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Abstract

In Krisis, and in many of the preparatory papers for his last published work, Edmund
Husserl repeatedly declares his allegiance to the Enlightenment, but, at the same time,
always expresses his misgivings about its concrete purport. Like Horkheimer and Adorno,
but for somewhat different reasons, he thus succumbs to what Ferrone has termed the
philosopher’s conception of the Enlightenment, as opposed to that of the historian of ideas.
No doubt Husserl is explicit about not aiming to write a history of ideas, but in so doing
he misses the essential thrust of the Enlightenment as being a part of what he himself
describes as the European tradition. In accordance with his own notion of generativity, the
Enlightenment must be seen as going well beyond the Greek beginnings by epitomizing,
in the 18th century, the idea of human rights, as well as that of universal critique. Indeed,
it is the discovery of the (rights of the) Other which justifies Husserl’s claim for Europe
being the bearer of a universal meaning. These days, however, Enlightenment values,
by means of a genuine dialectics, have been brought, in the guise of the so-called Social
Justice Theory, to enter into contradiction with themselves, one of the victims of which is
Husserl’s notion of Europe. Since the new struggle for Enlightenment, like the classical
one, has to be fought out in the Public Sphere, we need to develop a novel Ethics of
communication.
Keywords: critique, Enlightenment, Ethics, Europe, Lifeworld, natural science

The title of Edmund Husserl’s (1954) last, never completed, publication, The Crisis
of the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: An Introduction to
Phenomenological Philosophy, should give us pause for thought, for several reasons:
What crisis is he referring to? How does it involve the sciences (possibly in the
wide German sense of Wissenschaften—see Sonesson, 2017)? In what sense are the
sciences taken to be European? Does this mean that the crisis is also European (Yes,
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as the titles of other contemporary lectures given by Husserl at the time confirm)?
And what has all this to do with phenomenological philosophy?
We will not be able to answer all these questions in the following. Although
several excellent books have been written about Husserl’s last work in recent
decades (e.g., De Gandt, 2004; Miettinen, 2012; Moran, 2012; Orth, 1999), none
of them seems to contain the full answer, even if taken together. Moreover, the aim
of my analysis is to take the theme of Husserl’s work back in history, notably to the
Enlightenment, and forward to the present time. In order to home in on this theme,
nevertheless, it will be useful to address, however briefly, some of these issues. It is
easy to understand that, not so long after the end of the First World War, and shortly
before the Second World War, when the repercussions of Nazi politics was already
becoming manifest, Husserl felt that he was living at a time of crisis. Indeed, so did
many of his contemporaries (See Miettinen, 2012, pp. 51ff.). At the moment when
I am writing this, we are also living at a moment of crisis, that of the Covid-19
pandemic, the effects of which are reminiscent of those of the Black Death of the
Middle Ages. Before and beyond that, we are also living at a time of an imminent
Climate crisis, which seems to have been fairly well diagnosed by now, without any
serious measures being taken to advert it. But if neither the new variant of the Black
Death nor the Climate Crisis will get us, the crisis which Husserl pinpointed still will
be with us, because its issues were never resolved.
At the end of the 19th Century and the beginning of the 20th, this crisis in the
sphere of ideas may have occasioned the final efflorescence in the arts, known as
Modernism, which, since then, has gone on sluggishly repeating the same gestures,
whether calling the result Modernism or Postmodernism. The exception to the latter
outcome is, of course, the verbal arts, which, because of their basis in language,
cannot do without a modicum of communicative understanding, and thus basically
have returned to the ante quem (see Sonesson, 2016a). This situation may be a
harbinger of the perdurance of the crisis recognized by Husserl. But what, then,
constitutes this crisis, how did it come about, and how does it affect us at present? We
will start spelling out the answer to the first question in the first section below, but this
answer will not be complete before the end of the paper, after we have had a look at
the history of the crisis in section two and at its present state in section three.

1. Husserl’s Crisis and Husserl’s Europe
Husserl introduced the term Lifeworld [Lebenswelt] to account for our immediate
experience, the world as taken for granted in all our ordinary doings as human beings.
This is the world into which we are born and in which we die. It is the world in which
we perceive the environment and may sometimes undertake to change it. It is the
world in which we make love and fight. It is also the world in which we fatally are
situated at the moment of going through the movements of creating another world,
that of science. Husserl’s crisis has to do with the clash between these two worlds and,
in Husserl’s terms, with the “substruction”, or the surreptitious encroachment, of the
second world onto what is really the place of the first.
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1.1 The crisis of the sciences
This is the story: human beings live in a world of approximations, featuring roundish
and angular shapes, rather than circles and squares. In the human Lifeworld, the earth
stands still, and the sun and moon go up and down, respectively, at the beginning
of the day, accomplishing the reverse procedure at dusk. The horizon is a boundary
line which constantly moves and cannot be pinned down. Borders are fuzzy. At some
point in the history of the Lifeworld, human beings realized that it was possible
to substitute exact measures for borders and horizons, as well as for roundish and
angular things, such as lines, edges, circles, and rectangles. According to Husserl,
this was the beginning of idealization, giving rise to the first idealized discipline,
geometry. Idealization, then, consists in taking the fluctuating and imprecise things
of the Lifeworld and transforming them into exactly delimited objects which are
invariant, because they are independent of the vacillation and tentativeness intrinsic
to the shapes of perceptual reality. But idealization did not get under way for purely
theoretical reasons. At least in some of his writings, Husserl uses land surveying to
epitomize idealization. It is not probable that he really wants to offer us a just-so story,
according to which idealization came fully armed out of land surveying. There may
have been many other sources. But if land surveying is at the start of the storyline, it
seems likely that it was motivated either by the necessities of agriculture or that of
city building. The classical answer in archaeology to the question of the beginning of
civilization, of which idealization is a part, has long been the initiation of agriculture,
but more recently, is has been suggested that cities, shrines, or some other kind of
sedentariness, preceded the former (Schmidt, 2006). Both would seem to require
precise measures of the earth to be taken.
The invention, or discovery, of mathematics occurred, according to Husserl, in
Greek antiquity, which was also when Plato, prompted by the observation of the
immutable iterability of mathematical elements, conceived of concepts as forming
part of a discreet world of ideas, far from the shifting appearances of the world of our
experience. Nonetheless, it was only Galileo Galilei, as Husserl’s story continues,
who, in the early 17th Century, put this conception to practical use, formulating
laws of physics, such as those involving gravity, inertia, and projectile motion
which only hold in an abstracted universe of ideas, excluding all the unceasing
accidents always attending to events in the Lifeworld. Galileo thus inaugurated the
grand project subsequently known as (natural) science, and which has continued
to expand its precinct from Descartes and Newton to Einstein, Bohr, and beyond.
Husserl clearly thinks this is a worthwhile project, already for the explanatory power
it yields, and there is no reason to doubt that he took a benign view of the technical
implementations resulting from the specific results of the scientific project. Galileo
and his contemporaries, and probably many generations following their time, Husserl
seems to have thought, would still be aware of the fact that the Lifeworld was the real
world, while the world of the sciences was a construct, which, by virtue of excluding
the multiple threads of entangled events which always occur together in the Lifeworld,
had the advantage of allowing us to formulate certain regularities which were not
apparent in the Lifeworld. At some moment in the history of the European sciences,
not further specified, however, there emerged a consensus, according to which the
Lifeworld, the world in which we spend our life, is purely illusory, whereas the real
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world is that which is described by the natural sciences.
Did Husserl really want to make us believe that Galileo single-handedly ushered
in the scientific revolution? From a phenomenological perspective, this is probably
not even a relevant issue. In fact, Husserl repeatedly asserts that he does not aim to
do the history of ideas. But that raises the question what he means to do. Perhaps, like
Rousseau, in his famous Discours, he wants us to start by putting away all the facts.
But it is not evident what Rousseau meant by this formula, and, besides, Husserl does
not abrogate all the facts: he is merely referring to them in an offhanded manner. De
Gandt (2004), who has paid close heed to the details of the history of ideas, starts out
by observing, contrary to Husserl, that, in his own time, Galileo in fact was original
in attending more to emprical experience than earlier scholars, but, in the end, he
confirms that Galileo was a game changer in the natural sciences, whose interventions
led to the divorce of the scientific world-view from that of the Lifeworld. Thus, for
example, Galileo’s famous law of free fall could not have been deduced from objects
being precipitated from the campanile of the Pisa cathedral, if the campanile, and
everything around it, had not first been conceived as being purely mathematical
elements. And this is how the natural sciences have carried on since then.
But why then does this lead to a crisis at present—the present of Husserl, and
still, I submit, our present, about a century later? Maybe it is only the cumulation of
meanings (in Husserl’s terms, sedimentations; see 2.1 below) through the centuries
which has arrived at a breaking point. Perhaps the divorce between the Lifeworld
and the world of the sciences have ended up contaminating the Lifeworld as an
independent domain. Husserl certainly seems to suggest something of the kind,
but he is never specific about it. Herbert Marcuse (1968) connected the Husserlean
idea about the forgetfulness of the relation between the scientific operations and
the Lifeworld from which they take their departure with the notion of alienation, as
conceived in the early writings of Karl Marx, being the result of the divorce between
the manual work of the labourer and the product of his work caused by the process of
industrialization.1 If there is some truth in this parallel, it might explain why the crisis
has become acute in (relatively) recent history.
1.2 Europe born out of the spirit of Greece
As may have been noted above, Husserl’s storyline is purely European: the Greeks
discover geometry as an idealized science, Plato generalizes mathematics into the
world of ideas, and Galileo transforms this world-view into a scientific praxis, which,
as an ongoing process occurring all through subsequent European centuries, ends up
creating a crisis in the European Lifeworld. This evidently poses the question what
happens in the rest of the world, before the initiation of European history in Greece,
as well as during (and in the interstices of) this history. And, supposing that something
does happen elsewhere, in what way is the European story still different?
According to Jack Goody (2006, 2010) much of what is customarily taken to be
European intellectual goods, whether ideas or technology, really consists of “thefts”
from other cultures; therefore, he argues, we would be better advanced to talk about
a “Eurasian miracle”. In any case, anyone subscribing to Husserl’s story has to deal
with the intellectual hiatus constituted by the European Middle Ages, which, while
they may not have been as “dark” as it is rumoured (at least not at the end and in
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the monasteries), still supposed the oblivion of most of Greco-Roman intellectual
culture. It is true that much of this heritage was upheld in Byzantium, which was,
however, more or less intellectually isolated from the rest of Western culture, and
which anyhow basically seems to have been content with only preserving the heritage.
Arabic culture, on the other hand, which flourished in Baghdad in the 8th Century,
and which went through a renaissance in Spain, notably in Granada in the 12th
Century, did massively contribute to developing the heritage, notably in mathematics,
which is of central concern to Husserl’s story (See Gutas, 1998; Masood, 2009; AlKhalili, 2012; Adamson, 2016). In fact, Arabic science was not only a continuation
of the Greco-Roman heritage, because the great work of translation that preluded to,
and accompanied, it also involved sources in Persian and Indian languages, and it
presupposed at least one major Chinese invention, paper fabrication.2
There clearly are some lacunae in Husserl’s story. This does not make him
into an ethnocentric, let alone, as Jacques Derrida (1987, pp. 112ff.) suggests, a
“racist”. As in many cases of imputed racism, it could be argued along the lines of
Patrick Tort’s (1989, pp. 93ff.) defence of Buffon and Blumenbach, that, while they
claimed that Caucasians were better in many ways, they offered the same advantages
to anyone moving into the temperate zone. Husserl, who did not think in geographical
terms, but in that of ideas, only required somebody to start thinking in terms of the
European tradition. That certainly means that, just like Buffon and Blumenbach
thought that there were advantages to living in the temperate zone, Husserl believed in
the benefits of thinking within the European tradition. That should not be a surprising
stand to take for somebody who all his life thought against relativism.
Even those of us who still see relativism as a culprit may nowadays feel the need
to be more specific about the respect in which a certain tradition could be considered
to be superior. When Husserl (1954, p. 320) famously said that everybody wants to
“Europerize”, but nobody cares to “Indianize”, he may simply have been observing
an ongoing process, which a century later has turned into a fact all over the world:
science, particularly natural science, as practised today all over the world clearly
follows the tradition set by what Husserl calls Galilean science. The reasons for the
success of Galilean science around the world are certainly not purely rational, as are
definitely not the concurrent spread of Western capitalism, including its most blatantly
irrational avatar, the cultural industry. Nevertheless, the paradigm of Galilean science
has been adopted around the world, at least in part, because it yields facts, which
can be operated upon, to create everything from arms to medicines. Still, it will be
remembered that, according to Husserl, notwithstanding its success, Galilean science
creates, in the long run, a crisis of European culture, which, at present, with the global
spread of the scientific paradigm, should lead to a universal crisis of humankind.
In spite of the reservations offered above to Husserl’s storyline, it should be
clear that, for the Galilean paradigm to be disseminated all over the world, it must
be different in some way from earlier, and parallel, enterprises launched by human
beings in order to make sense of, and control, the world of nature. Even if J. N.
Mohanty (2000, p. 127) is no doubt right in observing, against Husserl, that Indian
culture was not purely practical, but also had its theoretical component, just as Greek
thought did, indeed, that all cultures have practical and theoretical agenda, it remains
a fact that European culture, whether because of the Greeks or for some other reason,
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led to a different development, which has since then spread out over most of the
world. I would surmise that, unlike the other ventures in the same sense, which have
occurred in other cultures, European science turned into a sustained undertaking,
which, in spite of numerous obstacles, was carried on throughout several centuries,
producing cumulative knowledge, which could be relied on for yielding new scientific
facts, and so on until the present. For those of us, nonetheless, who do not believe in
any demiurge creating the universe from the start, Husserl’s (1954, pp. 13f.; 1989, pp.
61f., 94, 108, 119, 121; 1993, pp. 320ff., 270f.) idea of European culture possessing
a kind of “entelechy” for engendering the Galilean scientific paradigm does not
make sense. Nonetheless, if we apply Alfred Schütz’s (1974) notion of action only
acquiring a meaning in retrospect to more large-scale historical events, such as in this
case, the progress of the (natural) sciences in Europe, I believe that Husserl’s idea can
be reclaimed. Looking back from the viewpoint of Husserl, and even more so, from
that of the present, there is no need to be ethnocentric to recognize that the Galilean
paradigm reigns supreme in global science.
1.3 The Lifeworld as Homeworld
In a sense, nevertheless, we are all fatally ethnocentric, as Husserl (1973, pp. 214ff.,
613ff.) pinpointed by establishing a difference between the Homeworld [Heimwelt]
and the Alienworld [Fremdwelt]. The Homeworld is the core of the Lifeworld. In a
sense, there are as many Lifeworlds as there are cultures and times. Husserl’s business,
however, was to establish the general principles, or invariants, which must obtain in
any possible Lifeworld. Therefore, he starts out by doing away with everything which
is peculiar to individual and cultural Lifeworlds. As an illustration, Husserl (1962,
pp. 497f.) presents us with a hypothetical Bantu, who is unable to see our parks,
houses, and churches for what they are: to him, they may be non-identified buildings,
or just unidentified, stationary objects. It should be added that the Missionary or the
Colonial Officer often enough also failed to discover the cultural layers of the Bantu
Lifeworld. Aron Gurwitsch (1974, pp. 20ff.) is no doubt right in observing that in
each Lifeworld, which is the Lifeworld of a particular sociocultural group, cultural
meanings redefine perceptual experience to the point of making the invariants of the
Lifeworld inseparable from the given experience. But the Bantu example suggests
that Husserl is already making a structural comparison between cultures: the churchness of a building becomes separable from its mere building-ness, because there are
cultures which do not recognize the former.
According to Husserl, however, the principal property of the Lifeworld is that
everything there is given in a subjective-relative manner. Formulating an apparent
paradox, Husserl proclaims that the relativity of the Lifeworld is not itself relative.
That is, the relativity of the perspective in the Lifeworld is one of its invariant features.
This means, for example, that a thing of any kind will always be perceived from a
certain point of view, in a perspective that makes a part of the object form the centre
of attention. What is perceived is the object, though it is always given through one
or more of its perspectives or noemata, which themselves are unattended. Looking
at a die, or any other cube, we may see one of its sides rather directly and two others
in perspectival distortion, while the remaining sides are presently out of view. For
Lifeworld consciousness, however, this constitutes the seeing of the entire die. And if
11
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you live in the culture which has not invented the die, you will only see a cube.
To Husserl, this seeing of the whole in one of its parts is related to our knowledge
of being able, at any one point, to turn the object over, or go around it, to look at
the other sides. This awareness of always being able to go on (“Ich kann immer
weiter”) has also been called “the etc. principle”. In this sense, Husserl’s Lifeworld
is already a world in which you act, anticipating some aspects of contemporary
“enactionism”. Indeed, to Husserl, perception is already action. And it is an action
which starts out from an ego, which, as such, is already embodied. The only way to
be situated in the Lifeworld is by having a body. This idea, which is usually attributed
to Merleau-Ponty (1945), stems in fact from the then-unpublished manuscripts which
the latter spent time reading at the Husserl Archives in Louvain. In some passages,
Husserl distinguished the body as seen from the outside, comparable to other objects
(“Körper”), and the body as experienced by the subject (“Leib”), which in experience
come to be compounded (“Leibkörper”).
It is only in posthumously published work that Husserl makes the further
distinction between Homeworld and Alienworld. As observed by Anthony Steinbock
(2003, pp. 296 ff.), the Homeworld “is not one place among others, but a normatively
special geo-historical place which is constituted with a certain asymmetrical
privilege”, which can be identified with a family or with a whole culture as “home”.
In each case, what is outside of it is the Alienworld . There is indeed a lot of linguistic
(and other) evidence for the prevalence of this conception about the relation between
one’s own culture and all the others. To the Greeks, the Barbarians were those who
could not speak the Greek language: those who babble, i.e., who make sounds
which not only are not meaningful, but even lack organization. The Aztecs took the
same view on those who did not speak Nahuatl, the “Popoluca”. One of the Mayan
languages still spoken in Mexico, the Huastec, has only one term (“uinic”) for saying
“human being” and “speaker of the Huastec language” (Sonesson, 2000; Also cf.
Todorov, 1982). Moreover, there are abundant pictorial records of this attitude, not
only, for instance, in the caricature of Jews on the part of Nazis and contemporary
Muslims (see Ranta, 2017), but also (with more justification, one may think) of White
people on the part of colonized peoples (see Brus, 2018; Lips, 1966).
Even today, in traditional societies, such as those in the innermost parts of New
Guinea, as Jared Diamond (2012, pp. 49 f.) observes, “‘friends’ are members of
your own band or village, and of those neighbouring bands and villages with which
your band happens to be on friendly terms at the moment. ‘Enemies’ are members
of neighbouring bands and villages with which your band happens to be on hostile
terms at the moment”. And, as he goes on to say, the third category, “strangers”, about
which you cannot know very much, is, to be on the safe side, better assimilated to
the second category. The traditional character of this conception is also confirmed by
ethnology and archaeology, which has shown that, far from being an Arcadic Paradise
of peace, early societies were constantly at war, much as Thomas Hobbes speculated
(see Patou-Mathis, 2013; Scheidel, 2017). This is not to say that the Leviathan kind of
state preconised by Hobbes really resolved the issue.
From the point of view of people living in Europe, and, in particular, participating
in the European tradition, Europe as a whole may constitute the Homeworld, even
though, in other contexts, the same person may posit Germany, Britain, France, or
12
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Sweden, etc., as his or her Homeworld, opposing it to the Alienworld comprising other
European countries. Husserl’s argument clearly supposes us to think along the lines of
the first opposition.

2. The Idea of Europe and the Enlightenment
There are many places in Husserl’s late writings, where he declares himself to be an
adept of the Enlightenment tradition (e.g., Husserl, 1954, pp. 7ff., 14, 22, 194f., 200f.,
337f.; 1989, pp. 84, 105ff., 109, 117, 121, 207ff.; 1993, pp. 5ff.). But he never does
so without adding a proviso, generally amounting to the idea that the Enlightenment
went too far in extending the domain of reason. One cannot help suspecting that, like
Horkheimer and Adorno (1947), he is a victim of what Vincenzo Ferrone (2015) has
termed “the philosopher’s Enlightenment”, as contrasted with “the Enlightenment
according to the historian of ideas”, which is much more complex and variegated.
Nevertheless, it might not be too difficult to grasp the motivation for Husserl’s
reserve: no doubt, he is thinking of the ideas of the d’Holbach circle, which, like
mainstream psychology in his own time, and like the work of Daniel Dennett and the
Churchlands at present, amounted to material reductionism. Still, that made him miss
what, from the point of view of generative sedimentations, constituted the cardinal
contribution of the Enlightenment to the European tradition.
2.1 The generativity of the European tradition
From the very start of phenomenology, Husserl (1968) claimed that all acts,
corresponding to actions in the colloquial sense, but also comprising experiences of
perceiving and thinking of different kinds, are constitutive of meanings. Nonetheless,
it is only in his late, mostly posthumous texts, that Husserl (1939, pp. 334ff.; 1954,
pp. 361, 372ff.) introduces the term sedimentation to designate the process by means
of which previous acts of experience are constantly being accumulated, thereafter
forming the background which contributes to shape and condition more recent
experiences. In the long run, as Husserl emphasizes, this is what forms traditions and,
thus, cultures. According to Husserl (1954, pp. 372ff.), the accumulated product of
sedimented experiences can be reanimated in the phenomenological process, thus
illuminating their validity, in the sense of their foundation, as this is epitomized in
the case of geometry emerging from, without being reducible to, the practical art
of land surveying. Husserl went on to distinguish between genetic and generative
phenomenology (Husserl, 1973; Welton, 2000; Steinbock, 1995), which clearly have
to be correlated with different kinds of sedimentation. Every object in our experience
has a genetic dimension: it results from the layering, or sedimentation, of the different
acts that connect it with its origin in our personal experience, which gives it its
validity. Thus, genetic phenomenology studies the genesis of the meanings of things
within one’s own stream of consciousness. The genetic method enables us to plunge
into layers of human existence that are pre-reflective, passive and anonymous, though
nonetheless active. The term genetic is meant to evoke the idea of the life of an
individual from the cradle to the grave. Generativity, on the other hand, which pertains
to variable extents to all objects of our experiences, results from the layering, or
sedimentation, of the different acts in which they have become known, which may be
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acts of perception, memory, anticipation, imagination, and so on, where the original
experience lies beyond the limit of our personal life. Generative phenomenology
studies how meaning, as found in our experience, is generated in historical processes
of collective experience over time. The term generativity is meant to evoke the idea of
the chains of generations following each other.3
Conceived in this way, Europe must be understood as a nexus of mostly
generative sedimentations, some of which are directly available to our awareness,
and some which can only be accessed by reanimating layers of meaning which are
passively accumulated. Indeed, sometimes these meanings can only be recuperated by
having recourse to written sources and historical research. Derrida (1962, pp. 110ff.)
is no doubt right in taking Merleau-Ponty to task for thinking that Husserl, in his
late writings, admitted that empirical examples could play the part of the imaginary
variation in the imagination required for phenomenological analysis. Still, there is
no denying that Husserl, in Krisis and his posthumous papers, did allow in a sense
for empirical cases, such as notably, the concurrent situation of Europe. In any case,
we need to do so. Historical research, such as that referred to above, is no doubt
necessary to account for the contribution of other cultures to the European tradition as
we know it. In the following discussion, however, we will be interested in an intrinsic
component of the European tradition, which may in part be accessible once the
sedimentations passively laid down of the tradition are animated, but which still may
need further sustenance from historical research. This concerns a crucial constituent
of the European tradition, the concrete content of which is curiously neglected by
Husserl.
2.2 The Enlightenment in the idea of Europe
Even though the idea of Europe derives its original inspiration from the ancient
Greeks, as Husserl suggests, it must have accumulated numerous meanings in the span
going from that period to the present. One such period, in which the idea of Europe
gained some of its essential attributes is certainly the Enlightenment, notwithstanding
the materialist reductionism current at the time, which, at least from Husserl’s
point of view, is a negative heritage. Some important elements in this patrimony
are epitomized by the “Ode to Joy”, the poem by Friedrich Schiller set to music by
Ludwig Beethoven, which Husserl (1954, pp. 7f.; 1993, p. 105) mentions twice in
connection with the notion of Enlightenment, merely observing that it is “herrlich”
[splendid] and that we can nowadays only hear it with sadness. The latter sentiment
may surely have something to do with the coincident progression of Nazi politics,
but, in least one of the passages, Husserl connects it more broadly with the mistaken
application of natural sciences methods to the Lifeworld, and thus to the human
sciences.
The most obvious meaning sedimented onto the idea of Europe during the
Enlightenment is that of human rights or, as it was called at the time, the rights of
man (in a sense clearly meant to include also women, though, in practice, this was
often not the case). The idea of human rights assuredly has a long history in Europe.
It is present, at least obliquely, in Bartolomé de las Casas’ defence of the indigenous
people of America, as well as in the more formal declaration of the jurisprudents of
the Salamanca School, according to which people in America were to be considered
14
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human beings (Pena Gonzáles, 2009). This may well be the first time in history in
which people from an Alienworld were declared to be human beings. The idea of
human rights unquestionably found its continuation in the tradition of “natural law”,
as defended, in particular by Hugo Grotius and Samuel Pufendorf (Haakonssen, 1996;
Larrère, 1992). Although these scholars explicitly declared that natural law would
still hold even if, per impossibilum, there were no God, others have claimed that their
notion of natural law continued to depend on Christian doctrine. Moreover, Vincenzo
Ferrone (2019) maintains that the advocates of natural law attended more closely to
the duties the citizens owed to the state than the rights they enjoyed. He, therefore,
concludes that the rights of man (as he prefers to say) only started to be conceived as
political rights during the Enlightenment. As far as I know, this constitutes a unique
development of the European tradition which reached maturity during this period.4
Nevertheless, it is worth the while pondering what made this development
possible. I would suggest that it resulted from a particular critical detachment, which
also in other ways is characteristic of the Enlightenment. One may find it in the
writings of Voltaire, both those resplendent of ironies, and his more serious advocacy
of tolerance, as well as in numerous entries of L’Encyclopédie. Nonetheless, it is
Pierre Bayle, who, if he did not start it, best epitomizes such a critical stance, from his
Pensées diverses sur la comète, where he shows the comets not to be carriers of any
otherworldly messages, to the formidable Dictionnaire historique et critique, where
relatively short entries referring to a historical person are followed by a cascade of
comments, corrections and critiques, which cut through several levels of accumulated
presumptions and prejudice (see Bost, 1994). Nobody has been able, to this very day,
to demonstrate in a convincing way whether Bayle was an all-around sceptic or a
fideist, who was out to show that religious belief could never be gained from rational
arguments, but only from revelation, but, no matter which interpretation is right,
his method consisted in challenging everything taken for granted, not in the way of
Descartes’ abstract doubt, but on the basis of facts and evidence. And this method
came to be characteristic of Enlightenment thinking and, in the aftermath, of the best
instances of European thinking, which has since then spread to many social sections
in most parts of the world.
Contrary to what we are usually told, hermeneutics, as a general science of
interpretation, was invented during the Enlightenment, in a number of by now mostly
forgotten books, by scholars such as Christian Wolff, George Friedrich Meier, the
Baumgarten brothers, Johan Salome Semler, and Giambattista Vico, not by Friedrich
Schleiermacher, who basically repeated the findings of those earlier works (See
Beetz & Cacciatore, Eds., 2000; Bühler, Ed., 1994). And, early on in this tradition,
hermeneutics was paired with critique, starting out as a synonym of philology, that
is, the establishment of the correct manuscript text, but then rapidly evolving into a
broader, in the terminology of the time, “philosophical”, sense, involving the inquiry
into the wider historical background, entering into discussion with the text, and even
searching for the foundation of the practice of interpreting. In the process, contrary
to another common prejudice about the Enlightenment, history was discovered, in
the sense of the difference of ideas and values of temporally separate periods (Beetz
& Cacciatore, 2000, pp. 211ff.). The appreciation of temporal distinctness may have
prepared for the discovery of the variety of contemporary cultures, or vice versa.
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It might, therefore, be no accident that this was also the period in which European
travellers toured the world and found many things to cherish in other cultures, unlike,
on the whole, Europeans encountering other cultures in the 16th Century, notably in
the Americas, and unlike the classical founding fathers of anthropology in the 19th
Century, who tended to identify offhandedly other societies with earlier stages of
human development, the acme of which was found in their own time. There were, of
course, earlier travellers extending their reach to other countries, both those starting
out from Europe, and those initiating their journey from within Muslim lands (see
(Brummett, 2009; Euben, 2006; Westrem, 1991). But Enlightenment travellers, and
many of those who had only read their reports, started denouncing Colonialism,
slavery, and oppression, as this may not have been done before (See Muthu, 2003;
Osterhammel, 1998). Even those who stayed at home started using the scheme of
the foreigner observing Europe in order to spell out their criticism of European ways
of life. Montesquieu’s famous Lettres persanes is part of this extensive literature,
initiated in France well before Montesquieu’s book, but then spreading all over
Europe, in which a fictive foreigner is set to judge European culture and manners,
often with an appreciably more negative outcome than in Montesquieu’s book
(Weisshaupt, 1979). Unlike the real traveller’s reports, these publications generally
have little to say about the customs of the foreigner’s country, but the result of this
neglect, in the end, turns out to be much the worse for Europe.
No matter how imperfect, then, Enlightenment thinking initiated, not only
tolerance among European religions, sects, and countries, but also with respect to
other cultures. It seems that Enlightenment Europe (not without notable anticipations,
in spite of their prejudice, by Spanish 16th Century missionaries) pioneered
the description of other cultures as alternative cultures, rather than epitomes of
Barbarism. There were limits to this understanding, as there was to that of Husserl
(see Därmann, 2005, pp. 466ff.). Still, the hermeneutics of other cultures appears
to have been invented by Enlightenment scholars. There are, as far as I can tell, no
shred of evidence for any real “inversive ethnography” (Därmann, 2005, pp. 13ff.,
21ff.), that is, a perspective on European culture which is comparable in its exhaustive
descriptions, tolerance, and judgmental restraint. Julius Lips (1966; cf. Brus, 2018),
one of those numerous German thinkers who had to escape his country because of
the Nazi overthrow, once in the USA published a study of the caricatures produced
by indigenous groups encountered by Europeans, with the title, The Savage hits
back. As Fritz Kramer (quoted from Därmann, 2005, p. 54) observes: “Where the
anthropologist studies other cultures from within, i.e., where he wants to understand,
the African artist observes Europe from outside. He interprets otherness by mimetic
representation.” More specifically, when “the savage hits back”, s/he behaves just
as any non-enlightened European, or any member of the Homeworld: s/he treats the
others as Barbarians.
When rhetorically declaring their opposition to Muslim terrorism, politicians
nowadays tend to invoke “Christian values”. But they are really referring to
Enlightenment values, which were established in Europe fighting all the way against
exponents of Christianity. As the history of the treatment of heretics can tell, Christian
values, before and during the Enlightenment, were not very different from those of
present-time Muslim terrorists. In sum, what the Enlightenment gave to the European
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tradition and its generative sediments was the notion of human rights, itself a result of
taking a critical distance to, and putting into debate, all kinds of sediments generated,
which might at least in part have emerged from the increasing knowledge, and
understanding, of other socio-cultural Lifeworlds.
2.3 The Lifeworld as cultural semiotics
Long before I became acquainted with Husserl’s posthumous writings, in which he
makes the distinction between the Homeworld and the Alienworld, I was familiar
with the early publications of the Tartu School of semiotics, headed by Jurij Lotman
and Boris Uspenskij (Lotman, Uspenskij, Ivanov, Toporov & Pjatigorskij, 1975),
in which a similar distinction is made between Culture, characterized by order and
conventional manners, and Non-culture, defined by chaos and barbarism. In my first
publication on the matter, I suggested that, while this description may be adequate for
the case of small, isolated groups of people, most cases of relations between cultures
would require a more complex model.
Figure 1. Extended model of cultural semiotics, comprising two different kinds of alien
cultures, adapted from Sonesson (2000), and here compared to the Husserlean notions of
Heimwelt and Fremdwelt

According to what I (Sonesson, 2000) call the Extended model, to oppose it to
the Canonical model of the Tartu School, there are two kinds of Non-culture, or
Alienworlds (Figure 1). On the one hand, there are those you treat as different but
equal, with whom you are on speaking terms, those others that are really other egos
to you. These represent the second person of grammar, or, in other words, the Alter.
On the other hand, there are those you treat as things, as the third person of grammar,
or, in other terms, as Alius. In this analysis, Christopher Columbus is a good example
of somebody conceiving the peoples of the American continent as Alius, since he
treated those he encountered on a par with gold, species, and other material resources,
whereas Hernán Cortés adopted the attitude you would have to an Alter, since he
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addressed the natives as human beings, even if only to deceive them better. In this
conception, then, the Tartu School’s Non-culture and Husserl’s Alienworld have to be
separated into two different domains, (1) Alter-culture or Alter-world, and (2) Aliusculture or Alius-world.
Once this perspective is adopted, it is possible, in historical time, for at least some
Alius-cultures to be transformed in a hermeneutic act to Alter-cultures. In such cases,
they would remain different, while becoming equal (same) in some respects. There
may then exist a distinction between what is Homeworld to somebody from a genetic
and from a generative point of view. To Peter the Great, for instance, the Occident
came to be identified with the Homeworld from a genetic point of view, because of his
experiences in Europe, while Russia remained essentially his Homeworld generatively
considered, because of being born, following upon many earlier generations of his
family, into Russian society. Similarly, to several generations of young people in the
20th Century all other the world, America (USA) has been genetically constituted as
the Homeworld, because of their experience of American movies, music, clothing, and
other paraphernalia, although, at the same time, they are generatively related to some
other country into which they have been born. Again, to the Indian phenomenologist
J. N. Mohanty, Europe certainly became his genetic Homeworld, because of his
involvement with phenomenology, while his generative self remained situated in
India. To paraphrase Husserl, he was able to “Europeanize”, without ceasing to
“Indianize”, though the way he does the first in no doubt different to his manner of
doing the second, somewhat contrary to his own ideas of there being no real borders
between cultures (see Mohanty, 2000).
Examples like these suggest, as I have claimed elsewhere (Sonesson, 2014,
2020b), that cultural semiotics should really be considered, not as a static study
of relations between cultures, but an investigation of the meeting of cultures in
particular situations of communication (without denying, certainly, that there
is a tendency for such situations to be repeated and to perdure, to become a
habitus).5 Such an approach specifies the processes in which transitions between
Homeworld, Alius-world and Alter-world, are distinguished, in terms of Aliusation, Alter-ation, etc. (see Dunér, 2020). In this sense, the semiotics of culture is
about cultural encounters of contact—which have (almost) always existed, though
they may have become more predominant, at least in certain channels, in recent
decades (See Dunér & Sonesson, 2016).
2.4 Empathy for the Devil, a.k.a. the Barbarian
The difference between the Homeworld and the Alienworld could be expressed in
terms of empathy. Indeed, the transmutation of the Alius-world into an Alter-world
is at least partly mediated by empathy. The classical discussion of empathy starts out
from the conception of Theodor Lipps (1900, 1903), who is usually taken to posit a
complete identification of the self and the other, involving a total access to the mind
of the other. According to both Husserl and his doctorate student Edith Stein (1917),
however, the other cannot be known immediately, for it would then be impossible
to tell the difference between the self and the other and their respective feelings and
other states of mind. In other terms, there is an immediate “mineness” to my stream
of consciousness, in the sense of “a different pre-reflective acquaintance with our own
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on-going experiential life” (Zahavi, 2014, p. 88), which cannot in any straightforward
way be reproduced by the consciousness of another mind.
Thus, there seems to be two possible points of view with regard to the operation
of empathy: either (1) we have immediate access both to our own mind and that of
the other, or (2) it is only our own mind which is immediately accessible. Although I
have never seen these alternate choices mentioned in any work on empathy, two other
theoretical possibilities have in fact been defended, (3) the one according to which
we have immediate access only to the other by Michail Bachtin; and (4) the one
maintaining that we have no immediate access to either, by Charles Sanders Peirce,
as well as by some latter-day exponents of the so-called Theory Theory of mind (see
Sonesson, 2016c, pp. 48ff.).
Before going further, it is worthwhile pointing out that, while empathy must be
a requisite for altruism, it is certainly not identical to it. Indeed, as Zahavi (2014)
observes, even the sadist, who derives pleasure from the suffering of the other, needs
to be empathic, in the sense of taking account of the feelings of the other, in order
to attain his or her sadistic goal. Altruism could be considered as a particular kind
of behavioural manifestation of empathy, though involving more self-sacrificing
sentiments and/or values than other-oriented knowledge. Elsewhere, I have suggested
that the difference between Homeworld and Alienworld can be based on different
criteria, notably those of knowledge and of value (see Sonesson, 1998). For young
people, who idolizes everything American, America is their Homeworld according to
value, but an Alienworld as far as their knowledge of it is concerned. When I claimed
Cortés entertained an Alter-wordly relation to Nahua culture, this can only be true in
terms of knowledge, not, as shown by his later destruction of the statues of their Gods,
in terms of value. He had the capacity to put himself in the position of the Other to
mimic his/her way of thinking, but only better to betray him/her. He was empathic,
but not altruistic.
According to Karsten Stueber (2006, pp. 9f.), however, the description of Lipps’
view as involving identification between Self and Other is the result of an “uncharitable
reading of Lipps by Edith Stein” (which is nevertheless shared by Husserl, Scheler,
and Gurwitsch—and no doubt, without naming Lipps, by Bakhtin). Interestingly,
Stueber claims that present-time Simulation Theory prolongs the tradition inaugurated
by Lipps. Perhaps we should then understand Lipps’ conception along the lines of
one exponent of Simulation Theory, Paul Harris (as quoted by Martin Doherty (2009,
pp. 44f.), according to whom once the simulation is accomplished by the self, it is
subject to the change of certain “parameters”, deriving from our suppositions about
the difference between self and other, where the difficulty of changing such features
accounts for the slow progress of empathy in children’s development. Doherty goes
on to claim that such a change of parameters must depend on rules, corresponding
more to the principles of Theory Theory than to Simulation Theory.
There does not seem to be any clear believer in the idea of immediate access to
the other, as in the Stein/Husserl interpretation of Lipps’ conception, though Max
Scheler and Maurice Merleau-Ponty seem to come close to this position in certain
passages. However, as noted above, Bachtin (1990) offers a frame within which the
other is accessible to knowledge, but the self is not. In the texts where he envisages
this framework, Bachtin starts out from the relation between the author and his/her
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hero and then generalizes it to the subject observing another subject, the body of
which s/he can see in full, while this is impossible (except by help of a mirror) in the
case of the own body. When Bachtin goes on to apply this scheme also to the relations
between the mind of the self and of the other, he seems to take for granted that, from
the point of view of the self, the other is a fully determined person, while the self
remains an ongoing stream of consciousness. Peirce’s reasons for thinking that neither
the self nor the other is known are easier to elucidate: Just as we do not really know
the other, many things going on in our stream of consciousness are basically hidden
from us. In fact, Husserl would agree with both Bachtin and Peirce. Even in “my own
sphere”, foreign elements are bound to crop up. And in order to know the other, I both
have to conceive the other’s body as if it were mine, that is, not as an object but as a
lived body [Verleiblichung], and my own body as if it were his/hers, that is, not as a
lived body, but as an object [Verkörperung].
In spite of the vocabulary used, Husserlean phenomenology does not offer any
sudden insights, even after lengthy preparations, using all kinds of reductions. I have
earlier had the occasion to observe, with reference to Husserl’s work on pictorial
consciousness, that what Husserl really does, particularly in his posthumous texts,
is meticulously going through the same procedure over and over again and offering
exhaustive reports of each time he does so (Sonesson, 1989, pp. 270ff.). Iris Därmann
(2005, pp. 373-476) gives a comprehensive account of the variegated, and apparently
contradictory, results of Husserl’s surveys into the notions of Self and Other. Still, I
do not think we have to conclude with her that Husserl’s undertaking was a failure.
On the contrary, I would claim that he left us a work in progress which demands to be
pursued.
Without trying at present to do the synthesis which Husserl never seems to
have attained, we can attend to some results of his inquiry. One partial result of
Husserl’s inquiry, on which Bernhard Waldenfels (1989, 2006), in particular, has
insisted, is that there is a chasm between the Self and the Other which, at first, seems
impossible to bridge. And yet Husserl is adamant that this has to be achieved. On
the other hand, Husserl observes that the Other is the first thing appearing on the
horizon of any consciousness. As Mohanty observes, Husserl here seems to make
incompatible statements, but, according to Mohanty’s (2000, p. 125) elegant solution,
there is a mutual dependence of the self and the other, and yet the two relations are
of a different nature: (1) on the one hand, for my capacity to say “I” as my lived
corporeality, it is necessary for me to constitute the other as somebody for whom I
am an object; but (2), for my constitution of the sense “human” (including, I take
it, the kind of intersubjectivity this involves), the other is necessary. Attending only
to Husserl’s first dictum, Waldenfels claims that the otherness of the other has to be
preserved in the process of understanding. Mohanty (2000, p. 100), however, objects
to those who, “eager to protect and safeguard the strangeness of the stranger, to
preserve the uniqueness of the other qua other, denies that the other can be objectified
at all”, which, in the end, would mean that the other is not a possible object of
intentionality, leading to “the mystical-ethical approach of Levinas”. As we will see in
the next section, the stance taken on this issue will turn out to be fundamental for the
relations between the Homeworld and the different Alienworlds.
Indeed, as recognized by Bachtin (1986) and Mohanty (2000, pp. 86ff.), this
20

Approximations to the Genuine Dialectics of the Enlightenment: On Husserl’s Europe, “Social Justice Theory”, and the Ethics of Semiosis

narrative can readily be applied to the relation between the Homeworld and the
Alienworld, and it can be pursued throughout history, not without numerous accidents,
into the separation between Alius-world and Alter-world. As noted above, the rift
between different groups was vast in early human society, and if you take into
account that the rare chance encounters of these groups at the early times of humanity
have nowadays turned into an all-time operating crisscross of connections, we can
clearly observe, in spite of everything testifying to the contrary, that there has been a
progressive Alter-ation of world society, that is, an increasing scope of understanding
between socio-cultural Lifeworlds.

3. Towards an Ethics of Semiosis for the Present Time
In earlier papers, I argued that semiotics of culture should really be understood
as a study of communicative situations involving different cultures, societies, or
other groups. We can now generalize this to the relation between Homeworld and
Alienworld, where the latter is divided into Alius-world and Alter-world. This
means that what on one occasion may be an Alius-worldly relation, can in another
become an Alter-wordly one. Nevertheless, many such intercultural relations tend to
endure through numerous encounters. In contemporary world society, there is still
an appreciable chasm between some cultural spheres, which can be identified with
nations and agglomerations of nations, such as in the latter case, Europe, which, in
different proceedings, stands in opposition to the USA, but then, under the dubious
banner of the West is opposed, together with the USA, to China, Russia, and/or the
Muslim world. Nevertheless, the division within particular socio-cultural Lifeworlds
appears at present to be more worrisome, seen from the horizon of everyday life.
3.1 Husserl’s Post-Kantian ethics
It is only thanks to the publication of Husserl’s posthumous papers, which includes
manuscripts forming the basis of his lectures, which should thus at the time have been
available in oral form to his students, and his personal reports of phenomenological
inquiries into the matter, that we now know that Husserl constantly pondered ethical
issues. Again, there is no evidence of Husserl’s search having ended in any final
conclusion, but, at least, because of two series of lecture manuscripts, we can follow
him, first toying with the idea of ethical judgements being formally identical to those
involving truth, thus being, in this sense, rational, and then proposing that ethics is
basically a question of love and happiness (Cavallaro & Heffernan, 2019).
The constant of Husserl’s preoccupations in the domain of ethics, nonetheless,
seems to be how to remedy Kant’s formulation of the categorical imperative, so as
to adapt it to the particular circumstances of each individual (see Husserl, 1989;
cf. Pradelle, 2016). As is well known, Kant announced the coming of the age of
Enlightenment when, ideologically, it was nearing its close. Or, to be fair, he said
that he and his contemporaries were living, not in an enlightened age, but in a
period of ongoing enlightening. The general thrust of this development, strange in
Husserl’s work, is to relativize ethics. If we remember that it is an invariant feature
of the Lifeworld to be thoroughly relative, we may take Husserl’s favourite example
in what is retrospectively considered his second approach to ethics, the love of the
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mother for her children, as an instance of Lifeworld typicality.
After all what Husserl says about carrying on the Enlightenment tradition, it is
disappointing that he has nothing to say about the more concrete ideas about human
rights and critical distance voiced by Enlightenment thinkers well before Kant’s
time. It could be argued that Husserl’s notion of epoché is more akin to the critical
distance of Enlightenment thinkers than to the feigned doubt of Descartes. His ideas
of the process of investigation being something which will never really arrive at its
fulfilment mirrors ideas of Enlightenment thinkers. And when, particularly in his
ethical papers, he talks about responsibility, he seems to be close to Enlightenment
ideas. But he never says so. Nevertheless, there seems to be a deeper, unacknowledged
connection between Husserl’s late musings, and a central idea of much Enlightenment
thought. When Husserl (2014, p. 332), after extensive elucubrations about the
ethical importance of being happy, says, “Ich kann nur ganz glücklich sein, wenn
die Menschheit als Ganzes es sein kann” [“I can only be completely happy, when
all of humanity can be so”], the effect of deus ex machina is the same as when, in
many Enlightenment authors, after you have read that ethics is about pursuing your
own interest, you are then told that your “interêt bien entendu” [self-interest rightly
understood] involves that of your fellow-man (and fellow-woman).
3.2 The Aufhebung of the Enlightenment in “Social Justice Theory”
For several decades now, we have been living a crisis, which may, or may not, be
an extension of the crisis diagnosed by Husserl, but which without a doubt concerns
Enlightenment values. It involves the censoring of our right to speak, and think, about
certain groups of persons, their properties and behaviour. Since this ideology clearly
aims to determine what we can say, it has been rather adequately described as “political
correctness” and, less transparently, as “identity politics”. Indeed, this conception has
often been claimed to be based on the so-called Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, versions of
which have been refuted many times over, according to which language “determines”
and constraints our way of “thinking”. In fact, even a strong defender of the thesis,
such as Marcel Danesi (2021) is forced to conclude that there is only weak evidence
for language sometimes limiting thought. Nonetheless, since, deep down, the aim
of this doctrine is to make us think in other ways, it should perhaps more properly
be described as “culturalism” (Stjernfelt, 2011) and/or as “Social Justice Theory”
(Pluckrose & Lindsay, 2020).
According to Stjernfelt, culturalism consists in “claiming cultural rights against the
Enlightenment tradition for universal, individual rights”. As a description of its import
this is no doubt correct, but it does not necessarily account for the origin of this way of
thinking. Pluckrose and Lindsay trace the ideas of this ideology back to Postmodernism/
Poststructuralism, which explicitly presented itself as a rejection of Enlightenment
ideas, in spite of the fact, which they acknowledge, that Postmodernism was basically
relativistic, whereas Social Justice Theory takes a very definitive ideological stand,
and that Postmodernism was a faction which achieved prominence in Academia,
while Social Justice Theory is a movement which has gained the upper hand in
contemporary society, defended by many people without any attachment to university
education. This story of transformation as such sounds unlikely, but we have seen that
Derrida, early on, did not hesitate to declare Husserl a racist.
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Since Social Justice Theory is about rights, it clearly stands in the grand European
tradition of human rights which reached its acme during the Enlightenment. Just like
other manifestations of Radical Critique (Marxism, Anarchism, etc.), Post-Colonialist
Critique and any other versions of Culturalism, are impossible to imagine except as
part of the Enlightenment heritage. The reason Ferrone (2019, p. xii) insists on using
the term “the rights of man”, rather than “human rights”, is essentially that, in the
former sense “‘man’ denoted an individual without gender specification (the use of
the masculine pronoun notwithstanding), who was universally the holder of rights.
And this applied to all the variétés of human beings, this being the actual term used
by Buffon, all over the world. “This is why it is necessary to keep these two terms—
the rights of man and human rights—quite distinct from each other”.6 After delving
deep into the details of every juncture in the chequered history of the notion of “rights
of man/human rights” before the Enlightenment, Ferrone could be expected to see this
twist as just another avatar of the same history. Still, I think that, from the point of
view of the time in which we are living, he is right in thinking that we have reached
a pivotal point in the development of the tradition. Nevertheless, to understand the
nature of the crux, you have to attend to the generative sediments, which are clearly to
be found in the Enlightenment.
The best of the Enlightenment thinkers, in their best moments, wanted all human
beings to enjoy the same rights. Although they were very much aware of the plights
of different human groups, they thought the best that could be offered to them was the
exercise of the same rights. What the Enlighteners neglected, in the terms of Antoine
Lilti (2019, pp. 42ff.), was the “position of enunciation”, i.e., the specific perspective
on human rights of excluded groups wanting to gain, not universal rights, but the
right to be different. In this sense, political correctness/culturalism is an exacerbation
of Enlightenment values, attributing specific rights, including tolerance, to ethnic
groups which themselves have never entertained any such values or which may
continue to show intolerance vis-à-vis all other groups. It retains the universalism
of Enlightenment values within each culture, while relativising the value relation
between different cultures. This, not what Horkheimer and Adorno claimed, is the
genuine dialectics of the Enlightenment.
Black lives matter, and so do Asiatic lives, because all lives matter. It is quite
understandable that Black people emphasize the first point when the USA police force
over and over again kills innocent Blacks, and that Asian-Americans do the same
when terrorists single them out. It is quite another thing to make black lives and/or
Asiatic lives into something different from other lives. So much for the “position
of enunciation”. Different rights for different people are precisely what racism,
xenophobia, and, more widely, the process of Alius-ation is all about. In earlier
papers, I suggested that Social Justice Theory is the real McCoy searched for by,
notably, Horkheimer and Adorno, a manifestation of the dialectics of Enlightenment
ideas (Sonesson, 2020a, 2021). In Hegelian terms, this is an Aufhebung, something,
which, at the same time, obliterates Enlightenment ideas, and elevates them to a
new stage. In spite of Hegel, it is not clear (in this case, and in many others) that this
“cancelling” constitutes progress. In some respects, it rather seems likes a return to
a feudal and/or tribal way of thinking, which, after all, basically is the same as that
of the original Homeworld, for which all others are Barbarians. Only that now, the
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Barbarians are those who do not respect the specific rights of different special groups,
in the sense of not agreeing to them doing whatever their sedimented history tells
them is right, even if this goes against the agenda inherited from the Enlightenment,
such as in the extreme case, forcing women to hide behind a veil and precipitating
them from a balcony if they, in this or other respects, do not obey the precepts of (in
fact, pre-) Islamic culture.
Where, then, has the progression of the idea of human rights got out of bounds? I
would suggest that it is in losing sight of its regulatory instance, the spirit of critique.
3.3 Ethics of semiosis in the present-day public sphere
According to Jürgen Habermas (1962), the principal contribution of the
Enlightenment was the creation of the bourgeois public sphere, epitomized by the
abundance of journals, pamphlets, and other printed materials, the content of which
was then subjected to discussion, notably, in coffee houses, thereby allowing for a free
exchange of opinions between people, no matter their origin and social status. This
idea has been amply criticized, most recently by Antoine Lilti (2019, pp. 178ff.), who
observes that Enlightenment public space was not very much about the free exchange
of rational arguments, but was concerned with the extension of the cosmopolitan—but
still very much limited—“republic of letters” to include a much broader audience, on
the favour of which the authors were dependent for their outcome. There is, in fact, a
much wider scope for criticizing Habermas’ notion (see Sonesson & Sandin, 2016).7
Nevertheless, at the level of the potentially free exchange of opinions, Habermas is
no doubt right in attributing this ambition to many Enlightenment thinkers, whatever
its realization at the time, and he must also be correct in believing that, in spite of
everything, the freedom to exchange opinions and arguments, whatever the obstacles,
augmented to a notable extent, beginning with, and following, the Enlightenment.
Figure 2. Model of communication, adapted from Sonesson (in press), showing the central act
of communication as conceived by the Prague school, which consists in presenting an artefact
to another person for his or her interpretation (“concretisation”); the pools of knowledge which
have to be (at least partially, as the overlapping circles show) shared for the communicative
act to be possible; and, the process of sedimentation (the curvilinear arrows) which transforms
earlier acts into presuppositions which form the interpretative background of future acts

24

Approximations to the Genuine Dialectics of the Enlightenment: On Husserl’s Europe, “Social Justice Theory”, and the Ethics of Semiosis

In semiotics, we are accustomed to talking about communication, or better,
semiosis, in a much wider sense than that envisaged by Habermas and his critics.
Semiosis, whether it occurs in the public sphere or not, comprehends much more
than verbal exchange, and, quite independently of this extension, it is dominated,
from village gossip to the so-called social media, by exchanges which are not
notably rational. Elsewhere (Sonesson, in press), I suggest a model of such semiosis
(Figure 2) which, unlike the classical Shannon-Weaver model, takes into account
the presuppositions attending on any kind of semiosis, and the obstacles which they
may present to understanding. Still, it is clear that, what is nowadays censured is not
irrational beliefs, such as thinking that the Koran is eternal (Al-Khalili, 2012; Masood,
2009), but quite the opposite. Mere “corrections” of language from a political point
of view is not really that troublesome. Language has a long history of substituting
ever new euphemisms for earlier ones, each time the phenomenon itself menaces to
break through the verbal veil. What is more alarming is when any communication
with any shred of rationality or reasonableness breaks down. People (such as Robin
DiAngelo in her best-seller White Fragility; see Wikipedia, 2021) who claim that, if
you deny being a racist, this only proves that you are a racist, clearly doesn’t allow
for any discussion. Moreover, there are also people who allege that any critique of
the customs of their particular group is an offence, so that they need particular spaces
where they can be protected from such critique. This means, not only that the idea
of (partial) rationality is given up, but the possibility of any dialogic exchange in the
public space is abolished.
Where, then, did the idea of human rights go wrong? I think that, just as it
was born out of the idea of critique, it needs critique to survive. Without critical
distancing, the idea of human rights may be bound to generate self-contradictions.
Without critical sprit, it is transformed into myth. And as a myth, it can fall victim to
culturalism.
Not only in the United States, where culturalism seems to have its generative
roots, but also within European society, and among sections in other societies, which
have earlier taken up the ideas of human rights, we are now faced with cultures which
seem to occupy unbridgeable positions, which allow for no dialogue or deliberation.
Just as Husserl observes that der Fremde [the alien] is already found within me,
Mohanty (2000, p. 95) notes, we may start by attending to the foreignness within
our own culture. Referring to his own country, India, he points out that it consists of
many different cultures. But that is exactly our problem. India has a long history of
maintaining peace between different religious communities, unlike what happened
in pre-Enlightenment Europe, but in recent decades this peace has repeatedly been
broken. However, the communities which create problems in present-day Europe are
not based on religion or any other traditional values, but on different interpretations of
the Enlightenment notion of human rights.
Referring to Husserl’s idea of a series of Zwischenwelten [intermediate worlds]
between the Homeworld and the Alienworld, Mohanty (2000, pp. 97f., 107ff., 124)
advises us not to start out from the presupposition of different cultures having
incommensurable conceptual frameworks, but presuppose the latter to be shared,
until proven otherwise. Interestingly, he thus encounters, without knowing it, the
fundamental principle of Enlightenment hermeneutics, “der Prinzip der Billigkeit”
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(the principle of “fairness”, or “charity”, as it was later baptized by Davidson; see
Mohanty, 2000, pp. 113ff.) according to which you (self) should suppose as much
rationality (same-ness) as possible on the part of the other, while also allowing for the
difference of cultural and historical presuppositions (see Bühler, Ed., 1994, et passim).
The problem, nevertheless, is that, when faced with a text to interpret stemming from
another culture or another age, you have to go through these Zwischenwelten on your
own, the advantage being that the text (inscribed) cannot answer you back. When
hermeneutics have to be applied to an act of (oral) communication in which both
addresser and addressee are present, however, both participants have to be willing
to go through these Zwischenwelten to meet somewhere in the middle. But this can
only happen if both parties allow for a critical distance. If this is granted, one such
Zwischenwelt should be the recognition of the fact that both parties are availing
themselves of the Enlightenment heritage.

4. Conclusion
It is not possible any more to sustain, with Husserl, that Europe was somehow
predestined to develop Galilean science, but, taking a retrospective view of history,
we cannot but endorse the historic fact that it did so. History also tells us that Europe
didn’t do it on its own, because, at several junctures, it had to build on the sediments
of knowledge afforded by other cultural traditions. The European tradition, whatever
is dependence on accumulated meanings generated by other cultures, has now gone
global in its European form, both in its positive sense, as producing knowledge which
is technologically fecund, as well as explanatory, within the limits of the “garb of
ideas” which it has brought forth, but also in the negative sense, of engendering a
chasm between scientific description and the Lifeworld.
In spite of his ground-breaking insight into the generativity of tradition, Husserl
failed to apply it to his notion of Europe, which hindered him from realizing that
Enlightenment ideas about human rights, understanding of other cultures, and, the
factor behind it all, critical distancing, constitute as vital part of the European heritage
as that of Galilean science. The favourable and unfavourable results of Galilean
science, as described by Husserl, could be conceived as a kind of dialectics, in the
terms of Horkheimer and Adorno, though not yet of the Enlightenment, at least in its
historical sense. Three centuries after the beginning of the Enlightenment, authentic
Enlightenment ideas, such as that of human rights, have turned out to produce
their own dialectics, which has come down to us as “social justice theory”. Like
in the scenario described by Husserl, all we can do now is to draw upon its fruitful
consequences, while trying to heed—and head off—the infelicitous repercussions.
Since we are still not particularly advanced in taking care of the conundrum spelled
out by Husserl, there doesn’t seem to be much hope for any short-term solution to the
second dialectical strand which I have described in this critical analysis. Nevertheless,
Enlightenment tradition tells us it is always better to start by producing an account of
the situation.
Notes
1

26
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2

3

4

5
6
7

instrumentalization of the sciences as described by Jürgen Habermas (1968).
As is often pointed about in the literature, Arabic culture was not a culture entertained
exclusively by Arabs and/or Muslims, but by scholars writing (mostly) in the Arabic
language, whatever their native language or religion may have been, comparable to the
way European scholars, for a long time, wrote in Latin.
Sediments are thus “extensions of mind”, in the sense given to this term in presentday cognitive science (e.g., Rowlands, 2010), and they can therefore by differentiated
according to their temporal and spatial nature, following, notably, the criteria for
mnemonic periods of human evolution set up by Merlin Donald (1991), on which I have
elaborated elsewhere (see Sonesson, 2016b)
In spite of the great flourishing of the sciences during the Arabic commonwealth, human
rights, at least that of voicing different opinions, apparently was not a consequence, since
irrational beliefs (such as thinking that the Koran was eternal) were prohibited (Al-Khalili,
2012; Masood, 2009).
Within sociolinguistic research, the problematic is often labelled as “languages in contact”.
In fact, however, in such cases, there is much more than languages that enter into contact.
See the quotation from Tort in section 1.2.
One these critiques which could be addressed to Habermas’ notion is that there is nothing
specifically bourgeois about the public sphere, both because different public types of
interaction should be distinguished from their specific historical manifestations, and
because there is no basis, apart from Marxist dogma, for claiming that the public sphere
created during the 17th and 18th Centuries were in any way impelled by the interest
of merchants. As Jonathan Israel (2010, 2019) has shown in his numerous books, the
intellectual content of the French Revolution, assembled by thinkers from the middle of
the 18th Century, and still vigorous during the first phase of the revolution, was in no way
the work of merchants, though many of the protagonists stemmed from the more nebulous
social group of “le tier état”.
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Baghdad and early ʻAbbāsid society (2nd-4th/8th-10th centuries). London: Routledge.
Haakonssen, K. (1996). Natural law and moral philosophy: From Grotius to the Scottish
Enlightenment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Habermas, J. (1962). Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie
der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft. Neuwied: Luchterhand.
Habermas, J. (1968). Technik und Wissenschaft als “Ideologie”. Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp.
Horkheimer, M., & Adorno, T. W. (1947). Dialektik der Aufklärung. Amsterdam: Querido.
Husserl, E. (1939). Erfahrung und Urteil: Untersuchungen zur Genealogie der Logik (L.
Landgrebe, Ed.). Hamburg: Claasen.
Husserl, E. (1954). Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale
Phänomenologie: eine Einleitung in die phänomenologische Philosophie. Haag: Nijhoff.
Husserl, E. (1962). Phänomenologische Psychologie: Vorlesungen Sommersemester 1925 (W.
28

Approximations to the Genuine Dialectics of the Enlightenment: On Husserl’s Europe, “Social Justice Theory”, and the Ethics of Semiosis

Biemel, Ed.). Haag: Nijhoff.
Husserl, E. (1968). Logische Untersuchungen. Bd 1: Prolegomena zur reinen Logik (F.
Auflage, Ed.). Tübingen: Max Niemeyer.
Husserl, E. (1973). Zur Phänomenologie der Intersubjektivität (I. Kern, Ed., 1929-1935: Texte
aus dem Nachlass). Haag: Nijhoff.
Husserl, E. (1989). Aufsätze und Vorträge (1922-1937) (T. Nenon & H. R. Sepp, Eds.).
Dordrecht: Kluwer.
Husserl, E. (1993). Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale
Phänomenologie, Ergänzungsband, Texte aus dem Nachlass 1934-1937 (R. N. Smid, Ed.).
Dordrecht: Kluwer.
Husserl, E. (2014). Grenzprobleme der Phänomenologie: Analysen des Unbewusstseins und
der Instinkte. Metaphysik. Späte Ethik: Texte aus dem Nachlass (1908-1937) (R. Sowa & T.
Vongehr, Eds.). Dordrecht: Springer.
Israel, J. I. (2010). A revolution of the mind: Radical enlightenment and the intellectual origins
of modern democracy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Israel, J. I. (2019). The Enlightenment that failed: Ideas, revolution, and democratic defeat,
1748-1830. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Larrère, C. (1992). L’invention de l’économie au XVIIIe siècle: du droit naturel à la
physiocratie. Paris: Presses universitaires de France.
Lilti, A. (2019). L’héritage des Lumières. Paris: EHESS, Gallimard & Seuil.
Lipps, T. (1900). Aesthetische Einfühlung. Zeitschrift für Psychologie und Physiologie der
Sinnesorgane, 22, 415-450.
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