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Prologue: Why Edith?

The spirit of genuine philosophy is alive in every true philosopher, in anyone who cannot resist an inner need to search out the λóγος [logos, reason, word] of this world, its ratio (as Thomas translated the word). The born philosopher – the true philosopher indeed must be born as a philosopher – brings this spirit with her into the world as potency, as I would call it. The potency becomes actualised when they meet a mature philosopher, a ‘teacher’. This is the way we reach out to one another over the bounds of space and time.1

Who was Edith Stein?2 A Silesian German Jew. A worker for women’s rights who equalled and surpassed her better-connected male colleagues. A brilliant philosopher and theologian. An ardent German patriot with a deep love of the German intellectual tradition and culture. A psychologist at the dawn of modern psychology. An ecstatic mystic whose prayer was indeed ‘a longing for truth itself’.3 A Catholic nun who spent her last days trying to hold the disaster of mid-twentieth-century Germany at bay whilst she sought her soul in the peace of a convent. And finally, the victim of the Holocaust, transported across her beloved Europe in a cattle wagon and murdered at the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camps.

For some years I have thought of writing a book about her, but the glittering kaleidoscope of her character and talents made it difficult to know where to begin. My own interest in her began in 2016 when I finished a book exploring human personhood through a discussion on the nature of the soul.4 Of all the authors I explored: Plato, Aristotle, St Augustine, John Cassian, Sigmund Freud, Otto Rank, Carl Jung, James Hillman, she was the one who impressed me the most. I found something in her precise yet rhapsodic writing which the other voices had failed to articulate. Here, I thought, was a writer who not only knew what she wanted to say, but also, and perhaps more importantly, knew what couldn’t be said about the human person. Like the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, she was able to say clearly what could be said but also leave unexpressed the mystery that lies at the heart of the human person. As I finished that book I wanted to explore her more deeply, especially in respect to her ability to express the need for a ‘soulful life’ – ein seelisches Leben – in our current disturbing times.

Following this impulse an amusing caprice suggested itself to me whilst I sat under the shadow of St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna during a break in an international conference on the philosophy of Edith Stein held in that venerable city. I imagined, amongst the selfie sticks and milling tourists, two writers conversing on a neighbouring table. On one side, dressed neatly in her slightly formal 1920s clothes, wearing a dove-grey dress, was Frau Dr Stein, listening intently as was her custom and framing each word carefully and deliberately. On the other side of the tablecloth, shabbily dressed and puffing vigorously on an old cheroot, ash of which would fall in his mocha, was Herr Professor Freud. Pleasantly surprised, slightly against his better judgement, by the wisdom of the young woman, but never letting down his guard as he sought to retain a healthy scepticism in the face of the well-chosen arguments of this phenomenologist convert. Of course it was a fun conceit that could not possibly have happened … and yet … Stein was often in Vienna, and although she was not an habituée of its coffee houses in the 1920s, who knows, the two may have had a chance encounter as she waited for one of the interminable train journeys she undertook at that time or whilst just enjoying the spring sunshine in the Stephansplatz. Regardless, the phantasy encapsulated my overall vision for this book – that Edith’s views, especially on the relationship between the psyche and the mind – should once again be taken seriously enough for her to be in robust dialogue with other ‘masters’ of psychology such as Freud and his collaborator, Carl Gustav Jung. Yet, as the book proceeded I came to see two things – first that Stein’s thought cannot be understood in isolation from the prevailing phenomenological movement, of which she was such an essential part. And secondly, that Stein, through her phenomenological exercises, was led to a radical understanding of Christianity such as to revitalize it and restore its relevance for the coming century.
Professor Antonio Calcagno, whose writings have been so helpful in framing my analysis in this book, suggests three reasons for the scholarly neglect of Stein’s work since her death (Calcagno 2006: 263–4). The first is that her philosophical collaboration with Edmund Husserl was time-limited, meaning that she did not in this early period have access to the fullness of Husserl’s final phenomenological synthesis which we shall explore later in Chapter 2. Secondly, the nature of Steinian scholarship itself, which has tended to concentrate on the religious, and frankly pious, aspects of her martyrdom at the expense of her philosophy. As he points out, Stein saw an intimate connection between her phenomenological approach and her religious views and I have taken this into account as I explore the nature of her philosophical anthropology in the present book. Finally, there is old-fashioned sexism. If Husserl found it difficult to put Edith on a par with his other male students surely, as Calcagno suggests, he too was suffering from an unconscious bias.

Stein’s philosophy, suggests Calcagno, has the possibility of presenting ‘a universal philosophy of human experience rooted in both reason and accessibility’ – a ‘poignant encounter’ (Calcagno 2006: 264) which explicitly does not exclude faith, belief and spirituality. This acceptance of the spiritual dimension of human personhood can sadly be as great a challenge to the modern academic working in the field as much as sexism and anti-Semitism were in Edith’s time. Edith, as we shall see, often spoke of her reluctance to mount a lecturer’s podium unless she could speak of the transcendent aspect of human life. In an era that wanted, and still wants, to build a ‘psychology without soul’, Stein’s work stands out as that of someone who logically proposed a transcendent aspect to human life and personhood. It is this ‘living philosophy of human personhood’ which will be explored in this book.

Aspects of Stein

However, little did I know, when I began this book in the summer of 2019, that the very foundations of our world would be shaken by the Covid-19 pandemic. As the world shut down and movements were restricted I found myself spending day after day in Edith’s company and discovering what a wonderful companion she was in a world ‘turned upside down’. The fruit of the time spent in her company is this book.

She was a very prolific writer and at the time of writing the German Ausgabe of her collected works is just being completed – twenty-eight volumes in all.5 Although she is now getting the attention she deserves in German-speaking lands the Anglophone world still remains somewhat behind. Despite valiant efforts the Institute of Carmelite Studies in Washington DC has only translated two-thirds of her work into English to date, and again, despite considerable efforts by the admirable International Association for the Study of the Philosophy of Edith Stein (IASPES), it remains early days for the scholarly and critical examination of her writings by English-speaking readers. Although precise in her use of her native German, like her fellow psychologist Sigmund Freud, there lies the problem of translation of her particular terms for the self into English. We shall have more to say about this as we go along.

As well as these issues there lie cultural blocks to her reception. First, there is the difficulty mentioned above of categorizing her. Edith does not easily ‘fit into a box’. Many readers see her as a Jewish victim of the Holocaust misappropriated by the Catholic Church. Others focus on the burning piety of this great lady destroyed in her prime whilst others prefer to see her as the great phenomenologist, uncrowned heir to Edmund Husserl. Although she died more than half a century ago in 1942, it has taken up to now for these conversations to ‘clear the ground’ so that we can begin finally to appreciate her writings in their own right. Edith encompasses so many worlds it is perhaps unsurprising that it has taken us so long to decide which, if any, she belongs to. I am conscious that some readers will finish this book and decide, after all, that she is best left in the ‘phenomenological philosopher’ ‘Jewish thinker’ or ‘Catholic saint’ box after all. But my own hope for the present volume is that it might be part of a ‘second wave’ of Steinian studies, especially in the Anglophone world, where we shall not be so concerned with fitting her into a particular box but rather begin to appreciate the multi-faceted talent of this extraordinary woman who was both philosopher, psychologist and theologian.
The aim of this book

Although I will need to present certain biographical and contextual angles for those not so familiar with her life the main emphasis of this book will be on ideas. Not simply academic ideas that can lie hidden on dusty shelves, but living ideas – ideas that can change lives. At several times the course of Edith’s own life changed direction as a consequence of discovering a new idea. Accordingly, I shall in this volume respect the rich sources of Edith’s thought whilst opening her up into conversation with a variety of interlocutors. These conversations – some playful, some serious – will be with thinkers who deeply influenced her, such as St John of the Cross and Edmund Husserl; others with people whom she barely conversed with, such as Friedrich Nietzsche, and, finally, some with authors she couldn’t have known, such as Gerard Manley Hopkins. I have chosen each of them first to illustrate diverse aspects of Stein’s work, such as her views on the nature of psychology and philosophy, but also to present a ‘living philosophy’, which, according to the programme of my earlier books, needs to embrace unknowing, ambiguity, paradox, creativity, the symbolic and the libidinal – all of which I see are intrinsic to human selfhood. In so doing my aim will be to open up the conversation of her philosophy from narrow academic silos into a broader sweep of thought. Ultimately for Edith the test of a philosophy is how it affects the reader – in taking this perspective my aim is to present Edith’s thought as a living philosophy which is still capable of changing lives in our rapidly changing twenty-first century.

Although there are many excellent biographies of the saint available, which I have drawn upon here, some aspects of her life and work may not be so well known outside the German intellectual world, I shall therefore begin by introducing her life as well as the key sources to understanding her context. Following this the first part of the book will delineate Stein’s ‘living philosophy’ by means of three aspects of her anthropology: first, her articulation of psychology and how she understands it vis-a-vis philosophy and theology, secondly her exposition of the human person and how she relates it to what she calls the soul or core of our being and finally her notion of ‘levels of the self’. This discussion will have a preface in which we explore the phenomenological ‘revolution’ of the early twentieth century which was so important in forming Edith’s mature philosophical perspectives.
As well as appraising her intellectual contributions to our ongoing debate about the nature of the self the book will have another aim expressed in its second part. Edith, as we have already seen, was a woman of contradictions, very much a woman of our times. I believe therefore that she has much to teach us on how to live a ‘soulful life’ in our present strange times. This will be presented in Part Two which I have called, following her own term, ‘a philosophy of life’. This will explore various aspects of what we might call the ‘duty of the philosopher’ as we follow her own final steps to the gates of Auschwitz.

Part Two, then, will guide us towards answering the question which is perhaps more pressing than ever – how do we live a meaningful life in the contemporary world? We begin this by exploring her engagement with Carmelite thought and practice as exemplified by her teacher in religion, St John of the Cross. We shall follow this with a conversation with the nineteenth-century English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins and the medieval theologian Dionysius the Areopagite as we explore her essential ‘symbolic mentality’ in relation to psychological and spiritual resilience. The final chapter ends with some reflections on the ‘duty of the philosopher’ in our present disturbed and disturbing times. This shall take the form of a conversation with her contemporary, Ludwig Wittgenstein.

Strange islands

As I wrote the book some lines of her mentor, St John of the Cross, came often to my mind:

My Beloved is:

the mountains,

the lonely wooded valleys,

the strange islands,

the singing rivers,

the whisper of the sighs of love.6

At various moments when asked why she had made some of the dramatic choices of her life: from agnostic philosopher to Roman Catholic, from laywoman to enclosed Carmelite nun, from German patriot to refugee from the Reich, she would often answer with some words from the old Latin Vulgate version of the Jewish Book of Isaiah: ‘secretum meum mihi’: ‘my secret to myself’ or ‘my secret remains with me’. Despite half a century of exhaustive analysis of texts, documents and eye-witness accounts, many aspects of the life, and death, of Edith Stein will remain forever unknown. As we embark upon this journey to the ‘strange islands’ of Edith’s life and work I would ask you, the reader, to bear in mind that part of Edith shall forever remain a secret, strange if you like, and we must respect that as we explore her.

This approach very much underscores my own treatment of Stein in these pages. Like her Austrian contemporary Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) she preserves the gentle flow of the personality through the articulation of a philosophy that is at once profound and yet accessible. The aim of this book, then, is to show how this remarkable woman, who took the full force of the European unconscious in the middle of the twentieth century and paid the ultimate price for it, is perfectly suited to be our own guide at an equally tumultuous time for European, and world, culture. When Stein took her religious vows she took the slightly complicated name: Teresia Benedicta a Cruce. Teresa in honour, as we shall see, of her great mentor and inspiration, St Teresa of Avila, who would eventually lead her to the peace of the order founded on Mount Carmel in the Middle Ages. Benedict in honour of the wise and humane sixth-century Patron of Europe – a title she would eventually share with him when it was bestowed upon her by Pope St John Paul II in 1999. Finally, she added the moniker ‘a cruce’ – ‘at or of the cross’, for, as we shall see, she realized in her life that only by holding fast ‘a cruce’ could she survive what was to be thrown at her. This too will form part of the narrative of this book.

Philosopher, theologian or psychologist?

Regarding my dear Master [Husserl] I have no worries. It has always been far from me to think that God’s mercy allows itself to be bound by the frontiers of the visible church. God is truth. All who seek truth seek God, whether it is clear to them or not.7
Trained as a psychologist and philosopher Edith graduated to theology through her study of Ss John Henry Newman, Thomas Aquinas and Dionysius the Areopagite. Yet for her all three disciplines were part of a ‘seamless robe’. As she was unable to exercise her intellectual skills in a university milieu, partly because she was a woman and partly because she was Jewish, she had to develop a ‘practical philosophy of life’ as she journeyed around the German-speaking countries in the interwar years exhorting and encouraging other laywomen to develop their talents and intellectual skills. These unique circumstances of her intellectual development, as we shall see shortly, explain the extraordinary practical power of her philosophy and go a long way to explaining how she was able to combine all three into what I have called in this book, her living philosophy.

So, then, who was Edith Stein? A saint, a philosopher, a psychologist, a woman, a human being (ein Mensch) for our times. I welcome you to these conversations with that remarkable woman, Edith Stein.

A note on translation

One thing she said I shall never forget, when she once gave her reason for an unfavourable criticism of a very free translation: ‘A translator must be like a pane of glass, that lets all the light through but is not seen itself.’ It was a very characteristic saying.8

The publication history of Edith’s works is complicated and unfinished. Much of her mature writing was accomplished under trying circumstances. Interrupted by endless travelling in the tumult of Weimar Germany, she was spared the relative leisure of an academic post to compose these works, even whilst in convent life. As paper shortages arose with the onset of the Second World War drafts and final texts would be written on recycled lecture notes, scraps and shopping lists. As a Jew writing in Nazi Germany the very content of her writing, especially her autobiographical Life in a Jewish Family, might have caused problems with the Gestapo not only for herself but also for her fellow nuns. Despite all these pressures it is remarkable just how much of her writing has survived. Many of her manuscripts managed to come with her to Holland after her flight there in 1938. After her arrest in 1942 some wise sisters took care of them – at one point evacuating them out of the convent to a farmyard for safe keeping as the bombs of war rained down. These were later rescued and lovingly preserved at archives such as the Edith Stein Archive in Cologne and the Edmund Husserl Archive in Leuven/Louvain, where many are still kept to the present day. After hostilities ceased scholars, friends and admirers set out upon the monumental task of reconstructing and publishing her oeuvre, again, not a straightforward task. Herder in Germany and Nauwelaerts in Belgium began the first series of published works in 1950 with their edition of her last completed work, Kreuzeswissenschaft/The Science of the Cross. This would become the first volume in a series now referred to as the Edith Steins Werke (ESW). This was supplemented when Herder published the first volume of their Edith Stein Gesamtausgabe (ESGA) with a volume of her letters in 2000. This massive undertaking under the stalwart directorship of Hanna-Barbara Gerl-Falkovitz is now completing its final stages with, at the time of writing, twenty-eight volumes published in all. The systematic English translation of these series began with the first volume from the proposed complete Collected Works of Edith Stein (CWES) from the Institute of Carmelite Studies, Washington, Life in a Jewish Family, which appeared in 1986. The series continues to the present day under
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