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Introduction

A reflective regard to the tradition of Western thought reveals the presence of crises. A crisis, (κρίσις) in the Greek sense of the word, points to conditions calling for a decision. The call may come from the instability of the situation, an instability caused by competing demands or ambiguous evidence. It can also arise from discoveries that destabilize the existing boundaries of thought without indicating a way forward. Regardless of its origin, the call is for a decision regarding the direction of inquiry. This was the case in physics when Michelson and Morley showed that the speed of light on earth was unaffected by the earth’s velocity. It was also the situation when Galileo demonstrated that the acceleration of a falling body did not depend on its weight. The response, in each case, was a demand for a change of approach and, with this, for a new source of evidence. For Einstein, this involved the abandonment of the idea that space and time afforded invariant measures. Evidence was now sought from astronomical observations of the bending of light and, later, from newly discovered atomic processes. For Galileo, the shift in direction was even more fundamental. It involved a radical dichotomy in our understanding of the sensuous presence of the world, which was now divided into its primary and secondary qualities. Primary qualities designated the measurable aspects of appearing objects, such as their spatial dimensions, weight, and frequency of vibrations. Secondary qualities referred to their colors, odors, sounds, tastes and tactility as provided by our sense organs. The task of science was to understand nature through its numerically measurable qualities. This included explaining its secondary qualities through the primary. Thus, a change in color was to be understood in terms of a change in the light wave’s frequency, and a change of pitch explained by a change in the oscillation of the sound wave. The numerable aspects of reality thus became the primary source of evidence. It was there that the confirmation of the new science was to be sought.1 

Similar decision points can also be found in the history of philosophy. Ancient philosophy was shaped by Plato’s and Aristotle’s decision to privilege final over mechanical causes. At issue was not so much how something was accomplished as the goal of this accomplishment. Socrates opposed the two in explaining his choice not to escape, but rather remain in prison under sentence of death. Mechanically, the explanation for his sitting and talking with his followers had to do with the “contraction or relaxation of the muscles,” the fact that he was able to bend his limbs, and to the “sound and air” that formed themselves into his speech. The true cause, however, was what he thought best—i.e., was best according with the goal of maintaining his integrity.2 Modernity, both in science and philosophy, reversed this decision. Descartes disavowed teleological reasoning and science followed suit. The result was that teleological formulations of the laws of motion, such as the least action principle, were largely disregarded.3 Another, more modern decision can be seen in analytic philosophy’s choice to privilege language over consciousness. Did language structure consciousness and, hence our apprehension of the world or did it conceal the actual nature of consciousness as Henri Bergson thought?4 Analytic philosophy’s decision to see consciousness as thoroughly informed by language meant, for its followers, that to understand our grasp of reality, we had to study language, both in its use and abuse. It, rather than consciousness, was the privileged, objective source of evidence.5 

Such examples show that to recognize a decision point is to open up the questions of how to proceed and where to search for confirmatory evidence. This may be expressed in terms of the hermeneutical principle: to understand a statement, one must regard its context—in particular, the questions to which it responds. In times of historical transition, such questions are the basic ones of procedure and evidence. This is also the case in the opening up of a new line of inquiry. To do so is to ask about the decisions that led to the current situation. It is to question whether alternate directions and corresponding sources of evidence were ignored. This is what Husserl did in his last work, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology. Examining the Galilean revolution in science, he focused on the forgotten fact of the lifeworld—i.e., on the methods of inquiry and evidence appropriate to it. 

Husserl’s examination of the lifeworld was part of a new approach in philosophy, one with its own methods of inquiry and sources of evidence. His claim to have founded phenomenology as a “rigorous science” is now more than a hundred years old. Again and again, phenomenology has been renewed by asking about the decision points in his phenomenology. Heidegger, for example, saw such in Husserl’s decision to focus on consciousness as a source of evidence. His alternative was to attend to the disclosures that our daily activities made possible. In his view, such activities are based on our needs and disclose the use value of things.6 This disclosure is an articulation of the world. As a result: “The wood is a forest of timber, the mountain a quarry of rock; the river is water-power, the wind is wind ‘in the sails.’”7 The wind appears as the latter when we sail across the lake. In each case, the source of our evidence is not consciousness, but rather our purposeful activity. Motivated by our concerns, it is what determines our focus. Merleau-Ponty also took issue with Husserl’s procedure—in particular with his eidetic method, which organized consciousness according to the essences of its acts. In his view, “The necessities by essence will not be the ‘answer’ philosophy calls for … The ‘answer’ is … in the wild Being where they were, and … continue to be, undivided.”8 For him, the “task” is to decide “in terms of what questioning our brute or wild experience will have taught us.”9 In other words, this wild experience is the source of evidence, and the corresponding method consists in knowing how to question it. 

Husserl, of course, would dispute such alternatives. In the Bernau Manuscripts, he describes his method as follows: “As in this treatise so generally, we bore and we blast mineshafts in all possible directions. We consider all the logical possibilities to catch sight of which of these present essential possibilities and which yield essential impossibilities and thus we ultimately sort out a consistent system of essential necessities.”10 His method, he claims, is open. It considers all the possible directions, seeing which are supported by the evidence and which are not, which are compatible and which rule others out. Yet, as the examples of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty indicate, the notion of evidence is not unambiguous. It, itself, seems to be determined by the direction of inquiry. Given this, the issue becomes whether the evidence yielded by different lines of inquiry is of equal value—that is, whether it is richer or poorer, whether it supports a more comprehensive or a more limited understanding of the world that includes us. In some lines of inquiry—notably, those that focus on the primary qualities of experience—consciousness is itself called into question. The secondary, sensuous qualities that form its content lose their claims, becoming “epi-phenomenal.”11 In Husserl’s inquiry, by contrast, the status of the body is at issue. In considering the body to be a “constituted formation,” is his approach faithful the body’s actual relation to consciousness?

The difficulty lies in the ambiguous nature of embodied selfhood. We are both extended and conscious: both a part of the material world and a place where that world comes to presence. As Hans Jonas remarked, “neither of the two descriptions can be carried to its end without trespass into the sphere of the other.”12 Such trespass is, in fact, an elimination. To see ourselves as part of the material world invites us to consider consciousness in material terms—i.e., in terms of “the structure and dynamics of physical processes.” But these, as David Chalmers points out, “yield only more structure and dynamics.”13 Chalmers, here, is echoing John Locke’s statement that we can see how a change in “the size, figure, and motion of one body should cause a change in the size, figure and motion of another body.” But “we can by no means conceive how any size, figure, or motion of any particles, can possibly produce in us the idea of any color, taste, or sound whatsoever.” 14 How do we understand conscious experiences in terms of such structure and dynamics? Locke states that “there is no conceivable connection between the one and other.”15 But if this is so, then the consideration of consciousness in material terms tends to eliminate consciousness. This cannot be otherwise, given that such material terms consist of primary qualities, while the secondary constitute the qualitative content of consciousness. A corresponding elimination occurs when we reverse the relation and attempt to consider the material world in terms of consciousness. Given the lack of connection between the two, we seem inevitably to wind up embracing Husserl’s position. If we begin with consciousness, then, as Husserl affirms, “the whole spatial-temporal world … has the sense … of a being for a consciousness. It is a being that consciousness posits in its experiences … Beyond this, however, it is nothing at all.”16 Here, we eliminate the material world as an independent principle and assert that “nature exists only as constituting itself in the ordered connections of consciousness.”17 

The difficulty with these competing descriptions is not simply their incompatibility, but the fact that we cannot account for either without taking the other into account. Thus, any account of consciousness must consider embodiment—consider this as something more than a constituted formation dependent on consciousness. This cannot be otherwise given the dependence of consciousness on our embodied senses. Not only do they afford us the sensuous data that forms the content of our experiences; they also determine both how we perceive and what we perceive. When, for example, we move a finger along our forearm, the succession of tactile sensations follows the path of our finger. As Husserl writes, the body, here, serves as “the index for psycho-physical stimuli.” It links such sensuous contents “to [our] organic embodiment in its natural objective being.” It also points to “the lawfulness that makes possible the immanent temporal order, the grouping of hyletic data [and, hence] worldly apperception.”18 This index is such that visual data are linked to our eyes, acoustical data to our ears, and so on. As such, the body stands as an ordering principle for the syntheses that consciousness engages in. To reverse this, any account of the material world must assume consciousness. The synthetic connections that give the account its coherence presuppose a synthesizer. The data it joins presuppose a place of their apprehension. The necessity here is founded on the fact that science is based on experience and, as such, presupposes an experiencer. To eliminate the latter is to abstract from all the meanings that scientist have used to grasp the physical world.

Because these alternate descriptions both undermine and presuppose each other, we face a crisis in our attempts to grasp ourselves as embodied. How can we bridge our division into material objects and conscious subjects? Is this ontological divide peculiar to us or is it representative of being in general? For Jonas, “the organic body signifies the latent crisis of every known ontology and the criterion of any future one which will be able to come forward as a science.”19 It represents a decision point without necessarily pointing to a way forward. For Husserl, as we shall see, this crisis appeared in his late manuscripts on sleep, birth, and death. Such phenomena indicate the dependence of consciousness on our embodiment. Only an embodied consciousness can experience fatigue and the need to sleep. Only it can be born and die. Can we actually treat such embodiment as a constituted formation? This would assume that consciousness, by itself, provides us with the relevant data—the data that we could synthesize so as to understand these events. Yet, as Husserl points out, they are characterized by an absence of the required data. We cannot grasp the moment of our falling asleep, since such a moment signifies the ceasing of our awareness. It is, on the one hand, the “disappearing of the world-present, i.e., of the existence of the worldly things for us.”20 On the other, it is also loss of ourselves. It is “the disappearing of the affected ego in its being affected.”21 The same, he will argue, also applies to the moments of our birth and death. These limits of possible experience indicate that the body, rather than being a constituted formation, is itself constituting. It supplies the data and structures our attempts to make sense of what we experience. 

The decision point we face is whether we can take account of this within traditional phenomenology. From a Husserlian perspective, the difficulties of doing so stem from his identification of phenomenology with epistemology. Phenomenology, he claims, is “the systematic explanation of the accomplishment of knowing, an explanation in which this becomes thoroughly understandable as an intentional accomplishment.”22 This identification means that phenomenology shares epistemology’s precedence over all other sciences.23 As such, it has to set its own standards for what counts as knowing. It must provide them to secure its analysis of the knowing process. If such standards are set by processes beyond its purview, its claims to explain knowing are relativized.

An example Husserl gives will clarify this. The science of evolution studies the relations involved in the struggle for existence and natural selection. What happens when we consider such relations as determinative of logical relations, i.e., those which set the standards for the logical consistency of knowledge? For Husserl, this reversal of epistemology’s precedence immediately occasions a skepticism about such standards. As he writes:

Thoughts of a biological order intrude. We are reminded of the modern theory of evolution according to which man has evolved through natural selection in the struggle for existence and, with man, his intellect has also naturally evolved and, with his intellect, also all of its characteristic forms—in particular, the logical forms. Accordingly, is it not the case that the logical forms and laws express the accidental peculiarity of the human species, a species which could have been different and will be different in the course of future evolution? Cognition, therefore, is doubtless only human cognition. It is something bound up with human intellectual forms, something incapable of reaching the nature of things themselves, of reaching the things in themselves.24 

If we draw out the consequences of this line of thought, then we are led to assert that “even logic alters with the development of the brain.”25 This conclusion immediately undermines itself since it calls into question the very theory upon which it is based. Evolution is not just a descriptive account. It is, concretely regarded, a theory based on logical inference. If the objective validity of such inference is called into question, then so is the theory itself. 

Husserl’s attempt to avoid such self-undermining scepticism determined his treatment of the body. Discussing his work in the final volume of the Ideas, Husserl writes that “it simply concerns a motivated path which, starting from the problem of the possibility of objective knowledge, wins the necessary insight that the very sense of this problem leads back to the pure ego existing in and for itself, the insight that this ego, as a presupposition for knowledge of the world, cannot be and cannot remain presupposed as a worldly being.”26 This signifies that it “loses that which gives it the value of something real in the naively experienced, pre-given world; it loses the sense of being a soul of an animate organism (Leibes) which exists in a pre-given spatial-temporal nature.”27 The point of such remarks is not just to assert that “this ego must, through the phenomenological reduction and the epoché … be brought, to transcendental purity”—i.e., freed from its relation to the body.28 It is to eliminate the body’s role as determinative of consciousness. Phenomenology’s claims to be “genuine epistemology” cannot hold if knowing is determined by bodily functions. Not only are such functions relative to us—and, hence, could be other for other sensate beings; bodily functions, as such, work in secret. We do not directly apprehend the processes of digestion. Neither are the chemical processes of the brain subjects for phenomenological analysis.

How, then, are we to investigate the body’s role in constitution? The answer we shall explore in the chapters that follow comes from the body’s ambiguous status as both subject and object. In a certain sense, our approach can be considered as a response to Husserl’s taking the subject as ontologically distinct from the object. According to this distinction, an object is what appears. The subject is that to which objects appear. To make a subject appear is, then, to transform it into an object—in German, to make it into a Gegenstand, literally, into that which “stands against” a subject. But this is to make it relative, not to itself, but to a new subject to whom it appears. In other words, every attempt to make the subject appear reintroduces the subject object split.29 To avoid this impasse, we have to say that the subject is essentially embodied. Its subjectivity consists, not in its being a disembodied ego brought to “transcendental purity,” but rather in its being an extended place of appearing. It is such through its embodied sense organs—eyes, ears, skin, etc. Merleau-Ponty can be understood as describing this place when he writes, “our flesh lines and even envelops all the visible and tangible things.”30 Doing so, it provides measures “for being, dimensions to which we can refer it.”31 In other words, through our sensate flesh, we can refer to the sensible aspects of being. We can measure it along the axes or dimensions of its sights, sounds, tastes, smells, roughness and smoothness. In providing a place where these qualities can appear, however, the body itself appears. It, itself, is available to our senses. We can see, feel, taste, touch and smell it. In addition, we can, through our sense of proprioception, apprehend the kinesthesia that accompany our movements. It, thus, presents us with not just a place of appearing, but also with something that appears. With it, we encounter something that is both subjective and objective.

To think of the body in this way is, of course, quite different from regarding it as a place of hidden processes determining the course of appearing. The body’s role in such determination is, here, open to inspection. In Merleau-Ponty’s terms, it reveals that just as we can say that, as embodied, we are in the appearing world, so we can equally affirm that this world is in us. In “lining” the world with our senses, we cover it. Enclosing it, we make it within us. This fact is apparent whenever we open and close our eyes, making the world visually appear and disappear, or when we open or stop up our ears, making it acoustically available or fall silent. In such examples the world shows itself to be within us by virtue of our senses—the very senses that make us a place of appearing. Yet, since this place is embodied, we can also say that it is in the world. It is, itself, one of the many appearing objects of the world. In Merleau-Ponty’s words, the flesh that “lines and even envelops” the things of this world appears as “nevertheless surrounded” by them.32 It is within the world it reveals. The conclusion, then, is that “because our flesh lines and even envelops all the visible and tangible things with which nevertheless it is surrounded, the world and I are within one another.”33 

In what follows, we will take this double relation of “being in” as indicative of the crisis we face. In doing so, we will look for possible ways forward with their corresponding sources of evidence. This will involve our considering appearing as such as structured by this double relation of being in. In search for possible sources of evidence, we will explore what it means to consider the ego or self as determined by embodiment. We will extend this inquiry to include our social and political relations, including those marked by violence. Given the relation between violence and religion, we will also explore the role religion plays in our conception of the divine. All of these investigations will be phenomenological—but in a transformed sense. Husserl’s epoché, for instance, will not be considered from an epistemological perspective—but in terms of its uncovering the embodied trust that makes possible the apprehension of the world. The attempt, here, will be to reset the terms of phenomenology such that an account of embodiment does not lead to a self-undermining skepticism. 

Husserl, throughout his career, called himself a “beginner.” By this, he underscored his repeated attempts found and re-found his phenomenology. In pursuing an alternative within the phenomenological tradition, the same can be said of the present work. This book is one of exploration. Its goal is to discover the decision points within Husserl’s phenomenology in order to pursue possible alternatives and corresponding sources of evidence. Equally, it is an invitation to readers to do likewise in their reading of the tradition. In pursuing this objective, we will begin with Husserl’s consideration of the limit questions of phenomenology—those involving birth, death, and sleep. Such questions open up the decision points faced by phenomenology. 



1 Endnotes

Introduction

 As George Berkeley shows, to assume this is to make a decision. As he points out, experientially, the primary qualities of bodies, rather than being independent causes of sensuously perceivable qualities, are, in fact, dependent on the latter. This means that “[a]bstracted from all other [sensuous] qualities,” the primary are “inconceivable.” (Of the Principles of Human Knowledge, §10 [La Salle, Open Court, 1963], p. 35). Thus, we cannot think of extension apart from color, or think of motion apart from extension and color. In short, we cannot number what we cannot see, and seeing is a matter, not of primary, but rather of secondary qualities. 

2  Plato, “Phaedo,” in The Dialogues of Plato, 2 vols. trans. B. Jowett (New York: Random House, 1937), p. 485.

3  This asserts that the path that an object takes is such as to minimize at every instant the product of mass times velocity times distance. Mathematically expressed, it is the path that minimizes the integral of Mvds over the distance ds: .

4  According to Bergson, for actual consciousness, the “succeeding each other” of mental states “means melting into one another and forming an organic whole.” Language breaks up this whole into individual, namable referents. Following its lead, one “substitutes the symbol for the reality, or perceives the reality only through the symbol. The result is a “self thus refracted, and thereby broken to pieces” (Time and Free Will, An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. F. I. Pogson [New York: Macmillan, 1959], p. 128). For Bergson, then, “our perceptions, sensations, emotions and ideas occur under two aspects: the one clear and precise, but impersonal.” This is the aspect given by language. The second aspect, which occurs prior to language, is “confused, ever changing, and inexpressible.” It is inexpressible “because language cannot get hold of it without arresting its mobility or fit it into its common-place forms without making it into public property” (ibid., p. 129).

5  “Objective,” since language, both spoken and written, is publicly available. Unlike our private, conscious experiences, it is capable of being present to others.

6  In Heidegger’s terms, this is the disclosure of their “what is it for” and “in-order-to” (Martin Heidegger, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, trans. Albert Hofstadter [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988], pp. 164-65).

7  Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1968), p. 70. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the German are my own.

8  The Visible and the Invisible, trans. A. Lingis (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968), p. 121. As he also puts this: “significations or essences do not suffice to themselves, they overtly refer to our acts of ideation which have lifted them from a brute being.” In contrast, “we must find again in their wild state what answers to our essences and our significations” (ibid., p. 110). 

9  Ibid., p. 158.

10  “Wir bohren und sprengen, wie in dieser Abhandlung überhaupt, allseitig Minengänge nach allen möglichen Seiten, erwägen alle logischen Möglichkeiten und spüren nach, welche davon Wesensmöglichkeiten und Wesensunmöglichkeiten darstellen, und schließlich sichten wir so das System einstimmiger Wesensnotwendigkeiten” (Edmund Husserl, Die Bernauer Manuskripte über das Zeitbewusstsein (1917/18), ed. R. Bernet and D. Lohmar [Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers), 2001], p. 189). 

11  In Frank Jackson’s words, they exist, but “[t]hey do nothing, they explain nothing.” They are “a useless by-product” of our evolutionary development (“Epiphenomenal Qualia,” Philosophical Quarterly 32: 135, 134).

12  Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life: Toward a Philosophical Biology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 18.

13  David Chalmers “Facing up to the Problem of Consciousness” (1996), p. 8. Available at http://www.artsci.wustl.edu/~philos/papers/chalmers.consciousness.html.

14  John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Amherst [New York: Prometheus Books 1995], p. 444. 

15  See ibid., p. 445.

16  Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie, Erstes Buch, ed. R. Schuhmann (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976) p. 106. This text will be cited as Ideen I.

17  Ibid., p. 109.

18  Ms. C4, 10 b, in Späte Texte über Zeitkonstitution (1929-1934), Die C-Manuskripte, ed. Dieter Lohmar (Dordrecht: Springer Verlag, 2006), p. 102.

19  The Phenomenon of Life, ed. cit., p. 19. Jonas adds: “this body is the memento of the still unsolved question of ontology, ‘What is being?’ and must be the canon of coming attempts to solve it. These attempts must move beyond the partial abstractions (‘body and soul,’ ‘extension and thought,’ and the like) toward the hidden ground of their unity and thus strive for an integral monism on a plane above the solidified alternatives (ibid.).

20  Grenzprobleme der Phänomenologie, Analysen des Unbewusstseins und der Instinkte, Metaphysik, späte Ethik, Texte aus dem Nachlass (1908-1937), eds. Rochus Sowa and Thomas Vongehr (Dordrecht: Springer Verlag, 2014), p. 11.

21  In Husserl’s words, “Beim Bewusstloswerden ist das Schwinden nicht ein solches der Mannigfaltigkeit der Empfindungsdaten der aufgefassten Gegenstände und so von abgehobenen Gegenständen sonst her, sondern ein Schwinden des affizierten Ich in seinen Affektionen” (Grenzprobleme der Phänomenologie, p. 9). 

22  Cartesianische Meditationen, ed. S. Strasser (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1963), p. 118.

23  In the Logical Investigations, Husserl first states this priority with regard to metaphysics: “Epistemology must not be taken as a discipline which follows metaphysics or even coincides with it; on the contrary, it precedes it as it does psychology and every other discipline” (Logische Untersuchungen, 5th ed., 3 vols., Tübingen, 1968, vol. 1, p. 224). He later extends it to science in general: “Epistemology is situated before all empirical theory; it thus precedes all explanatory sciences of the real—i.e., physical science on the one hand and psychology on the other—and naturally it precedes all metaphysics” (ibid., II/2, p. 21). 

24  Die Idee der Phänomenologie, ed. W. Biemel (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973), p. 21.

25  Logical Investigations, I, p. 147, fn. 1.

26  “Nachwort,” in Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie, Drittes Buch, ed. Walter Biemel (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), p. 150. This book will be cited as Ideen III. 

27  Ibid., p. 145.

28  Ibid. p. 150.
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Chapter I
Birth, Death, and Sleep: Limit Problems and the Paradox of Phenomenology

One of the most striking decision points in Husserl’s phenomenology appears in the passage of the Crisis where he invokes “the paradox of human subjectivity.” This involves our “being a subject for the world and at the same time being an object in the world.”1 We confront here two views of humanity: “that of humanity as world-constituting subjectivity and yet as incorporated in the world itself.”2 Are the two the same or different? If they are the same, then, as Husserl asks: “How can a component part of the world, its human subjectivity, constitute the whole world, namely, constitute it as its intentional formation … ?”3 Husserl, in the Crisis, attempts to resolve this by asserting that “transcendental subjects, i.e., those functioning in the constitution of the world,” are not “human beings.”4 In fact, within them, “nothing human is to be found, neither soul nor psychic life nor real psychophysical human beings; all this belongs to the ‘phenomenon,’ to the world as a constituted pole.”5 This implies that the world-constituting subjectivity is not incorporated in the world. We don’t have the paradox of the constituted source of the world being a part of the constituted world. Husserl, however, undermines this solution by asserting a few pages later that “each transcendental ego … must necessarily be constituted in the world as a human being.”6 This means “that each human being ‘bears within himself a transcendental ego … insofar as he is the self-objectification … of the corresponding transcendental ego.”7 Given this, the paradox returns in the form of the relation between the transcendental and human subjects. How can we, as humans, both be and not be transcendental subjects?

The task of this chapter is to discuss this paradox in terms of the “limit problems” of birth and death. Here, the paradox involves the fact that, as humans, we are mortal, but as transcendental subjects, we cannot assert this. Thus, for Husserl, the transcendental ego must “necessarily be constituted in the world as a human being.” Since human beings are mortal, this implies that the transcendental ego constitutes itself as mortal.8 Yet, the transcendental ego is other than the human ego. As a transcendental ego, Husserl writes, “I must necessarily believe that I will continue to live.” Yet, he adds, “[i]sn’t it a paradox” that I have to believe this “when, in fact, I know that my death is impending.”9 The paradox, then, is that I have to believe both that I can and cannot die. Husserl claims that “dying must be compatible with the inconceivability, the incomprehensibility of the cessation of transcendental being.”10 But can I assert this phenomenologically? The late manuscripts on birth, death, and sleep confront this question repeatedly. Doing so, they address the limits of the phenomenological method, whose salient feature is its attempt to examine our claims in the light of the evidence that we directly access. Can this method make intelligible the relation between a deathless transcendental subjectivity and its mortal, human counterpart? Or does the ambiguity of the relation mean, as we implied, that we are facing a decision point?

Limit Problems

Limit problems in phenomenology involve a necessary lack of evidence for their resolution. Take, for example, the problem of when we fall asleep. We experience getting sleepy, but can we say that we experience the moment when we fall asleep or can this “only be conceived as a limit” of what preceded it?11 As Husserl points out, lacking the required data, we can never experience this moment. Hyletic data, he speculates, may continue to be present, but they cease to affect us while we sleep.12 The prominences they display—the contrasts that distinguish the features of the sensible world—lose their force. Their “multiplicity becomes an undifferentiated unity” in our consciousness.13 With this, we lose the “world.” As Husserl expresses this, falling asleep is the “disappearing of the world-present, i.e., of the existence of the worldly things for us.”14 This loss is not just that of the affections that we interpret as coming from worldly things. It is also a loss of ourselves. It is “the disappearing of the affected ego in its being affected.”15 Husserl asks, how “could the ego act in this undifferentiated null” of affections?16 Barring any affection, “how would there be any turning towards” the affecting data?17 In the absence of any action, can we even speak of an ego?

Behind such questions is the intimate relation between affecting content and the ego that feels and responds to it. According to Husserl:

“Content is non-ego; feeling is already egological. The ‘address’ of the content is not a call to something, but rather a feeling being-there of the ego ... The ego is not something for itself and the non-ego something separate from the ego; between them there is no room for a turning towards. Rather, the ego and its non-ego are inseparable; the ego is a feeling ego with every content.”18 

For Husserl, the two cannot be thought apart. The intimacy of their relation is such that he can say: “What from the side of the hyletic data is called the affection of the ego is, from the side of the ego, called tending, striving towards.”19 This implies that it is not just a lack of affecting data that makes it impossible for us to say when we fall asleep. The impossibility comes from the lack of the ego that would make such a report. 
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