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NORMATIVITY AND PHENOMENOLOGY
IN HUSSERL AND HEIDEGGER

Steven Crowell has been for many years a leading voice in debates on
twentieth-century European philosophy. This volume presents thirteen
recent essays that together provide a systematic account of the relation
between meaningful experience (intentionality) and responsiveness to
norms. They argue for a new understanding of the philosophical import-
ance of phenomenology, taking the work of Husserl and Heidegger as
exemplary, and introducing a conception of phenomenology broad
enough to encompass the practices of both philosophers. Crowell dis-
cusses Husserl’s analyses of first-person authority, the semantics of con-
scious experience, the structure of perceptual content, and the embodied
subject, and shows how Heidegger’s interpretation of the self addresses
problems in Husserl’s approach to the normative structure of meaning.
His volume will be valuable for upper-level students and scholars inter-
ested in phenomenological approaches to philosophical questions in both
the European and the analytic traditions.

STEVEN CROWELL is Joseph and Joanna Nazro Mullen Professor of
Philosophy at Rice University. He is the author of Husserl, Heidegger,
and the Space of Meaning (2001), and editor of The Prism of the Self:
Philosophical Essays in Honor of Maurice Natanson (1995), Transcendental
Heidegger (with Jeff Malpas, 2007), and The Cambridge Companion to
Existentialism (Cambridge, 2012).
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Introduction

This book outlines and defends a new understanding of the philosophical
importance of phenomenology, taking the work of Husserl and Heidegger
as exemplary. The crux of this understanding lies in the connection
between normativity and meaning, a connection that has been extensively
explored in certain strands of analytic philosophy but has not been suffi-
ciently appreciated in the phenomenological tradition. In one sense this is
odd, since meaning (in the form of an analysis of intentionality) has been
central to that tradition from the beginning. In another sense, however,
it is perfectly understandable, since neither Husserl nor Heidegger (nor
most of their followers) identified the theme of phenomenology specif-
ically with meaning (Sinn). Rather, Husserl understood phenomenology
to be a science of consciousness, while Heidegger understood it to be an
approach to being. At the same time, both Husserl and Heidegger argued
that phenomenology transformed the sense of previous philosophical
concepts, so it is not altogether clear how we are to understand terms like
“consciousness” and “being” in their writings. As I have argued in Husserl,
Heidegger, and the Space of Meaning (2001), and continue to argue in this
volume, a careful look at the particular descriptions, analyses, and inter-
pretations offered by each shows that it is phenomenology’s focus on the
transcendental conditions of the constitution or disclosure of meaning
that upsets our understanding of traditional philosophical topics in the
ways that exercised Husserl and Heidegger. It thereby also allows us to
appreciate why the analytic treatments alone are not enough.

The closer examination of the space of meaning in its character as a
norm-governed phenomenon, and of the self or subject capable of experi-
encing such meaning, is the primary aim of this book. That examination
yields a conception of phenomenology that sees in it neither a one-off
product of a largely defunct continental metaphysical tradition, nor an
appendage that deals with marginal cases of “what it is like” to experi-
ence something. The phenomenology I have in view offers a deep and
compelling approach to problems of philosophy. In this volume, issues in

1



2 INTRODUCTION

philosophy of mind, moral psychology, and philosophy of action provide
the primary focus for illustrating this claim.

Before going further, a word should be said about the concept of “norm”
that is in play here. The term is often used in a narrow sense, according
to which a norm is an explicitly formulated rule - whether conventional
or rationally derived - that serves as the basis for determining whether
something (an action, mainly) is permissible or obligatory. When the
term is understood in this way, the idea that normativity is central to
Husserlian and Heideggerian phenomenology may well appear perverse.
But there is a wider sense according to which a norm is anything that
serves as a standard of success or failure of any kind, and it is in this sense
that I understand the term here. Thus a legislated statute is a norm, as are
rules of games like chess or baseball; but “unspoken” rules, satisfaction
conditions, cultural mores, manners, what is “normally” done - in short,
whatever it is that measures our speech and behavior - are also norms.
Kant links the “exemplary universality” of our experience of the beau-
tiful with the normative by invoking the “presence of a rule that we can-
not state,” and we can understand Platonic eide as norms in this sense as
well: as ideal exemplars, they stand in relation to the things that share
their names as standards for being those things. Like phenomenological
“essences,” such exemplars are not rules in any sense, but they possess a
kind of normative claim that precludes our thinking of them simply as
entities that turn up in the world, whether as part of the latter’s causal
nexus, as social facts, or as elements of the subject’s psychological out-
fitting. It is this that makes the normative a basic concern in phenomen-
ology, since it belongs squarely within the scope of the latter’s distinctive
sort of anti-naturalism (or anti-objectivism).

Thus the normative is found wherever we can speak of rules, measures,
standards, exemplars, ideals, concepts, and so on; wherever distinctions
between better and worse, success and failure, can be made. 1 don’t pretend
that discriminating between these various sorts of norm is not philosoph-
ically important; on the contrary, there is already a robust literature that
essays this task, and if my argument goes through, tracing the differences
and interconnections among these ways in which the space of meaning
is constituted is a significant item on the phenomenological agenda. One
example will be found in Chapter 10, where the distinction between the
good and the right is touched upon. For the purposes of the general argu-
ment, however, only the wider concept of normativity is necessary.

The normative is at stake in the accounts of intentional content or
meaning offered in both analytic and phenomenological traditions, and



