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When asked to write a biographical sketch, I thought the task would be a
relatively easy one—a sentence or two about how I got interested in human
science research, a few remarks about how that interest developed, a couple more
sentences about how it led to an association with the Faculty of Education and
with Phenomenology + Pedagogy, and some final words about my current
research, all quite short and to the point. Though I began with these good
intentions, every attempt to fulfill them evolved very quickly into a réecherche du
temps perdu. When I then tried to confine these reflections and extract some key
points, the result was a caricature in which I could not clearly see myself; I
thought of Woody Allen ‘sjoke: “Suddenly my while life passed before me but it
was somebody else’s life!” Still, in the very failure ofmy intentions, something at
least about the tenor and habit of my thinking has perhaps been revealed.
...

Instead of giving the details of a curriculum vitae, I should like to use this
occasion for two gestures of acknowledgement long overdue. The first is to Ted
Aoki. When I was beginning my researches in the philosophy oftechnology (to the
puzzlement and sometimes barely concealed derision of many of my philosophy
colleagues), Ted, who was then the chair of the Department of Secondary Educa
tion, offered me the opportunity to pursue that interest in a sequence ofgraduate
seminars in his department. I am grateful for that opportunity and for all that
came of those seminars over the years, having received, I suspect, much more
than I have given. But I am also grateful for what the offer itself embodied. In a
context where people have tended more and more to see only impediments and to
bemoan what cannot be done, Ted has seen possibilities and has found ways to
make them actual. By this continued example, he has shown what a genuine
community of scholars ought and can be. The second is to Max van Manen.
Through the encouragement of human science projects, the organizing ofdiscus
sion groups, and above all the founding and sustaining of Phenomenology +
Pedagogy, Max has kept open a space in which reflection upon “the things
themselves” should originate and develop. It has been in that space also that I
was afforded the freedom and the challenge to explore where I truly stand
philosophically, in a way, ironically, that was not granted within the confines of
a Philosophy Department alone. My thinking and understanding would have
been the lesser without Max’s efforts.
“The knowledge of spirit is the most concrete and for that reason the
highest and most difficult knowledge” (Hegel, 1978, p. 3).
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The following paper recapitulates and carries forward a suite of formal
explorations on the topic of phenomenological method began in “On
Phenomenology and Its Practices” (Burch, 1989) and continued in
“Lived Experience/Phenomenology: Taking a Measure of the Topic”
(Burch, 1990). In the first paper, I sketched the formal conditions under
which as radical philosophy is first intelligible and defensible and from
that perspective charted the basic consequences which these conditions
have for a preliminary, general conception of phenomenological theoriz
ing. In the second paper, I traced the fundamental determinations of
lived experience in order to begin to show how the phenomenological
orientation being outlined has a basis in lived experience as such and
hence to provide that orientation with some formal legitimation. Of my
initial project (Burch, 1989, pp. 189-90), two theoretical tasks still re
main.
The first is to consider more originally and inclusively the meaning of the
phenomenological orientation so far plotted with a view to tracing more
closely the ways in which phenomenological theorizing is in principle
oriented to its topic. This brings full circle the purely formal considera
tion of phenomenology as such, providing a concluding step in the reflec
tive movement from formal conditions, to existential/ontological grounds
as such, to formal conditions reinterpreted. Insofar as this movement is
merely formal, it admits of closure and so can be judged as to its “correct
ness” on standards of completeness and consistency. Nevertheless, such
considerations must themselves be situated and assessed in the whole
ongoing process of phenomenological reflection, a process which, “as it
proceeds to disclose its subject-matter more essentially must necessari
ly appropriate and reappropriate its own beginning and the previous
course of its thought” (Burch 1989, p. 193). It is in and through this
process, and by means of any merely formal considerations alone, that
the self-definition and self-legitimation of phenomenology is “truly” ac
complished, as the “truth” of phenomenology itself is realized.’ In having
a systematic, comprehensive purpose prior to the concrete relation of
phenomenology and pedagogy, this entire suite of methodological con
siderations properly begins and concludes with what is formal and deter
minate. In truth, however, the methodological considerations of
phenomenology always essentially remain incomplete as long as one
continues to be engaged in phenomenological explorations.
...

My second task is to consider in principle the meaning of the phenome
nological orientation being sketched for all human science research that
would take from phenomenology its specific methodological directive,
and in this way to map out a distinctive domain of “scientific” investiga
tion. Despite how this may at first seem, the strategy is not simply to
apply preestablished rules of phenomenological inquiry to a given set of
problems, as if phenomenological method were a formal apparatus exter
nal to whatever if may be turned to interrogate. Instead, my procedure is
to explore the essence of our thinking concerning human reality insofar
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as, qua phenomenological, this thinking is able to correspond to what is
truly questionable in the essence of subject matter itself. That this con
flicts with the prevailing conception of “scientific research,” I would not
deny. Yet it is the hegemony of that conception, and hence the appropri
ateness of its universal application, that is chiefly at issue.
On the Topic and Procedures of Phenomenology
“In what is most its own, phenomenolo’ is not a school. It is the possibility
of thinking, at times changing and only thus persisting, of corresponding to
the claim of what is to be thought” (Heidegger, 1972, p. 65).
Insofar as lived experience is essentially a “self-constituting process”
(Burch, 1990, pp. 135-37), a phenomenology oriented to lived experience
essentially should take its initial bearings from what that process actual
ly accomplishes. Where such investigation begins with what is most
rudimentary, it looks to the way in which a spatial/temporal horizon is
first opened up existentially, before the objective measures of chronology
and geometry. The opening up of such a horizon is concomitant with the
very origins of our selflood, the self of lived experience coming to realize
itself first and foremost in and through the process of its embodied,
pragmatic engagement with the world. But insofar as every lived experi
ence is always someone’s experience from some place, a spatial/temporal
dimension persists throughout, whatever the particular focal content or
truth of the experience. Thus, in maintaining a perspective on lived
experience, phenomenology must differentiate those experiences in
which the dimension of lived space and time is central to its particular
intelligibility and to explore concretely how that is so, and those where it
is not. Similarly, insofar as the self of lived experience is in its self-con
stitution essentially situated, phenomenology must in the first place also
establish in each case the relevant constitutive natural, historical, and
anthropological “facts” that limit and enable the experience being ex
plored, those that belong intrinsically to its particular intelligibility.
That lived experience is essentially a self-constituting process also re
quires that phenomenology interpret lived experience in existential/on
tological rather than merely subjective or objective terms. The issue is not
simply one concerning the meanings one understands or what one’s
experiences are like, nor even less the determination of one’s objective
circumstances, but of how in the essential interplay between one’s situa
tion and the course of her lived experience one comes to be who she is.
Thus, for example, in Hegel’s essential account of the master/slave rela
tion (1977), the slave is revealed not just as a person who behaves as a
slave, who is objectively subjugated and has a slavish outlook. Rather, in
all of this, the person is slave; this defines her very being. Moreover, to
raise herself beyond slavery requires not just a change of circumstances
(which others might well effect for her) or of intentions (which one might
well take over from what others say, without making truly her own), but
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more fundamentally an ontological self-transformation and hence an
existential-ontological reorientation.
Insofar as the self in lived experience is essentially an embodied self,
phenomenological analysis must consider too the meaning of “bodily”
being, not merely as an adjunct to consciousness in general, but as
existentially/ontologically original. Accordingly, it must consider from the
start all of the essential ways in which we are meaningfully “attuned” to
the world, and thus both how the body is “lived,” and through the lived
body how things claim and are claimed by us. This too concerns not just
experiences we have but who we are. For what lived experience is
never remains external and accidental to it, since this is always taken up
and integrated into it.... Therefore the body in general ought not to be
regarded as a fortuitous content of our experience. Existence has no for
tuitous attributes, no content which does not contribute to giving it its
form.(Merleau-Ponty, 1962, P. 169)
...

This is the thesis of self-constitution specified in terms of embodiment. In
this regard, the relations that hold in general for phenomenology (e.g.,
between the particular and the universal or between existential under
standing and phenomenological interpretation) come into play again.
But they do so not as abstract determinations clearly delineated in ad
vance but as relations to be decided in and through lived experience and
the actual processes of its phenomenological analysis. This involves a
complex web of issues concerning the essence of embodiment. It includes,
for example, how the concrete meanings of embodiment are constituted
in the essential unity of general meanings that pertain to the lived body
as such (i.e., the corps propre as anonymous and prepersonal) and the
specific meanings that pertain to a particular lived body (i.e., the corps
propre as one’s own, individual and individuating); how in particular
cases certain meanings (e.g., masculine, obese, handicapped) are in
scribed on the lived body in the context of specific natural, historical and
anthropological “facts” and interpretations; how the key metaphors and
tropes, indeed the whole affective space of a phenomenological inter
pretation is conditioned by specific meanings that obtain within the
embodied existence of the interpreter herself.
2
Insofar as the self’s self-constitution is specified in the first place in terms
of embodiment, the self in lived experience also “must be conceived, not
theoretically as subject, but practically as agent” (Macmurray, 1956, p.
38). In this respect, the question of what this self is (i.e., its self-constitu
tion) cannot be separated from the whole way in which in everyday terms
it is actively directed to and engaged in the world. The meanings realized
in lived experience are first and foremost pragmatic, and where there is
no agency, there is no selfhood.
At the same level of lived experience, the self also “is comprehensible only
in terms of a dynamic social reference” (p. 38).
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The infant is, from the very beginning, not just an individual organism
(though the “organic” enters into all human behaviour) but a person in re
lation to another person. Persons “are constituted by their mutual relation
to each other. ‘I’ exist only as one element in a complex ‘You’ and ‘I’....
Human behaviour carries always, in its inherent structure, a reference to
the personal other. (Macmurray, 1961, p. 61; quoted in Schmidt, 1983,
p.
70)
Thus, precisely in its concern for the integrity of the other’s selfhood,
phenomenologr must attend at the most basic level to how that experi
ence and self are socially constituted.
A person has parents, siblings, other relations, friends etc., all of whom
are not merely people out there, external to him, but constitute his con
crete actuality, the actual heart of him. When such people die, a part of his
actuality dies. (Hegel, 1978, p. 273)
...

Where originally there is no intersubjectivity, there is no selfhood. No
doubt, from the standpoint of reflective self-consciousness, these others
are apt to “appear as an external circle” separate from whom I think
myself truly to be. Existentially/ontologically, however, they constitute
part of “the essential actuality of my self” (p. 273).
But, as we have discovered, the meaning and ground of lived experience
does not lie exclusively nor principally in the relations we take up as
embodied selves to things within the world. The natural, historical and
anthropological facts that enter into our self-constitution, the objects of
theory and practice to which we direct ourselves, indeed our whole being
in the midst of beings, is grounded in the transcendence that is our
being-in-the-world. “This world, and the sub-worlds of meaning con
tained within it, make up at any given time our ‘hermeneutic situation”
(Burch, 1989, p. 208). Thus, in situating these relations and in determin
ing their existential/ontological meaning, it is an understanding of the
“hermeneutic situation” that serves us phenomenologically as “the ul
timate referent and guide” (p. 208). Moreover, this holds both for the
attempt to discover the essential truth of particular experiences, as well
as for assessing the truth of the phenomenology that does the discover
ing.
In the intelligibility of any lived experience, there is usually a manifold of
fundamental determinations and sememic threads, the self-constitution
of the experience being a complex, concrete process. Thus, on the one
hand, although oriented above all to the hermeneutic situation, phenom
enology must focus on those “determinations” and “threads” that con
tribute most to the unique meaning of the experience. On the other hand,
the varied dimensions that phenomenology traces “are not mutually
exclusive, nor can they be discussed separately from one another” (Bar
ritt, Beekman, Bleeker, & Mulderij, 1983,
p. 157). Over and above its
internal articulations, lived experience itself is “a unitary phenomenon”
and “must be seen as a whole” (Heidegger, 1977a, p. 53). Ideally, then,

50th Anniversary of the Faculty of Education

the essential dimensions of lived experience should be surveyed in a
single synoptic vision, grasping at once all of the relevant “determina
tions” and “threads” from the vantage point of one’s understanding of
the “whole” situation. However, since phenomenolor can only ever
explore these dimensions serially, it must proceed systematically, giving
hints as to what has been left unsaid and revising its story as it proceeds,
keeping the whole always in mind. But to recover in this way what is
peculiarly determinative of a lived experience, phenomenolo must also
be guided from the start by a thematic sense, a prior vision of what is
essential. For only in terms of such a sense could the various constitutive
dimensions of a lived experience as such be revealed and related in the
first place, and the experience itself be recollected in its own peculiar
integrity. Of course, in being faithful to our lived experience, phenome
nology is prohibited from simply constructing or inventing a convenient
unifying and directing meaning. Rather, it must appropriate a sense
from what has already been understood, however obscurely or tacitly,
within the experience itself.
Thus far, I have drawn the distinction between lived experience and
phenomenological interpretation rather sharply. It is important to note,
however, that the actual course of phenomenological theorizing is itself a
lived experience with its own existential sense. Thus not only may we
situate lived experiences phenomenologically, we may also situate phe
nomenological theorizing and ask ourselves phenomenologically “where
are we when we think?” (cf. Arendt, 1978). With this question, we are
asking not only about the place of our theorizing in terms of its ground in
a prior existential understanding and about the truth of its explicit
narrative, although that is a crucial part of it. We are also concerned
about the experience of thinking itself and hence about where we stand
and who we are in the very process of our theorizing. To a theorizing that
is pedagogically oriented, this is an equally crucial issue.
The Meaning of the Phenomenological Orientation

From what we have disclosed thus far, the meaning of phenomeno1o’
can be brought more originally into focus. In the writing about phenome
nology, this meaning is typically encapsulated in three familiar maxims:
“Phenomenology is the study of essences; and according to it, all
problems amount to finding definitions of essences” (Merleau-Ponty,
1962, p. vii).
Phenomenology enjoins us to attend directly “to the things themselves
[zu dern Sachen selbstJ” (Husserl, 1965, p. 146).
“The expression ‘phenomenology’ signifies primarily a concept of meth
od” (Heidegger, 1977a, p. 27).
Of these maxims, the second is pivotal. What distinguishes genuine
phenomenology above all, Husserl (1965) insists, is that it be concerned
not with “philosophies” but with the “things themselves” (p. 146). Arid it
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is with respect to the “things themselves” that the methodological proce
dures and the essential discoveries of phenomenolor must be decided.
But this belies Husserl’s injunction. For the question of the “things
themselves” is not an immediate given but a “philosophical” issue, the
discussion of which has its own place in the philosophical tradition. In
this respect, phenomenological rigor makes engagement with that tradi
tion in determining what phenomenologr is unavoidable.
The Study of Essences
Since Plato began in the Socratic dialogues to ask specifically about the
eide of various things (e.g., of justice, piety, etc.), the search for “essen
ces” has been a general feature of philosophical inquiry, (and the assump
tion of all skeptical/nominalist attacks), and not a specific innovation of
phenomenolo. “According to ancient doctrine, the essence of a thing is
considered to be what the thing is” (Heidegger, 197Th,
p. 4), that is, a
fixed, universal, selfsame and univocal quality that informs the thing as
such, at once the ground of its being and its being intelligible. The search
for this “whatness” was to serve a threefold purpose: to define the
categories, principles, or ideas that determine each thing as such (e.g.,
that in virtue of which justice is justice, a tree is a tree, etc.); to delimit
the general idea or type by means of which many instances of the same
thing could be known and classified as the same (e.g., the oak, maple,
redwood all as trees); and to specify the fixed and universal measure in
terms of which a multiplicity of things could be judged, discriminating
the “true” instances from the sham. Presupposed in this doctrine is a
conceptual division of essence and existence (and hence of “whatness”
and “thatness,” possibility and actuality), a priority of essence in deter
mining the being of beings in themselves, and a notion of “truth” as the
conformity of the existent thing to its essence, upon which is grounded
“truth” as the correspondence of our essential knowledge with the thing.
This doctrine is also said to be “onto-theological” (Heidegger, 1957),
insofar as it considers beings as beings in terms of what is “highest and
most general” in the realm of beings, that is, in terms of God as the one
necessary being (summurn ens, ens realissirnurn) in which essence en
tails existence, in which there is no discrepancy between possibility and
actuality, and wherein truth is fully realized. As the highest and most
general being, God is at once the causal source and the ground of the
intelligibility of all that is actual.
However much it may be tied to “onto-theologr” by a concern for essence,
phenomenology is nonetheless distinctive in that it “put{s] essences back
into existence” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. vii). A decisive move in this
direction is evident already in Kant’s transcendental turn. “I entitle
transcendental all knowledge which is occupied not so much with objects
as with the mode of our knowledge of objects insofar as this
is to be
possible a priori” (1929, p. 59). This signals not merely a shift in epis
temological focus but a fundamentally different ontological orientation,
one in which phenomenological philosophy is inextricably implicated to
...
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the extent that “phenomenology is a transcendental philosophy” (Mer
leau-Ponty, 1962, p. vii). With Kant, the question of the essence of things
shifts from what things are purely and simply in themselves, awaiting
our submissive theoretical grasp, to the manner in which a priori things
come to be for us, constituted as such within the realm of our experience.
Here, all metaphysical talk of “things in themselves” gives way to talk of
“objects” (literally, ob-jectare, “to be thrown against”), the essential
inquiry into objects being an inquiry into “the experience in which alone,
as given objects, they can be known” (Kant, 1929, p. 22). This signals too
a shift in the question of truth. Transcendental philosophy is concerned
not with the conformity of our essential knowledge to the essence of
things in themselves, but with the a priori conformity of objects of
experience to the very structures of possible knowledge. In this sense,
“transcendental truth precedes all empirical truth and makes it pos
sible” (p. 186). The question of ontology (i.e., of beings as beings) is posed
on the same terms, that is, not as a matter of the actuality of things in
themselves traced to their ground in necessary being, but of how things
come to be for us originally in experience. From this perspective, the
determination of essence still has priority in deciding the being of beings,
yet essence now means the a priori “experiential” conditions of beings.
The disclosure of these conditions is the disclosure of beings in their
being. Hence, insofar as it treats of our understanding as it relates a
priori to objects in general, transcendental philosophy is ontology (p.
662).
Yet there is more to phenomenology’s “putting essences back into exist
ence” than is revealed by these abstruse theses. In Kant’s terms, “experi
ence” means “empirical knowledge” (e.g., 1929, pp. 162, 173), in other
words, what in general as detached subjects we can come to know of
objects of experience, and “essence” means the a priori conditions of the
possibility of experience (cf. 1970, p. 3, n. 1), that is, what consciousness
in general always already knows of such objects in virtue of the way it
structures experience a priori. But precisely in maintaining an essential
perspective on the lived human experience, phenomenology undercuts
the primacy of empirical knowledge in this sense and the deployment of
the world as a field of objects for a knowing subject. The “existence” back
into which phenomenology puts essences is in the first place embodied
and pragmatic existence, that is, our active engagement with things in a
world disclosed first and foremost as a context of action. Phenomenolo
gically, it is this engagement that has priority, in relation to which
empirical knowledge is a founded mode of awareness. It is for this reason
that phenomenology has been called, broadly speaking, a “praxis philoso
phy” in that it makes theory of action primary, preceding and grounding
all theory of knowledge (cf. Ihde, 1979, p. xv). But this means too that it
must consider all questions of essence in the same way. In other words, in
contrast both to dogmatic metaphysics which presumes a purely theoreti
cal essential insight outside the bounds of all possible experience and to
...

...
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contemporary skepticisms (e.g., deconstru
ction) which dismantle all es
sential inquiry, phenomenoIo must consider
essences as they are first
constituted in lived experience as a who
le, prior to all reflective
dichotomies, general ideas and static forms posi
ted by philosophy.
Discovery of essence [Wesen] (verbal): the original
expr
which is neither object-being nor subject-being neith ession of being,
,
er essence nor exist
ence: that which essences [west] (the being-ros
e of the rose, the beingsociety of society, the being-history of history)
answers the question “what”
as well as the question “that.” It is not society, rose
viewed by a subject,
nor is it a being for itself of society and rose.... It
is the roseness that ex
tends itself throughout the rose.... Moreover, this
roseness gives rise to a
“general idea,” which is to say, that there would be
several roses, and one
species rose, which is not indifferent but
which results from the being-rose
considered in all its implications. (Merleau-Pont
y, 1964a, p. 228)
Now, “in withdrawing all generality from
the first definition of Wesen”
(p. 228), phenomenology might be said on traditiona
l terms to have
historicized essence. In truth, the reverse
is the case. Phenomenology
essentializes history, locating the constituti
on of essence in the whole
way in which a matter intelligibly “hol
ds sway, administers itself,
develops and decays” in the course of experienc
e (Heidegger, 197Th,
p.
30). In this sense, essence is not first an abstr
act and “indifferent”
universal under which falls all real and poss
ible beings of a kind. Rather,
essence is what endures in time as a remembe
rable continuity of sense,
that is, as a history or motif, in virtue of whic
h the presence of the thing
as such is granted in our experience. According
ly, the question concern
ing “what” something is as such leads to the
question of what makes
possible, before all predications, its presence
in experience, and from
there to the question of the ongoing context of
meaning in virtue of which
any being is disclosed as such. In this, the deter
mination of essence is not
captured in a final claim or result, as if, after
all, the essence of essence
were simply a fixed “what.” It lies instead
in the integral meaning
revealed through the whole process of ques
tioning, wherein all the ways
in which essence is constituted are methodic
ally recalled and mapped
out. At the same time, the path traced by this
questioning corresponds to,
and is inseparable from, a path of questioni
ng that traces the manifold
ways in which the meaning of truth holds sway
. In this correlation, “the
true comes to pass only where the thing
in question is uncovered in its
essence” (p. 6); and a thing is uncovered
in its essence only where it is
disclosed in the full measure of its truth.
On this interpretation, a commonplace of lived
experience, namely, that
multiple things generically the same, or
one and the same thing at
different times and places, can seem “essential
ly” different, now becomes
phenomenologically intelligible. To traditiona
l philosophy, such talk is an
oxymoron, for what is essentially different
cannot properly be referred to
as one. Yet consider that a statue of Apo
llo situated in a temple in
5th-century Athens, centering and revealing
a whole Gestalt of lived
...
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rvance, and consecration), this Gestalt in turn

meaning (of sacrifice, obse
place and being responsible
holding the statue in advance within its
as such, is an essentially
above all for its coming to presence there
ct installed in a contem
different being than materially the same obje
etic appreciation and as an
porary gallery, held up as an object for aesth
marketed by the culture
example of human expression, catalogued and
ailing technological out
industry, and confined to its place by the prev
e is essentially the same
look. Of course, one might say that this statu
integrity as a stone sculpture,
because, for instance, it retains its specific
cularly unaltered, and hence
or to be more “scientific,” because it is mole
rience are just a subjective
that these different meanings in our expe
sculpture encounterable at
no
is
coloring. But this is to forget that there
ings, upon which then all
mean
these
all within experience separate from
ific abstractions and fur
“objective” determinations are founded as spec
ther mediations.
has the character of an
In most respects, this concern for “essence”
ct, however, in which
respe
intramural philosophers’ puzzle. There is one
the interpretation I
h
whic
in
its existential import is brought home, and
erns the manner in
conc
It
tic.
lema
have been outlining is especially prob
ce can serve as an
essen
of
tion
which the phenomenological determina
e existential matters. It was
appropriate measure or template to judg
amid the conflicting voices of
precisely the need for such measures that,
1574-1576). And it is
the time, sparked Plato’s search for eide (1961, pp.
self-aggrandizing theories
the need for appropriate measure that, amid
our pedagogical thinking. Of
and conflicting practices, now challenges
al verities and essences,
course, to those unshakably committed to etern
ry looks in the extreme like a
the phenomenological essentializing of histo
, Heidegger, like a virtual
virtual apocalypse, and its chief spokesperson
Platonic second coming [cf.
Antichrist, (to be defeated, one assumes, in a
(well fueled by the recent
Bloom, 19881). Notwithstanding this hysteria
sophical reasons to be
philo
revival of 1 ‘affaire Heidegger), there are
careful.
ference that prevails within
To counteract the uncanny and leveling indif
with approval a passage
the technological outlook, Heidegger quotes
from Rilke’s letters:
rican apple or winestock
A house as the Americans understand it, an Ame
the house, the fruit, the
from over there, have nothing in common with
our forefathers had
of
grape into which the hope and thoughtfulness
).
hasis
entered. (1950, p. 268; Rilke’s emp
to a sense of what it means
Heidegger invokes Rilke here to reawaken us
is emphasizing the importance
to dwell, that is, to be truly at home, and
(Bodenstandigheit) established
in this of a fundamental “rootedness”
ing and thinking (cf. Burch
over time through the full range of our build
ntial” criteria that are
“esse
1986). Yet the danger is clear: Without
n, this effort risks
reaso
ersal
strictly universal and grounded in univ
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collapse into narrow-minded and obstinate parochialism, if not some
thing worse. Thus, to extend an earlier trope (Burch, 1989), if all phe
nomenolor is “inscription,” what prevents it from “underwriting” all of
the idiosyncrasies, bétises, and bigotries of local practice and convention,
or rather, by what essential standard can it reject these? Phenomenologr
offers us nothing in the way of “ideas” or “natures” by which to judge
matters with veritable certainty. Yet it does disclose a measure.
To embrace a “thing” or “person” in its essence, that means: to love it: to
favour it. Thought more originally, this favouring [Mogen] signifies: to
grant essence. Such favouring is the proper essence of enabling [Vermogenl
which cannot only accomplish this or that, but can let something “occur es
sentially” in its provenance [in seiner Her-kunfi ‘wesen’], that is, to let it
be. (Heidegger, 1967, p. 148)
In this account, two aspects are held in balance. On the one hand, all talk
of “letting be” is intelligible only on the assumption that beings are what
they are in themselves and have a certain intrinsic integrity, that is, that
they are something to be disclosed, embraced, let be or not. On the other
hand, one cannot speak in the same breath of “granting essence” or
“enabling,” except insofar as the presence of these beings, and hence
their “essential” occurrence, has conditions outside of the beings them
selves. All elucidation of essence, and hence all standard of judgment,
must be attentive both to the integrity of the beings in themselves and to
the disclosure of meaning that allows them to be manifest. There is such
an integrity, but it is accessible and thinkable at all only from within a
hermeneutic situation. This situation is “originative,” that is, it grants
essence, but it is not something human beings willfully invent. Phenom
enological thinking moves inescapably within this correlation. The in
trinsic theoretical demands of phenomenolo’ thus require that we seek
in the midst of history to disclose our situation in the most comprehen
sive and radical way. However precarious and incomplete such a venture
remains, it does not leave unquestioned and untransformed the prevail
ing temperament and point of view. Moreover, in the course of such
reflection, it must take account of all of the things, both ontological and
ontic, to which we are “indebted” (the full sense of Schuld in Heidegger’s
Being and Time) for our human being. The phenomenological task, then,
is not only to take the full measure of our situation and the possibilities it
proffers, but to consider within that horizon the ontic relations and
conditions which too sustain human being. This does not mean that we
fix things once and for all in a categorial scheme, or posit a Platonic
“heaven” of transcendent forms. But it does mean to be attentive to what
can be discerned in beings themselves and their interconnections as these
bear upon what earlier was to referred to as our “insistent/existent”
being (Burch, 1989). And although this can never take place outside of
the horizons of our hermeneutic situation, what is sought are not simply
broad ontological, interpretive conditions, but ontic dimensions as well.
For, as an inscription of meaning, phenomenology not only writes upon a
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pretheoretical existential understanding, but also upon beings them
selves within our understanding. And as philosophical, it seeks to discern
by this writing not only the full measure of where we stand now, but
needs and capabilities that belong enduringly to the possibility of being
human.
To the Things Themselves
Phenomenology is directed essentially “to the things themselves.” Yet it
would be an odd inquiry indeed that did not make such a claim for itself.
For, on the face of it, what this maxim enjoins is that we set aside all
spurious, trivial, artificial, undemonstrated ways of thinking and attend
to what is essential. But this expresses “the underlying principle of any
scientific knowledge whatsoever” (Heidegger, 1977a, p. 28). Insofar as it
presumes to be radical theorizing, the meaning and ground of the phe
nomenological call to the things themselves cannot be separated from
3 And insofar as
what phenomenology itself demonstrates to be essential.
it presumes to be “first philosophy,” what it demonstrates to be essential
will turn on the question of “being.” Without attempting to retrace all of
our steps, we can see in broad sweep what this involves. Phenome
nology’s specific call to the things themselves is based on the primacy of
lived experience. Yet it is not a call to return to lived experience simply as
it is lived, since that is something we can never leave, however inured or
distracted we may become. It is rather a call to investigate the intel
ligibility of lived experience, insofar as lived experience is the primary
locus for the generation of meaning. In this respect, phenomenology
characterizes lived experience essentially as being-in-the-world. The
“world” in this sense is the original context of integral meaning presup
posed in “anything we can designate,” encounter or have access to “as
‘being’ (seiend)” (p. 6). It is in other words that “on the basis of which”
(worau fin) beings are always already understood as such and accessible
in the first place. But, as we have seen, this is just what phenomenology
means by “being.” Our being-in-the-world is the essential place of being
itself.
To some, this invocation of “being” might well look like a philosopher’s
pioy, a partisan attempt to recolonize the territory and bring the native
pedagogues and human scientists back in line. There are, after all, even
among philosophers, other seemingly less esoteric ways to broach the
issue of the “things themselves” and to bring them phenomenologically
into view. In the second volume of her memoirs, Simone de Beauvoir
(1960) recalls an evening from the early 1930s at a Montparnasse café
with Sartre and Raymond Aron. Aron had just returned from Berlin,
where, while preparing his history thesis, he had also been studying
Husserl. “We ordered the speciality of the house,” she writes,
apricot cocktails. Aron pointed to his glass: “You see, my friend, if you are a
phenomenologist, you can talk about this cocktail and make philosophy out
of it!” Sartre almost paled with emotion at this; it was exactly what for
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years he had longed to achieve—to speak of objects just as he saw and
touched them and to extract philosophy from the process. (p. 141).
Notwithstanding Sartre’s enthusiasm, or perhaps because of it, a cynic
might find in this anecdote a confirmation of her wryest suspicions. For
the image that it tries to make philosophy out of cocktails is just the sort
of thing that tends to give phenomenology a bad name. Even Aron, it
seems, had his doubts about where this orientation would lead (cf. Aron,
1975, p. xi). Still, for phenomenology, Sartre’s quest is at least in prin
ciple a valid one. In the essential turn to lived experience, phenomenology
is obliged to consider the “original” presence of things to us, and by
theoretical means to “recover” this presence in its truth (i.e., to give the
“logos” of “phenomena”). And since the measure of such theorizing is the
meaning of lived experience itself, it is obliged to begin by speaking of
things just as they are “seen” and “touched.” When we do this, however,
two issues come immediately to the fore.
In the original presence of objects within experience, as a dimension of
their being “objects,” there is for us a fundamental sense of their “otherness.” In varying degrees, this sense is implicit always in all experiential
engagement with things—in objects being put to use or resisting us, in
their surrounding us, getting in the way, attracting, sustaining or repuls
ing us, in our navigating among them, in our touching and being touched
by them. The experience of this “otherness” is perfectly familiar. It
belongs in general to our basic “perceptual faith,” the “deep-seated set of
mute ‘opinions’ implicated in our lives” that on the whole “we see the
things themselves, the world is what we see” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964a, p.
7). Implicit in this faith is the realization that prior to our conscious life
things are already there to be encountered and that in themselves they
have a reality and “insurmountable density” that is the terminus of our
touch and gaze (pp. 5ff.). Such experience suggests to philosophy that
things are “what and how they are” independently of the manifold ways
in which we come to encounter, explain, or interpret them (cf. Heidegger,
1978, p. 194), and hence beyond what we think and say, that they have
their own independent “histories,” actualities, and potentials (cf. Lan
gan, 1984). But more than this may be suggested by experience. For, in
the encounter with objects, there can at times be an almost visceral sense
of their “otherness,” the experience of an indefinable core beyond our
language and thought.
And then, all of a sudden, there it was, clear as day: existence had suddenly
unveiled itself. It had lost the harmless look of an abstract category: it was
the very paste of things, this root was kneaded into existence. Or rather
the root, the park gates, the bench, the sparse grass, all had vanished: the
diversity of things, their individuality, were only an appearance a veneer....
de trop: it was the only relationship I could establish between these trees,
these gates, these stones. (Sartre, 1938, pp. 180-18 1)
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Though he gives it vivid expression, there is nothing especially new about
the philosophical point Sartre is making. A version of it has been long
familiar from materialist attacks on idealism. “The reality of the sen
suous, particular being is for us a truth sealed with our blood.... To
sensuous consciousness it is precisely language that is unreal” (Feuer
bach, 1959, p 185). Made against Hegel, Feuerbach’s objection is that
what we say about things does not capture their essential truth, that is,
the personal, visceral character of their presence in experience, replacing
the thing itself with the constructs of language. In one respect, this point
is well taken. Were it the case that language served simply as a “veneer”
of general thoughts over the sensuous reality of experience—over feel
ings, passions, sensations, as well as the brute factuality of things—then
it would be suspect. But the issue itself is more complex. On the one hand,
it is undeniable that sensations are felt by sensate beings independently
of language and meaning. But, as we have seen, sensations enter into
lived experience when, as it were, something is made of them, that is,
when they have become meaningful and are situated in terms of other
meanings (cf. Danner, 1986). For example, a painful sensation can be
felt, but an azperience of pain is always a pain of something, or from
something, or in something, or a sign of something, that is, it is always
situated and read. Similarly, for the whole class of voluntary acts (e.g.,
decisions, promises, wishes) and emotions (e.g., reverence, guilt,
wonder), experience is not prior to, but presupposes and is a function of
contexts of meanings. I will this or that, I am possessed of this or that
emotion, not first because I am sentient, but because I exist in a world of
transcendent meanings. On the other hand, the experience I have in
virtue of language/meaning is an experience of things, not just of lan
guage. There is something “to be experienced” that is revealed in experi
ence as transcending the act that brings it to be. Yet this does not entail
that there is in experience an original “stuff” over which meaning is
placed as veil on truth. From the start, everything encountered in lived
experience is a meaning, and what is manifest in meaning is simply
further meaning. Things in. themselves are either wholly within the
meaning of lived experience or they are quite simply nothing.
Just as phenomenology must consider objects of experience in terms of a
context of transcendent meaning, so too must it consider “subjects.” By
“phenomenological” we mean “the understanding of an event from the
perspective of the participant” (Barritt, et. al., 1983, p. 140). We turn to
phenomenology “in order to describe ‘what happens in the mind of the
individual actor” (Barber, 1989, p. 218). Such statements are familiar in
the local discourse. Yet, when my erstwhile colleague caricatured phe
nomenology (Burch, 1989), it was the “scientific” possibility of just such
understanding and description that she sought to lampoon. In her view,
the attempt to describe objectively our own subjective experiences, let
alone those of another, was a “hopeless” task. Even though her carica
ture did not have the force of a conclusive argument, we would do well
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not to dismiss her charge of subjectivism out of hand, since its represents
a widespread view of phenomenology, a view that is deeply problematic.
If one seeks to discover a “subject” at a visceral level, among the personal
feelings, sensations, affections that permeate lived experience, the risk of
subjectivism is most imminent. For there is an obvious sense in which
these dimensions of lived experience are purely private and not accessible
to others. I am directly attuned to my own sensations, feelings, and
affections precisely because they are mine, but I cannot experience
directly another’s experience, and have only an oblique and uncertain
inferential access to their sensations, feelings, affections. Thus, for ex
ample, no amount of phenomenological attentiveness can bring me to
“know” what the pain of childbirth is like, if the focus of this knowing is
meant to be the feeling itself. That feeling I can know only if I too have
had such pain, or presume to guess at what it must feel like from some
analogous experience of my own, and in no case can I “know” its par
ticular intensity for someone else. Yet, even at this visceral level, phe
nomenological analysis already shows the way to undercut subjectivism
and the egocentric predicament. For it shows that sensations, feelings,
affections are not primary elements within lived experience but come to
be as such only as they are situated within contexts of meaning. By virtue
of its physiology, a creature with a central nervous system will suffer pain
under specific conditions regardless. But in order for that pain to be a
part of the creature’s lived experience, and thus for it not to disappear
into an oblivion of disordered passing sensations, it must be interpreted
and integrated into the unity of one’s conscious life. Accordingly, when
phenomenology asks, for example, what childbirth pain is “like,” it is the
meaning of that pain that is in focus, a meaning in virtue of which the
pain is constituted in the birthing mother’s lived experience (cf. Bergum,
1989, chap. 5). Not being a woman, I can never presume to know or
appreciate the full dimensions of that meaning. But I can have an ade
quate sense of it; for unlike the sensation itself, the meaning is not purely
and simply private.
Phenomenology also risks subjectivism when it considers its task to be
the “reproduction” of the conscious projects and purposes of others.
Although at this level it is explicitly meanings (and not mere sensations)
that are in question, the difficulty has a form analogous to the previous
case. I do not know directly the intentions of others but can only conjec
ture as to what these are from what others say and do. And my conjec
tures reproduce these meanings not in themselves but ever only from my
own perspective.
Constituted as it is within the unique stream of consciousness of each in
dividual, “intended meaning” is essentially inaccessible to every other in
dividual.... We are asserting neither that your lived experiences remain
inaccessible to me nor that they are meaningless to me. Rather, the point is
that the meaning I give to your experiences cannot be precisely the same
meaning you give to them. (Schutz, 1967, p. 99)
Al
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Now, strictly at the level of these express intentions and purposes, it
would be dubious to claim that we understand someone better than she
understands herself. “It is enough to say that we understand in a dif
ferent way, if we understand at all” (Gadamer, 1975, p. 264). Two things
are involved here. First, my rendering of another’s experience, however
trusting and faithful I presume to be to what she says and does, is always
inevitably my rendering, that is, a story constructed within the stream of
my experience and personal history and hence meaningful to me in a way
always different from the meaning of the experience to the participant.
Second, it is not that my understanding is inevitably blinkered by my
limited perspective, but that my perspective with all of its prejudices, is
the very condition of my understanding, its locus and medium.
Ironically, this entire issue of subjectivism constitutes a decisive impasse
for phenomenology only insofar as, and against its avowed purposes,
phenomenology stops short of “true beginnings” and takes its directive
instead from “philosophies” (Husserl, 1965, p. 146), locating the origin of
the self in some version of the cogito ergo sum posited by Cartesian
radicalism. The difficulties which the Cartesian project faces in this
regard have already been adumbrated. It must construct an epis
temological bridge from the self-certain subject, the solus ipse, to the
reality and truth of objective being and so overcome an originally posited
solipsism; and according to the grounding principle of its methodology, it
must also attempt this construction to the same exacting standard of
knowledge with which self-consciousness is immediately certain of its
own existence. The subjectivist dilemma in this is clear. Though I can
have an immediate reflective access (whether true or not) to my own
feelings and intentions and an immediate reflective certainty of my own
existence as thinking, I have only an inferential knowledge based on my
observations of overt behavior of either the existence or the inner life of
other selves. “Hence I can never know, and certainly never know imme
diately, that I am not radically alone” (Fackenheim, 1967, p. 240). Now,
were phenomenology nothing more that a variation on Cartesianism, it
too would be beset by these difficulties. To that degree as well, the
concerns expressed in my colleague’s caricature would be apposite, if not
definitive. In the light of what I have already argued on this issue, such
concerns would not seem to have much force. Yet no less a person than
Husserl himself characterizes phenomenology as “neo-Cartesianism”
and goes to great lengths to defect the charge of solipsism (1970a). This
alone should give us pause and obliges us to consider the issue of subjec
tivism more thoroughly.
Yet, even with Husserl, the exact character and degree of phenome
nology’s Cartesianism is not easily determined. “Precisely by its radical
development of Cartesian motifs,” Husserl claims, “phenomenology is
obliged to reject nearly all the well-known doctrinal content of the Car
tesian philosophy” (1970a, p. 1), in particular, Descartes’ ready iden
tification of the ego cogito as res (substantia) cogitans.
A’)
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By no means must phenomenolo, accept as a matter of course that, with
our apodictic pure ego, we have rescued a little tag-end of the world, as the
sole unquestionable part of it for the philosophizing Ego, and that now the
problem is to infer the rest of the world by rightly conducted arguments,
ac
cording to principles innate in the ego. (1985, P. 24)
Neither a concrete self in the world nor an indubitable item of
the
“ultimate furniture of the universe,” the ego uncovered by radical
reflec
tions is for Husserl the absolute transcendental limit to the world,
the
unsurpassable subjective ground of all that which can come to be
for us,
and hence the being of all beings. So basic is this doctrinal difference,
however, that it suggests an even deeper rift between Husserl’s phenom
enology and its Cartesian progenitor on the issue of radicalism itself
(cf.
e.g., Kockelmans, 1967, PP. 72-76). There is no question that for Husser
l
the phenomenology of consciousness returns to the ego cogito
as its
radical point of departure. But at the same time by disclosing in this
return the full compass of consciousness’ essential “intentionality,” Hus
serl insists that phenomenology escapes the trap of solipsism at its
source
(cf Burch, 1990, pp. 137-140). Unlike Cartesian subjectivism, Husserl’s
phenomenology is not based expressly on the pure interiority of
the
self-conscious ego but on the consciousness of the world taken strictly
as
one’s—the transcendental ego’s—phenomena. This marks a crucial
dif
ference in orientaion. On the Cartesian model, the reality and truth
of
objective being, including that of other selves, lie originally outside
the
essential structure of consciousness understood as “representation”
(i.e.,
as the subject’s positing and securing of cogitationes in self-certainty),
and so against the presumed errors and uncertainties of everyday
experi
ence, philosophy must attempt to “recreate” this reality and truth on
an
absolute philosophical foundation. With the phenomenology of conscious
ness, in contrast, the reality and truth of objective being are in princip
le
implicated originally in the essential structure of consciousness as “in
tentional” (i.e., as “bear[ing] within itself in a manner peculiar to
the
meant, its particular cogitatunz” [Husserl, 1970a,
p. 331), and so have
only to be explicated more originally. By means of such explication,
then,
the human beings that exist for one in everyday lived experience are
not,
as it were, made to disappear, as they are in Cartesian doubt. Rather they
are “transformed” into “alter egos
having the ontic meaning of im
plicata of my original intentional life” (Husserl, 1970b,
p. 258). More
over, as such “iniplicata,” these “alter egos” are not simply
a particular,
possible achievement of intentional life but an intrinsic, essential dimen
sion of it. “Within the vitally flowing intentionality in which the life of
an
ego-subject consists, every other ego is intentionally implied in advanc
e”
(Husserl, 1970b, p. 255; italics added), “implied” of course not as real
particular persons in the flesh but as others in general, that is, as
a
“transcendental intersubjeetivity” that precedes and makes possib
le all
relations to actual others. To this difference in orientation belongs also
a
corresponding difference in the basic sense of the philosophical inquiry
.
Whereas on the Cartesian model the guiding question in regard to
the
...
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Nevertheless, the basic tenet and starting point remains the same:
the
unique, absolute self-given “I” constitutes the other, just as well as every
thing else.
That this account of intersubjectivity poses arcane problems, scarcel
y
anyone would deny. Even a Husserl epigone like Schutz (1975) depairs
of
tracing successfully the convoluted set of intentional relations that would
have to be involved. Yet, as a consequence, Schutz gives up on the
transcendental dimension of the issue and takes “intersubjectivity”
simply as “a datum (Gegebenheit) of the life world”
(p. 82). But the
short-coming of Husserl’s account (and indeed of all phenomenolog
r of
consciousness) is not its lack of phenomenological subtlety, nor even its
attempt to cast the question of intersubjectivity in transcendental terms.
It is rather that it fails to pose radically enough the question of the
essential origin of the self as ego cogito, taking the “I am” as a first
principle instead of the site for a more original exploration. Witho
ut
presuming to carry out such an exploration here, enough of its highlig
hts
can be traced to show the true place of phenomenologr before all subjec
tivist traps.
In their essential origin, before every possible ego cogito, constitutive act
or intentional correlation, that is, before the subjectivity of the subject
and whatever then a subject can posit or designate, self and other are
equiprimordially. This equiprimordiality has two dimensions, cor
responding to the ontological difference between being and beings
(cf.
Burch, 1990, pp. 139-140). First, individual sellhood is not given ab
solutely before the world but comes to be in actual relations with other
incipient or already actual selves. Second, such actual relations have
their ground in an original mutuality always already in play, a world of
meaning that is the prior situating context of actual encounters and the
ground of any ostensive reference, whether objectively or subjectively
valid. In one sense, these two dimensions of selfliood and subjectivity are
coessential and thus mutually dependent. At one and the same time,
there is selfhood only in virtue of actual encounters, which are them
selves possible only on the basis of a prior mutuality, and there is seithood
only in virtue of a prior mutuality, which is first realized only in actual
encounters. Though interdependent, these dimensions are also asym
metrical. For, ultimately, the mutuality of a common world of meaning
precedes and makes possible the actuality of self and other and their
relations, not vice versa.
5 This mutuality is the terminus ad quem of
phenomenological radicalism in its pursuit of the origin of the self and
the terminus a quo of phenomenological reflection in its pursuit of the
essence and truth of the interpersonal.
The intelligibility of this view of selthood depends on two theses
not
common in the mainstream of Western philosophy. The first, roughl
y
put, is that the selfhood of the self lies in what it does, that its essential
being as a self is consequent on its self-activity (cf. Burch, 1990,
pp.
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In each case, then, there belongs to the self’s hermeneutic situation
and
hence to its very selfhood an original “common sense,” not as a universal
unadulterated natural knowledge for all humans, but as a “cultur
al
system” (Geertz, 1983, p. 75), the familiar everyday local meanings “that
found communality” (Gadamer, 1975, P. 21). It is precisely becaus in
e its
very being the self is always already implicated in some such commo
n
sense that there is as a rule no need for phenomenology (or any other
discipline) to reconstruct the conscious intentions and purposes of others,
nor to retrace an original empathetic relation that would bind separa
te
selves.
Automatic and impersonal, significant without intending to signify, ordi
nary practices lend themselves to an understanding no less automatic and
impersonal: the picking up of the objective intention they express in no
way implies “reactivation” of the “lived” intention of the agent who per
forms them. The deciphering of the objective intention of actions and
works has nothing to do with the “reproduction” (Nachbildung, as the
early Dilthey put it) of lived experiences and the reconstitution, unneces
sary and uncertain, of the personal “singularities” of an “intention” which
is not their true origin. (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 80)
Typically, we succeed very well in understanding what someone else
intends, (and indeed we first come to have singular intentions of our
own), not through complex calculations and chains of inference that lead
out into the world from the pure reflexivity of our ego, but more or less
directly in virtue of our original and habitual participation as selves in a
shared world. This is not to deny that we do at times and at different
levels explicitly calculate and contend with the intentions and purposes
of others, which, moreover, in their singularity are ultimately concealed
to us, except as they are expressed and interpreted in what others say and
do. But all such express problems and their resolution arise and get
worked out against the essential background of some shared world al
ways already in play in our selfhood. To be sure, there are also occasions
in our relations to others when, beyond such problems and their resolu
tion, the shared world itself can come more or less directly into question,
for example, when the world and hence the seilbood of the other is still
more or less inchoate; when the idiomatic dimensions of the other’s world
occlude or oppose the communal in such a way as to block everyday
communication and even to threaten the integrity of the afflicted self in
its essential being in the world; when the world of the other amounts to a
fundamentally different “common sense” and so in truth is alien to us,
not properly our own world. This questionableness is reflected in the
various disciplined procedures that presume to determine and order the
intentions and purposes of others, for example, in political analys
is and
original historiography where the actions at issue belong to a world
which, in virtue of its common sense, is contemporaneous and so as a rule
is both intimately familiar yet concealed; in reflective historiography
where the actions at issue belong to a world more or less remote in time
from our own, a world which must be recovered if the actions are to
be
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Merleau-Ponty (1 964a) entitled the “problem of
Do we have the right to comprehend the time, the tempo (vitesse) of the
child as an undifferentiation of our time, of our space, etc.? This is to forge
(rebattre) the experience of the child upon our own experience, at the very
moment when one is trying to respect the phenomena. For it is to think
that experience as the negation of our differentiations. It would be neces
sary to go as far as thinking it positively, as far as phenomenolot. (p. 256).
This passage warns of a familiar stumbling block in the domain of
little
phenomenology and pedagogy. For “as long as we see the actions of
are
we
ty,
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children through the models of our shared adult conven
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see
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he raises this issue in terms of children, Merleau-Ponty gives it a broade
our
to
limited
not
is
tanding
scope. The question of a “positive” unders
relations with children, but “arises in regard to all others,” even in that
f
intimate relation when, in reflection, one becomes “other” for onesel
as
far
“as
issue
this
think
ver,
to
Moreo
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964a, p. 257).
phenomenology” does not mean to recover straightway the expressions
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and intentions of the other by setting aside our prejudices. Rather, it
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ess
othern
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first to uncove
and of myself in reflection, “archeologically,” that is, in terms of their
very origin.
This is the real meaning of Merleau-Ponty’s proposed “solution.”
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to recapture (ressaisir) the child, the alter ego, the unreflected
in myself by
a lateral, pre-analytic participation.... When I perceive the child,
he is given
precisely in a certain divergence [ecartl (originative presen
tation of the Unpresentable) and the same for the perceptual lived experie
nce of myself,
and the same for my alter ego, and the same for the pre-an
alytic thing.
Here is the common tissue of which we are made. The wild
being.... The es
sential: to describe the vertical or wild being as that pre-spi
ritual milieu
without which nothing is thinkable, not even spirit, and
by which we pass
into one another, and ourselves in order to have our own time.
It is philoso
phy alone that gives it. (1964a, p. 257).
Although couched in elusive terms, the sense of this
“solution” is reason
ably clear. The phenomenological task is to recover
“a pre-intentional
present” (p. 261) that underlies all subject/object
relations, all explicit
differentiation and otherness. It seeks a “perception,”
which only philos
ophy can grant thematically, of “wild or vertical being,”
the “brute fabric
of meaning” that is woven through all levels of experience,
preceding and
making possible all particular horizons and accomplishm
ents. The per
ception does not “recapture” the child per so, nor anyone
at all in par
ticular. Rather, it recovers the “unreflected in myself”
in its universal
validity. As Merleau-Ponty terms it, this “unreflected”
is “wild being,”
the silent and invisible ontological fond out of which
self, others, and
things arise in reciprocal relations. What is first disclosed
phenomenolo
gically is not what differentiates us at the level of expres
s meanings, but
the pre-intentional “common tissue” that is the “same”
for all. We
understand others phenomenologically not purely and
simply in them
selves but as “divergences” from this commonality.
In its specifics, however, this “solution” poses difficu
lties (cf. Burch,
1985). It delves down into the juxtaposition of individual selves
in lived
experience to disclose the implicit essential dimension
that makes the
being of selves-in-relation possible in the first place.
Yet, in the very
name of universality and radicalness, it points to an ontolo
gical source so
“wild” that it seems to lie outside the meanings intellig
ible within
anyone’s actual lived experience and thus prior to
selfliood. But this
brings us back directly to the question of “being” we
thought we might
avoid. Though it does not “iterate what is given and unders
tood in lived
experience in the way that it is given and understood” (Burch
, 1989, p.
192), neither can phenomenolor simply invoke an ontolo
gical source, no
matter what its explanatory coherence, not already in
some way intel
ligible individually within lived experience itself. Given
what we have
thus far seen of the essential determination of lived
experience, that
source must hold sway existentially and individually,
rather than generi
cally. The issue, then, is not one of “divergences” in
a “common tissue,”
but the projection and appropriation of transcendent
meanings as essen
tial to the way a self constitutes itself.
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since the method is meant to insure genuine knowledge
of the subject
matter by keeping the investigation on track, it must
be essentially
appropriate to that subject matter in the first place and
derive its author
ity from this relation. Accordingly, “in each kind of study,
one searches
for that degree of precision which the nature of the subjec
t matter ad
mits” (Aristotle, 1962, P. 5, my emphasis). At the same
time, however,
insofar as it does effectively guide investigation, a metho
d cannot be a
neutral set of procedures simply brought to the subjec
t matter as it is in
itself. For method is able to provide a directive to inquiry
only because it
already determines what in principle can be disclosed
in the subject
matter and thus what of that domain is really real. “Method
decides in
advance what truth we shall seek out in the things. [It]
is not one piece of
equipment of science among others but is the primary
component out of
which is first determined what can become an object
and how it can
become an object” (Heidegger, 1967, 102). Through its
method, then, a
p.
science not only determines in advance how investigation
must proceed
in order to ensure rigor, but also what the essential constit
ution of the
subject matter itself must be. Only that which accords in
principle with
the method can come under “scientific” scrutiny in the
first place and
thus be the subject matter in a strict sense. Accordingly,
in our own
methodological debates, the basic issue is not one of
competing and
incompatible procedures for investigating social reality
as a given phe
nomenon, but of different prior interpretations of what
is essential to
that reality and hence of what in principle constitutes
the subject matter.
Where we explicitly disagree as to “how” the reality is
properly to be
investigated, we already tacitly disagree in fundamental
way as to
“what” the reality “truly” is. Accordingly, to the extent that
our method
ological differences get represented as procedural problems
decidable in
principle on abstract epistemological grounds extrinsic to
the particular
subject matter, the real ontological foundation of these
differences is
concealed. This in turn conceals the fact that it is at
root not the legiti
macy of “technical devices” but the essence of the subjec
t matter that is
in question. At this level, the separation of ontological and
epistemologi
cal issues is a false one.
...

...

This account of method parallels our early discussion of the
basic conun
drum of phenomenology (Burch, 1989). On the one hand,
if a method is
to be legitimate, it must always already accord fundamentally
with the
subject matter in question. “Genuine method is based
on viewing in
advance and in an appropriate way the basic constitution
of the ‘object’
to be disclosed, or the domain within which the object lies”
(Heidegger,
1977a, p. 303). Without this “preview” of the subject matter
, method
would be groundless. On the other hand, method must
lead us beyond
what is already known of the subject matter in an
everyday way to
disclose it in its truth. Without showing us the way to this
transcendence,
method would be superfluous. Yet the only knowledge
one can have “in
advance” of a subject matter is ontological knowledge,
knowledge of
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prior existential understanding and yet must decide itself the
“truth” of
that understanding (p. 260). Yet, on these terms, no other warran
t could
be given for a methodological direction than what phenomenolog
ical
inquiry is able to disclose within its own self-defined limits.
Human Science Research
Though in recent years “consequential shifts have occurred
in the place
and acceptability of human science research in the English-spea
king
world” (van Manen, 1989b, p. 1), on the prevailing concep
tion of scien
tific research, there still seems something odd, if not contradictory,
in the
notion of human science research as a distinct form of “scient
ific” in
quiry. What is troublesome is not that matters pertaining to human
being
can be delimited into definite areas of investigation, or that the
investiga
tion of each area can have its own specific research procedures.
Indeed,
the prevailing conception of scientific research does not merely
allow but
requires the demarcation of reality into definite areas of
inquiry, each
investigated by a particular science having its specific proced
ural tech
niques. What the prevailing conception does not permit, howev
er, is that
these divisions of investigative labor and province, along with
the dif
ferences in individual procedures they entail, be radical distinc
tions.
They are supposed instead to belong within an essential uniform
ity of
method worked out in advance on independent epistemic
grounds, con
stituting the shared scientificity of all genuine sciences and
implying a
corresponding essential uniformity to all of the reality that is
scientifical
ly investigable. On these terms, the seeming contradiction in human
science research lies in its claim as a science to a unique metho
dological
character based on a fundamentally distinctive disclosure of the
domain
of the human. Admittedly, on this point we might as human scienti
sts be
more guileful and in describing what we do simply use the
phrase
“science research” to allay the doubts of less sympathetic colleag
ues and
to gain credibility with the relevant authorities. Yet the
more in
quisitorial are apt only to be made more suspicious by this label,
demand
ing more detailed confessions of our scientific faith. Under their
scrutiny,
we would be expected either to situate human science researc
h directly
within the prevailing general conception of science
(and so deny its
distinctiveness) or to admit and renounce our heretical ways.
Failing
that, we risk excommunication. Of course, in good conscience
we cannot
do otherwise than to take our methodological stand more explicitly
and
self-critically, not only absolving ourselves from the methodologica
l rule
of scientific orthodoxy but also showing in positive terms where
that
leaves us. To that end, I propose first to explore the essence
of scientific
research on the prevailing conception in order to begin
to draw the
boundaries of human science research in the contrast. My intenti
on is not
to follow the internecine debates of the philosophers of science
, which in
any case take for granted the essence of method. Rather, I shall
explore
what is revealed about the character of scientific research
as it governs
our institutional practices in order to disclose its essential meanin
g more
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bitious students. The implicit assumption, however, is that such ques
tions are not legitimate research problems, insofar as they are not
amenable to an “appropriate technique” that leads to a decisive resolu
tion that can conveniently be written up. Where problems take
precedence over questions, determinate answers likewise take
precedence over all exploration of what is truly questionable in the
subject matter itself. Nowadays, even in philosophy, traditionally
charged to ponder the “ultimate” questions as a way of life, such trans
formations hold sway when, under the hegemony of formal calculi and
metalinguistics, a purification of thinking into exact calculation and
information processing is championed.
Insofar as research proceeds by positing and solving determinate
problems within a predelineated sphere of objects, knowing as research
requires ever greater specialization, both in terms of setting one field of
research off from another and dividing each field into more specific
problem sets.
This particularizing (specialization) is by no means simply the unfor
tunate concomitant of the increasing unsurveyability of the results of re
search. It is not a necessary evil, but an essential necessity of science as
research. Specialization is not the consequence but the ground of the
progress of all research.
(Heidegger, 1950, p. 77).
The precedence of research problems and the specialization of research
are thus essentially the same. They are based on a strate of divide and
conquer, one that is essentially exclusive, particularizing, and abstrac
tive. It is this in turn that allows scientific research to amass results, the
domains of investigation being set up in advance to reveal themselves
entirely in manageable calculable forms. As results are amassed and put
on hand in the store of knowledge (gathered more and more into the
universal library of data banks), the university itself comes to be or
ganized in the same way, that is, as a research business for the produc
tion of information, ideas, and techniques, with an appropriate division
of labor, “rationalization,” and five-year plans. In this situation, the
measure of the researcher lies above all in measurable productivity and
the marketability of results.
...

Though in this situation we are all aware of who among us is most
“productive,” knowing as research has itself no specific place or per
sonality. Furthermore, this anonymity and universality are essential
aspects of its social utility. For knowing as research proceeds according to
abstract techniques that in principle can be wielded by anyone and that
have universal application. Such techniques are unbiased, for their do
main is everywhere and nowhere. They can be formulated into compen
dia and manuals that in principle are teachable. It is on these terms that
the “teaching” half of our professional professorial duties tends to be
organized, that is, in such a way as to disseminate established “results”
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and to train in techniques. Knowing as research is thus appropriately
housed in institutions that are everywhere indifferently the same. Such
institutions put methods and resources at our disposal, to be used and
handed down, and “facilitate a plannable conjoining of types of method
ology, that further the reciprocal checking and communication of results,
and regulate the exchange of talents” (Heidegger, 1950, p. 77-78).
Yet knowing as research “does not simply amass results,” it establishes,
confirms, adapts, and verifies itself in its “on-going activity” (pp. 77-79).
For each sphere of research, the method delineates in advance the essen
tial character of the objects to be researched. In this way, it prescribes the
procedures, types of equipment, and source materials appropriate to
investigation and explanation, and guarantees in principle the legitimacy
of its results. At the same time, the specific results contain possibilities
for other procedures and avenues of investigation that press research on
toward the exhaustive objective calculation of all that is.
On this account, then, the essence of science lies in knowledge as re
search and the essence of research lies in its methodological rigor. Rigor
in turn consists in the establishment of procedures that ensure in prin
ciple the objectivity, falsifiability, and calculability of all results. These
criteria can be ensured only because the method of research as such
opens up a determinate sphere of objects for investigation by projecting
in advance an essential ground plan of the reality to be investigated.
“This projection sketches out in advance the manner in which the know
ing procedure must bind itself and adhere to the sphere opened up. This
binding adherence is the rigor of research” (Heidegger, 1950, p. 71). The
objectivity of each field of inquiry is thus determined by the manner in
which the field is posited discriminately in advance as an object. In this
sense, what is preeminently “objective” is that which for scientific know
ing is wholly discriminate and offers no residue of opacity or manifold of
possible aspects, in other words, whatever can be reduced to numerical or
formal relations. “Only that which becomes an object in this way is—is
considered to be a being. We first arrive at science as research when the
being of whatever is is sought in such objectness” (p. 80). Falsifiability
and calculability are ensured on the same terms. The results of research
are in principle falsifiable in terms of facts. Yet what can be encountered
as a fact (and hence that in which their “factuality” lies) is determined in
advance by the ground plan the method projects. Similarly, what is
calculable presupposes essential uniformity such that the unknown can
be reckoned on the basis of the known. This essential uniformity is
ensured a priori insofar as the reality to be investigated is determined in
advance as a homogeneous domain of objects through the methodological
projection of a ground plan.
In the conception of knowing as research, the essential demand of
rigorous methodo1or (i.e., to ensure the certainty of objective calcula
tion) takes precedence over the essential character of the subject matter
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itself. Assumed as a model for human science
research, it would mean
that the domain of what is essentially “human”
is in principle determined
in advance by the demands of methodology roote
d in a prior projection of
the “human” as a definite sphere of calculable obje
cts. Insofar as method
ologically it projects this domain uniformly, such
research always already
knows that its objects can differ significantly
only in degree. Human
science research would then be quantitative in
the sense that it would
calculate regularities and deviations within
its own object-sphere by
making use of specific mathematical technique
s. Such research would
also be experimental in a broad sense, that is, it
would set up in advance
the conditions under which a specific pattern of
behavior would be sus
ceptible to being plotted and determined by calcu
lation. And it would be
nomological, attempting ideally to trace facts
back to rules and laws for
future prediction and control and for projecting
an exact picture of past
behavior.
Those who align themselves under the bann
er of “human science re
search” would doubtless insist that their investiga
tions are not properly
characterized in the terms I have just outlined,
agreeing with Gadamer
(1975) that “the human sciences cannot be desc
ribed adequately in terms
of the idea of research and progress”
(p. 252). Of course, the difficulty
with such negative declarations is that they have
unlimited scope and by
themselves leave the true domain of human scien
ce research undefined.
This lack of definition is reflected, I find, with
distressing frequency in
students’ research proposals. Rejection of the prev
ailing model of scien
tific research is too often signaled by an appeal to
any and every theorist
who in any way questions this model, such theo
rists as Gadamer and
Habermas, Derrida, and Heidegger being invo
ked without qualification
as if they were wholly of one voice. More distressin
g is that rejection of
this model in such proposals is often taken as licen
se to exempt oneself
from any careful methodological evaluation of
one’s discoveries, and thus
from critical attention to the limits of the place
from which one speaks.
To meet our pedagogical responsibilities in such
circumstances, what is
needed is not just a more precise account of
“how” human science
research should proceed, but an understanding of
“why” it must take the
paths that it does. And this can be determine
d only in relation to the
subject matter itself.
The Human
It is a joke almost as old as Western philosoph
y. Seeking an essential
definition of human being, serious-minded philo
sophers proposed “twolegged animal.” Waggish sophists pointed to
a chicken. Undeterred, the
philosophers refined their proposal: “Hum
an beings are featherless
bipeds”; whereupon the sophists plucked the chick
en. Subsequent history
reveals that the philosophers, ever victims of
vocational gravity, were
slow to get the point. On the assumption that
it was a lack of conceptual
precision that was being ridiculed, they continue
d to offer more refined,
circumspective definitions (e.g., rational anim
al, thinking substance,
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perspective because it holds that we are our lived experie
nce. The sense
of phenomenological method is to be found in this specifi
c ontological
thesis.
The immediate implications of this thesis for the phenomenolog
ical out
look, and thus by extension for phenomenological human
science, can be
quickly drawn. In showing that we are our lived experience
and that lived
experience is a self-constituting process, phenomenological
analysis also
shows that “an understanding of being is an ontological
determination”
of human being (Heidegger, 1977a, 12). It is in and throug
h the process
p.
of lived experience that a self establishes its self-identity,
and so is aware
of itself as such. “Without the awareness, [there would be]
no self-iden
tity; but without self-identity the self would not be a self
at all” (Facken
heim, 1961, p. 94, n. 50). It follows, then, that insofar
as the self
constitutes itself in lived experience, in the same process it
“understands
itself in its being and to some degree does so explicitly”
(Heidegger,
1977a, p. 12). In our very selfhood, then, our “being is an issue
for us” (p.
12), even if as a matter of course we do not grasp this issue themat
ically.
Yet, with this ontological concern, the self does not merely
come to have
an understanding of its being in the course of its lived experie
nce. Rather,
in the selfhood of the self, “being is understanding” (cf.
Gadamer, 1976,
p. 49; cf. Burch, 1989, p. 208). It is on this correlation that
both the
phenomenological conception of “authenticity” (cf. Langan
, in press) and
the task of phenomenology as one of “explicit ontological
self-interpreta
tion” (Burch, 1989, p. 198) are based. Taken on these terms,
the issue of
one’s being does not come down just to the mundane choice
s one makes,
nor even the specific possibilities for such choices that
are explicitly
entertained. The question of what one does, in terms of which
one tends
to define oneself from day to day, is always already founde
d upon one’s
fundamental orientation to the world. Put colloquially,
who one is
depends upon where one is at. But here, too, “possibility
stands higher
than actuality” (Heidegger, 1977a, 38). For “where one is
p.
at,” in terms
of which is answered the question of “what essentially one
can be,” is
rooted in the implicit unthematized possibilities of meanin
g inscribed in
one’s situation, the meanings in virtue of which actual
choices and
explicit interpretations can be entertained and made.
Though an issue of our selfhood, the “understanding of being”
in lived
experience is not a self-understanding divorced from all relatio
n to other
beings. Indeed, as the proximal locus and medium for
transcendent
meaning, our lived experience constitutes also our “engag
ement in the
disclosure of beings as such” (p. 208). Now, if by being itself
we mean
“that on the basis of which beings are always already unders
tood,” then
the lived experience in and through which we ourselves come
to be also
constitutes our basic ontological understanding of beings encoun
tered
within the world.
...
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disclose the topic as a whole truthfully. It is this disclosure that predeter
mines for each science the manifold aspects of its scientificity, serving to
ground its unity and systematic character, the nature of its rigor and
verification, its concepts and appropriate evidence, even the nature of its
teachability. Of course, in being faithful to the subject matter itself the
“constitution” of a science “is opposed to all free-floating constructions”
(Heidegger, 1977a, p. 28). Yet, in going beyond the realm of ordinary
experience and practice as a whole, it is also opposed to all isolated
“adventitious findings.”
Judged on these terms, human science could then properly be said to be
distinctive as a science only if it were to stand originally in a distinctive
disciosive relation to the domain of its subject matter. On the prevailing
conception, as we have seen, each science establishes its respective do
main by a fundamental objectification, presupposing in this a decision
made on independent epistemological grounds concerning what can
count as objective scientific knowledge. The faithfulness of such sciences
to their subject matter is presumed to lie in this prior epistemological
clarification and legitimation. On this basis is established the specific
methodological procedures legitimate for investigating a sphere of beings
and a determination of what the beings in that sphere can be in truth.
What animates this conception of science is an initial fundamental skep
ticism regarding genuine knowledge, a skepticism that persists until the
foundations of knowledge itself have been fixed. This approach is “posi
tivist” in the broadest sense in that it investigates a subject matter
accessible to investigation in virtue of how it is first posited as a given
according to independent principles of scientific knowledge. In contrast,
human science does not posit objects but explores the special ontological
relation that obtains already in lived experience. In this regard, it
presumes to take its methodological directive from the essence of subject
matter itself. This relation is expressed by the ontological thesis I have
been outlining, namely, that we are always already “understandingly” in
the world, and that the domain of this “understanding” is itself the
ultimate topic of human science research, marking out the limits of our
original participation in truth. The epistemic doubts of human science
are thus of a different order than those that obtain in other sciences. It is
not a matter of securing objective knowledge of what is other and alien,
but of exploring a fundamental meaning concealed in an understanding
that belongs already to our very being. Here, questions of evidence and
concept formation, of rigor and verification, are not problems of objective
precision and certainty but questions of disclosive power. What is sought
is a more inclusive, revealing understanding of where we stand in the
world. In this respect, we see matters too superficially if we only regard
experiences abstractly as something we simply have, to be isolated and
when necessary controlled by specific techniques, rather than as part of
an integral self-constituting process that makes up a person’s whole way
of being in the world. Yet we also misjudge the place of our reflections if
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we see this way of being as something which by prowess we can effective
ly change for others and not as something that each person must ul
timately change for herself, a change which at best we can only
thoughtfully facilitate. In this sense, human science has no usable doc
trine to hand on and no techniques to impart.
In its distinctive scientific character, human science would seem none
theless to be bound by inimical demands. On the one hand, as a concrete
inquiry, it “must hold close to experience” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964b, p.
198), mindful of its ambiguity, complexity and spontaneity, maintaining
a perspective on the world of everyday lived meanings. Likewise, as a
humane inquiry, human science must also grant a perspective upon that
world in terms of which we can better decipher what is appropriate to
particular people in particular situations (cf. van Manen, 1986, p. 90). On
the other hand, as a science, it must proceed systematically, reconstitut
ing the subject matter essentially, disclosing and exploring the topic in its
universality. Its investigative perspective is theoretical in a literal sense,
that is, it looks from a distance upon experience as a whole in order to get
the overall sense of it, a sense hidden to the actors in. situ. In the coherent
conjunction of these demands is presupposed a peculiar conception of
truth, one that is unintelligible on the assumptions which inform the
prevailing view of the sciences of human affairs. In that view, the con
crete is equated with the particular and the particular with the factual,
while the universal is a property or rule that extends indifferently over a
range of particulars and is found by rigorous abstraction and generaliza
tion from a sample of that range seen in operation under controlled
conditions. Theorizing from this perspective has direct practical use
insofar as it purports to “know” objectively the “workings” of human
behavior, such knowledge being intrinsically instrumental (cf. Jonas,
1966). Truth in this view lies in the epistemically assured determination
and objective calculation of facts. In contrast, in the outlook of human
science it is the factual particular taken as such that is abstract, whereas
the concrete is realized in and as the universal, the universal in this
conception being an integral meaning, a significant whole that encom
passes and situates particulars in their factuality. Though without in
strumental efficacy, human science theorizing has practical import
insofar as it shows forth the domain of practical ends and injunctions
more truly and so situates our practical dealings overall. The “truth” of
such theorizing is not directly about factual particulars as such but about
transcending meanings in virtue of which the facts of lived experience
are first possible and intelligible. It is in these terms that the “scientific”
procedures of human science research must be understood. Thus,
whereas human science proceeds from individual cases by exemplifica
tion and anecdote, it is not this or that actual case as such that is at issue
but an essential meaning which precedes and makes possible actual
cases. In this respect, human science must free itself from “a confusion,
endemic in the West since Plato at least, of the imagined with the
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imaginary, the fictional with the false, making things out with making
them up” (Geertz, 1988, p. 140). In this respect, the risk inherent in its
procedure is not that human science will generalize illicitly from single
cases, since generalization is not its task. It is rather that it will confus
e
the individual case that exists as such only in virtue of the systematic
construction and inscription of phenomenological theorizing with actual
cases with which one is familiar within lived experience, and so confuse
everyday reflection with the essential understanding systematically
worked out.
Research

The doubts that arise from consideration of the prevailing conception of
scientific research concerning the appropriateness of the term “science”
in characterizing what we do are just as great when it comes to the term
“research.” When we consider the record of this term’s use, they become
even greater.
The O.E.D. provides a disquieting history for the word “search.” From
the 1400’s on, “search” takes on a public, intrusive and corrective function.
Searchers are described as examiners responsible for ascertaining con
traband at customs, blasphemy in convents and the cause of death in
corpses. (Grumet, 1985, p. 8)
If we extrapolate from this tradition, research into the domain of the
human would amount to the systematic surveillance of human behavior,
exposing it to official scrutiny in order to ensure that everything is in
order and under 9
control. To give this surveillance warrant, it comes
under the auspices of objective truth and with the promise of human
betterment through greater control and advertence of the vicissitudes
and problems of social and personal life. Yet it is no respecter of persons.
Behind its guise and promise, as Foucault (1979) has argued, knowing as
surveillance serves, in a more diffuse, impersonal, and therefore elusive
and so more effective way, the exercise of official power, “providing the
rule, the order and the subordination that had previously been ac
complished by the display of force” (Grumet, 1985,
p. 9). That human
science purports to break with this tradition for the sake of a concrete
understanding more appreciative of persons and their situations need at
this point hardly be said. Moreover, it is also evident by now that in
making this break human science differs from this tradition both in what
it claims to know of the human and how it comes by this knowledge. In
this regard, the etymolo of “research” permits a more felicitous read
ing (cf. Grumet, 1985). The term “research” comes to us via the French
rechercher and the Old French recerchier from the Latin prefix re mean
ing “again” and the root circare meaning “to go about.” Circare derives
in turn from the noun circus meaning “circle” and by extension the place
for viewing a spectacle from all sides. There is implicit in this etymolo
a hermeneutic sense that is still retained in the French (though lost in the
translation to “scientific” English). As reflected, for example, in Proust’s
A Ia recherche du temps perdu (1987), the term rechercher does not
...
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suggest the “objective” scrutiny of an other’s behavior, but the personal
recollection of an essential meaning in terms of which the integral but
concealed truth of an experience can be recovered. The “re” prefix im
plies “again and in a different way” and the circularity that of the place
and essence of understanding itself. As research, human science repeats
or recapitulates a lived experience to discern the animating motifs or
themes that typically give it its unity and sense (cf. van Manen, 1990).
Yet in both its meaning and direction, this “sense” is constituted in a
concrete context, oriented by all of the situating factors that are appro
priated into lived experience in the course of its self-constitution. Thus
the essential circularity of research derives from the fact that what
research makes explicit must in some sense be already understood in our
selfhood, yet as this understanding is not explicitly self-contained, needs
to be explored.
Yet, in rejecting the tradition of “objective” research, we should not allow
ourselves to become smug about the place of human science. For, to some,
it may well look as if the practitioners of human science research, for all
their disclaimers, undertake an even more sinister form of surveillance
than that which they explicitly reject.
Not limiting themselves to what is in principle observable though usually
hidden from public view, they intrude into the personal lives of others, en
joining others to share candidly their experiences, as if everyone, re
searchers and participants alike, had the same stake in the situation and
in these personal disclosures. In this way, they proceed to make everything
public, assuming in advance a communality and intimacy in which only the
0
cynical and two-faced would keep something to themselves.’
If this were true, it would be a damning criticism; and that it has at least
the appearance of truth in specific cases, no one is likely to deny. Yet, qua
phenomenological, such research would then fall short on its own terms.
In this regard, it does not suffice just to point out again that the topic of
phenomenological research is not individual subjects and their inner
psychic lives but lies in the meanings that situate selves and constitute
the horizon of a shared world. Nor does it suffice to point out that in the
pursuit of truth, phenomenological research must not take for granted
the meaning of communality, or the relation of public and private.
Rather, it must also be reiterated that the very possibility of phenomenol
ogical research depends upon one’s original participation in the topic of
research, and hence that ideally it is incumbent upon a rigorous phenom
enology to consider explicitly the truth of that participation in both its
ontic and ontological dimensions. Methodologically, in the manner of
one’s participation in a shared context lies both the initial questionable
1
ness of one’s questions and the “ethical” warrant of one’s research.’
Human Science and Philosophy
“A human science researcher is a philosopher, or someone who has
rubbed shoulders with the philosopher” (van Manen, 1989a, p. 237).
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There is an obvious sense in which this must be so. To the extent that
human science is a reflective discipline, the human scientist must
proceed philosophically, in order to establish the epistemological grounds
and implications of her research and to chart the essential place of her
theorizing. To that end, it would seem “important for the human science
researcher.. to know something of the philosophic traditions”
(p. 249).
But this is not the whole story. Insofar as it is a truly reflective discipline,
philosophic consideration of the place of its research and the meaning of
its assumptions and discoveries is not just an epistemological adjunct to
human science, a philosophical prologue or afterthought. It is, rather, an
intrinsic dimension of the very process of research. Yet herein lies the
rub. Human science cannot take over a method from phenomenolor to
the exclusion of phenomenology’s philosophical aims and content. For
there can truly be no such division in the domain of phenomenology itself,
nor then truly any such borrowing. Thus, insofar as it is phenomenologic
a!, human science research does not make use of philosophy to inves
tigate concrete lived experience; it is a concrete philosophy. It discloses
essentially individual instances of a type in the domain of lived experi
ence, seeking to reveal in each type the manner of our participation in
truth. Its content is existential/ontological rather than simply empirical;
its guiding aim is the search for truth rather than directly for practical
competence; and its method is inseparable from the essence of what it
discloses.
A Retrospective Glance
I have ventured to explore in principle the meaning and ground of
phenomenology’s methodological orientation and on that basis to chart
the essential place of any human science research that takes its directive
from that orientation. My concern was to resolve my own philosophical
“ineptitude” in order to find a basis from which to begin to mediate the
opposing outlooks and expectations of my students. It belongs to such
reflection, however, (as to all phenomenology) that in the very process of
disclosing this or that aspect of the topic, it inevitably leaves much else,
both within and without the domain it maps, unexplored. At this point,
then, my philosophy students are apt to be even more exercised by
theoretical issues. Moreover, in plotting the formal conditions and boun
daries of phenomenology and human science, my efforts still have not
addressed any specific practical concerns, neither existential questions
themselves, nor particular issues of methodological procedure. At this
point, then, my more practically oriented students are apt to be even
more impatient with having postponed what in their view comes first in
any case. The task now is to curb the abstract metacritical enthusiasms
of the one group by emphasizing the basis of all phenomenological
theorizing in one’s participation in a situation; and to assuage the im
patience of the other group by showing the ways in which the topic of
such theorizing does come before the practical. These, however, are tasks
for a concrete pedagogical practice. At least now, I hope, I am more
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assured of the theoretical ground on which we come, both as teachers and
students, to meet them.
Notes
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is
a
word”
issues (assuming that the “last
be given.
writes:
In his revealing study of “the Walkman world,” Rainer Schönhanimer (1989)
“The one statement of Husserl I absolutely agree with is: ‘To the things
bracket
theniselves’—even if I equally strongly disagree with his belief that we can
about
belief
Husserl’s
reject
to
Yet
136).
reality the way he pretended to do it” (p.
what
what can and should be “bracketed” is to reject also his understanding of just
truly
are.
“the things themselves”
Husserl’s talk of “monads” is a deliberate borrowing from Leibniz put to a
the
phenomenological purpose. In Leibniz’s metaphysics, each monad, or what is
whole
the
of
mirror
living
a
nature
its
of
same, “each simple substance, is in virtue
universe according to its own point of view” (Leibniz, VII, p.411, n. 87). Yet only
those possible “points of view” that are “compossible” attain existence (VII, pp.
289-290). Thus the totality of existing monadic viewpoints does not reflect “many
different universes but different perspectives of a single universe” (VI, p. 464).
Though Husserl bases his own argument on the intentional structure of
each
consciousness, he uses Leibnizean language to conclude that “each monad,” or
compossible
a
predelineates
possibility,
ego-self “having the status of a concrete
universe, a closed ‘world of monads’” (1970a, p. 141).
One fmds a rough analogue to this correlation in de Saussurean linguistics (1959).
De Saussure maintains that a prior general system of articulate relationships
(Langue) precedes and makes possible every isolated speech-act or utterance (parole),
and yet this system has no concrete existence of its own, except as realized in the
piecemeal acts of speech. Between language and speech, then, there is at once
difference, interdependence and priority.
In contrast, the mainstream of Western philosophy typically holds that what a self
does, whether it be conceived substantially (e.g., Descartes), empirically (e.g., Hume)
...
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or transcendentally (e.g., Husserl), is consequent on its being, or in other words, that
in order to act in any sense there must already be something to do the acting (cf.
Fackenheim, 1961, pp. 29-30). It also conceives of the being of the self (i.e., that
which determines the self as such) in roughly the same way, that is, in terms of
objectively representable attributes or qualities which all entities that are selves
possess as such. Taken together, these theses effectively block an original
understanding of selfliood and intersubjectivity, since they nile out cx hypothesi all
mutuality that is anything more than either a given self’s construct (whether that be
“intentional” or inferential) or a set of internal relations that obtain among selves
according to the properties they possess.
lam paraphrasing here Kierkegaard’s (1959) remarkable description of self-choosing
in Either/Or (pp. 218-220), which is quoted at length in Fackenheim, 1961, pp. 84-85,
n. 47).
Thus, phenomenological theorizing undercuts the usual debates in the philosophy of
the social sciences concerning methodological “individualism” and “holism.” In the
former view, roughly sketched, our communality is seen in terms of what is socially
created through the external relations among discrete individuals, the resultant
social whole being simply the sum of its parts. In the latter view, the social whole is
seen always to be more than the sum of what the participating individuals
accomplish singly, as one might say, for example, by analo that the combination
0 amounts to more than the external sum of two hydrogen and one oxygen
2
H
molecules. (To my knowledge, this analo’ was first offered by Durkheim [1938] by
way of arguing that the “synthesis constituting every society yields new phenomena,
differing from those which take place in individual consciousnesses” [p. xixiiil). Yet
insofar as each of these views takes the individual “subject” as a primary given and
then asks how subjects are socially related, neither one is phenomenologically
adequate. The task of phenomenolo’ is to discover the transcending and situating
“intersubjective” context in virtue of which subjects come to be subjects in the first
place. Though closer to holism, phenomenolo’ would reject the chemical analog’,
not because it would deny that the combination H
0 is more than a mere sum of its
2
elements, but because, unlike social actors, these elements can exist independently
before all combination.
In this regard, I was once told by a Celtic scholar at the University of Edinburgh
that the principle word for “research” in Gaelic, the language of a people perennially
under siege, is rannsachadh, which comes from the verb rannsaich, an Old Norse
derivative from rann (house) and sakka (to search) and means literally “a thorough
search of someone’s house to look for what she has hidden.” The same etymolo’ is
evident in the English word “ransack.” Yet, as with the English word “research,” a
more felicitous reading could be offered, insofar as human science research is at root
a “seeking or searching” of one’s own “home.”
My paraphrase, with permission, of a personal communication from Dr. Howard
Hopkins, Ministry of Human Rights, Government of Alberta.
In this regard, Jam told by students who attended Alan Blum’s seminar for a
summer session at the University of Alberta, that as each student would outline his
or her research project, Blum would challenge them in turn by asking: “This is what
you are curious about; but what is your question?” If I understand Blum’s challenge
correctly, what he asks for is not just a more precise interrogative statement of a
theme, but what existentially makes this theme particularly questionable for the
researcher, and so brings to light one’s prior place in what is being questioned.
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