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Introduction


The intent of the book is to investigate the birth of the phenomenological school in the twentieth century. While the founder of the “classical” phenomenological school is undoubtedly Edmund Husserl, Edith Stein can be considered a co-founder. For this reason, I have set out here to examine the contributions of the two thinkers. As a reconsideration and re-evaluation of the philosophical exchange between Husserl and Stein, this volume seeks to highlight the depth and breadth of the thinking of the philosophers on questions related to method, anthropology, personhood, intersubjectivity, ethics, religion, ontology, psychology, and gender. Their unique and differing positions are discussed in light of the thinkers’ shared phenomenological roots.

Let us begin with Husserl. His goal is to find truth by coherently articulating a project that was born with the idea of “first philosophy” found in ancient Greek thought—a project always present but never completely realized in the history of philosophy; indeed, not even well understood. As Husserl argues in his lectures in Erste Philosophie [First Philosophy], The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, and in his late manuscripts, this project is first and foremost a matter of understanding the “task” of phenomenology—which certainly does not exclude the realization of that task, but which in any case motivates it, even in light of the difficulties involved in achieving it. And it is precisely Edith Stein who gives the justification for this project, highlighting the profound reason for this difficulty while emphasizing the relationship between the human being and truth.

Even if truth transcends us (as it remains a goal for human existence that is never entirely attainable), we must not yield to skeptical or nihilistic temptations about its impossibility; rather, we must take action to grasp what is possibly comprehensible about it through a communal effort. In fact, everyone can contribute with their own unique abilities toward showing some aspects of it, which, if they are true, are convincing and help to clarify the nature of the object under investigation. On this basis, Stein argues that generations of philosophers join hands beyond space and time; and it is for this reason that she boldly connects medieval and contemporary thinkers—not to create a synthesis of their ideas, but to use their ideas to treat the issues being addressed. If Augustine, with great acuity, shows the meaning or sense of the human being from the viewpoint of its interiority, then Thomas Aquinas, according to Stein, rightly finds the meaning of the existence of the human being by relating it to infinite Being.

In order to develop the aforementioned themes, the chapters that make up this book revolve around the philosophical analyses of these two thinkers, who are linked together by a special personal relationship, as the title of the first chapter indicates; namely, that of the master and the disciple or student. The Master is Edmund Husserl, and the disciple is Edith Stein. Their philosophical analyses are almost always studied separately without establishing a connection; indeed, those who dwell on Husserl’s thought rarely consider Stein, and those who are interested in the latter’s writings do not address the connection with the Master. And this happens for a number of reasons.

Regarding Husserl, those who want to delve into the meaning of his phenomenology are faced with very complex writings, both because of this philosopher’s style of research and due to the massive volume of manuscripts he left behind, which are still being published. It can be said that it is necessary to devote many years of study to his work in order to reconstruct his philosophical message in a personal but not arbitrary way, and this stimulates one to outline a theoretical path that is not a simple historical reconstruction. Therefore, those who devote themselves to the examination of the Husserlian legacy often limit themselves to analyzing his writings and correlating them with past or present philosophers belonging to other schools of thought.

The second reason is particularly significant. Like all philosophers who pointed to new avenues of research, Husserl had numerous students and followers; almost all of them are well known, and for this reason they have been studied separately from him, sometimes even ignoring the debt they owed him. One could mention, for example, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Edith Stein. Undoubtedly, both of them have achieved their own theoretical autonomy—they also pursued new paths—but they cannot be regarded apart from Husserl.

In the case of Edith Stein, her resonance as a thinker owes much to her proclaimed sainthood; therefore, the dissemination of her writings, especially in Catholic circles, resulted in the idea that she could be regarded as the bearer of a new form of thought. To understand her thought, however, it is necessary to correlate it with that of the “Master.”


One could argue that Edith Stein’s originality lies in the interweaving of philosophy and religion, a philosophically informed take on religion. It can be assumed that this is the reason why her position attracted many readers of her works and caused her debt to Husserl’s phenomenology to be sidelined. However, those interested in the history of philosophy cannot close their eyes in the face of this debt, which is not to say that Stein’s extraordinary theoretical ability is to be denied, but that in the name of truth, so dear to her—in this case, we speak of historical truth—the link with the Master is to be acknowledged. Husserl had found a disciple who even preceded his own analysis in certain respects; he prophetically stated that Neo-Scholasticism had received a great gift thanks to Stein’s interest in the philosophers of the Middle Ages.

Notable here is that Husserl's phenomenology is the base (one could say that it is the platform) on which Stein subsequently built her own investigations, both by delving into the themes on which the Master had labored, as has already been indicated, and by developing them with the contribution of other “cultural encounters,” as highlighted in my book Assonanze e Dissonanze: Dal Diario di Edith Stein [Assonances and Dissonances: From Edith Stein’s Diary].1
 Following the events of her life—as I imagined them being described in one of her diaries, which I constructed on the basis of her autobiography, Aus dem Leben einer jüdischen Familie [Life in a Jewish Family],2
 and her extensive correspondence—I was able to note the quantity and quality of intellectual and human encounters that she had with many figures of her time, but also with thinkers of the past. I have, therefore, covered her life, and I would like to report briefly here about some significant events.

Stein’s choice to go and study with Husserl at the University of Göttingen was partly due to reading the second volume of his Logical Investigations, and partly to existential circumstances; namely, a request from the wife of Edith’s cousin, Richard Courant, asking Edith to go to Göttingen to keep her company in that city, in which she had no friends.3
 In Göttingen, she would not only meet Husserl but, before him, his assistant Adolf Reinach. Reinach would come to exercise a great influence on the formation of “realist phenomenology,” to which Stein would partly adhere (as discussed in chapter 4 of this book), as well as on a group of disciples who had formed around Husserl called the “Göttingen Circle.” This group included Alexander Pfänder, Dietrich von Hildebrand, Alexandre Koyré, Jean Héring, Hedwig Conrad-Martius along with her future husband, Theodor Conrad, and also (in a temporary and particular way) Max Scheler. Stein established an intellectual friendship with them all that would last a lifetime, as demonstrated by her acceptance of the term “philosophical anthropology,” taken from Scheler, or the commentary on Conrad-Martius’s Metaphysische Gespräche
4
 contained in Stein’s work, Potency and Act. In her works, one finds references to the thinkers of the aforementioned group.


It is not possible in this introduction to follow faithfully and fully all these connections, which I also took up in my book, Phenomenology of the Human Being: Outlines of a Womanly Philosophy.5
 I wish to remind the reader that when we talk about influence in Edith Stein’s thought, this influence never merely indicates passive acceptance. If Stein shares some suggestions that come from others, she always does so because they better clarify the “thing” [Sache] that is being examined. In fact, she always uses the criterion proposed by Husserl, according to which we must accept only that which is evident and which presents itself without doubt.

After following Husserl to Freiburg, Stein wrote her doctoral dissertation on the question of intropathy or empathy, a topic which Husserl had written much about privately (as demonstrated by his texts dating back to 1905, which are published in Volume One of Zur Phänomenologie der Intersubjektivität).6
 He also published texts about empathy, and it is to Stein’s great credit that she treated the topic in depth, as will be shown in chapter 3.

We know that Edith Stein distanced herself from her Jewish faith at the age of fifteen, under the influence of her sister Else and her husband; she had decided, in fact, not to pray anymore.7
 But in the summer semester of 1918, she attended a seminar on the philosophy of religion held by Husserl, during which he commented on Rudolf Otto’s book, The Idea of the Holy, in which reference is made to the Carmelite mystics Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross. Here begins Stein’s new encounter with religion. Furthermore, while preparing the posthumously published works of Adolf Reinach, who died during the First World War, one of his writings, in particular, attracted her attention because it was dedicated to the philosophy of religion, thereby allowing her to understand the value of religious experience. As is known, this encounter marked the start of a journey that would last three years and culminate with Stein’s baptism on New Year’s Eve 1922. An important stage in this journey is Stein’s reading of the life of Saint Teresa of Ávila, which was given to her by Reinach’s sister, Paulina, and which she took with her on a visit to her friend Hedwig Conrad-Martius. Stein read the book in its entirety in one night and left it in the library of the Conrads’ house.8



The encounter with Teresa of Ávila was decisive for Edith Stein, not only with regard to the attention directed toward Catholic Christian religious experience but also from a philosophical point of view: it opened the way for her to undertake a philosophical inquiry into the religious dimension. In this case, one can speak of a real existential and cultural turning point. Proof of this claim can be found in the fact that in 1921 she began what she called her “secret writing,” in which she reflected on the meaning of the word “faith,” titled Freedom and Grace.9



The period of her inner crisis ended in 1922 with her baptism. In 1924, her acquaintance with the Jesuit Father Erich Przywara led her to begin a backward journey10
 that brought her to Thomas Aquinas and, through him, to the discovery of medieval thought—not only to scholasticism, however, but also to what she would call the Neo-Platonic-Augustinian-Franciscan tradition. Thomas inspired her to write Potency and Act, but in Finite and Eternal Being, one finds not only the treatment of Thomas but also a central place for (and an extensive, timely, and passionate commentary on) Augustine’s De Trinitate.

This frank openness to “metaphysics”—and indeed, to a metaphysics that can be called “classical” when compared to Husserl’s, as will be seen in chapters 6 and 7—was due to Stein’s following of some basic lines of medieval thought. This adherence, however, is always “partial.” One would expect, perhaps, a philosophical “conversion” similar to a religious one, a leaving behind of all that came before in favor of the “new woman” (mulier nova), one might say, paraphrasing the homo novus of St. Paul; but this does not happen. The platform on which her thought is built—the platform of philosophical-phenomenological anthropology that supports the whole edifice—allowed her, as she would later confess, to make the “backward journey” to medieval philosophy. Precisely because she came from the phenomenology of Husserl, who had emphasized the value of essence and proposed the description of the human being, which consists of the unity of body, psyche, and, above all, spirit, she was able to appreciate Thomas Aquinas and Augustine.

It is important here to note that the presence of the phenomenological approach in Edith Stein’s works never waned; even in her later works, clear traces of her phenomenological training can be found. In Finite and Eternal Being and in the analysis of mystical experience in Science of the Cross, dedicated to the commentary of St. John of the Cross, the presence of Stein’s phenomenological approach can be seen in the style of her investigation, both methodologically in the clarification of each individual term with reference to the lived experience that is sought to be expressed through it, and in the constant presence of the common thread constituted by the tripartition of human being, as indicated by Husserl.

As we have seen, many were the encounters that shaped Edith Stein’s thought, and her great merit was to “make harmonious” all the insights she took in. However, the first encounter—that with Husserl’s phenomenology—was the most important for her philosophical formation, thanks in part to the breadth of topics investigated by her Master. It can be said, therefore, that she remained a phenomenologist until her very last writings.

What we want to demonstrate here, then, is that it is not possible to know the thought of Edith Stein without referring to Husserl. Each chapter shows that without a reference to the “Master,” even if not always fully understood, it is not possible to speak of the philosophy of Edith Stein. This does not mean reducing Stein’s thought to Husserlian philosophy; rather, it calls for the discovery of the living roots of her thought in the encounter with other proposals of the past, which, according to Stein, clarify certain unmined aspects of Husserl’s own thinking.

In the case of the Master and his disciple, we are dealing here with two paths that, at a certain point, diverge; but perhaps they differ less than what is commonly believed, and precisely in reference to the investigation of ultimate questions. The importance of their thought is demonstrated by the fact that, through it, one is forced to face the great themes that cross Western philosophy—for example, the conflict between realism and idealism, metaphysics and anti-metaphysics. A deep reading of Husserl’s texts makes it possible to clarify the terms of this conflict and to re-read them as offering a consistent, if not similar, position, understood as a “transcendental realism”—this is my
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