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Theme: The Phenomenological Turn to History in the  

Epistemology of the Exact Sciences 

 

 

Husserl’s last writings, the so-called “Crisis texts,”1 introduce the radical claim that 

“history is from the start nothing other than the vital movement of the coexistence and 

interweaving of original formations and sedimentations of meaning” (371). By “sedimentation” 

Husserl means “the constant presuppositions” of the scientist “of his [own] constructions, 

concepts, propositions, theories,” such that these “mental products” take on “the form of persisting 

linguistic acquisitions, which can be taken up again at first merely passively and be taken over 

[merely passively] by anyone else” (52). Husserl speaks “about the possibility of complete and 

genuine reactivation [of the sedimented meanings] in full originality, through going back to the 

primal self-evidences, in the case of geometry and the so-called ‘deductive’ sciences” (365).  

Husserl’s philosophical motivation for the possibility of reactivating the original meanings 

sedimented in the practice of the exact sciences and the historical reflection that that possibility 

entails, is clearly foundational. It is driven by the claim that neither the deductive, that is, exact 

sciences nor traditional epistemologies are in a position to account for the logical, ontological, and 

formalized operational meanings that are presupposed and therefore make possible the practice of 

the exact mathematical sciences. In the case of these sciences themselves, this is because their 

formalized-symbolic language intrinsically lacks the reflexivity necessary to account for the non-

formalized and non-symbolic presuppositions that are foundational to the constitution of a 

formalized-symbolic language. In the case of traditional epistemologies (including Husserl’s own 

pre-Crisis phenomenological theory of science), the problem is that they operate on a conceptual 

level that presupposes the foundational validity of the formalized-symbolic cognition that drives 

the modern project of exact science. That project, significantly, for Husserl is unified under the 

heading of the Mathesis Universalis. One important consequence of this for Husserl is the 

sedimentation in the Mathesis Universalis of the pre- and non-formalized meaning fundaments 

that function to make it possible. Husserl’s thesis, that these fundaments can be genealogically 

traced back to their origin in the historically dated pre-scientific life-world, thus links history to 

epistemology in a radically novel way. Husserl shows that he is acutely aware of this when he 

writes:  
[C]ertainly theory of knowledge has never been seen as a peculiarly historical task. But this is 

precisely what we object to in the past. The ruling dogma of the separation in principle between 

epistemological elucidation and historical . . . elucidation, between epistemological and genetic 

origin, is fundamentally mistaken . . . . Or rather, what is fundamentally mistaken is the limitation 

through which precisely the deepest and most genuine problems of history are concealed. (370) 

 

                                                      
1 Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie. Eine Einleitung in die 

phänomenologische Philosophie, ed. Walter Biemel, Husserliana VI (The Hague: Nijhoff, 11954, 21976); translated 

by David Carr as The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 

University Press, 1970). Pagination from English translation is cited. 
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Husserl’s Crisis-texts present two fragmentary reactivations of the original evidences 

sedimented in the exact science of geometry. One analyzes those sedimented in the original 

constitution of Euclidean geometry and the other those sedimented in Galileo’s physics. In 

addition, Jacob Klein, prior to and therefore independent of Husserl’s Crisis-texts, analyzed the 

sedimented arithmetical evidences in the early modern innovation of symbolic mathematics in 

Viète, Descartes, Stevin and Wallis.2  

 

Weekly Interdisciplinary Seminar (bi-weekly meetings,  

2 hour each meeting: 16 hours total)  

 

Interdisciplinary Seminar: the texts studied will be read through the lenses of the philosophy of 

science, the history of the philosophy of science, the philosophy of the history of science, and 

mathematics and logic. 

 

Texts: Jacob Klein’s 1932 Marburg lecture “The World of Physics and the ‘Natural’ World” (34 

pages), which anticipates Husserl’s historical reflection on the foundations of the exact sciences 

and discusses in some detail the historicity of the epistemic conditions of possibility of the 

structural shift in the ontology of Greek mathematics (Euclid, Apollonius, Diophantus) initiated 

by the early moderns (Viète, Fermat, Descartes, Galileo). Edmund Husserl’s 1936 text “Origin of 

Geometry” (25 pages) which is the seminal text documenting the phenomenological turn to 

history in the epistemology of the exact sciences. 

 

Method: Guided reading and critical discussion of the texts. 

Summary: 

A month-long seminar, meeting twice a week for two hours, on the theme of the 

phenomenological turn to history in the epistemology of the exact sciences. Husserl’s 

phenomenological arguments for overcoming the traditional opposition between epistemological 

and historical inquiries into conceptual origins in general, and the conceptual origins of the exact 

sciences in particular, will be presented and critically evaluated. The crucial link between the 

phenomenologically genetic account of the intentional origins of exact meanings and the turn to 

the intentional history of those origins will be explored in the light of problem of historicism. 

Texts: Jacob Klein’s 1932 Marburg lecture “The World of Physics and the ‘Natural’ World” (34 

pp.) and Edmund Husserl’s 1936 text “Origin of Geometry” (25 pp.). 

 

Seminar Schedule: 

 
from 5pm to 7pm on 

Tue, Oct 5 

Fri, Oct 8 

Tue, Oct 12 

                                                      
2 Greek Mathematical Thought and the Origin of Algebra, trans. Eva Brann (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1969; 

reprint: New York: Dover, 1992). “The World of Physics and the ‘Natural’ World,” trans. David R. Lachterman, in 

Lectures and Essays, 1–34. “Phenomenology and the History of Science,” in Philosophical Essays in Memory of 

Edmund Husserl, ed. Marvin Farber (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1940), 143–163. 
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Fri, Oct 15 

Tue, Oct 19 

Fri, Oct 22 

Thu, Oct 28 

Fri, Oct 29 

 

at the IHMC (Institut d;histoire moderne et contemporaine) 

45 rue d'Ulm (Escalier D, 3e étage) 

 

 

BIO: 

 
My main research interest is the philosophical foundation of the transformation of knowledge that began in the 16th 
century with the philosophical advent of modernity. I’ve written three books, most recently The Origin of the Logic of 
Symbolic Mathematics: Jacob Klein and Edmund Husserl (2011) and The Philosophy of Husserl (2010) and edited 
two others. I’ve published over eighty articles and given over 140 lectures on 20th century European philosophy 
(especially the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, and Jacob Klein), Plato, early modern 
philosophy, and philosophy and depth psychology. I’m founding co-editor of The New Yearbook for Phenomenology 
and Phenomenological Philosophy. My current research continues the tradition of transcendental phenomenology 
and is focused on the critique of symbolic reason. 
 


