


Fifth Interpretive Framework: Phenomenology


Phenomenology is a way of doing philosophy (and is used by other disciplines) that attempts as its founder, Edmund Husserl, said, “to return to the things themselves.” This means primarily to return to our experience as the basis for our philosophy, for the sense of what is real and how we know, rather than look to our ideas of reality, for explanations and theories that tell us what our experience is “really about.”


To return to our experience is not so easy. We usually discount it as merely “subjective.” Phenomenology starts with the observation that all consciousness of any sort is consciousness of something. That towards which we are directed and the way we direct ourselves are one phenomenon—inseparable. This means we disregard the “objective” as just one mode of reality, but not the one we are interested in, if we are going to base our description on experience. 


It is not easy to describe one’s experience—it means paying attention to all its details and to all its layers and to all its interconnections. It means seeing what really “counts” for me and for us as a group, rather than what I may claim to be the case—using our culture’s convenient ideas.


Phenomenology focuses on the realm of meaning. How does this phenomenon means something to us. How else does it means something to us? How else does it means something to us? A phenomenologist is like a dog with a bone—he or she keeps chewing, gnawing. How does one keep describing in such a way the unity—the non-dualistic relations with the world are kept intact and brought forth. Phenomenology says truth is not about “true” versus “false” as much as about bringing forth is full view so we recognize something versus letting it fall back into vagueness, into ways we don’t even notice what we’re experiencing.


Time and space, if they are to be based on our experience have different forms that must be described.  Phenomenology looks for the way something ”shows itself from itself in the very way that is shows itself”(Heidegger) and tries to describe this. So, time is not what we explain it as, a series of moments running from past to future—but is experienced differently in different situations—whether cultural, whether structured by context—like in a factory or school or on the ocean, and needs ot be described. Time as a horizon of meaning is not discontinuous per se, unless it becomes fragmented in a certain context, but is a duration of differing sorts. Space is also not a homogenous “between things” but a presence which differs in its nature, as in the spaces of closets, the space of an urban neighborhood, the space of a battlefield or the space of Cézanne’s Mt. St. Victoire. 

It is not about “why’s” but focused on the “how” something is. There is never any definite answer—any finish or closure. Phenomenology would say that experience is “inexhaustible.” Meaning always has more depths that can be plumbed and connected with other meanings. Rather than being an “either/or” phenomenon. most things are “both/and.” Ambiguity is not a defect, but the hallmark of reality—insofar as one stays faithful to experience. Contradiction is not untrue—it is the depth dimension of things.


If we pay attention to experience, everything is always in change. This kind of evolution is its being according to phenomenology—we don’t have to “fix” things, but can try to evoke in language that way they are dynamic—even the past is always changing and the future is, too, insofar as we can only speak about it in the present.


Phenomenology listens to the ways I which the world speaks to us, in its own voice, in ways that end up in our own language as how we speak for the world or the world speaks through us. We can find these meanings in the combination of reason, emotions, imagination, memory and intuition—but we keep have to go further, adding more, digging deeper.


To use a phenomenological method is to use the “hermeneutic circle.” One starts with an idea that motivates the question—the preconception. This allows us to turn to certain objects. Once we really explore our descriptions of the objects, this alters and enriches our original idea. We change that and then see how this leads us to new objects. We keep going “back and forth” or deepening this “circle” of understanding. It means there is no form “foundation” for our inquiry and we keep evolving I what we are looking for and where we are looking—depending on what we have just found.


We often have the attitude that language is a mere tool for expressing our thoughts, but phenomenology pays attention to the way we understand the world through language. Language allows us to think, to apprehend the shape of the world. We are talked into reality and identity by others, and enter the human world and its meanings by language. Phenomenology calls language the “house of Being.” The words gather together for us the sense of who we are and what others are and what the world is.


As we are talked into who we are, we emerge in the midst of others. Phenomenology sees that the “we” is more fundamental to who we are initially than the “I.” The individual develops against this background of always being part of a family, a culture, a community. The most basic form of humanity is intersubjectivity, not subjectivity. When we are isolated, this is a movement away from being enmeshed with others. The community is not just a sum of individuals.


In general, phenomenology sees that the wholes come before the parts in our experience and hence in reality. We perceive meaningful holes, not little atoms of input. I hear sounds such as words or the wind or a door closing, and not sounds of wavelengths I must then interpret. The whole is made of a figure against a background (gestalt). Everything is what it is primarily in a context. This is the more primal level of reality.


So, too, for humans. We are beings-in-a-world. We are not separable from our contexts and this is part of our identity. We are a network of relationships is another way to put the same thing. To figure out who anyone is we need to see them within the web of their relationships—within their distinctive Being-in-the-world.

Some terms related to phenomenology

truth as “un-concealment,”  humans are “being true,” all truth is untruth

non-dualism, no subjects vs. objects

back to the things themselves, levels of meaning

ambiguity as positive

description vs. explanation

hermeneutic circle

indirect use of language—showing

interrelations as fabric of reality

seeing the whole==parts don’t add up, gestalt

language as the house of Being

intersubjectivity

gestalt

Being in the world
