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Husserl on the Ego and its Eidos 
(Cartesian Meditations, IV) 

A L F R E D O  F E R R A R I N  

THE THEORY OF the  in tent ional i ty  o f  consciousness  is essential fo r  Husser l ' s  
ph i losophy ,  a n d  in pa r t i cu la r  fo r  his m a t u r e  t heo ry  o f  the  ego.  Bu t  it r u n s  in to  
ser ious difficulties w h e n  it has  to a c c o u n t  fo r  consciousness 's  t r anscenden ta l  
cons t i tu t ion  o f  its own  reflective expe r i ence  a n d  its re la t ion to i m m a n e n t  t ime. 
Th i s  intr icate  knot ,  the  inseparabi l i ty  o f  t ime a n d  const i tut ion,  is mos t  visibly 
d isplayed in Husser l ' s  wri t ings f r o m  the  192os u p  to the  no t ion  o f  the e idos 
ego  in the  f o u r t h  Cartesian Meditation. 

I n  this p a p e r  I wan t  to dwell on  the  mos t  problemat ic  aspects  o f  this theory .  
Af t e r  a few p re l imina ry  r e m a r k s  a b o u t  the  intent ional i ty  o f  consciousness  (sec- 
t ion 1), I t ry  to  place the  t heo ry  o f  the  subst ra te  o f  habitualit ies in the  con tex t  o f  
Husser l ' s  evo lu t ion  on  the  issue o f  the  ref lect ion o f  the ego  o n  itself (section ~). I 
briefly follow the  t h reads  o f  Husser l ' s  sh i f t ing  posi t ion f r o m  the  Logical Investi-  

gat/ons and  Ideas I to Ideas II ,  t h e  Cartesian Meditations and  the  Cr/s/s. I indicate  

Husserl's works are quoted with the following abbreviations: 
CM = Cartesiani.~he Meditationen, Husserliana Bd. I, hrsg. v. S. Strasser (Den Haag, 195o); Carte- 

s/an M ~ ,  trans. D. Cairns (Dordrecht, 196o ) 
SW = Husserl, Shorter Works, ed. P. McCormick and F. Elliston (Notre Dame, 198a) 
IZ = Zur Phttnomenologie des inneren Zeilheun~tseim (z 893-z 917), Husserliana Bd. X, hrsg. v. R. 

Boehm (Den Haag, 1966 ) 
Ideen I = ldeen zu einer reinen Ph~nomenologie und ph~nomenologischen Philosophic, Husserliana Bd. 

III, hrsg. v. W. Biemel (Den Haag, t95o); Ideas I, trans. F. Kersten (The Hague, Boston, 
Lancaster, s983) 

ldeen// = ld., Hussefliana Bd. IV, hrsg. v. M. Biemel (Den Haag, 1952); Ideas I1, trans. R. 
Rojcewicz and A. Schuwer (Dordrecht, Boston, London, x 989) 

FTL = Forma/e und transzendenta~ Log/k, Husserliana Bd. XVII, hrsg. v. P. Janssen (Den Haag, 
t974) 

Kr/sh = Kr/s/s der europ~/schen W/ssen~haften, Husserliana Bd. VI, hrsg. v. W. Biemel (Den Haag, 
1954) 

I wish to express my gratitude to Pierre Kerszberg and Alessandra Fussi for their helpful com- 
ments on an earlier draft of the paper, and to Graham Harman for checking the final version of 
my English text. 
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some historical antecedents, in particular Aristotle, of  Husserl's theory of abid- 
ing properties which, as far as I can see, have not been pointed out before. 
Husserl's Entwicklungsgeschichte on the topic of the pure ego has already been 
the object of  important scholarly works, of  which Kern's 1964 Husserl und Kant 
seems to me the best example. But what the secondary literature does not do is 
develop thematically the ambiguities of  Husserl's definitions of  consciousness 
and temporality in a unitary and comprehensive way. While I follow the lead of  
Berger, Broekman, Kern, Marbach,' and others, I find that their work does not 
sufficiently stress the difficulties at the core ofintentionality and reflective time- 
consciousness. Therefore,  although section 2 is a necessary presupposition for 
drawing some critical conclusions in the final two sections, it does not exhaust 
my theme. 

After clarifying the peculiarity of  the notions of essence, intuition, tran- 
scendental and apriori, as well as their irl:educibility to a Kantian meaning, I 
turn to the "de facto transcendental ego" resulting from eidetic variation 
(section 3) in order  to introduce an examination of temporality. The  difficul- 
ties in the twofold requirement, namely, that consciousness be the identical 
subject of  its Erlebnisse and be synthetically unified in time, concern the unity, 
primacy, and mutual relation of  time and consciousness in the constitution of  
our experience. They have been heady pointed out by Ricoeur in his commen- 
tary on the Cartesian Meditations. But what I want to argue in section 4, going 
beyond Ricoeur's text, is that the tension between temporally constituted and 
constitutive consciousness in the ego's reflection on its own retentions and 
protensions does not simply make the question of  time ambiguous, but has 
crucial and problematic bearings on the very definition of consciousness as 
intentionality. 

In this respect, it seems very significant to me that post-Husserlian phe- 
nomenology has dissociated the analysis of  temporality from that of in- 
tentionality. On the one hand, Heidegger (or Ingarden)investigates tem- 
porality as such, i.e., without relating it to the problems of the constitution 
of experience or of  the unity of  the transcendental ego. On the other hand, 
Sartre restates intentionality in terms of positional and nonpositional con- 
sciousness. He renders thematic the transcendence of  the ego as an in- 
escapable consequence of  Husserl's theory of intentionality. But thereby the 
ego is made dispensable in a way that goes far beyond Husserl's original 
intentions. 

~See G. Berger, Le cogito dans la philosophic de Husserl (Paris, 1941), English trans, by K. 
McLaughlin (Evanston, 1972); J. Broekman, Ph~nomenologie und Egologie (Den Haag, 1963); I. 
Kern, Husserl und Kant (Den Haag, 1964); E. Marbach, Das Problem des Ich in der Ph~nomenologie 
Hmser/s (Den Haag, 1974). 
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1. I N T R O D U C T O R Y  REMARKS 

In the mutable and complex evolution of  Husserl's mature thought something 
always remained stable at the core o f  his philosophy: the idea that phenome- 
nology can present itself as a genuine science insofar as it is conceived as the 
study of the intentionality of consciousness. This is not meant as a theory 
which fully renders the mode of  existence of a subject abstracted from a 
reality that it takes for granted in its givenness, but is supposed to question the 
very meaning of  being, which naturalism never makes thematic and tacitly 
accepts as the universal being-there of  the world. The natural attitude presup- 
poses the idea that consciousness is, as part of the world, an object of  investiga- 
tion in the same mundane terms as particular regions of  reality are: its main 
shortcoming is the reification of consciousness, i.e., the disregard for the 
peculiar sense in which we understand its being. Conscious life, on the other 
hand, has to be described as the realm in which alone the being of  reality is 
constituted and has a possible meaning for us. 

Consciousness is always consciousness of  something; in other words, the 
mode of existence of  the subject is its transcending of  itself, its being directed 
outside itself towards what it intends. Nothing of  the object has to be taken into 
consideration but its meaning and validity for consciousness. But consciousness 
on its side has not to be taken as a subjective, psychological substance; rather, it 
has to be reduced to its purity in the phenomenological reduction, i.e., in the 
epoche or suspension of  the natural attitude performed by the phenomenologist 
who radically brackets the existence of  the world in its givenness for him. What 
we are left with is neither the positivity of a world nor the authority of  estab- 
lished sciences or of  any psychical data whatsoever, but only the pure ego for 
which the existence of  the world and any and every determination has meaning 
and validity in general. In experience the object has a direct validity for con- 
sciousness in the form of a flow in which consciousness lives; after the phenome- 
nological reduction and the epoche of  all objectivity, what is being considered is 
only the mode of  consciousness's direction towards the object: the cogito. 

The cogito as consciousness of  something is described in as wide a sense as 
Descartes conceived of  it (Ideen L w167 34-35). Now, Husserl's reading of  Des- 
cartes comes late* in the formation of  his own thought, and his appraisal of  
Descartes's radical doubt, in which the philosopher withdraws into himself and 
is left alone with the "pure ego of  his cogitations" (CM w 1), is at once limited by a 

�9 The appendix to the sixth Log/ca/Investigation, The Idea of Phenomenology, and Ideas I mention 
Descartes, but Ideas H contains exceptionally enthusiastic praise, which might bear witness to a 
study of Descartes's Meditations right after 1913: the pure ego is here nothing other "than what 
Descartes, in his marvelous Meditations, grasped with the insight of genius [als welches Descartes in 
seinem herrlichen Meditationen mit genialem Blick erfasst]" (w u3). 
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decisive criticism: Descartes has not distinguished between psychological and 
pure ego, the ego as substantia cogitans is still a part of  the world (CM w lo), and, 
what is most important, Descartes did not recognize the intentionality of  the 
cogito. What he did recognize was the apodicticity of  the cogito, which for 
Husserl is to be distinguished from the kind of  evidence in" which a given is 
present to us: while a thing is always present to us in its adumbrations, and the 
unity of  its perceptual sides is only a regulative idea in the Kantian sense, or a 
horizon of  potentialities (CM w ~7), the cogito "schattet sich nicht ab," it is a 
"universal apodicticaUy experienceable structure of  the ego" (CM w 1 ~).3 

Although Husserl never grew fired of  repeating that intentionality is the 
structure of  consciousness, hence that, in the words of  the Cartesian Medita- 
tions, "ego cogito cogitatum," his interest in intentional analysis was mostly 
directed to the attempt at clarifying the meaning of  the last two terms of  this 
three-term relation;4 his theory of  the mode of  the relationship between the I 
as the subject of  experience and its cogitata was neither stable in the course of  
his evolution nor easy to detect at a single glance in his major works. Husserl 
seems to have been particularly sensitive on this point to numerous excita- 
tions, coming from a more careful study of  previous philosophers, especially 
Kant, Leibniz, and Fichte, and from objections raised by spokesmen of  the 
neo-Kantian philosophy, in particular Natorp. Kern's study,5 which I will 
follow in the next brief exposition of  the main stages of  Husserl's conception 
of  the ego, shows that we can speak of  at least five different positions in 
Husserl's thought. 6 In the following section I will give an overview of the 
evolution of  Husserl's position on this issue, in order to prepare us for a closer 
examination of  the eidos ego (section 3). 

2.  T H E  E V O L U T I O N  OF THE C O N C E P T  OF T H E  PURE EGO 

In the Logische Untersuchungen no pure ego is postulated as yet; only the 
empirical ego and its relations to its own experience are considered.7 

3See Berger, Le cogito, 54; E. Levinas, La t/ufor~ de l'intuition clans l a p ~ l o g i e  de Husserl 
(Paris, 193o ), 27-28, English trans, by A. Orianne (Evanston, t973); P. Ricoeur, Husserl: An 
Analysis of His Phenomenolog 3 (Evanston, 1967), 178. 

4 See Kern, Husserl und Kant, 286. 
5Hnsserl und Kant, esp. 286ff. See also J. Kockelmans, "Husserl and Kant on the Pure Ego," 

in F. Elliston and P. McCormick, eds., Hussed: Expositions and Appraisals (Notre Dame, 1977), 
269-85. 

6 For a mention of the 'history' of  the ego in Husserl, see the sketchy notice in Levinas, La 
th~0r/e de/'/ntu/t/on, 5o-5 t, and J.-P. Sartre, La transcendence de l'ego (Paris, 1936), 20 and 26. See 
also Ricoeur, Husserl, 5 ~ and 55; D. Souche-Dagues, Le Dg, veloppement de l'intentionali~ darts la 
P/~wm~/0g/e  Hnsser//enne (La Haye, 1972), 216ft.; and Marbach, Das Problem des Ich, 246ff. 

K. Cramer's study, "Erlebnis. Thesen zu Hegels Theorie des Selbstbewusstseins mit Riick- 
sicht auf die Aporien eines Grundbegriffs nachhegelscher Philosophie," in Hegel-Studien, Beiheft 
l ~ (Bonn, 1974): 537-6o 3. 
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In two footnotes added to the second edition of the Logische Untersuchungen 

Husserl advances the idea, probably inspired by a reading of Natorp's works, 
that the pure ego belongs necessarily to every actual experience, but is in itself 
empty and indescribable. This view, which is later integrated into Ideas I as an 
expression and result of  the renewed critique of  psychologism, is displayed in 
Part lI of  the book, where we read that the pure ego is irreducible to any 
Erlebnis: "its 'regard' is directed 'through' each actional cogito to the objective 
something. This ray of  regard changes from one cogito to the n e x t . . ,  the 
ego, however, is something identical." It is something necessary and "cannot in 
any sense be a really inherent part or moment of the mental processes themselves" 
(w 57)- As an appropriate comment thereon, in the same paragraph Husserl 
recalls the Kantian phrase: "The '/think' must be capable of accompanying all my 
presentat/ons." Further on, in the third part, Husserl writes in the same Kantian 
spirit that the pure ego is "not something taken for/tse0 c and which can be 
made into an object proper of  an investigation. . ,  it is indescribable in and for 
itself; it is pure ego and nothing more" (w 8o). 

The third conception is represented by a more elaborate analysis con- 
tained in Ideas II, where Husserl holds that the pure ego can be made into an 
object; the pure ego, still no real moment  of the cogito (w 23), is now distin- 
guished from its acts through abstraction or reflection (w 2~): it is their term/- 
nus a quo, the "Ego-point, from which they irradiate [ausstrahlen]" (w ~5). In 
reflection it is the object of  itself in a new superior cogito: "The pure Ego can 
be posited as an object by the pure Ego which is identically one with it [Das 
reine Ich ist durch das reine Ich, das identisch selbe, gegenst~ndlich setzbar]" 
(w ~3)- The pure ego can be originarily grasped in an inner perception (Selbst- 
unahrnehmung), as the essence of memory qua "recollection of  the Self [Selbsterin- 
nerung]" implies: the reflection of the pure ego has a preceding cogito as its 
object, which can be brought to evidence in a recollection. From this passage it 
is clear that the pure ego is nothing comparable to Kant's transcendental 
apperception as the universal form of  representation in general. I will have to 
return to this later on. For now suffice it to say that the pure, unalterable 
(unwandelbares) ego, although distinguished from the concrete ego of  a living 
person (w ~4), is to be grasped in the sphere of  phenomenological inner time 
(w ~8); it is not a pure apriori function of synthesis inaccessible in itself to 
intuition. What reflection grasps here is "the identical, which at one time is 
given objectively, at another time not" (w 23); the pure ego is the identity of  
immanent time, in which consciousness constitutes itself. Pure and empirical 
ego belong to the same ego, which is divided into an originary "unreflected 
cogito" and a "reflected cogito, hence an essentially transformed, intentional 
Object or medium of  a new act, by means of which the accomplishing Ego 
grasps the accomplishing of  the earlier act [ein reflektiertes, also wesendich 
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gewandeltes, intentionales Objekt oder Medium eines neuen Aktes, dutch das 
hindurch das vollziehende Ich das vollziehen des alten Aktes erfaBt]" (ibid.). 
The essence of  consciousness is then determined as the unity of  a flow in 
which the pure ego sheds its light on its single acts. I f  the concrete ego is 
constituted as the self-objectification of the. pure ego, the pure ego is given in 
the unity of immanent time, as a substrate of  habitualities (w ~9). 

This concept, which will become pivotal in the C a r t e s i a n M e ~ ,  seems to 
me to stem from the Aristotelian notion of hex/s, s In Aristotle the knowing 
subject is conceived as the continuity of  a nature, as the permanence of  a 
potency which makes possible the formation of habits and customs, and the 
very notion of  cumulative experience. The subject is conceived as a disposition 
that preserves in memory the images left over from sensation;9 we, the active 
substrates of  our  own experience, shape our nature and acquire our knowledge 
via repeated actualizations, and become thus the latent possession of the world 
in the form of  our habituaiities. The idealization of  externality in Aristode is 
grounded on what he calls mneme, a lingering state or disposition qua awareness 
of time past. I f  the unitary collection of sensations pertaining to the same thing 
forms our potency, memory is the sedimentation of our past experience, so that 
we are our  own formed hex/s. Thus for Aristotle man is, so to speak, his second 
nature; similarly, in Ideas II, once the ego has taken a position with respect to 
something, this remains as an "abiding property [bleibendeEigenheit]" of the ego, 
as an established possession always potentiMly amenable to actual evidence. 

This notion is closely connected with the next line of  thought that Husserl 
developed after composing Ideas II, and which constitutes a mediation be- 
tween that text and the Cartesian Meditations: the idea that the ego-pole is the 
only sense in which the pure ego is to be taken is now rejected. The ego is 
found to constitute its identity in and via its habitualities, in a quasi-Spinozistic 
Selbsterhaltung. As a manuscript from the mid-twenties says, "I-pole [Ichpol] is 
not I. I am in my habitual convictions. I maintain my one and self-identical I 
[mein eines und selbes Ich]. T M  Now the ego is constituted as unitary through its 
own constitution of  the world: in other words, the conviction of  the perma- 
nence of  the world is necessary for the unity of  conscious life, insofar as it 
forms the horizon of all individual habitualities and attitudes towards the 
world. T M  This will recur in the Cartesian Meditations, where the ego is no pole 

s See Husserl's manuscript, quoted in Marbach, l)as Problem des Ich, 3o7n. 
9 In this context I am thinking of passages such as De an. ~.5.412b~- 15, De mere. et rera. 45o226--- 

32 and 45 t a 12, Metaph. l .1.98ob25-29, An. Post. 2.19. I give a more detailed analysis of the role of 
hex/s in Aristotle's psyche in my Hegel interprete di Aristotele (Pisa, 199o), 11 l - ]  3 and 117-24. 

~o Quoted in Kern, Hu.uerl undKant, 289 (A VI 3 o, p. 54b). 
H Cf. Kern, Husserl und Kant, ~92, who stresses the relevance of  Husserrs reading of  Fichte 

between 1915 and 1918 and in Husserl's Erste Ph//osoph~. 
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of identity, but a substrate of  habitualities (3 39). The Fourth Meditation 
provides us with the new conception of  the pure ego, which lives in the 
processes of  consciousness as the active and affected subject of  experience. If  
objects exist for me as objects of  possible consciousness, the ego is a system of 
intentionalities which exist partly as actual in the ego's conscious life, partly "as 
fixed potentialities, which, thanks to predelineating horizons, are available for 
uncovering" (w 3o). Thus the ego constantly constitutes itself as existing in 
time: "with every act emanating from him and having a new objective sense, he 
acquires a new abiding property." If in an act of  judgment  I decide that such and 
such is the case, although the act passes, "I am the ego who is thus and so decided, q 
am of  this conviction'" (3 39): the position of  an object is a synthesis that 
produces a second correlative synthesis, namely, a habituality of  my ego 
thanks to which the object becomes mine and forms the permanent horizon of  
my world. 

What constitutes the change from the Fourth Meditation to the Kr/s/s is the 
result of  a road Husscrl had taken after the Pariser Voltage, the lectures of  
which the Cartesian Meditatio~ are the reelaboration. The problem of solip- 
sism and intersubjectivity is virtually absent in the Pariser Vortr~ge, but consti- 
tutes the heart of  the Fifth Meditation, which alone is as long as the four 
Meditations which come before it. Here  we note the origin of  a contrast with 
the previous orientation, expressed by the fact that now the "intrinsically first 
being, the being that precedes and bears every worldly objectivity, is transcen- 
dental intersubjectivity" (3 64). Here as before, the other is only as "mirrored 
in my own ego" (3 44) and is constituted as such by me-- the  windowless 
monad- -so  that we can say that my ego is and remains the only ego, TM while 
the others are egos only "through equivocation" (K~/s, w 54 b, 188). Nonethe- 
less, the shift in Husserl's terminology, and in the interests which occupied the 
last years of  his research, is quite remarkable. 

3" EIDOS EGO" ESSENCE,  TIME,  AND A P R I O R I  

I will not concern myself here with the problems these different stages present; 
I will rather focus on the pure ego of  the fourth Cartesian Meditation. Now, what 
has meanwhile emerged with clarity is that here, far from being pure in Kant's 
sense, Husserl's pure ego is personal; it is not there from the beginning, but 
rather constitutes itself in a process. This doctrine has to perform a double task, 
it has to account for both the identity of  the pure ego as pole of  its acts, and for 
its concrete status as the permanence of  habitualities, the monad. This cannot 
be understood if we do not concentrate on the consciousness of  immanent time. 
For Husserl an Erlebnis is never present to consciousness as definitive, as a 

1, For the ego the others are constituted phenomena produced within it (see w 2 l, n.). 
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finished datum. The  object meant is always more than what is explicitly seen in 
it; in other words, it is always a horizon of  changing perspectives. This pre- 
scribes the necessity of  a new method (CM w 20) to the phenomenologist, who, 
with regard to the temporal mode of givenness of  the thing, explores "the 
modifications of  its being still intended while it sinks retentionally into the past 
and, with respect to the ego, the modes of his specifically own still-having and 
holding, the modes of attention, and so forth" (ibid.). This requires a distinction 
between the objective temporality and the immanent temporality of the thing's 
appearing to consciousness; in inner time, in retention and protention, this 
appearing "flows away with its temporal extents and phases" and it is this 
"connectedness that makes the unity of one consdoumess, in which the unity of an 
intentional objectivity, as 'the same' objectivity belonging to multiple modes of  
appearance, becomes constituted" (w 18). Synthesis does not originally belong 
to consciousness qua consciousness, let alone to the object; rather, consciousness 
finds its unity in the form of the "all-embracing consciousness of  inner time" 
(ibid.). In other words, conscious life is unified synthetically in time, and this is 
to be presupposed as its unity; Erlebnisse are understood as prominences in a 
total consciousness only within this flow, immanent time.'S If  synthesis is origi- 
nated by consciousness of  inner time, we can now understand what Husserl 
means when he writes that "the ego constitutes himself for himself in, so to 
speak, the unity of  a 'history'" (w 37); this is possible because t/me implies an 
"apriori universal structure, in conformity to universal eidetic laws of  coexis- 
tence and succession in egological time" (w 36). This means that the flow is ruled 
by a universe of  compossibilities of passive and active genesis;'4 but passive 
genesis, as original constitution and foundation of  our familiarity with the 
world, is primarily the lawful intentionality, the association that determines the 
sedimentation and the meaning of  the world for us. 

In the Cartesian Meditations, Husserl differentiates for the first time be- 
tween pure and transcendental ego. If in Ideo.s I (w 57) Kant's transcendental 
Ich denke was called pure ego, here Husserl, in order to introduce his new 
project of  a phenomenological psychology?5 distinguishes between the pure 
ego as the object of  the new psychology, and the transcendental ego which 
results from the phenomenological reduction. But what is now more impor- 
tant is the parallel introduction of a new concept, the eidos ego, and the 

,s See P h i l ~ u ~  ah strenge W~emchaft (traps. in SW, 18o), and IZ, 74-75 (trans. in SW, 286: 
"the temporally constitutive flux as absolute subjectivity"). 

'~ Here Husserl refers to Humean laws of association: "in a unitary possible ego not all singly 
possible types are compossible, and not all compossible ones are compossible in just any order" 
(CM w 36). 

~sSee J. Kockelmans, Edmund Husserrs Pheno, aenolog~ Psychology (Pittsburgh, 1967) and 
"Husserl and Kant on the Pure Ego," 279- 



H U S S E R L  ON T H E  EGO 653 

distinction of  phenomenological reduction and eidetic intuition having the 
ego as its object (CM w 34). 

One must admit that to Kantian ears all this sounds like an aberration, or, 
to borrow Ricoeur's expression, a "monster. '''6 'Transcendental' cannot be 
taken as personal in Kant, it only designates the foundadon of the possibility 
of our  universal apriori way of  knowing; therefore it is independent of experi- 
ence and time, although it is itself the condition of  possibility of our experi- 
ence and of  the application of our categories to appearances in time. Of 
course the meaning of 'transcendental' in Husserl is different; it designates 
the cogito remaining after the reduction. But even terms like 'apriori', 'eidos', 
'essence', and 'intuition' have a radically peculiar meaning in Husserl. To 
explain this in closer detail, it would be necessary to turn to an analysis of  Ideas 
/, w167 1-~6. Here, suffice it to say that 'apriori' in Husserl does not mean 
independent of  experience, but rather necessarily pertaining to pure subjectiv- 
ity and intentionality, independently of  psychological considerations;~7 'mate- 
rial apriori', for Kant a contradictio in adiecto, is for Husserl precisely the eidos 
as invariant form. 'Essence', far from being endowed with any normative 
character, is descriptive. 

Here again Husserl sounds more Aristotelian than Kantian: the eidos is 
different from both subjective representations (Ideas L w ~ )  and individuals. 
The individual is not essence, but "it has an essence, which can be said of it 
with evident validity"p s apart from its essence "the singular is eternally the 
apeiron."~9 The individual is "contingent" (Ideas L w ~), but it is not simply a 
"this here [d/es da]"; rather we can say "that it belongs to the sense of anything 
contingent to have an essence and therefore an Eidos which can be apprehended purely" 
(ibid.). The individual serves as an example of  its essence in an intuition; the 
empirical intuition can overcome its particularity by bringing to evidence or to 
Gegebenheit an individual object, and by grasping the object in its essence, "in 
its 'personar [leibhaftigen] selfhood" (w 3) through what Husserl calls ideation or 
eidetic variation. Thus the intuition is "an originarily presentive intuition [e/ne 
or/g/n~r gebende Anschauung]" (ibid.). Ideation is "the free possibility of direct- 
ing one's regard to the corresponding essence exemplified in what is individu- 

16 Ricoeur, Husserl, 18o. On Kant and Husserl see also single chapters in the books of Ricoeur, 
Marbach, Broekman, and A. Gurwitsch, Studies in Phenomenology and Psychology (Evanston, 1966); 
also Kockelmans, "Husserl and Kant on the Pure Ego," G. Funke, "Introduzione," and M. Barale, 
"Posffazione," in Husserl, Kant e l'idea dellafilosofia transcendentale (Milan: 1990 ). ~ especially 
Kern. 

17 See Kern, Humeri und Kant, 56, and T. Pentzopoulou Valalas, "R~flexions sur le fondement 
du rapport entre l'apriori et I'eidos darts la phtnom~nologie de Husscrl," Kant-Stmtien 65:136 
and 142: "L'apriori husserlien n'irnplique pas I'antith~se de la raison et de l'exp~rience." 

Is philosophie als ~renge Wis.~n~haft, in SW, 183. 
19 Ibid. 
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ally sighted"t~ in o the r  words,  essential intuition is the vision o f  the material 
apriori  o f a  Gegebenheit at which we arrive by imagining all the possible variants 
in which a thing can be present  to us. In this manner  we have a direct  grasp o f  
its t rue  essence, which o f  course can then be expressed more  or  less precisely 
depend ing  on ou r  representa t ion  in signs and symbols o f  an original vision. 
T h e  consequence o f  this is that,  on  the one  hand, the prepredicat ive  evidence 
is the source and the touchs tone  o f  all o u r  intentionality, o f  the consti tution o f  
ou r  world in representa t ion;  '~ on  the o ther  hand,  phenomeno logy  character-  
izes itself as an eidetic science, namely as a science o f  essences and not  o f  
matters  o f  fact, unlike psychology (Ideas I, Introduction).  

In  the Cartesian Meditations, as ment ioned earlier, even the ego has an 
eidos. This  is not  so s t range if  we consider  that 'eidos' he re  means exactly the 
kind o f  material  apriori ,  the  essence o f  something in the sense just  explained.  
But doesn ' t  this a m o u n t  to a natural izat ion o f  consciousness, to its objectifica- 
tion, hence to that fo r  which Husserl  has always reproached  psychology and 
related m u n d a n e  disciplines? T h e  answer could be negative to the extent  that 
consciousness is not  t rea ted  as a fixed da tum with d i f fe ren t  Abschattungen, but  
as the purely subjective process o f  constituting itself and  the world. T h e  
eidetic variation is descr ibed in the Ca~_~ian Meditations, in w 34, as the f ree  
variation o f  a percept ion  o f  something such that, since a fact can be thought  o f  
as exempl i fy ing a p u r e  possibility and the fact in question is here  the "de facto 
t ranscendental  ego," we abstain f rom the acceptance o f  the being o f  the ego 
and "change the fact o f  this percept ion  into a pure  possibility . . . .  We, so to 
speak, shift the  actual percept ion  into the realm of  nonactualities, the realm o f  
the as-if, which supplies us wifl3 pu re  possibilities, p u r e  o f  everything that 
restricts to this fact o r  to any fact w h a t e v e r . . ,  we keep the a fo rement ioned  
poss ib i l i t ies . . ,  jus t  as a completely f ree  imagibleness o f  phantasy." 

In the eidetic variation o f  a percept ion we imagine ourselves "into a per-  
ceiving, with no relation to the rest o f  o u r  de facto life. Percept ion . . . .  thus 
r emoved  f rom all factuainess, has become the pure  'e/dos' percept ion."  I f  every 
individual type can be abstracted f rom its milieu and elevated into its pu re  
eidos, then in the eidetic variation p e r f o r m e d  on ourselves as factual egos we 

�9 ~ Ibid.: "die freie Mtglichkeit der Blickwendung auf �9 'entsprechendes' Individuelle und 
der Bildung eines exemplarischen Bewusstseins." 

�9 ~ See Ideen I, w 19: "lm~ned/a~ t~eing (hoe/n), not merely sensuous, experiential seeing, but 
seeing in the universal sense as an originally presen~ve ~ of any kind whatsoever, is the ultimate 
legw167 source of all rational assertions." For the analogous relation between eidos and 
singularity in Aristotle, see for example Metaph. 7.15.to39b27-xo4oa8. For the prepredicative 
noesis as infallible intuitive grasp of its object that lays down the first principles of our knowledge, 
and for the origin of falsehood in judgment, see for example De an. 3.6. Husserl also employs 
what could be regarded as a transformed version of the Aristotelian doctrine of the/d/a pathe (De 
an. 3 .a-2)  in SW, 1 8 a - 8 ,  and inldeasL w 5. 
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reach an eidos ego as a purely  apriori  type which comprises "all purely possible 
variants o f  my de facto ego and this ego itself qua possibility." 

4" AN A P O R E T I C  R E S U L T  

All this a m o u n ~  to saying that the essence of  the ego is now phenomenologi-  
cally describable as the unitary consciousness o f  all possible forms of Erletmisse 
in time: time and ego are so intertwined that any a t tempt  to grasp their  
essence which assumes them as separate entities is d o o med  to failure. We are 
thus led back to  what I briefly ment ioned  above, namely, that consciousness o f  
inner  time is the g round  o f  its unity. But  it seems to me that there  is a tension 
in this conception which Husserl  cannot  solve, i.e., the fact that consciousness 
must  both be the originary consciousness o f  inner  dme and be consti tuted or  
synthetically unified in time: synthesis and the object of synthesis, activity and form. 
T o  put  it differently,  the difficulty is the double r equ i rement  that the ego be 
the identical subject o f  its Erlebnisse, and that it be the object o f  its concrete  
self-constitution in a history. I f  it has to constitute itself, it has in fact to be the 
subject o f  its self-objectification--in which case it has to presuppose  itself for  
its constitution o f  itself. This  seems to have been Husserl 's view, and on this 
part icular  point no shift is to be acknowledged f rom the ego o f  Ideas H to that 
o f  the Cartesian Meditations. But there  seems to be a distinction between an 
originarily unitary consciousness o f  inner  time and a consti tuted conscious- 
ness o f  inner  time; if the fo rmer  is the possibility o f  the latter insofar  as 
constitution o f  time is its Leistung, then when we reach the eidos ego we do  not  
reach the constitutive consciousness, but  ra ther  the constituted one, the unfin- 
ished flow of  being modified in time. 

This  difficulty has been clearly recognized by Ricoeur, who finds in this 
view the copresence o f  two conflicting elements: on the one  hand "the con- 
sciousness o f  time is the fo rm of  universal synthesis which renders  all con- 
scious synthesis possible," on the o ther  "I grasp time within time."*" T ime  has 
to be both an unlimited open  hor izon and the totality o f  a form. What  then  
remains problematic is: "how can one  pass on f rom this or that subjective 
process, which flows according to the universal form o f  subjective life, to the 
total consciousness?"23 Or,  to state it differently:  how can the flow of time that 
generates the unitar 3 form of my conscious life be at the same time something my 
consciousness performs? And how can I know, and even speak of, a unity or  a 
totality if  what I have is only the o rd e r ed  series o f  a succession? 

It seems to me then that  ei ther  we have to unders tand  by eidos ego the 

"See Ricoeur, Husserl, 97. 
,s Ibid.; see also 109-1 I. Ricoeur, however, does not dwell on any of the conclusions I draw in 

the final part of this paper. 
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invariant form, as in Ideas/, the material apriori of  the life of  consciousness, 
and then no account of  the originating constitution of  time is possible, since 
we only intuit the particular horizon of a temporal consciousness as a whole, 
thereby abstracting from the mode of  its factual givenness. Or else eidos is 
here something still different, without Husserl warning us or elucidating the 
new meaning. I f  so, however, the immediate consequence is that on the one 
hand there can be an eidos of  a form which is not finite or stable--and here 
Husserl certainly cannot be Aristotelian any more. In fact, the phenomenol- 
ogy of  the habitualities of  the ego is a dynamic intentionality as opposed to the 
static one illustrated by Husserl's works before the Cartesian MeditaZiom. But 
on the other hand this cannot be an account of  the identical ego because there 
is always something that the ego presupposes, be it time, or  the ego itself as a 
superior reflection. 

It might be objected that Husserl was well aware of  the difficulty. In the 
first chapters of  Zur Ph~nmnenologie des inneren Zeitbearasstseim he had criticized 
Brentano for assuming that time-consciousness occurs, as it were, outside 
time. In order to show that a present retention has itself a temporal dimension 
and is part of  the flow, Husserl distinguishes two different kinds of  inten- 
tionality, a Querintentionalittit which retains objects and their succession, and a 
longitudinal intentionality (/.,/ings/ntent/ona//t~t) thematizing the retentions 
themselves as a consciousness of  their unitary succession and duration. 24 This 
second intentionality, however, as the ego's reflection on its own retentions 
and Erlebnisse, is problematic and has a very ambiguous status. I want to argue 
that there are two opposite possibilities for interpreting it, both with undesir- 
able consequences for Husserl's project. 

In the first case, if longitudinal intentionality were a modification of  the 
original "transversal" retention occurring in time, we would never be able to 
pin down a retention in its identity. An Erlelmis would itself be differentiated 
and newly constituted by a higher-order intentionality whenever we make it 
present to us: the world of  phenomenological consciousness would be an 
absolute multiplicity. When Husserl, in Ideas II, collapses the distinction be- 
tween an abstract I endowed with a merely logical function and the experience 
of  the living ego, he actually cannot escape a similar kind of  infinite regress: if 
in reflection the ego can be object of  itself in a new superior cogito, the theory 
postulates a hierarchy of  different levels which represents a gerwratio aequivoca, 
a self-origination whereby we cannot say what grounds what, or why. Husserl, 
to be sure, had good reasons to abandon the previous model of  the division of  
the ego into a logical function and a flow of  Erletmisse. That is why he now 

�9 4 See IZ, w and T. Seebohm, Die Bedingungen der M6glichkeit der Transzendental-Philosophie 
(Bonn, 196~,), 1o8-1~, 1~3-3o. 
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regards the ego as a process of  self-constitution in time which purports to 
avoid precisely the neo-Kantian scission between empirical and transcendental 
ego.'s But he does not seem to realize that the reflection of  the ego that is both 
subject and object of  itself involves the difficulty that in the pure ego's reflec- 
tion on the mundane ego a third ego has to account for the pure ego itself, 
explaining what it actually performs, and so on. It would seem then that 
reflection and longitudinal intentionality should not be taken as intentional at 
all, which would apparently conflict with the axiom of phenomenology and 
with Husserl's very phrase. 

The second possibility is to take Husserl's characterization of  longitudinal 
intentionality as the "qua.~/-temporal disposition of  the phases of  the flux '''6 to 
mean that reflection occurs as a nunc stan~. In a way reflection on intentional 
acts would then fall outside phenomenological time. But not only would this 
make the criticism of Brentano senseless; it also leaves us with no clue as to 
how reflection originates, and as to how it is possible. Consciousness would be 
divided from the outset into that which is amenable to temporality and inten- 
tionality, and into a reflection which is not. But the relation between the two 
remains unexplained, and, what is worse, incompatible with Husserl's original 
intentions. What I want to emphasize is that this seems to me puzzling in at 
least one crucial respect. I think Husserl would agree that synthesis is not 
something given but  an activity. If  this is the case, however, synthesis requires 
something more than time-consciousness itself: a subject of  the activity for 
which Erletmisse have meaning. The subject in question cannot be simply time- 
consciousness, because consciousness of  the succession presupposes the persis- 
tence of  the subject in time and requires the possibility for an identical ego to 
recognize and describe something as belonging to its past, to the temporal 
order  of  its consciousness. Husserl's claim that longitudinal and transversal 
intentionality, i.e., the reflection of  a subject and the retentions it focuses on, 
belong to the unity of  the same flow of Erlebnisse, cannot be grounded or 
accounted for phenomenologically. A reflection implies an ego that performs 
it; another way to spell out this point is to say that a synthesis requires the 
unity and identity of  a self-consciousness which cannot be analyzed in terms of  
intentionality. Husserl seems to model the ego's relation to itself (assuming for 
the moment that it makes sense to speak of a relation here) on a paradigm of 
its relation to an objective content. But these two relations are distinct, irreduc- 
ible, and equally originary principles, and Husserl's theory falls because he 

�9 s See Husseri's manuscript (KII I  l, pp. ~5-96), quoted in G. Brand, Welt, lch und Zeit (Den 
Haag, 1969) , 44-45; see also Souche-Dagues, Le D~velopponent de l'intentionnal~, 93~ff., for his 
dear  awareness of  this side of the problem. 

�9 6 IZ, 83: "quas/-zeitlichc Einordnung der Phasen der Flusses'; SW, ~88. 
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c a n n o t - - a n d  for that  matter  does not even care tomder ive  the identity o f  the 
subject, which is necessary for his notion of  the unity of  temporal flow, f rom 
the transcendence of  consciousness. 

To  be sure, intentionality can very well aim at states o f  consciousness. But  
consciousness has no form or  content  by itself, its intention is erfiillt (fulfilled 
and defined) by the object it thematizes. Thus  we can use neither a transcen- 
dent  language nor  an intentional model o f  consciousness as consciousness o f  
an objective content  if we want to speak of  the ego and of  its constitutive 
synthesis o f  the temporal  flux as o f  its unity. Stated more sharply: if  an Erlebnis 
can be retained as the object o f  another  Erlebnis in the presentive reflection o f  
time-consciousness, no consciousness o f  the belonging of  both to the same ego 
can arise. For  this egological consciousness o f  the synthesis in time cannot be 
described in terms o f  an eidos (as the pure  invariance o f  a de facto ego) or  o f  
an Erlebnis (as a lived experience of  a content  within time) in the first place. As 
Hume knew, the ego cannot be the object o f  a sensation. 

One consequence to draw from all this is to insist, once again, that the eidos 
ego cannot  represent  any knowledge of  the constitutive consciousness; at the 
most it can be a description o f  its possible modifications. Thus,  the very at- 
tempt  at linking ego, constitution, and temporality in a monadological theory 
is more paradoxical than Husserl saw: there is an apparent  conflict between 
pure phenomenological  description and a theory o f  constitution and synthe- 
sis. But it might  also be argued that, strictly speaking, as intentionality and  
intuition are Erfiillung, consciousness o f  something does not even require an 
ego. An Erlelmis does not  need the intervention of  the ego, for it is hetero- 
directed and inserts itself as a moment  in the flow of  a constituted conscious- 
ness. As Sartre puts it, "consciousness is exhausted in the positing of  the 
world," "the phenomenological  conception of  consciousness renders the unify- 
ing and individualizing role o f  the I completely useless."'7 

It is well-known that  the most challenging and rigorous trait of  phenome-  
nology, at the same time a sign of  its formidable ambitions, is its suspension of  
any metaphysical commitment  about the ultimate essence of  the appearances 
it purports  to describe. In this respect I think Sartre saw correctly that phe- 
nomenology could be undermined  by a fatal flaw if it agreed to admit  any 
entity independent  of, and prior to, the phenomenological description o f  
experience, even if  that entity were nothing but the identity of  consciousness. 

�9 ~ Sartre, La tranJcendence de l'ego, 2 3 ("La conscience s'tpuise dans la position du monde.':"La 
conception phenom~nologique de la conscience rend le rtle unifiant et individualisant du Je 
totalement inutile'). And, in fact, Sartre writes: "Husserl, who studied this subjective unification 
of consciousness in the Phenomendogy of lnterna/ T / m e - C ~ ,  never had recourse to a 
synthetic power of the I" (a~). Sartre's position has been endorsed also by Gurwitsch, Stud/es/n 
ehenomeao~bg~, ~89ff. 
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Sar t re  is r ight  when  he says that intent ional  consciousness needs  no I, because 
positional consciousness o f  a given and  nonthet ic  consciousness o f  itself are  
s imul taneous  and  do  not  entail reflection. I f  all acts o f  the preref lexive con- 
sciousness a re  au tonomous ,  the ego does  not exist in or  behind  them,  for  it can 
only t ranscend the intentionality o f  consciousness. Having  said that, however ,  
I need  to add  that, unlike Sartre,  I f ind it difficult to see how reflection can let 
an  ego shine t h r o u g h  an intentional consciousness at all. If, ~ la Lichtenberg,  
the conten t  o f  the cogito is n o t "  ' I  have  consciousness of  this chair ' ,  bu t  ' there  
is consciousness o f  this chair ' ,  ' ' ' s  it seems to me  that  Sartre 's  e f for t  to think o f  
the ego  as an  object o f  reflection ("corr61atif no~mat ique d 'une  intent ion 
r~flexive"'9) over  and  above the unref lec ted  consciousness is someth ing  en- 
tirely dispensable  for  the analysis o f  the intentional,  t ranscendent  conscious- 
ness. Th is  is not  the place to engage  in a discussion o f  the plausibility and  
difficulties o f  the Sar t rean  t ranscenden t  ego. Let  me jus t  say that  the p rob lem 
I find insoluble in Sartre  is that  no account  o f  an ego's  self-ascription o f  
Erlebnisse or  menta l  states is possible on the basis o f  his account:  the ego, 
s unde r ed  f r o m  conscious positional acts, is no t  only dispensable,  bu t  also 
i r re t r ievable  for  the theory.  

T o  conc lude  with a summar iz ing  r emark :  the pure  ego can be obta ined by 
abstract ion,  Husser l  wrote  in I d e a s / / .  But  saying that  it can posit itself as 
identical a p p e a r s  to be a s imple desideratum of  the theory.  I t  does not  he lp  
explain the  na tu re  o f  the ego and  canno t  be a theory about  the reflection o f  
the ego  on  itself; still less does the variat ion result ing in the eidos ego entail a 
self-knowledge.  But,  in Husserl 's  own terms,  an intuition or  ideation o f  an 
eidos that  is not  a knowledge  is nothing.3o 

Scuola Normale Superiore, Pisa 
Pennsylvania State University 

,8 Sartre, La transcendence de rego, 37: "le contenu.., n'est pas ~/'a/conscience de cette chaise', 
mais '//y a conscience de cette chaise'." 

,9 Ibid., 43. 
so Obviously my criticisms are not intended as a polemical attack on Husserl's philosophy, but 

mean to emphasize the difficulties at the core of any theory of the ego sharing his assumptions. I 
have in mind, in other words, a quatst/0jur/s: this is also why my points are radically different from 
Max Scheler's criticism (Die ldole der Selbsterkenntnis in Gesaramelte Werke III: 41-43, and H. Spie- 
gelberg, The Phenomenological Movement: A Historical Introduction [The Hague, t969], x: 245ff. ), 
which questions the transparency of inner perception and its being subject to illusion and error-- 
i.e., its evidence, not the possibility in principle of a theory of the ego and its eidos. 


