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ABSTRACT

This study intends to show that Edmund Husserl's
theory of transcendental subjectivity is inadequate as the
ultimate ground and the absolute standard of justification
for all epistemic claims, Epistemology - the branch of
philosophy that invéstigates the nature of human knowledge -
has been dominated throughout its history by the belief that .
there can be one ultimate source of all knowledge claims and
that this source should also play the role of the standard
of justification for our knowledge claims. Recently this
position has been tagged "epistemological foundationalism'.

Edmund Husserl (1859 - 1938), popularly known as the
father of the phenomenological movement, has within his
philosophy an epistemological foundationalist theory. Husserl
was an admirer of Rene Descartes who without any doubt is the
ideal foundationalist. 1In fact, Husserl's foundationalism is
a revised version of Descartes' foundationalism.

Husserl's foundationalsm which rests on thetheory of
transcendental subjectivity shall be shown to be untenable.

We shall also argue that any form of foundationalism cannot
be adequate since foundationalism emanated from the erroneocus
assumption that there can be an ultimate ground for the
numerous knowledge claims that we may make.

A theory of knowledge which sees knowledge as a dynamic
enterprise is adopted in this thesis. This will do away with
the dogmatism of foundationalism and accept multiple sources
of knowledge instead of one ultimate source. It will see the
Justification of knowledge as being contextually determined and

will deny any absolute a priori standard of justification.
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The consequence of this epistemic position on society at large
is open-mindedness and tolerance. The new epistemic theory
will serve as the panacea for the manifold problems that
foundationalism has created and it will call to order the
dogmatism, fanaticism and intoleran ce which are inseparable
from entrenched foundationalism and which we cannot afford in

the contemporary world.
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INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

There is a fundamental agreement among nhilosophers
throughout all ages that philosophy i1s an enterprise that
seeks answers to the baffling problems and questions that
confront human beings in their unavoidable interactions
with the world around them. All philosophers seem to agree
with Plato that wonder is the origin of philosophy. Bertrand

Russell in his book The Problems of Philosophy defines

philosophy as the attempt to answer the fundamental questions
of life. He said:

philosophy is merely the attempt to answer
such ultimate questions, not carelessly and
dogmatically, as we do in ordinary life and even
in the sciences hut critically, after exploring
all that makes such guestions puzzling and aflter
realizing all the vagueness and confusion that
underlie our ordinary ideasl.

One of such important questions is: How do I know anything

that 1 claim to know? Some philosophers fervently believe
that if any answer could be got to the question of the nature,
origin and source of knowledge, the entire problem of man is
half solved. ‘The entire history of philosophy has therefore
been dominated.by such related questions.

Most philosophers hold that if the ultimate source of
knowledge is known then certain knowledge would be apprehended.

Such an ultimate source of all certain knowledge would then

serve as a standard for the justification or invalidation of all

knowledge claims., This means that an epistemic position of

absolute certainty would automatically become the foundation,

1. Bertrand Russell: The Problems of Philosophy. (Oxford:
. Oxford University Press, 1967), p.1
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the basis of all epistemic claims, it would function as the
pillars on which to build a viable epistemological super-
structure,

The urge to attain this foundation of knowledge was
greatly felt by Rene Descartes who without any doubt is the
foundationalist of all timeéﬂ The father of modern philosophy
played a paternal role not only to philésophy but also to
foundationalism. It was he who fifst felt the need to have
certain knowledge that would serve as the foundation of all
knowledge. He saw the epistemic certainty in the “"cogito”
or the subjective mind and therefore contended that only the
mind could give genuine knowledge. On thefoundation of the
"cogito" Descartes established all knowledge claims. He argued
further that any knowledge gutside this was baseless and there-
fore unacceptable,. .

Other modern philosophers took a leaf from Descartes and
came out in serarch of the foundation of knowledge. At the
end of the day two camps emerged. Members of the opposing camp
were those who saw sense experience as the foundation of knowledge
instead of the cartesian rationalist foundation, and they were
led by John Locke. Locke disagreed with Descartes' position that
the thinking aspect of man is the foundation of knowledge. His
own position is that in experience, "All our knowledge is
fouhded; and from that it ultimately derivesz

The empiricists as those opponents came to be known, felt
that science rather than mathematics should be the model which

the castle of knowledge should emulate, They argued that since

2. John Locke: Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Bk. I1I,
Chap, 1, Sec. 1, A.C. Fraser's edition (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1953), p. 10.
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science gives ugs most of our knowledge and since '"what science
cannot discover mankind cannot know”3, it sounds reasonable

if knowledge should follow science and make sense experience
its foundation. The popularity of science in the modern age
led to the acceptance of empirical foundationalism at the
expense of the rationalistic foundationalism championed by
Descartes. In this century empirical foundationalism dominated
the scene keeping its opponent at the background. -

Despite the popularity of empirical foundationalism in
this century and especially in the first half of this century
when it reached its peak in the hands of the logical positivist
there was the attempt of a philosopher to resuscicate the dead
cartesian form of foundationalism. That person is no other
than Edmund Husserl., Husserl (1859 - 1938) is well known as
the founder and originator of the phenomenological movement and
method. Inherent in his phenomenological philosophy, especiall:
in the latter part of his career, is a foundationalistic
position.

Husserl's foundationalism is a neo-cartesian foundationalis
iusserl agreed with Descartes in making the subjective ego the
foundation of knowledge, he only disagreed with the method of
going about it. He also wanted to improve on Descartes'
mistake and avoid the popular criticism of solipsism and
subjectivism levelled against Descartes.

To achieve those set objectives, Husserl replaced the

cartesian method with the phenomenoclogical method of bracketing

3. Bertrand Russell: Religion and Science, (New York: Gallaxy
Press, 1961), p. 243,
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or reduction. The method which he termed "epoche" to him
shall purify the mind of all prejudices and shall remove all
our previous epistemic claims, Husserl, like Descartes, said
the "epoche" cannot bracket the ego or the subject since it
is the entity performing the bracketing. 1In thelight of this
he concluded that the absolute entity is the ego and the
absoluté knowledge is the knowledge of the ego. But Husserl
went on to improve on Descartes'’ theory of 'ego" by

asserting that the ego is transcendental and purified., He
calls his own foundation, '"the transcendental subject" or *
"pure subject',

Husserl's development of epistemological foundationalism
is not entirely the same as that of Descartes. Rather, he
attempted an improvement on the latter's theory. This
improvement relies on the theory of intentionality of conscious-
ness which hé got from Franz Brentano. Brentano the
descriptive psychologist, had earlier on reformulated the
ancient theory of intentionality of consciousness asserting
that consciousness by its very nature must be related to the
external world and that the existence of » subjective being
implies the existence of the objective world since consciousness
is consciousness of Something,

Husserl took up this theory and used it for an
epistemological purpose. He argued -that since the transcenden-
tal consciousness Or ego is the apodictic fact, the external
world which is itg intentionai correlate must also be apodictce,
The transceﬁdental subject necessarily implies the external
world. The foundation of knowledge isg therefore the Subject

and the external world. Huéserl expanded the famous
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proposition of Descartes 'cogito ergo sum'" (I think therefore
I exigt) to "ego cogito cogitatum"” meaning (I think the object
of thought). What this new slogan means 1s that the epistemic
certainty is not the "cogito'" but rather the combination of
Loth the "cogito' and the '"cogitatum", that is, the subject
and object of thought put together,

Husserl therefore argued that the transcendental subject
by its intentional nature is a correlate of the world,
it is the primary substance, the knowledge of it being the
primal cognition. He also went further to say that nothing
can exist if it is not an object of thought of n thinking
mind, It is the subjective ego therefore that creates
the external world through its intentional nature. Conscious-
ness, therefore, as he said constitutes the world. It is
the metaphysical foundation of the world and he concluded that
it should also be the epistemological foundation too.

In the light of all those arguments Husserl contended
that anything known is known by the transcendental ego,
It is to him the source of all knowledge. It should there-
Yore serve as -the standard of justification for all epistemic
claims. Any knowledge should be justified or inwﬂhdated by
this primary criterion of knowledge. This is the
epistemological foundationalism of Edmund Husserl that we
shall explicate and criticise in this thesis.

Before we go further, let us try to look at the back-
ground of the said Edmund Husserl. Husserl was born on 8th

April 1859 in Austria to Jewish parents; but he later became

converted to christianity and was baptised in a Lutheran
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Church in 1887. Musserl had his pre-university education in
the towns of Olmutz and Vienna in Austria. He began his
university education at Leipzig where he studied the sciences.
He later moved to the University of Berlin where he studied
mathematics graduating in 1881, Husserl did his doctorate
degree at the Univérsity of Vienna and wrote his dissertation
on the calculus of variations.

When Husserl was a student at Vienna he came in contact
with Franz Bretano a descriptive psychologist who later had
a tremendous influence on his career, Husserl attended
the lectures of Brentano, and became fascinated with philosophy.
With encouragement from Brentano he abandoned mathematics
for a teaching career in philosophy. Husserl first began
his career as a teacher of philosophy at the University of
halle. At Halle where he was a privadozent he came in contact
with Carl Stumpf who also had a tremendous influence on his
thought,

Husserl published his first book Philosophy of

Arithmetic in 1887. He followed it up with the two volumes

of Logical Investigations (19200 - 1901). The publication of

the latter book established Husserl as a philosopher and
popularised him among the academics. The fame that this
brought him won him a position as a lecturer at the University
of Gotingen where he later became a professor. Husserl's
ideas became very influential among the students he taught at
this university. It was here that the first set of his
disciples first organised themselves for the purpose of dis-

cussing and propagating his ideas,
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In the spring of 1910 Husserl delivered some series of
lectures which were later published under the title The Idea

of Phenomenology. In the same year Husserl also published

another book titled Philosophy as a Rigorous Science,

liusserl's major philosophical work was published in the year

1913 under the title. Ideas: General Introduction to

Phendnenology. In 1916 Husserl moved to the University of

of Freiburg to occupy the professorial chair in the
Department of Philosophy of the university. It was here
that he met Martin lMeildegger who later became one of his
most popular disciples and admirers of his phenomenological
philosophy.

In 1929 Husserl again published another book, Formal

and Transcendental Logic. That same year he went to deliver

a series of lectures at Sorbonne University in Paris. The

lectures were published in a volume titled The Paris Lectures,

and they were later expanded and enlarged under the title

Cartesian Meditations.

Around this time the Nazi regime in Germany became
hostile and started their negative policies against the
people of Jewish background and Husserl was not left out.
lie was removed as a Professof in 19229 and was banned from
attending public lectures and seminars. Husserl went into
quiet retirement rejecting the appointment offered him as
a Professor at the University of South Carolina. Husserl lived
the rest of his life in solitude in a Benedictine monastry

where he wrote two other books; Philosophy and the Crisis of

kuropean Men and the Transcendental Phenomnenology both in 1929,
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At his death in 1938 Husserl left 40,000 pages of
unpublished manuscripts which were written in shorthand.
he also left behind a lot of books in his private library.
All those were smuggled out of Berlin during the Nazi era
in Germany and they ndw constitute the famous Husserl archives
i Louvain today:

II. Methodology . .

To achieve our objective which is basically to show
the inadequancy of Husserl's foundationalism we shall
adopt the expository and critical methods. We shall first
make an exposition of the views we want to examine before
we start to criticise them. We shall try as much as possible
to follow the logical sequence of all the arguments behind
the theory of transcendental subject before we come out to
show the inadequancy of the theory,

This thesis will rely for its source of materials on
the original texts of Edumund Husserl especially the relevant

books which are:

(1) Ideas: General Introduction to Phenomenology

(2) Philosophy as a Rigorous Science

(3) The ldea of Phenomenology

(4) The Paris Lectures

(5) Cartesian Meditations.

We shall also make use of some secondary sources like writings
on Edmund Husserl in particular and phenamenology in general,
Books on epistemology shall also be consulted.

The thesis will be divided into five chapters. The first

chapter will be a look at epistemological foundaticnalism
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generally from an historical perspective. The second
chapter will examine Husserl's phenomenological
philésophy, the basic features and the historical
development of this method of philosophy. The third chapter
will examine the basic premises behind Husserl's theory of
transcendental subjectivity, we shall attempt to show the
errofs behind those premises. 1In the fourth chapter which
will be the nerve centre of the thesis, the theory of
transcendental subjectivity will be examined in detail. We
shall see the rationale behind Husserl's belief in the
capability of the theory to serve as the foundation of
knowledge. The chapter will also criticise and reveal with
the aid of consistent arguments why Husserl's foundationalism
and in fact any form of foundationalism cannot be sustained.
The last chapter will be devoted to an examination of the
alternative to be followed if foundationalism is to be avoided.
We shall conclude the thesis by showing the negative
implications of a foundationalist position not only for the
other branches of w»nhilosophy, but also for socio-political,
religious and educational systems. The new theory of
knowledge - contextualism - which we shall present as the
alternative to foundationalism, we shall argue, will alleviate

all the problemns created by foundationalism.
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IIi. Literature Review and Rationale for the Study

A survey of the relevant literature on ldmund Husserl's
phenomenclogy in general and the theory of transcendental
subjectivity in particular will Jjustify the need for the
present study.

The available literature on Husserl's philosophy is very
scanty in comparison to the huge work that has been carried
out on his contemporaries like Martin Heidegger and Jean
Paul Sartre. The literature on Edmund Husserl can be
categorised into two. There are those in book form that
examine Husserl's philosophy in the light of the
rhenomenological movement. These works fail to see in detail
the theories embedded in Husserl's philosophical system.

They are more of historical accounts of the development of
the phenomenclogical movement,

The second category of the literature on Husserl is
mostly in the form of articles in learned journals. They
exanine, though not in detail the various theories in Husserl's
philosophy without drawing their full implications. In actual
fact the theory of transcendental subjectivity which Husserl
regarded as the cardinal theory of his philosophy bhas not
been given the attention it deserves. This fact will become
clear when we look at the two categories of literature on
Husserl's philosophy.

Among the first category of works on Husserl's

philosophy is Herbert Spiegelberg's The Phenomenoclogical

Movement (1976). The book, written in two volumes, is aimed

at presenting the historical development of the phenomenological

movement. Making use of unpublished correspondences, original
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texts, diary account and written replies to inguiries, the
uuthor presents a systematic account of the genesis and
growth of phenomenology from the precursors of Husserl
down to his disciples.

In the greater part of the first volume of the bhook
the author discusses how phenomenology grew out of the
descriptive psychology of Brentano. He than goes further
to identify the three stages in the development of Husserl's
phenomenology. It is in discussing the last stage of
Husserl's philosophy that the author makes mention of the
theory of transcendental subjectivity but this was done in
a brief manner,

Parl Welch's doctoral thesis which was later published

with the title The Philosophy of ldmund Husserl: The

Origin and Development of his Phenomenology (1943) needs

to be examined. The primary objective of this work is Lo
trace the course of Husserl's development from 1891 when he

wrote his first book Philosophie der Arithmetik to .1931 when

he published his last major work Meditations Cartesiennes.

Welch takes a radical stand in this book, arguing that
Husserl's genius lies not in presenting a new method for
philosophy but rather in making phenomenology a better
alternative to both empiricism and rationalism, Like
Spiegelberg, he does not discuss the theory of transcendental
subjectivity., This is due to the fact that the book tends to 5
see Husserl in the light of his early stage of realism.

Marvin Faber's book The Foundation of Phenomenology :

Edmund Husserl and the Quest for A Rigorous Science (1943)

unlike the other two books examines Husserl's theory of
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transcendental subjectivity. The book begins with an
historical account of Husserl's phenomenology from the root.
Faber examines some of the unpublished works of Husserl and
discusses at length the manifold theories in Husserl's
philosophy. TFaber, unlike Spiegelberg and Welch, criticises
the theory of transcendental subjectivity. His basic
criticism is thaf the tHeory turns phenomenology, a hitherto
scientific system, into a mystical and grostesque system, <

In his other book Naturalism and Subjectivism (1959)

Faber continues his assault on transcendental phenomenology.
Lere Faber attacks Husserl's transcendental phenonenology as
a product of "illicit ignorance'., He advocated naturalism
as a better and more realistic position thaf the subjectivism
of Husserl.

Among the second category of 1iterafure on Edmund
Husserl is Albert Chandler's article "Professor Husserl's

Program of Philosophic Reform" The Philosophical Review

(Vol. XVI, 1917, pp. 634 _ 648). The article is intended to
show the failure of Husserl to make philosophy a scientific
enterprise., Husserl, according to Chandler, '"has not lifted
philosophy from the plane of conflicting standpoints to the
plane of objective science; he has merely added one more
standpoint to the number" (p. 648) Chandler's article, like
many others, is an attempt at showing the impossibility of
Husserl's objective of making philosophy a rigorous science.
The article does not discuss the theory of transcendental
subjectivity either in detail or in passing.

T.W. Adorno in an article titled "Husserl and the

Problem of Idealism" The Journal of Philosophy (Vol. 3 7, No.l

January 1940, pp. 5 - 8) discussed the theory of transcendental
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subjectivity though in passing, in his bid to show that
Husserl's transcendental idealism cannot be a realistic
theory. According to Adorno, Husserl cannot deny that his
metaphysical position is idealism of the traditional type
because he never fully freed himself from the assumptions
of traditional idealism., "The doctrine of essence which was
regarded as the main anti-idealist stroke of Husserl's
finally reveals itself as the suhmit of idealism".

In another article by S. Hook titled "Husserl's

Fhenomenolegical Idealism' in {he Journal of Philosgphy

(Vol. 27, No. 14, July 1930, pp. 365 - 380) the theory of
transcendental subjectivity is discussed but nol in detail.
Hook, like Adorno, discusses the theory in his bid to
criticise Husserl's idealism. Hook argued that lusserl's
idealism belongs to the German idealistic tradition and
that it is in fact Hegelian.

Roman Ingarden's article "About the Motives Which Led
husser]l to Transcendental Idealism' published in a book

titled Phenomenology and Natural Existence: Lssays on

Memory of Marvin Faber also discusses the Husser lian

treatment of the theory of transcendental subjectivity. The
primary objective of Ingarden was to make conjectufes on

the motives that led Husserl to formulate the theory of
transcendental subjectivity. In his bid to realise this
objective he touched though briefly on the basic themes of
the theory. N. Roterstreich also has an article in the same
book that focuses on the theory. The article titled

"Ambiguities of Husserl's Notion of Constitution" examines
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thie notion of constitution which is a basic {eature of the
transcendental subjectivitiy.
P, J. Chandhury's article "Vedanta as Transcendental

Phenanenology'" in Philosophy and Phenomenological Reseurch,

Vol. 20, 1959, pp. 229 - 245) also examines the theory of
transcendental subjectivity but again in a rather sketchy
manner, Thé goal of the article is to point out the
gimilarities in Vedanta, an aspect of Indian Philosophy and
transcendental phenomenology of Husserl. In the bid to
realise this objective Chandhury went on to analyse though
briefly the theory of transcendental subjectivity.

By far the mosti detailed, rigorous and critical analysis
of the theory of transcendental subjectivity was presented hﬁ

Jean Paul Sartre in his book The Transcendence ol Lhe Bgo (1957).

The book sets out to show the impossibility of attaining the
transcendental subjectivity by the llusserlian phenomenological
method., The transcendental ego, he argues, cannot be realised
philosophically but mystically. The Ego, Sartre argues

cannot be detached from the world. It is a being in the world,
it canpnot move out of the world. Any attempt to make the lgo
transcendental will result in the death of the lgo. Sartre
therefore went further to deny the various attributes of the
transcendental ego claiming that the Ego is not the primary
entity in the world. But even this Sartrean critique of the
theory of transcendental subjectivity failed to put this
theory within the proper perspective, that is, the epistemoloéi-

cal perspective,
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Our review of the literature on Husserl shows that
the theory of transcendental subjectivity is yel Lo be
situated within the eplstemological contexti as o foundationa-
list theory. In no known work is there any attempl to look
al the theory in the light of llusserl's primary objective ol
making it the ultimate source and ultimate point of justifica-
tion of all epistemic claims.

This present study therefore seeks to fill this gap.
It views Husserl's theory of transcendental subjectivity in
the light of the foundationalist tradition in the history
ol eplstemology. We are aware ol the various criticisms
being levelled against all forms of foundationalism. Our

aim is to see whether Husserl is immuned from them.



CHAPTER ONE

EPISTEMOLOGY AND THE QUEST FOR AN ULTIMATE
FOUNDATION OF KNOWLEDGE

Philosophers who concern themselves
with the theory of knowledge are apt to
be haunted by an ideal of certainty.

" Seeking a refuge from Descartes
malicious demon, they lock for a
proposition, or class of propositions
of whose truth they can be absolutely
sure, They think that once they have
found this basis they can go on to
Justify at least some of their beliefs,
but that without it there can be no
defence against skepticism. Unless
something is certain, we are told
nothing can be even probable*

A.J. Ayer

1.0 Introduction

This chapter seeks to investigate the nature of
epistemology the branch of philosophy that deals with
human knowledge. We intend to show that epistemology
throughout its history has been dominated by the search
for an ultimate foundation or an ultimate position that
will justify all knowledge claims. We seek to examine what
we call epistemological foundationalism, that is, the belief
in an ultimate foundation of all epistemic claims and see
how this theory originated out of the assertion of the

skeptics that knowledge is impossible.

* A.J. Ayer, "Basic propositions' in Philosophical Analysis:"
A Coliection of fssays (ed.) Max Black, (New Jersey:
Prentice Hall Inc, 1963),p. 57,
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Skepticism is.an important epistemological methodology.
It is the position to the effect that knowledge is
unattainable. The stand that knowledge is unattainable
generéted the philosophers quest for a position that will
show that epistemic claims are possible and Justifiable.
In the light of this relationship between foundationalism
and skepticism, the present chapter will examine in detail
skepticism, its arguements and the many varieties of it in
the history of philosophy. We shall at the end assert
that wholesale skepticism which generated foundationalism
is an untenable standa which philosophe