HUSSERL'S FEAR
Introduction and Poem

 11-25-94
John Donne, The Anatomie of the World 

1633 AD, lines 205-213

"And the new Philosophy cals all in doubt,

The Element of fire is quite put out;

The Sun is lost, and th' earth and no man's wit

Can well direct him, where to looke for it.

'Tis all in peeces, all cohaerance gone."

With thanks to 

Professor Anthony Stigliano for use

of "out of context" fragments of a good talk he  

gave at the Saybrook Institute residential 

conference September 1994

Notes on a few terms before you start:

Dasein: A word pointing at the phenomenon of the experience of the exact here-now moment, unadorned.

DSM IV:  The DSM IV is the new compendium of mental illness diagnosis and treatment. The roman numeral stands for series or edition.  IV is the latest edition.

Hermeneutics: "Flowerneutics" leaped up from the term hermeneutics (the study of one's inner process and ways to discern and test inner knowing).

Hermes: In ancient times, Hermes was seen as the god of speed and communication, also known as Mercury, the winged messenger.  He operated in air and on earth, in thought, and did not venture into the ocean, thought to be the home of emotions.  (I wrote down the name Hermes for the figure running alongside the poem's running character without knowing the specifics of his ancient mythological role.)

I-Thou: I-It relationships, according to Martin Buber, were those where one responds with another as if one were dealing with a thing, rather than a full-dimensioned person.  I-Thou represents one's relationship with another fully aware of what is holy in each other). 

Theater of the Absurd: A movement which flowered in the 60's-70s focusing on actual presentation of absurd dialogue in incongruous settings - often set up perhaps to shock people awake from their dreams.  Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, Eugene Ionesco's Rhinoceros and Bald Soprano,  and Edward Albee's Zoo Story and The American Dream, for instance, are good examples of this type, if you become interested in exploring the Theater of the Absurd further.  The primitive sounds which occur in the poem's text, generally animal sounds (quack, snort, etc.), are of this tradition, as well as the  character of the philosopher's comments, which periodically fragment.  All in all, various chaotic elements break up through the poem's "normal" form, from time to time.  Living during the radical transition between Modern Times and Postmodern Times, we are not new to experiencing change and chaos.  Husserl took in a  foretaste.  Honk.  Honk.  Thanks for your attention.  Quack. Snort.

Introduction, Background, and Notes

(after which comes the poem)
For those of you who would like an introduction to the poem, "Husserl's Fear," before or after reading it, I want to talk to you briefly about how I wrote it, who Husserl and his foundation point, Descarte, were, and about a few terms which you may not have heard.  

(If you wish, of course, you are welcome to read the poem first or read the poem only.   I don't really know which way makes most sense.)  

If you read this introduction, please keep in mind, too, that these are only brief, partial, and introductory comments.  The SSU library has many books on Husserl and even more on Descartes, and even more on issues they raise.

In brief essence, Edmund Husserl came to believe that science was on the verge of a great leap forward, with a foundation even more powerful than Descarte had provided.  He believed himself to be a carrier of that vision and wrote prolifically (thousands of pages of writing) and passionately toward that new breakthrough on the better basis of knowledge on which thought could be based.  But the Nazis arose and with them Husserl's fear.  

Would science be used to build or destroy?  Would the house of science and humanity be built more grandly, or would it all fall down?  Who would know the difference? and how?

About writing the poem

One week in September 1994, as some of you remember, I found myself on the path to writing this poem quite by accident (I had no plan at all to write, or write that), while sitting quietly taking in an interesting talk on philosophical issues at a September 1994 Saybrook Institute residential retreat.  I was taking notes about the talk and suddenly found strong feelings rising up in me and words in the midst of the feelings, words bubbling up which wanted to be written  down.  As I've learned to do over the years as an active  writer of  poetry, I moved my focus from the outside event toward  my inner imageries and the upcoming words.  I began to write.

During the next 3/4 hour, I would write, then listen to the speaker, then write, then listen, rolling back and forth - and, in the process,  began writing the fragments of thought that I would get from listening to the speaker, as well as the images arising inside.  As soon as I began to experience and write on both, I had a very strong feeling that, yes, it was both kinds of writing that I needed to do as I sat there.  And the effect I was getting of going back and forth - inside-outside-inside - was that these two realities were pulling apart from each other and that the fragmentation of philosophical reality I was hearing by just taking it in in fragments sounded to me like modernism itself - the paradigms from which are tearing apart, giving rise to an analysis of dying modernism and rising post-modernism.. 

And here I was with a fundamental image of reality pulling apart, from which a mysterious figure goes sprinting at full speed back through time - away from the shattering and explosions - back toward a solid union, a new beginning, one constantly eluding him - until he's back deep in the ocean, plumbing toward the origin of  humankind and related life forms, with an echo floating in the air at the beginning and end of an element of truth surviving in the wreckage, available to present, past, and future.  What have we learned, if anything, that endures?

In replacing modernism (which is shredding above our heads like the Challenger, shooting debris and hope in every direction), a few aspects of what we are called on to do are 

(1) experiencing honestly and fully the fragmentation taking place, (2) allowing the coming apart to take place with growing consciousness on our parts (so that each facet of our life's personality and our world's personality can dive deep to re-recognize its own intrinsic identity) (it's time we know who we are) even while we are considering and working toward new integrations to come, (3) re-owning our most ancient and mandatory  home in nature, no matter what we have to do to re-stabilize that part of homo sapiens lost in narcissism (which no longer knows, so lost in desperate ego, that such an imperative human bond with nature exists), and (4) balancing the surviving truths from modernism with a reinvigoration of our respect and experience of the potential roles for our feelings-instincts-intuition, which can in time be reintegrated with thought into a new, more comprehensive and fruitful synthesis of being (if we can survive the transition).

The figure I imagined running back through time, as modern consciousness fractures (and as some nuclear core somewhere begins to melt down), seeks and runs toward his love, who disappears before him at every turn in the forests of time (disappearing into dust, over and over).  Immensely back in time he breaks out of the forest onto an ocean beach and runs across it and leaps into the water and dives, swimming downward toward the most ancient life core, toward his love in her primordial neptunian form imbedded in our most ancient life origins, in the depths of the ocean from which  we came - and from which earliest beginnings of all life our earth's experiment with conscious life can be started (hopefully cleanly) again.

That's one version.   (But I don't really know what the poem means.) 

I've been particularly conscious of three matters as I've written and edited the poem.  First is the great emotional force I feel inside as a writer of this character, as  the character charges back into the past and keeps going back through it into the most ancient of life scenes.  Second, I experience the fragmentation as an emblem of what we are, each one of us, going through, as the modern period disintegrates before us (and in us) and as we try to begin to grasp the coherence being explored in the post-modern conceptual experiment. 

The fragmentation demonstrated in the art form of the poem  reminds me of the Theater of the Absurd movement when I was in college, about which I will write a note toward the end of this introduction.  (Suffice it to say that in Rhinoceros, by Eugene Ionesco, all the people from the beginning of the play become  rhinoceros by the end.)(For connoiseurs, especially note Samuel Beckett's lucky speech.)  Third, I do not understand my own poem, and I want you to hear that clearly.  You are welcome to what you read into the poem.  You may be right.  

I've learned to trust writing pieces that resonate strongly inside me with a kind of intuitive "yes, this is right".  Sometimes I feel finished with a poem, done, even when I am mystified about what is going on at the plot level of the poem.  "Husserl's Fear" is such a case. I don't know, basically, what the figure is doing running back through the forest of time.  I'm just reporting what came up inside me.  To conclude, I honestly haven't a clue about what the poem means.
A refrain begins and ends the poem -- a question about the refinement of perception and knowing, about being alive, Husserl  floating up in the smoke of the fire in which modernism is burning.

Husserl

A man died in Nazi-controlled territory in1937 who left "40,000 pages of unpublished manuscripts."   He was 79.

Peter Koestenbaum, in his Introduction to Edmund Husserl's Paris Lectures, says that when Husserl was fired from his teaching post by the Nazis in 1933, USC at that point offered Husserl a professorship in California.  Husserl declined, saying that he "wanted to die where he had spent his life teaching."

Born in April 1859, the year that saw the publication of Darwin's Origins of Species  and John Stuart Mill's Essay on Liberty , Edmond Husserl grew to spend his adult life as a university professor at Universities in Halle, Gottingen, and Freiburg from 1901 to 1933. 

He had the same life span as Freud.


Husserl and Descartes

As recounted in Koestenbaum's Introduction to The Paris Lectures, Edmond Husserl stood at a lectern in Paris and began: 

"I am filled with joy at the opportunity to talk about the new phenomenology at this most venerable place of French learning and for very special reasons.  

No philosophy of the past has affected the sense of phenomenology as decisively as Rene Descartes, France's greatest thinker.  Phenomenology must honor him as its genuine patriarch."  

At his height, Edmund Husserl had become deeply optimistic.  He believed that he was discovered something major, a fundamental modernizing of the philosophy Rene Descartes had developed from a revelation about knowing that Descartes had had.

Go inside, Descartes had counseled himself. Go inside and empty.  Find an absolutely secure starting point. Then rebuild thought.  

William Doll describes Descartes the night of his realization, November 10, 1619:  

"Alone, in a stove-heated room in Germany while on duty with a mercenary group he had joined to remove himself from the temptations and distractions of Paris, he gave himself up to reflective meditation."  

In his meditation he sought a rock-solid proof of existence. 

In the meditative experience he had that night, when he thought he could trust nothing else, his thinking mind itself became utterly sure to him.  He had found the rock-hard foundation on which he could base his thought.  Emerging from the experience, he wrote down the words: 

"Cogito ergo sum;" 

"I think; therefore I am"  

Doll describes to us: "Descartes devised four methodological rules for directing reason in the search for the truth:

First rule:  Accept only that which presents itself to the mind "so clearly and distinctly that its truth is self-evident.

Second rule:  Divide each difficulty "into as many parts as possible" for an easier solution.

Third Rule:  "Think in an orderly fashion," as did the geometers of old with their "long chains of reasoning," always proceeding by gradual degrees, from that which is 'simplest and easiest to understand' to the more complex.

Fourth Rule: Review all the foregoing to be 'certain that nothing is omitted.' (p. 12)  "

William Doll describes the impact of what Descartes did with his meditation's outcome: "The result of these meditations was a new "method of analysis' which completely reformulated philosophy.  Doll quotes Ernest Cassirer (1932/1955) judging  Descartes' "Cogito" this way:  "this formulation (gave) 'the entire world picture', permeating all fields of knowledge: philosophy, literature, morals, political sicence, and even theology, "to which it imparted a new form."

•

Husserl's own realization, he said, "is a realization altogether different from the one envisaged by Descartes in his age, influuenced as they were by the natural sciences.  Universal philosophy is not a universal system based on a theory of deduction - as if reality were a matter of calculation - it is a system of phenomenologically correlated desciplines at the root of which we do not find the ... "Cogito," but (an) all-embracing self-examination."


•

"In other words, the necessary path to knowledge which can be ultimately justified in the highest sense - or what is the same, knowledge that is philosophical - is the path of universal self-knowledge .... Positive science is science lost in the world.  One must first lose the world through (epoche, a kind of mental "bracketing" of our experience, which is to allow us to study that which we have "bracketed" without preconception), so as to regain it in universal self-examination.  

"'Do not wish to go out,' said St. Augustine, '"said Husserl at the lectern,"' 'go back into yourself.  Truth dwells in the inner man'"


Husserl near the End

Fired in 1933 from his university teaching of philosophy, dismissed for his Jewishness, barred even from attending philsophical conferences, Husserl declined.  The decade grew dark.

In 1935, on page 389 in his The Crisis of European Sciences and Phenomenology, as Husserl sickened, he wrote: "Philosophy as science, as serious, rigorous, indeed ... rigorous science - the dream is over."

Maurine Natalson reflects, in Edmund Husserl; Philosopher of Infinite Tasks, that Husserl, toward the end, became haunted by "his inability to see reason at work in the world.  (He came to a) recognition in the final years of his life that Reason was threatened at its root, that 'Europe was suicidal".  

He died in Nazi territory; and then World War II began.

Husserl’s fear








He paused, looked one by one into

the eyes of his audience: “And that 

phenomenology of perception argues that

the very structure of our intentionality is 

fundamentally embedded in our body -

how we comport ourselves - our meanings 

arising precisely from how the human mind

is housed, how the body is structured, 

how we turn and move through space.”

I run backward in time - through years earlier, earlier, earlier 

I am panting harder, sweat covering 

my forehead, earlier, soaking my hair, 

drenching the red shirt on my back.  

The sun is going down, now going up, down, up, earlier, earlier, 

backward through time. In the edge of the forest, I see my love through the trees and run almost to her;

as I reach out to her, she falls to fresh dust, 

some grains float, bright in the last afternoon rays of sun.  

Nothing moves.  The white and yellow mask over my face smells of 

fresh wood and paint.  My hands are 

left empty.  I don't stop.  I crash on back through 

the forest,  back through more years, into a 

small clearing - last rays of light, 

a woman I would have loved with 

all my heart but never met but once, 

her eyes are on me then blank, 

she’s falling, her arms above her head 

fingers toward the sky - I can't reach her

in time.    She’s dust, like tan snow, falling.  

I shout, racing further into the dark thicket 

I don't stop. I am running faster into the 

deeper tree-lined back-through-time path 

then no path at all I go crashing back through 

hundreds of years back - "A constant 

process of self criticism, of 

self-monitoring is necessary - 

checking to see if it’s working, 

to see if we’re going where 

we want to  go - I’ll give you 

my judgment based on that data - 

I don’t think this treatment is working," 

in the cupboard are paranoid overtones. 

I hadn’t noticed making public 

from colleagues someone you trust 

this is slightly ill ready to 

help at every twist "a kind of logic", 

observations, "highly disciplined" what 

is this instrument crashing crashing 

I love her so vibrant reaching out 

Husserl’s fear,  for me her eyes bright, 

her smile broadening, my insides 

flash into light - I’m almost there -

she is almost within reach - 

a thousand years back now - trees rising 

hundreds of feet on every side, 

evergreens, leaves above in a great

canopy, darkness falling 

I love you I reach out.  Her figure 

reaching toward me - her fingers 

I love you dust breaks through the body 

cavity the head bursts out all around 

replaces all tangibility - the fingers 

stretched toward me gone glittering dust 

no smile no head The eternal form 

in thinkophrenia we will never get 

out of the theory; the greatest 

philosopher - "will enable you to 

make a measurement" -

can scratched by talk hardness 

level one, hardness "defined by tasks 

done... operational definition...

theoretical terms into practical 

use today," now, the fingers around 

chalk white, whitechalk, white 

definition Husserl’s fear There’s

a theoretical term of her smile 

"if you observe this, if you can’t measure 

it it doesn’t" Einstein "exist" - crashes 

through the forest - "what we have 

here in effect replacable 

duplicatable valid over time, 

speaks to stability... we’re trying 

to discover the world" elephants 

cram among the early night trees 

if I intervene in this way trumpeting

all around us "we will be 

able to predict the outcome" her hand 

reaching toward me proof into dust 

my name chalk "basically a rule in law 

in court crashing through underbrush" 

the snort (what, a pig? a long snout - 

snort) dust falling, "the DSM IV category" -

I’m running 

so fast toward her I feel my self a dark 

blur, burning - "You’re talking trying 

to see if" (Husserl’s fear) "can be measured...

toward central tendency so you can 

predict, can predict some outcome 

in their lives," from the Greek, oinkos - 

or snout of snouts - "by having your 

data public, criticizable, showing one 

can repeat it over time, by the judge 

in a court of law, you exclude bias", 

in a court of honk, you exclude bias - 

oinkos - publicly criticizasnortable, 

it works for these three peoplelephants 

crashing throough the siren the horn 

the siren the horn, "it is imperative as 

kinds of presuppositions... the future 

like the past: tree 1 is like tree 2;  tree 2 is

like tree three" snort - "postmodernity" 

honk "questions of underlying unity"

snort "called into question - hidden biases 

of decades" of eaons of trees crashing 

deepest night I fall to the ground 

whacksnort scientifically supportabobble 

"we got through the standard process of testing 

and validating the" dust that’s falling Husserl’s fear

"though one of the  purposes of this course 

is laying out what is considered prima facie evidence" 

"control groups - what measures" puddles 

of tears "of rational scientific research 

has been called into" snorting, social pigdom 

in crisis - "not producing causal laws but 

descriptions" rules of elephant thumb, rules of 

piggish thumb, thumb of the night crushing 

the light into the sides of trees 

"when the war ended, cargo cults creating 

images of the airplanes men running along 

the ground as fast as they can together

roaring like the airplane" involving one down

"Feinman’s argument" snorting 

"shocked if reliability 

of .7 - any measure below .95 is shocking," 

after all, there is no snarkle piffick 

the course Feinman’s argument honk 

"the course in 4 sections" woof are for bright 

stars are gone  I can’t get up in the forest 

the trees are dust falling 

the moon comes apart and falls as luminous dust,

falling glittering from the sky - "variables that 

you want to transform - one item" 

methodologies snarke woof glittering dust

"what is the Latin equivalent?"

This is Greek.  

"Phenomenology: to shine forth the Logos - 

at the core of our subjective experience 

is a structure" a structure "an objective core" 

snark - snark quack "if every perception 

were subject" - "how to get to the very

core through phenomenological reduction 

testing features of experiences that are 

invariant... reductio...has to be that way" - 

Husserl’s fear Husserl’s fear - "or science 

degenerates" to woof honk quack 

"relativism" the elephans, the pig, falling 

I can’t even see their dust falling 

it’s too dark, the moon’s gone, 

quack "you never can get out of" - there's a glow -  

"situations... but if you do discover this, 

uncover this epistemologically certain" - 

"all experience has underlying structure 

with salient central features...

Merlo Ponti’s phenomenology of 

perception argues... fundamental to the 

structure of intentionality" (Husserl's fear)

is the body "structured by ways 

our bodies are structured," how we pray 

"as we move and turn through space"

In my darker moments quack

In my darker moments snort

In my darker

Don’t know at all

It’s all black

woof - darker than black - 

a ham sandwish without the ham or the bread

an empty box without the box - vacuum without even vacuum

"fundamental to... structure of intentionality" 

is the body "structured by the ways our 

bodies are structured, how we move through space"

"the mind is IN the body!

The entire culture informs our bodies.

We’re looking at civilization...All 

history is in our muscle and bone!"

I’m back up running as fast as I can, can’t see

but I feel the forest - no moon

except glittering in tiny pieces on the ground -

hit a tree at full speed - Huh!

reeling on bleeding out the nose

snark woof honk woof

out of the forest panting Ah, at last, now I feel the sand

kicking up hot as I dash across

the invisible beach - the ocean is almost almost almost here.

Hermes the messenger now runs alongside me 

across the beach, wings on his feet in the sand ; we are both panting with the speed and exertion, he opens his mouth - his eyes bright

Honk he insists! Honk he underscores his point

Honk!!!  he shouts and waves his index finger (Husserl's fear)

I won’t listen. His lips move as we run - no sound comes out..  We’re nearly to the shore.  As we dash to the edge of the beckoning water, 

he pulls out his trumpet, steam coming out his ears, eyes bulging,  two silver snakes curl around a rod on the trumpet's side.  He swings the trumpet at me like a club. (Husserl's fear) "All kinds of self- assessment... laying out the individual’s assessment" 

Husserl  Ponti Einstein Heidegger, "the self and 

the world he argued, a worldless ego... 

'we are our history,' he said, 'Dasein Dasein!'

'this being is the being in the world who knows it'

"What is this world and our commitment to being here?"

he pounded "on the skills, the network of interrelated technologies, and what you do in" the glue pot "the problem in modernity" dasein preordained fish interpreter process  the see of glass "the underlying 

assumptions, the structures, the kinds of actions...takes for granted practices, hermaneutics," flowerneutics, "make the implicit," pigs, "explicit" snort "thus, like psychoanalysis, the story is in our clothing, in our tools" can be - the nuclear core uncovers, the reactor's water is 

heating wildly, wildly  (Husserl’s fear) the forest, pant, behind me

The water I run into SPLASH is ICE cold, my pants now cold wet cling.  It’s tough going forward everything is so heavy, but I’m rushing step by thrusting step through the water at full speed there’s 

no extra time - Out of the edge of my eye, I see Hermes has stopped at the water’s edge.  He won't come in!  He winds up, leans far 

back, and flings forward at me his big silver horn -  small metal snakes on the sides entertwined - horn flipping through the heating 

air at blinding speed. I am diving, almost fully underwater I feel the horn rip the back of my head like a lead safe I am sick to my stomach as I swim down and under, down.  I see her in scales down below me I swim down 

faster toward her - I'm almost there.  "'A final image' says the speaker and brings his hands together and slightly smiles.  'What does the bottle mean for the alcoholic?' the outside scientific  reviewer asks.  'The alcoholic and bottle have an 'I-Thou' relationship 

together.'  That’s all.  That's all."  Applause.  Applause.  "More more" 

he calls out..     Down deep, deep below me, further down in the murky water, I see her - she is smiling up at me Oh woof Oh quack Her arm reaches upward toward me I am almost there she smiles up 

at me broadly Through the green-blue water, I can see the white of 

her teeth, the red of her tongue.   I am swimming down to her faster and faster -- bloody red-brown water streaming out behind my skull --- "Fundamental to structure" snark quark woof "I found this 

tremendously moving," the student says to her colleague as she trails out the door.  The door bangs shut.  The hall is empty, silent.  "ALL experience underlying structure" quack snark quark  "the phenomenology of perception argues" woof woof  the all is empty, 

silent    time time  "fundamental to" - the darkening water 

above me is a gleaming, fluttering opalescent - 

the structure, "the structure of intentionality 

(of intentionality) is inherent  in the way 

the human mind is housed and connected, inherent  in the way the body is structured and flows, as we move and turn (the opalescence, fluttering light!), (as we move and turn), look, embedded green, blue sky, the yellow of the sun, <as we move and turn> through space."
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