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I. 

THE  PHENOMENOLOGY  OF  RELIGION 

AS  A  SCIENCE  AND  AS  A  PHILOSOPHY

Among the various religious sciences is included one that is now designated as the “phenomenology of religion.” Chantepie de la Saussaye, the first to speak of phenome-nology of religion in a scientific sense, held that, by means of comparative history, an historian of religion could highlight the significance of facts that would otherwise remain isolated. Van der Leeuw, author of the first important treatise in the field of the phenomenology of religion, surveyed the typical structures in religious phenomena but tended to their historical contexts, which were subsequently examined by Eliade. Pettazzoni conceived of phenomenology and history as two complementary and essential aspects of a single religious science.

Di Nola has pointed out that van der Leeuw derives the concept of phenomenology from Husserl, assigning to it the additional religious significances that it had assumed in the works of Scheler; but, as Di Nola notes, van der Leeuw’s phenomenology refrains “by conviction, from identifying the ultimate limit”, because “as a science of phenomena it does not want to be considered a form of metaphysics and proceeds as if behind the phenomena there were nothing else.” Di Nola also notes that, in actual practice, van der Leeuw has not kept faith with some of his theoretical premises which “if brought to their logical consequences, should have founded nothing but a classificatory typology of religious facts.” When all is said and done, however, van der Leeuw ends up by treating religion “religiously” (i.e., in a “religious” manner).1
This comment by Di Nola provides a rough idea of how certain phenomenologies of religion are put forward as scientific phenomenologies, at least as regards the orien-tation of their search. We may consider as phenomenologists of religion both those who in this context are programmatically inspired by Husserl’s method, but without going beyond the bounds of the purely historico-scientific, and the much larger group of scholars who, in analyzing the religious phenomenon from a historical point of view, make use of the comparative method. In Italy, therefore, the phenomenologists of religion in this scientific sense may be considered to include Pettazzoni, De Martino, Di Nola, and, inasmuch as he teaches at the Pontifical Gregorian University, Father Dhavamony. The latter prefers to speak of an “historical phenomenology of religion” and considers it to be an empirical science, a human science, even though, among the various human sciences, he deems it to be the one that comes closest to the philosophy of religion, by very virtue of the fact that “it studies the religious phenomena in their specific aspect of religiousness.”2
It is clear that the phenomenology of religion considered so far is an “historico-scientific” phenomenology of religion and not a “philosophical” phenomenology. In saying this, I do not wish to suggest that it cannot be considered as a phenomenology at all; indeed, it not only studies the phenomena but to some extent — and quite explicitly so — takes its inspiration from Husserl and intends to make use of Husserl’s phenomenological method. As far as van der Leeuw is concerned, the phenomenology of religion (i.e., the historico-scientific variety) “must take its place by the side of the phenomena and, by means of epoché, seek to look at what is put in view.”3 We know the influence he has had on authors who, in more recent days, have developed this type of phenomenology. Dhavamony, within the selfsame ambit of the historical phenome-nology of religion, affirms that epoché is essential as a “suspension of the judgments formulated before the phenomenon to permit this latter to speak for itself.”4 But Dhavamony himself goes on to point out that he chose the term historical phenomenology of religion for the very reason of avoiding confusion between this discipline and “the phenomenology of religion understood in the sense of Husserlian philosophy.”5
I doubt whether a purely historico-scientific phenomenology can discern the specific-ity of the religious as such without in some way basing itself, at least implicitly, on a definition of a philosophical character. There is a religious a priori to be discovered and brought out, and this can be done only in the course of a religious experience that has its themes set by a phenomenology; but the phenomenology in question is not strictly a scientific one, but rather a philosophical one. Only in this way is it possible to formulate a specific and truly autonomous concept of religion that will resist all attempts at reducing it to something that, properly speaking, it is not. Morra, in Dio senza Dio (God without God), distinguishes four such classical attempts of reduction of the religious phenomenon: a rationalist reduction (gnosticism, Bruno, Spinoza, Hegel, etc.), a moralist reduction (Kant, first and foremost, but also Cohen, Natorp, Rickert, Windel-band, down to Troeltsch and Tillich), an anthropological reduction (Hume, Feuerbach), and a sociological reduction (Durkheim and other phenomenologists of religion in the aforementioned historico-scientific sense, i.e., Tylor, Lévy-Bruhl, Mauss, etc.). I personally would extend Morra’s anthropological type of reduction to include also the various attempts at providing a reductive explanation of the religious phenomenon in purely psychological (or even biologico-physiological) terms that bear the names of William James, Girgensohn, Wobbermin, Stanley Hall, Starbuck, James H. Leuba, Freud, and Jung.

The religious phenomenon, as Morra points out, “has a peculiar evidence of its own that can be grasped only with the help of the phenomenological method.”6 It seems clear to me that at a certain more fundamental level only philosophy can grasp the specific essence of the religious phenomenon. As far as Morra is concerned, the liberation from reductionism was brought about, above all, by the philosophies of Schleiermacher, Otto, and Scheler, each of which, in its own way, can be considered as phenomenological.

Thus there is a phenomenological philosophy or philosophical phenomenology, i.e., philosophical as regards the objective but phenomenological in method, that is very different from a phenomenology of the historico-scientific type. This latter has the connotations of a religious science or a comparative religious history and brings out certain constants or typical structures of the religious phenomenon, but does not evaluate this phenomenon; it limits itself to describing it, undoubtedly with a considerable degree of poignancy and penetration, but presents the religious phenome-non in what — in a wider sense — we could call psychological terms, without ever entering into the merits of the value of the religious phenomenon, without ever asking itself whether the religious phenomenon has an objectively real value of its own, or whether, going to the other extreme, it merely represents a gratification of the subject and is therefore illusory, substantially and fundamentally illusory every time it presumes to testify something that should transcend the sphere of the subjective, the psychological, the human.

It seems to me that the scientific phenomenology of religion offers us testimonial material of great interest, material that in some way is already ordered and selected and which we could utilize to gain greater philosophical insight into the religious phenome-non. But before this material can talk to us in a manner that is philosophically relevant, we will have to stop considering it as something scientific and look at it with different eyes.

It does not follow that this different or phenomenologico-philosophical manner of considering the realities will always and necessarily enable us to arrive at positive results. If we want to see well, we must be capable of looking properly. If we stop at certain of the more empirical and natural, psychological, sociological, cultural, and historical aspects of the religious phenomenon, if we absolutize these aspects and do not succeed in looking beyond them, the result — which I consider to be negative — can only be that of reducing the entire religious phenomenon to precisely these human aspects and of failing to discover any transcendental origin in the religious phenomenon.

In any case, we have to pass from a phenomenologico-scientific attitude to a phenomenologico-philosophical attitude, which latter is the one essential to phenom-enological research as we understand it and try to use in our work. Let us now see if we can describe this latter attitude in contraposition to the former and thus highlight the features that are peculiar to it.

Before doing so, however, let me say that there Is not just a single science, but rather several sciences; that there is no unique model of scientificalness, but that every science has a scientificalness, a scientific rigor of its own. I do not think it possible to say that biology is less of a science than physics or astronomy simply in view of the fact that the phenomena in these latter two sectors of research are capable of being defined and forecast with greater accuracy. Each science is a science in its own way. One cannot say that the biologist is less of a scientist than the physicist, the chemist, etc., or that, compared with them, he has partly failed as a scientist. Clarifying this principle, however, is not the same as saying that all sciences are equally exact. All the sciences can be equally rigorous, each in its own way, but there can be no doubt that some sciences are more exact than others; these are the sciences where one can more readily obtain objective verifications, univocal formulations in mathematical terms, precise measurements, calculations, forecasts, and experimental repetitions of the various phenomena.7
As one passes from certain fields of knowledge to others, one can note that knowledge of the logico-mathematical type becomes more and more inadequate as a means of grasping all the phenomena that are being studied and that it stands more and more in need of becoming integrated by another form of knowledge, a knowledge of the existential-participative type, let us say, a knowledge that lives its realities and penetrates them by virtue of a vital sympathy to the point where, face to face with the human world, with historical facts, with literary and artistic works and, more generally, with psychological phenomena, it endeavors to comprehend and interpret them.8
I would say that this second type of knowledge is, par excellence, the one that is realized in philosophical knowledge; it is the knowledge with which man, finding himself thrown into the midst of existence, seeks to interpret the significance of his own being. Indeed, I would classify philosophical knowledge in the second type of knowledge, because it essentially interprets existence and in some way grasps its being. That is, it grasps that which one could not possibly explain in the scientific sense (and here I mean erklären), but whose mystery one can in some sense comprehend (verstehen), a being that one can understand, above all, by immersing oneself in it by virtue of a form of participative knowledge that we might call a “metaphysico-religious experience.” Such metaphysico-religious experience ìs made possible by a “metaphys-ico-religious sensitivity”, a quality that is not possessed to the same degree by all, and many people, indeed, hardly have it at all; a sensitivity, however, that one can develop in oneself by practice and in others by giving them suitable stimuli and pointers.9
Philosophical knowledge is a knowledge that interprets, that asks itself the reason why, a knowledge that is profoundly different from the one that is associated with the exact sciences. And yet, in the last resort, one can say that even the adept of the exact sciences bases his conclusions on an existential knowledge, on a pre- and extrascientific knowledge of what Husserl calls the world-of-life (Lebenswelt). Even such recent critics of science as Kuhn, Feyerabend, etc., are agreed in drawing attention to the very important part that is played, particularly in scientific revolutions, by this prescientific aspect, this philosophical moment of interpretation, this moment when the scientist asks himself the reasons why and when he elaborates interpretative forms that at first sight may appear as extremely fanciful and arbitrary and at the time practically impossible to verify.

In the concrete elaboration of the ever-new scientific formulations there is thus, let us say, a more philosophico-existential interpretative moment and, likewise, there is a more scientifico-abstractive moment in the elaboration of new philosophical formulations; this latter is the moment when every new philosophical interpretation has to be critically reexamined with a view to seeing whether and to what extent it is coherent with itself and in keeping with the observed phenomena.

In the wider sense, then, I would equate this philosophico-phenomenological know-ledge with any type of pre- and extrascientific knowledge, with any type of existential knowledge that we can obtain, through living, of what Husserl calls the life-world. Indeed, one can say that in each and every conscious act of our lives we always evaluate reality; we feel that there is something that attracts us and something that repels us, and we may even sense that there is something that, although it repels us on a superficial level, attracts us on a more profound level, something that seems to us to constitute a value to be pursued notwithstanding the effort and the suffering that such a choice may imply. Existential knowledge is an evaluative knowledge, the very opposite of scientific knowledge which, by its very nature, is always nonevaluative.

Existential knowledge is a contact knowledge of reality, and it is also the knowledge of phenomena, of live phenomena that are perceived as the manifestation of reality. In our daily experience, then, an observed phenomenon always reveals an essence to us, always reveals a “how things stand” as such. Scientific knowledge, on the other hand, by its very nature, shrinks back from what Galileo called “essaying the essence” (“il tentar l’essenza”). Science considers and studies phenomena in themselves and in their relationships to each other (especially their quantitative relations); it does not study phenomena as revealers or indicators of a metaphysical reality that lies behind and beyond them. As far as science is concerned, phenomena are in a certain sense substantialized, absolutized; their explanation lies in themselves, without there being any metaphenomenological pointer or suggestion.

Again, one may say that scientific knowledge aims at defining its objects in a univocal and exact manner. It succeeds in this rather well because the objects of scientific knowledge are either purely ideal beings or realities that have been partially idealized by virtue of previous definitions, definitions that are always to some extent conventional and arbitrary. We also know that the very opposite happens in existential knowledge, where the subject does not define the reality in which he lives but interprets it. These interpretations may find their expression in symbols that are always imperfect, never exhaustive. Reality always appears mysterious to those who know it existentially. Science generates an intellectual knowing, but phenomenological philosophy interprets, puts itself forward as a hermeneutic.

While the empirical sciences endeavor to ascertain the facts, phenomenological philosophy sets itself the problem of the meanings. “Essences”, “values”, “signifi-cances”, in the last analysis, are equivalent terms; whether I say essences, values, or significances, what I am saying is always the equivalent of the “whys and wherefores” of existence, the whys and wherefores understood in a sense that need not be merely causal but many also involve the finalities. Science, on the other hand, at least at the moment when it formulates its results, Is not so much concerned with ascertaining the whys and wherefores of the observed phenomena, but rather with how they come about.

There is yet another difference. A scientific verification always endeavors to be objective and such that all the possible subjects, no matter what their biological, psychological, social, or cultural differences, will always arrive at the same conclusions if they adopt instruments of logic, recording, measurement, and calculation conventionally assumed to be valid, conclusions, moreover, that can always be expressed in terms of exact formulas. In philosophical research as conceived in its originary existential sense, on the other hand, the verification always passes through the interior experience of individual subjects and, consequently, the results that are testified by one subject may be recognized by other subjects only to the extent to which they, too, succeed in maturing analogous experiences in their own intimacy.

Scientific research is objective, disincarnate, disinterested, coldly detached, and abstract, or at least becomes such at its most abstract and most specifically “scientific” moment, i.e., the moment at which it formulates its results and verifies them, and this quite irrespective of the human, pragmatic, or political motivations that may concretely have caused this or that research project to be undertaken, projects that always represent activities originating in and from the Lebenswelt. Unlike scientific research as such, the kind of research that each one of us can undertake when he questions himself about the meaning and significance of his own existence is a vital research, a question in which the subject calls himself into question, a question that is closely connected with the life of the subject, the very problem of how the subject should live, with the entire life of the subject clearly depending on the solution of the problem.10
Let us now see how one can define more precisely this concept of a philosophical phenomenology of religion. I would say that a philosophical phenomenology Is a philosophy pursued with a phenomenological method. In this sense, therefore, it seems to me that Heidegger is right when to all intents and purposes he identifies phenom-enology with ontology, when he writes that “phenomenology is the manner of demon-stratively determining [i.e., in the sense of “showing”] the matters that must constitute the theme of ontology” and when, continuing this thought, he concludes that “ontology is possible only as a phenomenology.11 If phenomenology and ontology represent two different concepts, it seems to me that this is due primarily to the different viewpoints from which one considers what, in the last resort, is one and the same reality. Phenomenology is not a way of abstractly considering phenomena for their own sake, but rather a way of seeing the Being through the phenomena. I have already said that to see certain things one has to know how to look at them in a certain way. If we look in an inadequate or less adequate manner, we simply have to correct our way of looking. It may even be that we shall induce other subjects to look at things in a differ-ent way in order to see them better. In case these other subjects should remain faithful to their customary way of looking at things and seeing them one can try to make use of a kind of Socratic irony in the hope that these other subjects, through an internal critique and within the ambit of the personal and interior experience of each one of them, may succeed in transmuting their present way of considering things. At this point, indeed, we could adopt a kind of maieutic practice, a midwifery designed to induce these other subjects to gradually modify their look, hoping that in due course they will succeed in seeing something similar to what we already see. This complex operation has to pass via the epoché. It is our customary manner of looking at things that prevents us from seeing them in a different and more adequate way. Even though a rejection of this manner A of “looking at” things does not yet appear to be sufficiently motivated, let us try at least to suspend this manner of “looking at.” Thereby we shall at least have neutralized the inhibiting shackles. Once we have performed this negative operation, there will inevitably come a time when we shall have to perform a positive one, when we shall have to try to look at things in the manner B. And then, by virtue of the fact that we continue to scrutinize things in this different way, we may perhaps succeed in also seeing something different.

This “suspension of the looking at” in one way and this “looking in a different manner” cannot be considered as two logico-scientific operations (even though there is a rational element in them, an element of reasonableness and a critical attitude that should be developed further as rapidly as possible); rather, they are to be more properly considered as existential acts, they represent two acts that the subject cannot perform without a considerable effort and, I would add, a considerable ascesis. They involve the whole of the personality of the subject, and not just his intellect. When it is understood in this sense, the phenomenology of religion becomes an integral part of a spiritual itinerary. Or, rather, of the cognitive aspect of this itinerary; and we could even say that it becomes its cognitive but not intellectualistico-abstract aspect, something that is vitally connected with the evolution of the entire personality in all its aspects. Very briefly, almost in passing, let me mention some examples.

Husserl’s classical example is that of the suspension of the naturalistic attitude. Such an epoché may enable us to make an important discovery: nothing can exist if not in relation to a consciousness.

But here there lies the danger of slipping into a form of idealism that will reduce all things to mere phenomena of this consciousness that I possess at this moment, that in actual practice will reduce all things to phenomena of this personal and empirical consciousness of mine. One must therefore suspend the undue absolutization of my consciousness that I either assume or am tempted to assume — in the same way as in the example of Husserl’s reduction of the naturalistic attitude, where the problem really was to put “in parentheses” or “out of play” the improper absolutization that we are always tempted to attribute to the natural world, as if it were something that had an absolute existence of its own. This putting out of play of both the naturalistic attitude (to which Husserl refers) and of the idealist attitude will enable us to gradually mature the awareness that everything that exists does in fact exist in relation to a consciousness, but a consciousness that cannot be merely my own empirical consciousness or even the sum of the consciousnesses of all men, but rather a consciousness that includes and transcends all these empirical consciousness, that is to say (for want of a better term), an absolute, divine consciousness. This is not the place for developing these arguments further; here we can only very briefly adumbrate the possibility that in a certain way they offer us of applying the epoché; but at this point I must stress once again that this epoché, being a negative operation, must not be separated from that positive adoption of a new manner of looking, which is the only thing that can positively put us in condition to penetrate further into reality and improve what we see.

Continuing, then, we may note that our adoption of an authentically philosophical attitude may be inhibited by the survival within us of a praxis oriented attitude, of an undue absolutization of praxis, of everything that constitutes “practical life”, and also by the survival within us of a scientistic attitude, of an undue absolutization of science as the only form of research and of scientific knowledge as the only possible form of knowledge. These undue absolutizing attitudes, too, must be put out of play, and we know just how difficult this is for the so-called modem man.

Certain phenomenological reductions may smooth our way toward the realization of a religious attitude. But we know how many religious truths take shape in the human mind through myths. We also know that the fabulatory psychological mechanism that is responsible for the creation of myths is something that is very similar to the process of the formation of dreams and even of “dreams dreamed with open eyes.” A myth is often the vehicle of very profound truths. The problem is not really that of performing a “demythification” in the manner of Bultmann (because this would truly involve the risk of “throwing away not only the dirty water, but also the baby in the bath tub”); the problem is rather one of “transmythifying”, that is to say, placing the myth in its proper light, making it perform its proper function as a vehicle of revelation, because truly there are many myths that can tell us spiritual truths in a manner that is far more profound and pregnant than intellectual arguments and concepts. But if we are to do all this, we must first put out of play or into parentheses any kind of mythifying attitude or undue absolutization of myths, a frame of mind that could induce us to take the myth literally and thus to confound it with the more profound truth of which it is the vehicle, to confound it with the Being of which it is the phenomenon.12
Another undue absolutizing attitude within the religious realm that has to be put out of play with the help of a far from easy ascetic operation may be the attitude of creating for oneself other absolutes by the side or even in place of the one and only absolute truth. In this connection let us recall the recurring temptations of the ancient Jews, temptations that the prophets had to fight against without cease; and also the analogous temptation that, albeit in other forms, operates in the spirit of us moderns and creates for us new idols and false absolutes; I am referring, of course, to the many isms of our day and age, each with its core of truth elevated to an improper absolute.

Another temptation could be the one that many theologians, metaphysicians, and ordinary believers have been unable to resist, the temptation of enclosing God in an image or a concept (a temptation that is vigorously opposed by, among others, apophatic theology).13
Yet another temptation could be the one, suffered by many religious spirits, of attributing to God full and direct responsibility for each and every one of their thoughts and actions, even of those thoughts and actions that are particularly obviously the results of human conditioning and should be explained, at least to a very considerable extent, with the help of the human sciences (although carefully avoiding a slip back into the reductive attitudes previously discussed).

A further temptation (and here I shall terminate these examples even though it would be easy to continue) could be the one of looking for and discovering the presence of God only in certain places and environments (one’s own intimate religious life, certain religious traditions, certain religious manifestations), a priori excluding that this selfsame presence of God could also manifest itself in other and different ambits, say (to mention just a few), in other religions, in nature, and in history, and in the “signs of the times” interpreted in a particular way, even in a humanist and political interpretation.

All these are temptations of unduly absolutizing a particular way of looking at things, temptations that could prevent us from seeing things in a more adequate way. They are temptations of which we must be conscious and aware, which we must combat within us by means of a rigorous ascesis, and which we must begin to subject to epoché, at least at the intellectual and cognitive level, and thus to set ourselves the problem, at least at this level again, of beginning to look at things with different eyes, thereby enabling our religious consciousness, and with it the whole of our spiritual and human life, to develop and gain better insights.

I have endeavored to give some idea of what, in my opinion at least, a philosophical phenomenology could be as a theoretical moment of a religious itinerary that cannot but involve the whole of man. At this point it becomes interesting to establish a relationship between a philosophical phenomenology of religion and a scientific phenomenology of religion of the type proposed by van der Leeuw, Eliade, Pettazzoni, and Di Nola. Certainly, a confrontation with the religious testimonies of others is very important for the religious, and the scientific phenomenology of religion offers him an ample and well coordinated documentation of such testimonies that the phenomenologist-philosopher of religion and the religious seeker can accept and consider not only as material of psychological, historical, sociological, and cultural interest, but also and above all as material that is of spiritual interest to him and relevant to his personal religious ascent or development and, indeed, relevant to the religious realization of man. The concordance of these testimonies can greatly strengthen a religious person in his convictions and help him not to feel alone and isolated in many of his religious attitudes. But what signif-icance is he to attribute to the numerous discordancies that he will find in religious phenomenology and, above all, how Is he to explain them? I believe that the religious person or, if you prefer, the phenomenologist-philosopher of religion, having made use of the material organized by the scientific phenomenology of religion, may in turn extend a helping hand to this scientific phenomenology by explaining not only why it Is that the religious agree in certain fundamental experiences, but also why they diverge so profoundly from one individual to another and also from one tradition to another. It may well be that all of them see the same things; and if, in part, they see the same things — although there are other things that they see in different ways — then this could be due precisely to the fact that there are certain things that they are accustomed to looking at in the same way and certain other things that they habitually look at in different ways. It may well be that certain religious spirits stop at a vision A that is less adequate than a vision B for the simple reason that they have not suspended their manner A of looking at things and therefore have not yet overcome this limitation that prevents them from adopting the manner B of looking that is the condition, the sine qua non for acceding to the more adequate vision B. The scientific phenomenology of religion, by definition (i.e., by the very fact of being scientific), does not formulate any value judgments; but the philosophical phenomenology of religion — inasmuch as it lives these experiences and evaluates them by living them and, what is more, lives them in a participative type of existential knowledge — the philosophical phenomenology of religions, as I was saying, is reasonably authorized to conclude that the vision B is more adequate than the vision A. The phenomenologist-philosopher can therefore qualify the two visions, and he can also explain how it comes about that certain subjects are still anchored to the vision A and, indeed, why they are still anchored to the vision A even though they could have attained to vision B if only they had created the necessary conditions, if only they had made themselves more receptive to a more profound illumination. It seems to me, moreover, that a confrontation with the philosophical phenomenology of religion could stimulate the historico-scientific phenomenology of religion to a more profound understanding of the material it studies, this at least to the extent to which it is true that a human science ought not to limit itself to describing the phenomena from the outside, but should rather endeavor to understand their inner nature to the greatest possible extent. Nothing authorizes us to enlarge unduly the limits within which what I have here been saying may be considered to have been scientifically verified, but it is very important, not least for the progress of the sciences themselves, that the horizon of our knowledge should be wider than the rather narrow one within which a certain scientistic ideology is contained. Understanding things a little more thoroughly has never yet done harm to anybody, not even to a scientist. It is quite clear, therefore, that a better existential comprehension cannot but further scientific knowledge itself and constitute an advantage for it. Here one must also bear in mind that this selfsame scientific knowledge, even though by its very nature it puts itself forward as an analytical and abstractive knowledge, is not for that reason — and abstractly so — an end in itself. Scientific knowledge springs from the life of man and is also orientated and finalized toward the life of man, so that man may know ever more and understand better, so that human knowledge as a whole may progress, that knowledge which, as Husserl himself has quite rightly pointed out (and insistently so), is in the last resort one and indivisible.
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12  P. Ricoeur defines two moments or aspects of demythification: a phase of demystifi-cation, which can liberate us from the alienating aspect of the myth, and one of de-mythologization, capable of bringing out the authentic sense and significance of the myth. In this connection see his essay “Démythiser l’accusation”, in Le conflit des interprétations, pp. 330-46.

13 See Morra’s Dio senza Dio, especially the chapters entitled “Teologia negativa e   teologia positiva” (pp. 219-47) and “Le ‘prove’ di Dio” (pp. 249-300). 

II.

TELEOLOGY  AND  INTER-SUBJECTIVITY 

IN  RELIGIOUS  KNOWLEDGE

There is a certain scientistic mentality which, while elevating scientific know​ledge to the highest possible level, undervalues pre- and extrascientific existen​tial knowledge and, in particular, exhibits little regard for any kind of meta​physical or religious knowledge. At most this viewpoint concedes that such knowledge has a merely psychological, subjective and private value. However, my investigation of Husserl’s phenomenology has led me to the view that this knowledge may well offer us a means of introducing a right sense of propor​tion into the claims of scientism. It will give us a more objective and con​sidered view of science within the limits of its specific function and aid in the reappraisal of pre- and extrascientific knowledge having as its object the life-world ;we shall then be in a position to give a noetical-objective reappraisal of metaphysical and religious knowledge. Space does not allow a historical overview of the way the scientistic mentality has come about; nor will I be able to explicate Husserl’s phenomenological analysis of the way science has come unto being and its connotations. My intention here is confined to raising the following problem: how can a phenomenology based on the Husserlian method help to provide a philosophical justification of an authentic cognitive status for religious experience (and in a wider context, for metaphysical and mystical experience, and for interior and spiritual experience in general), to meet the claims of a certain scientistic mentality which denies any objectivity to such experience and limits it to the subjective or the human. It does not appear that Husserl actually tackled this problem as such; but he certainly did deal with the wider and more general issue, namely, whether one can attribute a real and serious cognitive status to pre- and extrascientific knowledge. It would appear, moreover, that a correct approach to this wider problem, in the manner of Husserl, might be able to pave the way toward a definition of the more particular problem of the cognitive and objective status of religious knowledge. This is a consequence that we ourselves can draw from an inter​pretation of Husserl’s method which, despite its theoretical and personal nature, will sufficiently reflect the spirit of Husserl’s phenomenology. More​over, Husserl’s phenomenology sets out to be a method, rather than an acquisition of results; a method to be applied to ever-new data which lie beyond the results of Husserlian research, and beyond the issues that Husserl concerned himself with, hence, beyond his own personal objectives and in​terests, and beyond his own cultural horizons.

For Husserl, in contrast to the objectivity of the “thing” which is investi​gated and determined by the physical sciences, the “thing” (Ding) which is perceived by the senses is something that is “purely subjective” (als etwas “bloss Subjectives”).1 But this does not mean that this subjectivity and apparency should be understood as if the things perceived were pure and simple “experiences” (Erlebnisse)2 or mere “signs” (Zeichen),3 and as if there existed some “totally unknown reality” (eine völlig unbekannte Realität) lying on the opposite side of objectivity — a kind of hidden cause which could be characterized only via the detour of mathematical concepts.4 The “physical thing” is in no way extraneous to what is perceived by the senses: on the contrary, it announces itself to some extent by revealing itself through its appearance (Das physikalische Ding aber ist kein dem sinnlich-leibhaft Erscheinenden Fremdes, sondern sich in ihm, und zwar a priori [aus unaufhe​blichen Wesensgründen] nur in ihm originär Bekundendes).5 In other words, Husserl feels that, from the phenomenological point of view, there does not exist a hiatus between scientific knowledge and pre- and extrascientific knowledge: more precisely, there does not exist that hiatus which modern science uses to distinguish between scientific knowledge and pre- and extra​scientific knowledge, somewhat in the manner of the Greek distinction between rational and sense knowledge. This modem distinction leads to an exaggerated evaluation of scientific knowledge and an undervaluation of pre- ​and extrascientific knowledge. If we admit that scientific knowledge is the grasping of something essential (and it is a debatable point whether it really is essential, and to what degree) we do not thereby mean that pre- and extra​scientific knowledge is merely an appearance of reality. Husserl maintains that even in this case, a being, a real being (ein wirklich Seiendes), is grasped; and if it is grasped imperfectly, subsequent knowledge will in some way be able to identify it in a more rational manner.6
Something real is grasped in any form of pre- and extrascientific know​ledge. It is grasped in an original fashion (originär) even though this may not be adequate (adäquate).7 One can have an immanent and “adequate” intui​tion only of the “being-as-experience” (Sein als Erlebnis). On the other hand, the thing (Ding) can be perceived only as far as it “adumbrates” itself (sich “abschattet”)8: a thing gradually presents itself only under one or another aspect, and announces itself (“bekundet” sich) only through modes of appearance (Erscheinungsweisen).9 In each “thing” one can distinguish a nucleus (Kern) which actually coincides with what is really presented (wirklich Dargestelltem); and it is surrounded by a whole horizon of other elements which are given together with the nucleus, although they cannot be considered as authentic data in the strict sense of the term; then there is a rather vague area of indeterminacy (Unbestimmtheit).10 Out of this in​determinacy, new perceptions, different perceptions, continually take shape, and pass into each other all the time until they are fused into the unity of a perception; and it is within this unity that the “thing,” despite its duration and despite its permanence, continues to present itself to us under ever-new aspects. In this way, the indeterminacies receive an increasingly precise determination, even though one cannot prevent the occasional occurrence of the opposite process”.11 The experiences need not necessarily be always concordant: they may also be partly concordant and partly discordant; and, lastly, they may also give rise to absolutely irreconcilable discordancies, such as to induce us to doubt, to modify our judgments.12 Apart from these incidents, one can establish, as a general principle, that through its manifold apparitions (Erscheinungen), through what Husserl calls his perspectives or adumbrations (Abschattungen), one and the same thing appears with growing perfection:13 one can thus speak of an experience that bears witness to the thing in an ever-richer manner,14 and therefore one can speak of a teleology in the true sense of the word: of the “teleology of the development of an increasingly perfect truth” (Teleologie der Entwicklung der immer vollkom​menerer Wahrheit).”15 Here it is not the “later” as such that judges the “for​mer.” One would rather say that the subsequent evidence springs from the critique of the earlier, and it is in this sense that it corrects it. It is in this progression of our knowledge of the thing that Husserl sees the possibility of an “unlimited development” (of a “Grenzenlosigkeit im Fortgange”).16
During this process of gaining knowledge of things, I, the subject, imme​diately become aware of the fact that other subjects are simultaneously acting and knowing.17 Everything that exists, always exists by virtue of an act of awareness; in this sense, therefore, subjectivity constitutes the world. But if all of this is true, it is equally true that, given a plurality of subjects, subjec​tivity can perform this constitutive function only through intersubjectivity.18 In this paper I have no intention of attempting to deal with Husserl’s approach to the “constitution” of things and the world, but simply want to consider this world of things, this life-world (Lebenswelt), as it is revealed to us and the manner in which this revelation can be described in phenomenological terms. This world in which we subjects find ourselves to be living, and which constitutes the unitary and permanent object and the background and horizon of every cognitive act we perform, this world is revealed to us as something that we all possess in common: in this sense, says Husserl, “the ontological form of the world is the world for everyone” (Die ontologische Weltform ist die der Welt fùr alle)19 or, putting this into other words, a “world for all real and possible subjects” (Welt für alle wirklichen und möglichen Subjecte).20 Although to each one of us the world appears in a different manner, one may yet affirm that it is one and the same world that we all know and that gra​dually takes shape for us, becoming continually realized through one inter​subjective community.21 To live a personal life means to live as oneself and as ourselves within a common horizon.22 The existence of others as co-subjects is something that we learn and experience through “empathy” (Einfühlung) or “empathic attribution” (Ein-deutung),23 which is an intuitive act, although not an original one.24 This being so, it is absolutely impossible to reduce it to analogical reasoning,25 since it is, by its very nature, a form of experience.26 We can have an original experience of somebody else’s body — through “external perception” (äussere Wahrnehmung) — but not of other people’s spirit, consciousness, or interior life. In the same way, Husserl maintains that there will always remain a radical difference between “internal perception” or “self-perception” (innere oder Selbstwahrnehmung) — an equally original form of perception that we might have of ourselves and our own states of consciousness — and the knowledge or awareness that we can have of other people’s states of consciousness through empathy; but this does not mean that we cannot have any kind of certain knowledge of others or of their psychic life as something that is “there, in person” and inseparable from their physical or bodily presence (Das Andere und sein Seelenleben ist zwar bewusst als “selbst da” und in eins mit seinem Leibe da, aber nicht wie dieser bewusst als originär gegeben).27 While not concerned here with an “original experi​ence,” we are nevertheless concerned with an experience. And it is within this intersubjective experience that one can have a continuous mutual realization (and it is here that it becomes possible sich wechselseitig zu korrigieren). And it is also here that, following our different experiences or discordancies, we can come to a communicative agreement (in der kommunikativen Einstimmig​keit) and thus arrive, step by step, all together as a community, at truth (und so in der Gemeinschaft zu einer Wahrheit zu kommen).28 The subjectivities, in their various interactions of agreements and disagreements, constitute a single psychic whole (so gibt es nur einen einzigen seelischen Zusammenhang, einen allheitlichen Zusammenhang aller Seelen);29 they are not in a relation​ship of exteriority but are rather mutually contained within each other (alle nicht äusserlich sondern innerlich).30 Each subject, by virtue of empathy, experiences awareness of the others precisely because they perceive the same world.31 The same reality of communication, the same language, all this both presupposes and bears witness to intersubjectivity. A community of experi​ences, a community of thought and action, becomes established among the “co-subjects”. It is a “communis opinio of science”33 and a corresponding “community of scientists” ;34 but one attributes a “common consciousness” also to the “society of philosophers,” and even works of art have an inter​subjective existence (Kunstwerke haben ihr intersubjektives Dasein). One can say that “the people who create culture” are all acting within the totality constituted by “acting personal humanity” (die leistende personale Mensch​heit). Husserl particularly stresses the “new interior community” (neue und innige Gemeinschaft) that comes into being among philosophers, where each thinker appropriates and absorbs the contributions made by those who have preceded him in time, reinterprets their works in his own manner, gain​ing fresh and original insights every time he studies them anew. Thus the history of philosophy as a whole, notwithstanding its involutional and re​gressive phases, shows a constant trend toward an ever-increasing degree of “self-understanding” (Selbstverständnis) in the rational and philosophical sense, and therefore shows a “unitary teleological structure” (eine einheitliche teleologische Struktur).

These remarks about the manner in which Husserl conceives knowledge of the “thing” permit us to conclude that his vision undoubtedly leaves room for pre- and extrascientific knowledge with a certain value of objectivity, although the objectivity in question is obviously very different from that of the sciences. Knowledge of the “thing” gives rise to b oth a certain objectivity and a certain intersubjectivity. In Husserl’s works, in fact, we find that this word “thing” (Ding or, more rarely, Sache) oscillates between two meanings: one of these, the narrower one, designates a material reality, while the wider one is used to describe any kind of reality that can be perceived or grasped by any type of intuition whatsoever (and therefore also a value or a phenomenon of one’s own or of other people’s consciousness). In this second sense, which is the one most widely used by Husserl, the term “thing” includes the “ex​periences” (Erlebnisse), while in an another and narrower sense — although not necessarily limited to that of a material reality — “being-as-thing” (Sein als Ding) is placed in contraposition to “being-as-experience” (Sein als Erleb​nis) and excludes it. Husserl’s concept of “thing” may be of interest for our particular line of thought by virtue of this third and intermediate meaning (which does not include the pure Erlebnisse as such) and which at the same time excludes also a mere identification with material reality. When we take the term “thing” to have this intermediate meaning, one of Husserl’s passages assumes particular importance, namely, when he writes that everything one can say “in connection with the natural objectivities as ‘mere things’ must also apply to the axiological and practical objectivities (aesthetic objects, cultural formations, etc.) that are derived from them. Just as, in the last resort, it must also apply to all the transcen​dencies that constitute themselves in relation to consciousness” (...Alles, was wir uns hinsichtlich der Naturobjektivitäten als ‚blosser Sachen‘ klargemacht haben, gelten muss für alle in ihnen fundierten axiologischen und praktischen Objektivitäten, ästhetische Gegenstände, Kulturgebilde, usw. Und ebenso schliesslich fiir alle sich bewusstseinmässig kostituierenden Transzendenzen uberhaupt)43

As is brought out particularly clearly in Ideen II, not every reality, not every “sub-stance” or “thing,” is necessarily material, extensive, corporeal; in every man, and more generally also in every animal, there is a psychic reality that is qualitatively distinguishable from the corresponding bodily reality, even though it is necessarily and indissolubly associated with this latter. There is a way of considering things, animals, and even men themselves, that permits us to grasp the material, the physical aspects, and this is the manner characteristic of the scientist. But there is also another and different way of considering things, and, in particular, men: a way that permits us to see in them the persons, the spiritual phenomena, as well as everything that forms part of the world of the spirit and of culture.44 All this is grasped, perceived, in a personal relationship arid in an experience of the existential type. It is in this type of active and participating knowledge, by immersing oneself in the interior life of other subjects, that one grasps their motiva​tions. 45
The road by which one accedes to this kind of knowledge — as we have already mentioned — is empathy. This road, as we have also seen, is not an original one but rather, in a certain sense, an indirect one: everything that relates to the psyche and the spirituality of other subjects we learn solely and exclusively through the experiences that we may have of their bodies. As far as Husserl is concerned, “the body is the means of all perception, it is the very organ of perception, and necessarily participates in every type of per​ception” (...Ist der Leib das Mittel aller Wahrnehmung, er ist das Wahrneh​mungsorgan, er ist bei aller Wahrnehmung notwendig dabei). Every cultural form is necessarily bound up with some form of bodiliness in which it finds its peculiar physical expression: thus, in the bodiliness that is the essential attribute of every human being, in the notes emitted by a violin, in a manu​script or a printed document, just as in any tangible work of the human spirit, there is always, on the one hand, a founding “physicalness,” a basic “somaticity” (fundierende Leiblichkeit), and, on the other hand, the meaning that “animates” it (der beseelende “Sinn”).

This twofold affirmation made by Husserl is of importance for the pur​poses of the theme I propose to develop in this paper: he is in fact saying that there exists a spiritual reality, and that it can be known, experimentally in a certain way, through a type of experience that is qualitatively different from the one that enables us to learn the material realities. In getting to know the spiritual realities we once again have a progression, a teleology, and at the same time an intersubjectivity. But it is important to note on what this inter​subjectivity of spiritual knowledge is based: we can say quite decidedly that, as far as Husserl is concerned, the intersubjectivity of the knowledge that we can realize of the spiritual realities is invariably founded on the fact that each of these is necessarily connected with a material reality, is linked to it in an indissoluble manner, and that only this corporeal aspect is originally grasped in an intersubjective manner. The spiritual aspect is grasped by means of empathy, but always on the basis of tbis sensorial knowledge that is the sole original knowledge. Originally, therefore, knowledge becomes intersubjectivity only insofar as it is knowledge of corporeal, bodily realities. Husserl regards nature as an intersubjective reality potentially open to all human subjects, who nevertheless can enter it only through their own bodies.

This specific statement made by Husserl cannot but represent a grave limitation for anyone who wants to see whether it is possible to widen the Husserlian phenomenology in order to apply it to experience of the sacred: considering it in its originality, after all, the object of religious experience cannot but be spiritual. The divine communicates itself to all the realities, even the physical ones, and in this participation can also express itself through a physical reality; but if we are to base ourselves on the universality of the religious testimonies, the divine in se cannot be anything other than a spiritual reality: the divine is spirit, it is spirituality itself in all its original purity. All the testimony of religious men, of mystics, of saints, shows that they have always conceived experience of the sacred as a “contact know​ledge,” as an immediate experience — albeit an imperfect one, and even abysmally imperfect and inadequate — of a purely spiritual reality and, what is more, grasped directly in its spirituality. Here we come up against a serious limitation in Husserl’s work: true, be does conceive a pure experience of Erlebnisse immanent in consciousness; but he does not even vaguely succeed in conceiving any possible experience of spiritual phenomena that present themselves as transcendent, unless arid until they communicate themselves through the mediation of experiences of b odily realities. For Husserl, therefore, it is wholly inconceivable that there can be any experience of a pure spiritual​ity, of a sacred reality, of an absolute that can reveal itself as a “totally other,” as a ganz Andere.
One must hold that this difficulty is not an essential one, necessarily connected with the phenomenological search as such; in actual fact it is connected only with Husserl’s personality, with his mentality, with the streams of culture and thought absorbed by him, and also with the particular spiritual sensitivity that took shape within him as a result of all these factors. On the whole, therefore, we can say that Husserl closed himself to experience of the sacred, arid that it was essentially this closure that prevented him from developing his phenomenology to include a phenomenology of the sacred. But this does not mean that an appropriate development of certain forms of spiritual sensitivity cannot induce a given subject to open himself to such an experience and to the corresponding phenomenology. Such a subject would thus discover — in fact, directly and personally, experience — Husserl’s error in assuming that spiritual knowledge can be obtained solely and exclusively through the mediation of corre-sponding sensorial experiences of physical realities.

Having stated this important and essential reservation with the greatest possible clarity, we can now return to the problem that we set ourselves from the beginning, which is simply this: in view of what has been said here about Husserl’s manner of conceiving pre- arid extrascientific knowledge, what relevance can all this have in connection with the recognition that religious knowledge has a certain objectivity and intersubjectivity? Let me say right away that it certainly is relevant. It is true that Husserl did not explicitly come to grips with the problem we have set ourselves, but it is equally true that religious knowledge, by virtue of certain of its specific connotations, can well form part of this type of pre- arid extrascientific knowledge that Husserl characterizes in his work. Religious knowledge has certain very peculiar characteristics, arid from these I shall here abstract with a view to bringing out only certain features that it has in common with every pre- and extra​scientific knowledge, with what Husserl calls knowledge of the “thing.” It must be very clear by now that this word “thing” (Ding) — which is possibly not the most satisfactory among all the various terms that one could use in this wider acception — designates a quid that can be neatly distinguished from phenomenologically “reduced” experiences, and includes every kind of reality, be it material or spiritual; it therefore also includes the sacred, the very thing of which, albeit in widely differing forms, religious knowledge provides some experience.

In certain respects religion is a practice, but in other respects it is also knowledge. (In any case, even a practice, if it is to be truly such, i.e., a way of acting and not just a blind and instinctive way of moving, presupposes a certain awareness, and therefore it is knowledge.) This has to be clearly recognized, because Husserl, when all is said and done, seems to place a some​what excessive emphasis on the practical (or, as he says, mythico-practical) character of religious experience, thus placing it in contraposition to the theoretical attitude of thaumazein, as far as he is concerned, philosophy — in sharp contrast with myth — draws its origin from the thaumazein; it is almost as if the religious attitude and even the very formation of myths were underlaid by an analogous feeling of astonishment, of marvel — by an ana​logous thaumazein; or if the factor contemplation had to be considered excluded from religious life, whereas in actual practice it appears to be closely connected with it. Undoubtedly, religion has an appreciable pragmatic aspect; but the same thing, in different respects, may also be said of the sciences, which not only develop in close relationship with the corresponding techno​logies but, even when they are considered as pure sciences, as forms of pure research, tend to manipulate reality rather more than they mirror it (and this aspect of science as a manipulating practice is being brought increasingly to the fore by the development of the critique of science). And does not philoso​phy itself make similar use of concepts to manipulate reality in one way or another in order to give it a meaning, a significance? We know that pheno​menology tends first and foremost to be receptive to the pure revelation of things as such, doing this by means of a rigorous suspension of every “natural attitude,” and also of every manipulating conceptualization: in this sense, therefore, phenomenology tends to assume the connotations of the most theoretical of philosophies. Even with allowance for the obvious differences, one may well ask oneself whether a very similar attitude does not characterize the religious who endeav-ors to make himself as receptive as possible to divine revelation by eliminating the temptation to manipulate it for his own pur​poses, or even according to his own mental habits, and thus to frame it in the cultural schemes to which he is accustomed and in which he finds himself at ease. It would seem that tbis receptivity of the religious vis-à-vis divine revela​tion, this epoché to which he subjects every pragmatic motif, this suspension of all judgment in order to place himself in a state of pure listening, and therefore also in a pure speculative and theoretical attitude, is very similar to the substance, to the primary and essential motivation of the attitude that the phenomenologist assumes vis-à-vis the pure manifestation or revelation of things.

If we now pass on to consider what one may call the phenomenological knowledge of the “thing,” we may note that the various passages in which Husserl has endeavored to characterize this knowledge, and which have been briefly sketched in the earlier part of this paper, can be used with equal validity to characterize religious knowledge, at least in those essential aspects that it has in common with every existential knowledge, with every pre- or extrascientific knowledge. Basing oneself on what one can extract — and translate into ordinary language — from the attestations common to all the religious, even religious knowledge presents itself as a concept of a reality that in some way transcends the subject. This sacred reality once again expresses itself in “appearances,” “adumbrates” itself in Abschattungen, “announces” itself in them. Arid here, too, one can say that every appearance, in some way or another, expresses or announces a being, or in some way participates in it (to the extent to which a phenomenon is authentically religious, it is always a manifestation of the sacred, arid this no matter how strange or aberrant certain modalities of the phenomenon may be). There is thus some kind of objectivity (not a scientific one, obviously) in every religious phenomenon. However, it is an object that to some extent always escapes us: it is a reality that transcends the subject arid, consequently, the knowledge that the subject can have of it will, in a certain sense, always be inadequate, and this even though, at one and the same time, one may well say that the “modes of appearance” of that object grasp the very object itself and not just a mere image of it, a mere symbol. In every religious intuition there is the revelation of a nucleus, and this is a halo of indeterminacy that tends to become more and more determinate in a succession of “adumbrations,” successive ap​proximations that gradually reveal that nucleus better arid become more adequate to express it. In other words, in this case, too, we have at least the theoretical possibility of an “unlimited development” of religious knowledge, in the sense of an unlimited deepening of this experience, which is a mystical experience and at the same time an ethical one; an experience of prayer and action, of encounter with the Eternal and temporal commitment; an experi​ence of sanctity to the extent to which this can be actuated in this earthly human condition; an experience of beatitude and of a beatifical vision; a vision that can be realized in a different condition according to the various revelations arid theologies. Even in the field of religious knowledge, therefore, one can speak — in the Husserlian sense — of a teleology of the development of an ever more perfect truth, and here, too, one can speak of an intersubjec​tivity. We are always concerned with a reality that in its way is objective, transcends the subject, arid presents itself in different modes of appearance

in each one of us. Everybody has his own experience, but in a certain way these experiences are always analogous and can therefore be communicated by means of language, so that there can be not only an exchange of experi​ences, but also mutual stimulation and mutual correction. A common horizon of both spiritual experience and faith may thus be created. Moreover, in this field one can again speak of empathy, because each one of us can have a certain insight into other people’s religious experiences. The remarks about a kind of communion of spirits that Husserl makes when he affirms that the various subjectivities jointly lead toward a knowledge of a world in which all constitute, as it were, a single psychic unit — by virtue of which the souls are not in a relationship of exteriority, but rather one within the other — has particular relevance in the religious field: one need only think of the evangeli​cal image of the vine and its shoots and of the “communion of the saints,” a theological concept, an article of faith and a dogma that the Husserlian analysis — quite obviously — does not grasp in all its richness and profundity, although it can in some way introduce us to it and, as it were, lead up to it from a phenomenological point of view.

If the Husserlian phenomenology of pre- and extra-scientific knowledge Is correct, arid if religious knowledge (or metaphysical, or mystical, or spiritual and interior knowledge, or any other name by which one wants to call it, emphasizing one or another of its many aspects) can be included within the ambit of this knowledge, if both these premises are valid, then it follows almost as in a syllogism that religious knowledge has all the qualities required to be considered as knowledge in the true sense of the word, with a certain objectivity and intersubjectivity of its own, even though neither is of the scientific type. Pre- and extra-scientific knowledge — with its “appearances” or “modes of appearance” in which a “transcendent essence” is not just signified or symbolized, but rather “announces” itself — manifests itself directly arid in the first person; and it represents the starting point from which scientific knowledge comes to constitute itself the kind of knowledge that is concerned exclusively with highlighting the “primary qualities”, i.e., those phenomena that lend themselves to objective verification, measurement, and calculation. Certainly, scientific knowledge has an objectivity and an intersubjectivity of its own and also its own peculiar type of development, a teleology of its own, always within the ambit and the limits of its peculiar function. And, certainly, scientific knowledge is also a knowledge by full right, even though its object is not the original revelation of the phenomena, but rather the manipulation of these phenomena for very specific ends. Indeed, Husserl himself devotes a rather acute phenomenological analysis to the rise of modem science, an analysis that shows that science is not ari ex​clusive or even privileged type of knowledge, but simply something derived from pre- and extrascientific knowledge by means of a progressive manipula​tion of its data with a view to peculiar and distinct ends of its own. It there​fore follows that it is wrong to say that scientific knowledge not only grasps the original manner in which phenomena reveal themselves, but also grasps them in such a manner as to find within itself a criterion for judging other forms of knowledge and establishing these latter as either less valid than itself or not valid at all. It follows that religious knowledge, insofar as it can take its place by the side of the other forms of existential pre- and extrascientific knowledge, arid insofar as it can stand with them as something that Is equally original, has full rights of citizenship among the various types of knowledge, and can consider itself knowledge by full right, possessing all the characteris​tics of objectivity and intersubjectivity that are attributed to knowledge and identify it as such. Further, like every other form of knowledge, it has a teleology of its own: the trend of ari unlimited development toward the limiting idea of a truth that all the forms of knowledge pursue by working together, and that none of them can claim to seek on its own.

N  O  T  E  S

1  Ideen I, § 52, p. 122. Citations of the various Husserlian texts refer to the appropriate volume of Husserliana; gesammelte Werke, Nijhoff, The Hague, 1950-

2  Ideen I, § 52, p. 122.

3  Ibid.; Ideen II, § 56, p. 234.

4  Ideen I, § 52, p. 123. 

5  Ibid., p. 126. 

6  Krisis, Beilage X, p. 422. 

7  Ideen I, § 149, p. 365. 

8  Ibid., § 42, pp. 96-97.

9   Ibid., § 44, p. 100; § 61, p. 146. 

10  Ibid., § 44, p. 100. 

11  Ibid.; see also ibid., § 41, and Ideen III, § 20, p. 104. 

12  Ideen II, § 15, pp.44-45.

13  Ideen I, § 42, pp. 97-98.

14  Ideen II, §15, p. 44. 

15  Krisis, Beilage XXV, p. 491. 

16  Ideen I, § 149, p. 366. 

17  Cartesianische Meditationen, §§ 55-56. 

18  Krisis, § 50. 

19  Ibid., Beilage XX, p. 469. 

20  Ibid., § 71, p. 259. 

21  Ibid., Beilage I, p. 349. 

22  Ibid., Abhandlungen, Die Krisis des europäishen Menschentum und die Philosophie, p. 314. 

23  Cartesianische Meditationen, §§ 42-62: Ideen II, §§ 43-47; Ideen III, Beilage I. 

24  Ideen I, § 1. 

25  Cartesianische Meditationen, § 50. 

26  Ibid., §§ 52-54.

27  Ideen I, § 2, pp. 11. 

28  Krisis, Beilage XVIII, p. 464; see also Beilage VIII. 

29  Ibid., § 71, p. 258. 

30  Ibid.
31  Ibid., Abhandlungen, Naturwissenschaftliche und geistwissenschaftliche Einstellung, pp, 307-308; Beilage III, pp. 369-370.

32  Cartesianische Meditationen, §§ 55-58.

33  Krisis, Beilage XXVI, pp. 492-493.

34  Ibid., Beilage XXVII, p. 507. 

35  Ibid., Beilage XXV, p. 495. 

36  Ibid., Beilage XXVII, p. 506. 

37  Ibid., Beilage III, p. 381. 

38  Ibid., Abhandlungen, Die Krisis…, p. 334. 

39  Ibid. Beilage XXVIII 

40  Ibid., § 73, pp. 273, 276; Abhandlungen, Die Krisis…, 347-348; Beilage XIII, pp. 435, 442-443.

41  Ideen I, § 42, p. 95. 

42  As, for example, in Ideen I, § 44, p. 101; § 52, pp. 129-130; and generally in the paragraph as a whole. 

43  Ibid., § 52, pp. 129-130. 

44  Ideen III, Beilage I, § 3. 

45  Ideen II, § 51, pp. 190-191, 198-200. 

46  Ibid., § 18, p. 56; see also ibid., § 46, p. 167, as well as Ideen III, §§ 1-3 and Beilage 1, § 2.

47 Ideen II, § 56, pp. 220, 240; Beilage IX, pp. 320-321; Ideen III, Beilage I, § 4, pp.117-118. 

48  Ideen II, § 18, p. 86. 

III.

VALUE ETHICS AND EXPERIENCE

When we want to speak of the foundations of an ethics, it seems to me that one of the first problems that we have to face up to is to decide what we mean by founding. In the philosophical sense, surely, founding one or more judgments means to justify them, that is to say, it means to explain them by tracing them back to or deriving them from more evident judgments, deriving them from judgments that express more originary evidence. The ideal case, indeed, would be to derive such judgments from absolute evidence that can be expressed in a perfectly rigorous manner even in its selfsame formulation. But I do not think that this is quite as easy to achieve; or, rather, I have the distinct impression that in present conditions it is humanly impossible. What seems absolutely evident to us today may no longer appear quite as obvious tomorrow. We are not participating in a quiz program where the emcee will eventually tell us whether “our answer is correct” or otherwise. We are embarked on a boat that we are obliged to repair and perfect little by little while we ply the seven seas, without ever getting the chance of pulling it up on dry land and entrusting it to a shipyard. In such circumstances one simply does the best one can.

Let us now see what truly originary evidence we could use as the basic anchorage of an ethics or, indeed, of any other organic complex of propositions. Husserl would surely consider this anchorage to consist of the Erlebnisse (the “experiences”, that is) of the phenomenologically reduced consciousness. Indeed, Husserl defines this consciousness as absolute. It is this (pure, reduced) consciousness, this transcendental “I” that highlights the significance and confers the sense of being upon all things. But here one has to observe that the consciousness, no matter how reduced it may be, will always and inevitably present the Erlebnisse of a human consciousness. In reality this reduced consciousness appears as the consciousness of a man who, for the most part, suffers his own Erlebnisse, inasmuch as these derive — as far as he is concerned — from specific conditionings, that is to say, the very conditionings inherent in his living in the world. This consciousness, even though Husserl proclaims it as absolute, does not by any means succeed in explaining itself and its own Erlebnisse.

Our consciousness, then, does not succeed in explaining itself and yet wants to understand itself and its Erlebnisse, it longs to attribute to itself, as indeed to all things, a significance that will no longer be a purely subjective one, but rather objective and real, that is to say, it wants to give them a significance that will be profound, true and exhaustive or, if you prefer, the sense of being that they have in se and not just for me, for you, or for us.

The phenomenologist realizes a great interior discovery: everything that is, is only in relation to some consciousness. Nothing can be unless it is related to a consciousness. It is the consciousness that gives significance and sense of being (and therefore being) to all things. A consciousness is indispensable, but a human consciousness (no matter how much one wants to reduce it) is not sufficient to confer upon the various realities their significance and their sense of being and, consequently, the being that they have in se. A human consciousness that becomes aware of its own insufficiency (an irremediable insufficiency in spite of every reduction) cannot but refer matters to a universal Consciousness that, by thinking, calls all things into being just as they really are. This will be the only consciousness that really deserves to be defined as absolute, a consciousness that, as far as its essential aspects and attributes are concerned, may well reveal itself, little by little, to be similar to the essential features associated with our traditional image of God.

I am convinced that, if we really want to understand anything whatsoever, if we really want to found any proposition or doctrine whatsoever, the ultimate term of reference that we must seek as an anchorage cannot be the phenomena of a conscious-ness that — no matter how reduced — remains always relative, but only phenomena inasmuch as they are phenomena of a truly absolute Consciousness, inasmuch as they are phenomena of God. 

This is not a case of limiting ourselves to inferring God. We may infer him, we may argue his existence, always using the phenomena of our human consciousness as our starting point, but then we can also seek some experimental confirmation in the experience that — in some way or other — we have of God himself; in other words, in metaphysico-religious experience.

Even a metaphysico-religious experience can be relevant in a phenomenological sense. It is true that, as far as Husserlian terminology is concerned, the data of metaphysico-religious experience cannot be defined as originary on a par with the Erlebnisse, the phenomena of the human consciousness, but they nevertheless merit phenomenological consideration and can constitute phenomenological foundations because, albeit not in the idea of “being as experience” (Sein als Erlebnis), they can be subsumed — in the wider sense — under the concept of what Husserl calls the know-ledge of “being as thing” (Sein als Ding) 1. If we want to use this language, which in the present context is certainly not the happiest one, even God can be defined, in the widest possible sense, as a transcendental “thing” that yet manifests itself in some way through “adumbrations” (Ahschattungen), albeit in a manner that we can grasp only very imperfectly (and one can never insist sufficiently on the abyssal imperfection of the knowledge that we may gain of God).2 It is quite clear that this application is my own and not that of Husserl; but I do believe that it can be developed from premises that he postulated — and in critical continuity of his thought — by means of a more personal research, a more theoretical research, but one that to all intents and purposes avails itself of his method, that is to say, the phenomenological method.

As regards the problem of how one can attribute phenomenological and philoso-phical citizenship to the experience of God, to the experience of the Absolute or the Sacred, to metaphysical, religious and mystical experience, etc., this represents a matter that I cannot discuss here at length, although I have dealt with it extensively in other writings.3 I must therefore limit myself to saying that only in an experience of God can we find the true foundation of a system of ethics, that is to say, in something that will truly provide a reason for it, that will truly justify the system and clarify its significance at the most profound level, something that will explain its whys and wherefores in a satisfactory manner, in the most exhaustive manner possible.

In the ambit of ethics, in the ambit of moral action, indeed, one should note first of all that we human beings feel something like a voice from deep within ourselves that tells us to do certain things and not to do other things. We feel that this imperative that manifests itself in our intimacy is a categorical imperative: it is not hypothetical and it is not conditional like the technical rules that tell us that we have to behave in a certain manner if (that is to say, on the hypothesis that) we want to obtain a certain result that we are morally free not to desire. In the case of the ethical imperatives, however, we are not morally free to circumvent them, we are morally bound to obey them: these imperatives manifest themselves as unconditional, absolute. This is the famous contestation that Kant makes with such great clarity. From the overall context of Kant’s ethics we can here abstract (or, with a little good will, explicit) a phenomenological moment: this is the moment in which Kant contests the moral fact, the moment in which he notes the absoluteness, the categoricity of this command that we hear coming from deep within ourselves and which tells us that we must (or must not) do this or that. But why must we do it, in view of what must we do it? Because we have to. We have to do it because it is our duty. We must not do it because certain things are not done. Even if we admit that one’s duty may change as the situations vary and become modified, it always remains possible to say that in this particular situation it is our specific duty to do this or that. We are in war and have to kill the enemy, the same people who in times of peace would invade us as tourists, thus obliging us to tell them the way or to show them how to use a telephone booth. In any case, we always come face to face with an unconditional, categorical, absolute you must do this.

This, then, is the moral fact, the indubitable fact that all can testify and which can be the object of phenomenologic investigation. At this point, indeed, we have to explain the fact, we have to give the reason for it, to found it, to derive it from other phenomena that stand a little less in need of being founded and explained or, better still, don’t have this need at all because they explain themselves in an exhaustive manner by virtue of their own (inherent) evidence.

Now, for as long as it was desired to found the absoluteness of the ethical imperative on the absoluteness of God, that is to say, on Him who alone can be (properly) defined as absolute, we were concerned with a solution that was debatable if you like, but undoubtedly coherent and not contradictory. 

For in that case God would be conceivable as the originary absolute, the absolute from which the moral norm would derive an absoluteness at least as regards the formal aspect of its imperativeness; as regards its contents, on the other hand, one can always hypothesize that it is capable of being perfected and even that for the time being it remains rather far removed from perfection: indeed, as far as the mere content of the moral imperative is concerned, one can hold it to be the result of an authentic divine inspiration, but one that has been filtered through the imperfection of human vehicles, of men whose mentality, sensitivity and receptivity are all extremely limited by a whole series of conditionings, be they bio-psychological, historico-geographical, socio-cultural, or of any other kind whatsoever.

We know, however, that modem thought, at least in its most characteristic trends and expressions, has tried as far as possible to do without God. This observation should really be further qualified, articulated, shaded and exemplified, but I cannot do this here, since I have to develop my reasoning within given limits of space. For the moment I shall therefore limit myself to noting that in modem philosophy God is invoked less and less as the foundation of ethics, this not least because people believe less and less in Him and also live Him less and less. As the foundation of ethics is becoming detached from God, attempts are being made to anchor it to natural, mundane and human realities. But, seeing that these are relative realities, how can one possibly found the ethical imperative in all its absoluteness on any one of them?

It is true that the attempt to absolutize realities that are anything but absolute (i.e. Reason, Nature, Science, Art, Society, the Nation and the Race, Freedom, Mankind, Production and Consumption, Love and Sex, Sport, and so on) is a rather characteristic attitude of modem man; but here we are always concerned with pseudo-absolutes that sooner or later will reveal their character of “idols” (even though this attitude may have proved to be functional, at least in certain respects, for the autonomous constitution of many sciences and arts and forms of the human spirit and reality and, consequently, a more articulated and richer regnum hominis). Anyway, once certain claimed (or preten-ded) absolutes have revealed their falsity, once we have highlighted the decidedly non-absolute character of certain natural and human factors from which people would derive a system of ethics, on which they would found such a system, the insufficiency of these foundations always ends up by becoming rather obvious.

Indeed, what really ends up by becoming rather clear is the contradictory nature of trying to derive the ethical imperative, which all of us feel to be absolute, from relative and contingent factors. Paolo Valori, in his book entitled L’esperienza morale and bearing the subtitle Saggio di una fondazione fenomenologica dell’etica (The Moral Experience: An Essay about the Phenomenological Foundation of Ethics), also examines the principal ones among those that in our day and age appear to be “insufficient hermeneutics of the moral fact”. He points out that for neo-positivism in general a moral judgment does nothing other than express a feeling, a subjective state of mind, and that it cannot therefore be verified, just as one cannot verify a scream of pain or a word of command; in a conception of this kind, therefore, ethics represent nothing more than a sector of psychology and of sociology. As far as sociologism is concerned, the ethical norms derive from social pressure, which provides the ultimate explanation of what underlies every moral phenomenon. Structuralism, likewise, derives these phenomena from the anthropologico-social structures. For certain psychoanalytic interpretations, again, the moral consciousness (with all its prohibitions) is determined by purely psychologic (and often psychopathologic) factors. Valori, quite rightly, stresses the useful services that have been rendered by these new interpretations in throwing better light on many of the empirical aspects of the moral fact; but he goes on to point out that these interpretations, each in its own way, contradict the phenomenological fact that expresses the essential and specific aspect of the moral experience and makes this experience appear as the reception of an absolute imperative (which, among others, may also command the subject to maintain a nonconformist attitude vis-à-vis society and its structures, or an attitude of contestation and rebellion). Insufficient hermeneutics of the moral fact are also certain interpretations that, while trying to explain it, are in contradiction with what specifically emerges from it; while endeavouring to explain it, they thus deny it in the very thing that is peculiar of it.4
I have already said that in the ethics of Kant there is (or, at least, one can extract from them) a moment that can be defined as phenomenological, i.e. the moment in which Kant highlights the moral fact with the particular type of imperative that distinguishes it. 

For Kant, indeed, the moral experience is the experience of a voice inside ourselves that prescribes us something like a duty, like an unconditional and absolute duty to be discharged in a certain action or in refraining from such an action. Kant throws proper light on certain essential characteristics of this duty, of this moral law. And up to this point his reasoning seems to me to be substantially good phenomenology. 

But Kant then wants to found all this, be wants to explain it and justify it and to discover its more profound reason. He considers that he cannot found bis own ethics on God, because God can neither be experimented nor argued (as is indicated by the confutation, be it true or claimed to be such, of the principal types of arguments in favour of the existence of God in his Critique of Pure Reason). Kant holds that God can only be postulated by a system of ethics that has already been founded by other means. For him, therefore, ethics are founded on themselves, on a moral law that reveals itself directly through the voice of duty and sets itself up as an absolute. The human subject must act only in respect of this moral law. This is the only motive for which man, a rational being, can act rationally and therefore morally. Any other motive is associated with the senses and would therefore compromise the moral purity of the intention. Just as conforming to norms that are not the expression of human rationality, but derive from the divinity for example, would compromise ethical action in its autonomy; the result would be a system of ethics that is heteronomous and no longer autonomous.

In this conception it seems to me that ethics become absolutized, an end in itself. Thus, as Gianfranco Morra points out, Kantian morals become moralism, hyper-moralism and even moral fanaticism that subordinates religion to morals, replaces religion by morals, “attributes the ‘sacral’ characters of religion to morals: the tremenda majestas of duty, the sanctity of good will, the absoluteness of the pure intention, the solemn and awe-inspiring majesty of the moral law, the sacrality of the reign of the ends (the moralized ‘communion of the saints’)”5

At this point one cannot but ask oneself whether one can really speak of duty, or the moral law, as something that is absolute in itself, to be pursued solely for its own sake and for the love of it (or, better and as Kant himself prefers, for respect of it: for we are here concerned with something that is far easier to respect than to love). One may well ask whether Kant is not running the risk of turning duty, the moral law or, if you prefer, a certain rationality into an idol. In fact, a tendency of this kind would seem to be present in Kant, even though it must be doubted that this corresponds to his true and fundamental intention. But one may observe that duty and the moral law do in fact reveal a certain absoluteness: they appear absolutes by participation. Something absolute or, better, an absolute dimension expresses itself in them, even though one cannot say that they are absolutes in an originary manner since only God can be defined as such. We now have to see to what extent the absolutization to which Kant subjects duty can be considered as a mere testimony of what is really (and albeit even by participation) the absoluteness with which the ethical imperative is endowed, an absoluteness that cannot be reduced to any relative or contingent factors, even though this is precisely what the aforementioned insufficient hermeneutics of the moral fact endeavour to do. For it is to this extent I believe, that the conclusions of Kant can be accepted and utilized, always provided however that they are to be integrated into a theistic metaphysical vision. Because, considering Kantian morals from another and different point of view, one might note that to a certain extent they do not by any means limit themselves to testifying to a derived, participated absoluteness of duty and the moral law but, quite the contrary, attribute to these latter a type of absoluteness that can be properly attributed only to the originary absolute, to God that is.

In this connection it is interesting to note the criticism that Scheler levels against Kantian formalism and the undue absolutization to which Kant subjects duty and the moral law. Scheler points out that “to speak, as Kant does, of a duty that is floating-in-nothingness as it were, that is not a duty vis-à-vis any person and has not been commanded by any authority, is simply saying something that has no meaning (‘keinen Sinn’)”.6 Kant substantially says that “good is what thou canst want everyone (in thy situation) to want”;7 he does not say “want the good!”. 8 

Now, as far as Scheler is concerned, what is morally “good” is not “the inclination” but rather the “act-of-wanting”; but “our wanting is ‘good’ only to the extent to which it chooses the highest among the values that form part of its inclinations”.9 One cannot speak of duty other than in relation to something that is good in itself, and good is everything (and, indeed, only that) in which a value is present; this value has to be grasped, it has to be perceived in an experience sui generis, an experience that we could define as metaphysical and not sensorial. Quite rightly, Kant notes that human action cannot be considered moral to the extent to which it obeys empirical motives, that is to say, contingent, relative, natural and purely human factors. Accepting a limitation of the concept of experience that for a long time past has been traditional in Western thought, Kant conceives only these contingent and finite realities as properly capable of being experienced and therefore as empirical. In fact, an absolute reality (like God, for ex-ample) will not be capable of being experienced, or it will be capable of being experi-enced (as when one perceives the voice of duty, for example) but only in a rather wide and improper sense of the expression. So much so that — in keeping with the whole of this tradition — Kant is inhibited from speaking not only of experience but also of empirical and a posteriori; and therefore Kant speaks of the voice of duty and of his categorical and unconditional imperative as something that is grasped a priori. 

Scheler, in turn, speaks of “phenomenological experience”,10 of “original moral experience”;11 and he speaks of values as “de-facto realities that forni part of the domain of a certain sort of experience”.12 Of values he even says that they are the object of an “affective perception” (of a fühlen as he puts it).13 More readily, however, he uses the term “intuition” in relation to values. Husserl bad already begun to speak of an “intuition of essences”; and the values of Scheler are precisely essences that a pheno-menology can grasp intuitively (even though Scheler tends to accentuate their ontological character well beyond the limits of Husserl’s concept of intentionality). And thus Scheler speaks of an “intuitive knowledge” of values that endeavours to be “adequate”,14 and also of “ethical intuitions” that are “material”15 and at the same time a priori.16
Scheler feels that knowledge of values is an experience, and he cannot avoid calling it an experience, a form of perception. But we are all well aware that for a very long time past Western philosophy has been manifesting a very strong trend to identify all experience with sensorial experience: all this is defined as empirical and a posteriori and is tendentially depreciated by every philosophy oriented in the opposite direction, i.e. towards the rational and the metaphysical. Even Scheler, although he speaks of moral experience and perception of values, seems concerned to protect bis own ethics against the accusation that they are bound up with empirical factors and therefore, notwith-standing the fact that he defines them to be material, wants them to be a priori.

But is it not a contradiction of terms to speak of an a priori experience? Would it not be better to conclude quite frankly that even a moral, spiritual, metaphysical, religious or mystical experience, each in its own peculiar manner, is something that comes to us a posteriori? We could do this only once we succeed in ridding ourselves of the prejudice (an inveterate one, unfortunately) that one can only have an experience of the physical, natural, mundane realities. If even values, as Scheler defines them, are de facto realities and possible objects of experience, and are so precisely because they are values, why should it not be possible to qualify the Absolute in an analogous manner? Why should we not speak of an absolute reality, object of an experience, object of an experience of the Absolute?

However this may be, Scheler — in critical continuity with Kant — sets out to found an ethics that will not be a formal one (like the one that prescribes duty for the sake of duty, absolutizing it) but rather material (that is to say, having a content, value, with respect to which duty is finalized and relativized), a system of ethics that will be both material and a priori. Values are essences: essences that are no longer merely inten-tional, as they were for Husserl, but real, objective, ontological, metaphysical. Scheler sees them structured in accordance with a precise “objective hierarchy”.17 This “apriori-stic hierarchy,18 (“values of the pleasant and the unpleasant”, “vital values”, “spiritual values”, “values of the sacred and the profane”)19 suggests a spontaneous comparison with the hierarchy of the a priori forms of knowledge in which Kant finds his delight and which, to be truthful, seems a little too precise and specific; and this would give rise to a rather unpleasant impression if one were not to note that there is far less rigidity in Scheler’s classification and if one were not comforted by finding some further qualifying remarks like the following: “As a philosophical discipline, ethics are by their own essence incapable of drawing up an exhaustive list of moral values; they are concerned only with values and with the universally valid preferential correlations.20
In spite of correctives of this kind, and in spite of a constant reference of the values to the human person and (as foundation and ultimate term) to God, it nevertheless seems to me that in Scheler one can glimpse at least a tendency to hypostatize values, to absolutize them in some manner, to conceive them a little in the manner of something that exists and subsists in se and continues as such even as time passes and the contingencies change, in a manner similar to that of the Platonic ideas and the Aristo-telian forms. It is true that Scheler levels the reprimand against formalistic ethics that they ignore the essential historicity of the ethos as a form of lived experience of the constant values and their immutable hierarchy;21 but Scheler’s historical vision nevertheless remains that of a humanity that, notwithstanding the variation of the subjective valuations, progresses towards the knowledge and the realization of a universe of objective values, a universe of their objective hierarchy.22
In this vision, then, we have on the one hand the subjective valuations of men immersed in the world of historical relativity, while on the other we have “the values”, immutable and transcendental as in a kind of hyperuranian world. But to conceive a hierarchy of values as something that stands by itself, fixed and immutable and above the historical contingencies, is this not going a little too far in absolutizing values? Is this not a way of putting them, if not in the place of God, at least by the side of God, and quite unduly so? Does this not mean that, side by side with the absolute one, there would thus be a multiple absolute, a kind of coeternal hypostasis?

Personally I would prefer to conceive values as something absolute, certainly, but absolute by participation; in other words, as something that in certain respects is abso-lute and in other respects is incarnate in things multifarious and continuously becoming, incarnate in historical humanity. But are we really sure that, every time we have grasped or identified a value, we have in band (as it were) a slice of the absolute? This would undoubtedly please many people with a clearly logical mind, who tend to see all things in an intellectualistic light.23 Unfortunately for them, however, in this human condition of ours the absolute never presents itself in forms that are very clear and distinct, but rather appears incarnate in the relative in a manner that is not very readily discernible at first sight and it reveals itself only after being filtered through the diaphragm of relati-vity and the extreme imperfection of our means of knowledge. Such a situation can be symbolically expressed by the image of sunlight, which is unique and always the same, but which can nevertheless penetrate in different ways into many different rooms, passing through a variety of windows with glasses of different colours and, here and there, even rather dirty.

Values are that which has value for man, and in them there undoubtedly is a human aspect, even though — through them — man pursues something that is decidedly above him. A careful consideration of human values and of everything that is of importance for man, as also a careful consideration of how these values come to be historically delineated, should make it possible for us to realize that these values, even though they may express and harbour within them something absolute, they nevertheless always appear — in another respect — as relative to the mentality of each individual and each group that live their lives in their own particular situation.

The ideal may well be all the time that of realizing oneself, living better as it were. But what exactly do we mean by realizing ourselves, living better, developing ourselves to the full of our possibilities? Once be has guaranteed a minimum of vital space to bis own person, his family and his community, and also the means that ensure their survival (health, children, essentials of life), man pursues a given value rather than others and commits the greater part of bis energies to the attainment of a goal: a king wants to become more powerful, subjecting other countries to his dominion; a politician wants to increase his power, enlarging his following (and also his clientele) by means of initiatives that, even though they are not always perfectly moral, are at least legal and possible in a democratic country; a gangster aspires to controlling all the gambling houses, the prostitution and the drug trade in his particular zone; a bully wants to be the strongest and the more feared in his neighbourhood or a gunman in his Western village (and even in a type of this kind there expresses itself, albeit in a manner very different from that of the author of the Oratio de hominis dignitate,24 the aspiration to prove himself “a true man”); a bank clerk with wife and two children wants to buy (on the never-never, of course) a car that is bigger than his neighbour’s, and then a second house by the seaside (what kind of a “true man” is a person who does not earn, does not show that be earns lots of money?); a Don Giovanni desires, all for himself, a collection of the most beautiful women; a woman who has chosen to live for her own beauty offers on this altar sacrifices worthy of a heroine or a protomartyr; a small farmer kills himself with work to enable him to buy another field with his savings; and the keeper of a delicatessen store does the same in the hope of having a larger and more modem store with a neon light and three entrances; and then, at a somewhat higher idealistic level, there are the goals set themselves by the scientist and the philosopher, the painter, the musician, the poet, the yogi, the saint; indeed, this listing could continue almost ad infinitum.

Even the egoist who has turned his own egoism into an idol that requires the sacrifice of his entire existence is no longer, certainly, an egoist in the ordinary acceptance of the word, and even less so could one classify him as a hedonist; obviously, he will continue to be an egocentric, but his egocentricity will be in the service of an ego that has come to transcend him, that transcends his empirical “I”. By virtue of his abnegation, by virtue of an ever more heroic fidelity to what for him bas become the voice of duty, our immoral egoist bas almost become a moralist: a moralist of immorality, as one might define him by means of an expression that may seem a little far-fetched, and which is only apparently contradictory. Undoubtedly, his “morality” will be as impure and suspect as you like; but then, where can one find a morality that is a hundred percent pure, that is not polluted by gratification or by fear of the consequences (even if only the judgment of others), or by fanatic drunkenness, or by masochism or infantilism or com-plexes of every kind? Indeed, here we have at our disposal the entire baggage of the psychoanalysts and of the great “masters of suspicion”, and also of the not so great, of every type and school.

Each one of us realizes himself in what he does, and each one of us feels a kind of vocation. It is not only the religious who feels himself “called”, who feels that deep within him there is an intimate voice that enjoins him in a categorical manner to maintain himself faithful to the response be has given and the commitment be has assumed by overcoming every difficulty and resisting every temptation, every impulse to betray his duty and to harken to the inclinations of his senses that counsel him to seek an easier and more comfortable life, but at the price of renouncing his goal or doing so at least temporarily, putting it off as it were. When the religious does not develop a superior sensitivity, or when this sensitivity becomes blunted and, consequently, his originally lofty aims become clouded and even fall into oblivion, it may happen (and, indeed, it generally does happen) that a different vocation begins to take shape. Often the religious motive remains as if it were confined in the background, and so evanescent and weak as no longer to be able to inspire a vocation; and so a different vocation begins to take shape more in the foreground, a vocation that is very different from the other one that bas collapsed, that has been missed, and very often even in blatant contrast with it. Thus the king pursues his dominion, the captain of industry pursues the expansion of his undertaking, the gangster pursues the control of the local rackets (and so on) with an energy and a tenacity and a spirit of sacrifice that, as it were, no longer have anything egoistic in the hedonistic sense of the word (as I have suggested above) and which one would not succeed in explaining except by pointing out that they, too, derive from a vocation (however strange or funny it may seem to speak of the “vocation of a gangster”). And each of these professions may have its own peculiar “ethics” and its own code of honour, so much so that the very Mafia self-defines itself as the “Honoured Society”. Even in some of the less noble “vocations” there may express itself something very similar to a voice that speaks with the absoluteness of an unconditional and categorical imperative that seems to come from an absolute, even though it will eventually reveal itself to be a false absolute, an idol; but an idol that exacts many sacrifices, an idol that can induce its faithful to sacrifice the whole of themselves and every instant of their lives. 

In many cases, moreover, what at the beginning is nothing but a weak voice may gradually come to manifest itself in an ever more vehement, possessive and exclusive manner, as if it were an invisible force that takes possession of the entire personality of a man and eventually drags him where he never wanted to be dragged. Certain men seem to be possessed by their vocation to such an extent that they give the impression of being hallucinated, obsessed, individuals driven on by a demon. On the other band, even some of the most genuine among the saints may give an analogous impression: the strength that possesses them and drags them to where they could never arrive by their own initiative could be defined as a divine energy or as the selfsame Spirit of God; in any case, we are clearly concerned with a force that is invisible, active, that has an initiative of its own and manifests itself as an interior voice, but one that does not limit itself to being a mere voice and gradually comes to manifest itself as an energy that becomes ever more powerful, real, visible, and physical. A simple reading of the Acts of the Apostles can give us a very vivid idea of this, but then there are also numerous other testimonies regarding the phenomena of charismatic sanctity in both the Judeo-Christian ambit and in other spiritual traditions.

In each of these vocations (be it a vocation to sanctity, to politics, to the arts, to commerce, or to brigandage) the subject is always stimulated and driven on by an inner voice that speaks to him with unconditional and categorical imperativeness (even wben it does not take complete bold of him with the impetus of an all-pervading and almost physical force as we have seen). Such a voice appears to him as the manifestation of an absolute, and face to face with this absolute he may assume a religious attitude, that is to say, an attitude of adoration (more or less), of unconditional obedience and full availability. The voice, of course, may be a false absolute, an idol. In that case even the Christian religion — which proclaims itself to be the true religion and at times does so with accents of exclusivity that many people fmd unbearable — this selfsame Christian religion and theology (and especially the Catholic variety) recognize that the good faith of the person fallen into error and his unbound availability for a false god have the same value, from the subjective point of view of the intention, as the assumption of an analogous religious attitude before the true God, the God of Christianity. This makes it clear that, even from the Christian point of view, morality consists of following the voice of one’s conscience or, which amounts to the same thing, following one’s vocation.

To do this, however, means that one has to dig ever more profoundly in one’s own soul, enclosing in parentheses and thus suspending the effectiveness of all the motivations that, as the examination proceeds, do not appear to be wholly absolute and coincident with the voice of duty, but rather suspect in one way or another: one therefore bas to subject oneself with great severity to a kind of asceticism and to be extremely diffident as regards the seeming absoluteness of the motivations that underlie one’s actions; there must be complete and effective readiness, not just by way of lip service, to listen to the inner voice of our best inspiration and to detach ourselves, fully so, from our habits and our customary mental schemes. This means that we must maintain ourselves in a constant state of listening to the inner voice and do this without ever enclosing ourselves in our own points of view as if these represented absolute truth.

Whoever adopts an attitude of this type and succeeds in maintaining it in spite of all the urgings to the contrary, will have a better chance of discovering the true God beyond all the innumerable idols, of discovering his own genuine vocation beyond everything that adulterated and deformed it. He will then come to realize that, even when be followed an idol and a mistaken ideal, his attitude, even though erroneous from an objective point of view, was subjectively right: in its own peculiar way it was an ethical attitude, certainly to be held in greater respect than that of a person who follows the “true religion” and yet follows it only halfheartedly, offering himself only partially and with everything subordinated to his own wellbeing. He will realize that the true and supreme value can be pursued through each and every human value, because God participates himself to all beings and to all values and is present in the whole of the universe, albeit (as Dante says) “more in one part, and less in another”; the important thing, therefore, is to arrive “in the sky that take more of His higbt”.25 Nor can it be excluded (and, indeed, I would say that it is very probable) that a truly religious life (to be discovered and lived to the very plenitude of everything it implies) includes also a commitment to the pursuit of humanist values, technical, artistic, scientific, political, economic or social values, and so on, each one of which is false only when it is falsely absolutized, but is true when it is integrated, together with the others, in the pursuit of a full life; a full life that seeks to be an imitation of the fullness of God and a help offered to God by his creature to bring the whole of creation to its ultimate completion.

Many sacrifices are required of those who place themselves at the service of their vocation. And perhaps the greatest of these sacrifices is that of maintaining a constant phenomenological attitude vis-à-vis this selfsame vocation. Every now and again they have to ask themselves: “But is this really my vocation, and is it all of it? Could it be that, for a long time past, without really wanting to do it and almost without realizing it, I have made myself insensitive to other aspects of my vocation and to some higher instance, to some voice that came from an even more intimate and profound part of my being and that made itself beard in as yet too weak a manner when, inadvertently or almost, I allowed it to be smothered, as it were, by more superficial but more urgent instances?”. The problem therefore is that of maintaining a continuous attitude of suspicion vis-à-vis the vocation we believe to have and the things that are most striking in that vocation, but not for that reason necessarily also the truest. Not always the voice that shouts loudest is the right one. And the continuous readiness to place these strongest urgings into parenthesis, into epoché if you prefer, is the true phenomeno-logical attitude. We can assume it also in our ethical life, for it will make us more apt to discover what truly founds it or, alternatively, to wait for these foundations to reveal themselves.
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IV.

FOR  A  PHENOMENOLOGY  OF  THE  ABSOLUTE

A Copernican revolution is currently going on in phenomenology and will, so I believe, make it capable of inquiring in a more effective and proper manner into certain aspects of reality that, though they are among the most fundamental, have been left in something like a shadow zone by Husserlian orthodoxy. The work of Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka seems very important in this connection, and a special stimulus comes from reading her latest book Logos and Life - The Three Movements of the Soul.

I want to put forward a series of considerations that should prove well in line with the essential contents of the book, and could even represent an integration thereof, albeit a very modest one. Each one of us, of course, owes his personal valuations to a maturation process that is inevitably different from all others and can neither be given nor received on loan: therefore, even though themes may be shared in very close intersubjective harmony, they are inevitably lived by each one in his own particular way. I must therefore begin by saying something about my own iter, the process that has led me to what I believe to be conclusions analogous to those of the Author. To this end, however, I shall have to take a somewhat roundabout course.

After Descartes, Husserl renewed the discovery of the cogito and not only relived it, though once again in his own way, but delved deeper into it: he thematized and illustrat-ed it, and gave an account of it. At a certain point, however, it seems that even Husserl ends up by enclosing the cogito within itself: indeed, he seems to put the cogito into the cage of a concept that is far too rigid, far too intellectually defined and circumscribed.

Even Husserl at a certain point seems to be saying: the cogito is this and this; and therefore everything that is not in line with this precise definition is outside the cogito, is related to the cogito like the famous Non A of traditional logic is related to A; now, since one can only have a phenomenology of the lived experiences of the cogito, it follows that whatever does not fall within the ultrarigorous definition of the cogito and its Erlebnisse is phenomenologically irrelevant.

A phenomenology that considers nothing but the lived experiences of the cogito conceptualized in this particular manner, experiences that in their turn can be conceptualized in a similar manner, ends up by excluding everything else; it thus comes to lack the possibility of phenomenologically considering the subtler aspects of life that cannot very readily be marshalled into the schemes and patterns of the intellect; ultimately, therefore, it comes to lack the possibility of a phenomenological consider-ation of the sacred.

All this, of course, has to be said in less absolute and more differentiated terms: indeed, one must needs take account of the many oscillations that Husserl’s thought underwent in the course of time; and, again, one has to remember that he sought, above all, to develop a methodology, something that could always be revised in order to be applied to new sectors of inquiry, the very sectors that he — in actual fact — neglected during his life. Let us therefore say that such a phenomenology excludes life, excludes the sacred to the extent to which the sacred cannot be reduced to the particular schemes that Husserl de facto employed in his analyses. Historically it is well known that Husserl's analysis set out to be rigorously scientific: and it is by virtue of this second choice — which is not by any means either essential or inevitable, to be sure — that Husserl’s phenomenology assumed an intellectualistic imprint right from the beginning. with the consequences we have just noted.

Descartes enclosed consciousness in its concept. Everything that does not in fact form part of consciousness in the clearest and most distinct manner is excluded from direct, authentic and certain experience, from what could be defined as original experience. Everything that does not in fact form part of consciousness by full right can only be inferred. Thus, God himself is inferred from the cogito and in his turn ensures that our sensations will not be deceived.

It is only human that a reality of which we no longer have any experience, a reality that we limit ourselves to infering, should increasingly lose sense and meaning for us. Thus, in the course of the development of modem philosophy, the Cartesian approach becomes converted into a more and more markedly idealistic approach: if everything that is outside the cogito becomes less and less thinkable for me, it is clear that ultimately only the cogito will exist for me.

The more the Cartesian cogito excludes an interchange with outside reality, with objective reality, the more it becomes liable to become enclosed within itself. The concept — by its very nature — is static and immobile. Whoever reduces consciousness to its concept will therefore tend to consider it as a reality that, notwithstanding all its becoming, always remains absolutely itself and absolutely distinct and different from any other reality exterior to it or that in some way transcends it. Conceptualizing consciousness, seeing it as enclosed in its concept and in some way identified with this concept, will deprive us of other possibilities: anybody who conceptualizes conscious-ness will not find it very easy to see it as a living reality, in continuous transformation, in continuous interchange with the exterior world.

Only a vision free of intellectualisms would enable us to grasp consciousness in its process of continuous acquisition of realities that, but a moment earlier, were transcend-ent or extraneous to it.

In temporal becoming there is gradually established a continuous compresence of what we might call “the last instant of the past” and “the first instant of the future”. Here we have the compresence of two instants of time that, even though they are successive, enables the subject to live the becoming: something that would no longer be possible if the second instant were to be experienced as an absolute “after” with respect to the first.

In the last instant of the past a given reality is not yet seen, not yet heard or not yet learnt, or not yet ingested (in the case of food or drink) or not yet breathed in (as in the case of oxygen or other substances present in the air), and so on. This selfsame reality, which at the last instant of the past is still extraneous to the subject, becomes an intimate part of him at the first instant of the future. And it is the compresence of the two moments that enables the subject to have simultaneous vision of the instant number “one”, when the reality to be acquired is still exterior, and of the instant number “two”, when that selfsame reality enters to form part of the subject.

Descartes’ static consciousness tends to become absolute at the moment when it becomes enclosed within itself: in fact, everything that is in the consciousness is direct knowledge and perfectly adequate, articulated in clear and distinct ideas. and one cannot in any way doubt the reality of these ideas, at least as ideas; everything else, everything — that is to say — that cannot be reduced to one’s own cogito in the same terms, remains extraneous to the subject, is doubtful, evanescent, umbratile, and tends to lose all relevance and meaning.

As far as Descartes is concerned, the consciousness of the cogito (which he always understands as a human and created res cogitans) depends on God, that is to say, on a reality that transcends consciousness itself; but then, in the wake of this selfsame Cartesianism, there begins to take shape the idealism that reduces everything to consciousness, so that there comes to lack the very God who transcends this conscious-ness. And it is thus the Cartesian consciousness itself that becomes the absolute.

The same may be said of Husserl’s consciousness, albeit in a dìfferent — but equally significant — sense. Husserl, in the well known Paragraph 55 of Ideen I, affirms the absolute being of consciousness. Consciousness is “absolute”, so Husserl says, though not as a reality of nature, and not even as an activity in the idealist acceptation. Consciousness is absolute under the intentional aspect, because it confers sense upon things. Inasmuch as it confers sense upon all realities, consciousness does not refer to another, nor does it depend on another. In Husserlian terms, then, consciousness is absolute because it gives sense to everything, to the world itself: it is therefore placed above the mundane.

But at this point one must surely ask oneself: How is it possible for a consciousness to be above the world if — on the other hand — it is incarnate in it and forms part of it? Here we come face to face with the famous “paradox of human subjectivity, which is subject for the world and also object in the world” (as it is put by the title of Paragraph 53 of Krisis). If consciousness forms part of the world, this means that there is a part of the world that is not accessible to the consciousness or, at least, to my consciousness as it is at this moment.

Certainly, the impact of the world limits consciousness: the act of thought that gives sense to all things can be the consciousness of me, John Smith, who at this particular moment is afflicted by a terrible toothache. I may try to make it pass by not thinking of it; but the toothache is what it is, it obliges me to think of it, to confer upon it the sense of being.

This experience of my toothache is thus undoubtedly brought into being by my consciousness, but not only by it: a contribution to bringing it into being is also made by a reality that, at least at this moment, appears as something external to this conscious-ness. There can be no doubt that my consciousness, such as it is here and now, depends on something extraneous and to some extent refers to it.

If it is true that consciousness can confer sense of being upon every reality, what is it that can confer sense of being upon this quid that is outside my ongoing consciousness if not an absolute Consciousness, a Consciousness very different from the one that is incarnated in me in my present situation? One must therefore postulate an absolute Consciousness, a Consciousness that is absolute in a true and full sense that goes far beyond the one of Husserl’s definition we noted a moment or two ago: one has to postulate a divine Consciousness. It is only from a divine Consciousness that all things receive their true sense of being, while in human consciousness they receive only a relative sense of being that depends on the way individuals are conditioned and on their limited and imperfect vision.

Only the divine Consciousness confers sense of being upon all the things that I do not know and to the sum total of the facts and events that occur in the most distant planets and stars, where — leaving aside the possibility of other sentient beings — no human consciousness can confer any sense of being on them, or occurred on our own planet before the advent of man or before any possible development of his conscious-ness.

Now, is a divine Consciousness really outside my actual consciousness? Perhaps this is not so if one postulates that this actual consciousness of mine is temporal by its very nature and, what is more, destined to run its course in such a way as in the end to flow into and coalesce with the divine Consciousness together with the consciousness of all other men. This illation of a metaphysical nature undoubtedly has a touch of temerity, perhaps even to the point of seeming a little fanciful, but as a hypothesis it can help to give sense to the idea that the consciousness, this very consciousness of mine, can confer significance upon all things: it does indeed confer this significance, even in the most total and absolute manner, but does so in a particular perspective, that is to say, inasmuch as my consciousness is dynamic, open to the future, and protended towards a real absoluteness that it may some day attain.

What I have said so far, albeit only very succinctly, explains for what reasons I was already prepared to accept and receive the Copernican revolution of which I spoke at the beginning. I had prepared myself for it, as I said, in my own particular way.

Here we have a revolution of phenomenology where the central place of the cogito is taken by the Absolute itself, the true Absolute. A phenomenology conceived in these terms will still move from a consideration of the phenomena as lived experiences of my incarnate human consciousness, but will thereafter set itself the problem of what could be the phenomena of an absolute Consciousness. The phenomena of an absolute Consciousness, as it were, are the “things” as they “are in themselves”. They are the things not as I see them, but in their absolute truth.

If then, the Absolute manifests itself in the relative through a continuous creative action, there arises the problem of yet another way of conceiving the phenomena: one can conceive all the realities and events of this world as the manifestations, more or less direct and genuine, of that creative activity that is the presence of the living God in ourselves, in space and in time, through cosmic evolution and the history of man.

In “gathering the phenomena” (leghein ta phainomena, phenomenology) we also look for their sense and, at the limit, their ultimate sense. We shall certainly end up by finding this ultimate sense of all things, of all events and, indeed, of everything that in some way manifests itself, in what Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka calls “the genesis of life itself, in its constructive workings”. What is there at the basis, at the erstwhile spring of this continuous creative action that expresses itself in the universe and of this selfsame creativity of us men? And what is the sense of our existence?

More than from an intellectualist analysis of consciousness, Tymieniecka moves from a concrete analysis of our creative action. She sees it as an act of life that all men have in common. We are here concerned with a “human nature” no longer conceived in accordance with the traditional and static — and therefore very rightly obsolete — scheme, but rather in more concrete and dynamic terms. Given this perspective, the inquiry into the fundamental sense — the first and ultimate sense inherent in the creative act of man — becomes man’ s own questioning, his wondering about the mean-ing of his own life. And human life in this context has to be conceived in the widest, most intense and richest sense. What, then, is the sense of this gigantic game of human creation?

A phenomenology understood in the new terms we have just enounced does in fact show itself capable of grasping the sense of human creativity in the creativity of God himself. At the ultimate origin of the True, the Just, the Beautiful that man pursues there is the Sacred: there is the active and creative presence of the living God.

And man himself is called upon to cooperate with God so that the creation may be carried forward to its ultimate end, to what Teilhard de Chardin calls its “omega point”. Here we have man’s most authentic vocation, the innermost destiny of the human being.

Here we have a divine presence that has its privileged place in man’s interiority, whence it expresses itself through the unconscious and, little by little, emerges into consciousness through a language that often appears mysterious and ciphered. It is up to us to interpret these messages: and this interpretation becomes possible little by little, as the interior experience deepens within us and, with ìt, our sensitivity to it. In this sense, therefore, one may speak of “phenomenology of ‘inward sacredness’ in the human condition”, to use Tymieniecka’s own words. A phenomenology thus committed in the first person becomes hermeneutical. It sets out to discover within ourselves “the subliminal realm of the soul”. And it is thence that phenomenological analysis must move rather than from the lived experiences of a consciousness that has attained to its clearest and most translucent evidence. The limpid clarity of rationality will come at a later stage, whereas the really important thing is to grasp the manifestations of the self-revelation of the Absolute when it first emerges and is born in the interiority, the inwardness of man.

If the essence of phenomenology can be expressed, above all, by Husserl’s famous motto “to the things themselves”, it seems to me that Tymieniecka makes a particularly appropriate observation when she says that the field that lends itself most readily to the application of this principle is undoubtedly the field of spiritual experience.

Spiritual-religious experience is at the bottom of all human experience. No human experience can do without this fundamental experience of God, which is the only experience that can give sense to any human experience, act or initiative. Every creative action of man has true and full sense and value if and when it is grafted onto divine creativity and continues it; while, going to the other extreme, any human enterprise not founded on God’s creativity is vain.

There is a precise dialectic in what Tymieniecka expresses by means of the formula of what she calls “the three movement of the soul” By virtue of the first of these three movements, “radical examination”, man issues from the humdrum everyday of an anonymous existence and enters the next movement, “exalted existence”.

Here, in keeping with each individual vocation, man pursues the various forms of science, of art, of economic and socio-political activity, and seeks to give the greatest possible expression to his ideals, among which one might mention love, friendship, happiness Man turns each of these ideals into an absolute, almost as if they could consist of themselves; but in the end he realized that — in purely human terms — absolute love cannot exist, just as — within the limits of our actual condition — there can be neither absolute beauty, nor pure and stable happiness or perfect good. Man thus ends up by experiencing his own finiteness in the most vivid manner, as also the vanity of all purely human aspiration that is not sustained by the creative and transforming action of the Absolute.

It is at this point that the third movement of the soul, the movement “towards transcendence”, can set man on the way to the discovery of his own interiority and, in the very depth thereof, the absolute Spring that brings all things into being and confers true and eternal significance upon them

Any humanism without God is empty and vain. Only in God can humanism find its true sense. Only in God can human creativity rediscover its authentic significance and, what is more, its true efficacy: an efficacy that is no longer ephemeral, but a real contribution to the construction of the eternal kingdom of God. Search of God and construction of his kingdom are a collective task, a work to be pursued in common, in continuous dialogue, where each gives whatever he is capable of giving.

We are now approaching the end of the modem epoch: an epoch, that is to say, characterized by a humanism that sought to rely on the sole forces of man to know and dominate and transform a reality conceived in exclusively worldly terms. And there thus comes the moment of rediscovering the other reality and, with it, God, who is its only absolute foundation and beginning. There thus comes the moment for us to realize that only God is the true protagonist, whereas we men are called upon to collaborate with Him in the creation of the universe until such time as this work will attain its fullness its ultimate goal of perfection. At the threshold of the third millennium indeed, this awareness becomes more essential than ever before and phenomenology can and must do its best to make e contribution towards achieving it.
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