl he used the word 'reduction' in his working manuscripts for 

the first time in 1905 and publicly in lectures 1907. There is, however, some 

uncertainty about the dating. Cf. Juha Himanka,  "Reduction in concreto," Recherches 

husserliennes, vol 11 (1999), 51–78, note 13. 



 40 

                                                                                                                                       
24 Eugen-Fink-Archive Manuscript B-I 42a according to Ron Bruzina, "The Revision 

of the Bernau Time-Consciousness Manuscripts: Status Questions – Freiburg, 1928–

1930," Alter I (1993), 357–383, note 8. 

25 One, however, has to admit that in his short introduction to the "Origin of 

Geometry" Fink does not mention reduction: Eugen Fink,  "Vorwort" for "Edmund 

Husserl, Die Frage nach dem Ursprung der Geometrie als intentional-historisches 

Problem", in Revue internationale de Philosophie I (1939), 203–206. 

26 Cairns, Conversations, 10. 

27 Jacques Derrida, "Introduction", 27. 

28 Edmund Husserl, The Idea of Phenomenology, trans. Lee Hardy (Kluwer: 

Dordrecht 1999), 42. 

29 Cairns, Conversations, 69. 

30 Phenomenology "does not engage in theory", The Idea of Phenomenology, 43. 

31 Husserl, Ideas, 51. 

32 Edmund Husserl,  "The Origin of Geometry," in Husserl, The Crisis of European 

Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (Evanston: Northwestern University 

Press, 1970), 353–378,  358. 

33 Ibid., 359. 

34 Derrida, "Introduction", 76 (original emphasis). 

35 Ibid., 76, (original emphasis). 

36 "Introduction", 80, (my emphasis). Although Derrida makes a reference to Susan 

Bachelars, A Study of Husserl's Formal and Transcendental Logic (Evanston: 

Nortwestern University Press, 1968) here, his own statement goes well beyond the 

evidence presented there. 

37 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations (The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 1960) 13. 



 41 

                                                                                                                                       
38 Philip J. Miller, Numbers in Presence and Absence, A Study of Husserl's 

Philosophy of Mathematics (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982). 

39 Leov Shestov, "In Memory of a Great Philosopher, Edmund Husserl," 

http://shestov.by.ru/sar/husserl1.html, trans. George L. Kline. Originally Russkiye 

zapiski, 12 (1938). 

40 The Dialogues of Plato, trans. B. Jowett, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), 282.  

41 Ibid., 282. 

42 Martin Heidegger,  Prolegomena zur Geschichte des Zeitbegriffs (Frankfurt am 

Main: Klostermann, 1979), 30 

43 Husserliana I, was the first German edition of Cartesian Meditations, but the 

French translation was already published in 1931.  

44 The Idea of Phenomenology, 16. 

45 Ibid., 51–2. 

46 Ibid., 52, translation modified. Cf. Himanka, "Reduction in concreto." 

47 The Idea of Phenomenology, the first sentence, "Was is nun die Grenze für die 

gegebenheit?" is added according to Himanka, "Reduction in concreto." 

48 The Idea of Phenomenology, 35. 

49 Ludwig Landgrebe, "Husserls Abschied vom Cartesianismus," in Landgrebe, Der 

Weg der Phänomenologie, Das Problem einer ursprünglichen Erfahrung (Gütersloh: 

Gerd Mohn, 1963), 164. Cf. also Karl Mertens, Zwischen Letztbegründung und 

Skepsis (Freiburg: Alber 1996). 

50 Himanka, "Reduction in concreto." 

51Emmanuel Levinas,  "The Work of Edmund Husserl," in Discovering Existence with 

Husserl, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998) 47–87; 81. 

52 Himanka, "Reduction in concreto." 



 42 

                                                                                                                                       
53 Cf. also HuaI, 70-71; HuaV, 147; HuaXVII, 11. 

54 Cartesian Meditations, 13. 

55 Jacques Derrida, "Time of the thesis: punctuations," in Alan Montefiore (ed.), 

Philosophy in France Today (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980)), 34–

50. 

56 Levinas, "The Work of Edmund Husserl", 72.  

57 Renato Cristin, "Reduction und Destruktion bei Heidegger," in Rolf Kühn und 

Michael Staudigl (Hrsg.), Epoché und Reduktion, Formen und Praxis der Reduktio in 

der Phänomenologie (Wurzburg: Kögigshausen & Neumann, 2003), 51–64. 

58 In the language of the Logical Investigations appearance and appearing are 

moments (der Moment) of a whole. 

59 G. W. F. Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik II (Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main 1986), 

469. 


