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Peter Andras Varga: The Formation of Husserl’s Notion of Philosophy (PhD Dissertation) 

 

Theses 

 

Introduction and motivations 

 

Part of what has fascinated Husserl’s contemporaries and his later readers is Husserl’s alleged 

attempt to envisage a new kind of philosophy. The intention of a methodological re-establishment of 

philosophy was expressed by the early phenomenologists’ frequent claim that phenomenology is a 

“method;” and Husserl’s idea of philosophy was later subjected to critical confrontations by the 

subsequent philosophers of the phenomenological tradition, who have tried to overcome Husserl by 

demonstrating the impossibility or inadequacy of his unique onset of philosophy. Husserl’s 

philosophy thus became the prototype of philosophy as a “rigorous science,” or the 

presuppositionless description of experience, or the philosophy of the “pure ego.” 

Although Husserl’s attempt proved to be an important impetus for the twentieth-century philosophy, 

I believe that mapping his original intention – in contrast to what was imputed to him by his 

contemporaries and the later reception – is still a desideratum that is worth undertaking.  

Therefore my goal is not to refute, overcome, or augment Husserl’s attempt but to understand it and 

to explore the various ways according to which Husserl has tried to establish and work out his idea 

of philosophy. 

This aim requires a detailed study of the available historical material, as the discrepancy between 

Husserl’s specific idea of philosophy and its interpretations is mainly due to the historical and 

philological factors. Because of his perfectionism, Husserl has produced little during his lifetime; 

and these publications – although influential in the eyes of his contemporaries – were only the tip of 

an iceberg that remained hidden for his contemporaries. It is only now that these hidden material 

start to emerge, providing a completely new picture of Husserl, who is rightly called to be the fresh 

discussion partner of those who once thought to overcome him. 

This is being gradually recognised by the recent Husserl scholarship. A significant amount of new 

material have been published recently, including the critical edition of Eugen Fink’s literary estae, 

who was Husserl’s last assistant and who has played a pivotal role in transmitting Husserl’s 

philosophy to the post-war phenomenology. It is worth to note out of the 52 volumes published so 

far in Husserl’s critical edition 20 were published only in the last decade. The publication of these 

manuscripts shed a new light on the received view of phenomenology and provides an unique 

opportunity to attain a more unbiased picture of Husserl. 
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Characterisation of the work and its main parts 

 

As said above, my aim is the study of Husserl’s notion of phenomenology, but from a special 

perspective. Husserl is usually conceived as a member of the Phenomenological Movement, who 

has initiated the decisive breakthrough that made phenomenology possible; yet almost every 

phenomenologists, even Husserl’s closest associates, tried to overcome him. Phenomenology is the 

history of Husserlian heresies: Husserl is both continuously rejected, rediscovered and 

reconfigured. This special relation to its founding father is probably the most intriguing feature of 

phenomenology in comparison with other philosophical movements. 

It is not to decrease the significance and relevance of these “heretical” reconfigurations of the 

Husserlian heritage. But the phenomenology’s strange relationship to Husserl indicates the 

possibility of a different approach that tries not to see Husserl through the lens of the later 

phenomenologists. So my decided aim is to approach Husserl as a historical philosopher on his own 

(and not as someone who has a fixed position in the doxography of a philosophical movement). 

 

* 

 

The various parts of the work employ different methodology to explore this discrepancy between 

what is imputed to Husserl and what he could offer when approached as a historical philosopher:  

Chapter I, From phenomenological epistemology to phenomenological philosophy, tries to cover the 

widest circle of relevant material, including published and unpublished texts from the earliest period 

of Husserl’s thinking. What makes this chapter special is the main underlying hypotheses that 

philosophy was not something ready-made for Husserl, but it required a laborious process to attain, 

and the first coherent formulation of philosophy occurred not earlier than Husserl’s breakthrough to 

transcendental phenomenology in 1906. This hypothesis might sound surprising, but it is the direct 

consequence of the distinction between the public perception of Husserl’s early philosophy and its 

internal development, which I think is an important precondition of the proper understanding of his 

earliest period. So I intend to chart the development of Husserl’s epistemology, which formed the 

starting point of this development, and analyse how Husserl tried to extend it towards a coherent 

philosophy, especially during the pivotal years that followed the first publication of the Logical 

Investigations. 

Chapter II, The Husserlian edifice, is the first step in a complex strategy to address the intricacies of 

Husserl’s mature notion of philosophy. In this chapter I focus on the so-called public edifice of 
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Husserl’s philosophy, i.e. on his philosophy it was presented by Husserl in his lecturing and 

publishing activity during his career as the member of the contemporary German philosophical 

establishment. This task might be simple in case of other philosophers, but in case of Husserl many 

phases of his public philosophical activity was blurred by philological difficulties and by distorting 

emphases of the reception. The focal points of this section are Husserl’s Ideas I (including its long 

incubation period) and his first full exposition of the phenomenological philosophy in the 1920s, 

which was developed in a series of public and university lectures (from London to Paris). The goal 

of this chapter is also to provide a skeleton for more differentiated reconstructions in the subsequent 

chapters. 

This differentiation begins in Chapter III, Methodological considerations in Husserl’s circles and 

their influence on Husserl, where I focus on the members of Husserl’s direct contemporary 

environment, especially on Eugen Fink and Oskar Becker, as they have played a crucial role in 

forming our perception of Husserl’s mature philosophy. The significance of Husserl’s immediate 

environment is being gradually recognised by the recent Husserl scholarship; and I intend to deepen 

our view of this complex situation by an investigation that relies heavily on historical data, 

unpublished archive material – also outside the Husserl-Archives – and recent critical edition. In 

investigating this situation I try to pay special attention to the subtle lateral connections between the 

figures in Husserl’s environment and on the methodological limits of our historical access. 

Finally, Chapter IV, Return to Husserl: Husserl’s mature notion of philosophy, tries to “cash in” on 

the investigations done in the previous chapters. In this chapter I attempt to distil the important 

aspects of the specifically Husserlian core of philosophy – as opposed to the various influencing 

factors in Husserl’s direct environment that largely determined the public perception of Husserl’s 

philosophy – and I focus on those aspect of Husserl’s notion of philosophy which are specially 

relevant for the contemporary discussion, including the question of Endgültigkeit and historicity. 

I argue that Husserl’s notion of philosophy is best conceived as a gradual-reflective elucidation 

(Auklärung) of evidences (including phenomenology’s own evidences); I try to sketch Husserl’s 

own specific understanding of the egos in natural and transcendental attitudes, and their 

transcendental unity, which, I argue, casts light on a hermeneutic function of Husserlian 

phenomenology. I believe that it is possible to highlight the themes – the problem of motivation, 

transcendental language, and the question of co-philosophising – where Husserl is definitely 

unwilling to follow in Fink’s footsteps, whose philosophical path in these years, I argued, lies far 

beyond the confines of Husserlian phenomenology. Furthermore, I try to track Husserl’s deepening 

sensitivity towards his transcendental phenomenological philosophy’s relation to the history of 

philosophy, and finally I propose a tentative answer as to whether a Husserlian phenomenologist 
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could learn from the history without surrendering his special commitment. 

The discussion of the issues of historicity is embedded in a detailed study of Husserl’s Crisis period. 

 

* 

 

In fact, the study of the proper conditions of our access to historical philosopher like Husserl 

constitutes an equally important aspect of my work, which is present at different levels: First, I have 

extensively studied some historical situations – e.g. Fink’s ambiguous involvement in Husserl’s 

philosophy (see esp. Chapter III) – which probably belong to the most intricate chapters of 

contemporary continental philosophy, providing valuable lessons on the nature and limits of our 

historical access to philosophy. Other parts – e.g. the study of the discrepancy between the public 

perception of Husserl’s early philosophy and its internal development, or the study of the pivotal 

role of less exposed philosophers, like Stumpf and Lotze in Husserl’s development – I think clearly 

exemplifies the speciality of the historical approach to philosophy. 

But, I think, there is, beyond these particular lessons, a more general level of lessons on the history 

of philosophy that can be drawn from the present investigation: These more general aspects concern 

the difference between a philosopher’s position in the doxography of a philosophical movement and 

his position in the history of the philosophy: The juvenile Phenomenological Movement – like other 

movements in the history of philosophy – was decidedly antihistorical , but later it has developed its 

own view of its own history. This history is more like a doxography or even a hagiography: the 

early phenomenologists have made decisive discoveries but failed to grasp the deepest sense of their 

own discoveries, and their philosophical project is continued and finished by the later generations of 

phenomenologists.  

But the Phenomenological Movement has meanwhile become more than hundred years old, so it 

undeniable forms a part of the history of philosophy. In a certain sense, it is precisely this resulting 

tension – or, more precisely, the process of becoming a part of the history of philosophy – that was 

the main theme of my investigations. 

The process of becoming a historical philosopher involves both obsolescence and actualisation. On 

the one hand, a historical philosopher is obsolete and here are no more direct followers of his 

philosophy. On the other hand, it involves a surprising amount of actualisation. A historical 

philosopher is no more bounded by his alleged breakthroughs and unseen limits, no more placed in 

the restrictive context of a doxography, no more perceived through the lens of an official 

hagiography. This is the reason why historical philosophers could prove to be surprisingly fresh 

partners in our present-day conversations. 
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In Husserl’s case, this process is especially exciting because of the wide discrepancy between his 

position in the hagiography of the Phenomenological Movement and between what a historical 

approach to Husserl could offer us. It implies that the study of Husserl’s notion of philosophy could 

provide real and valuable lessons on this process of becoming a historical author (or more generally, 

on the nature of the history of philosophy itself). So, in a certain sense, my entire work could also 

be conceived as a case study in this process. 


