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Abstract  In the Kaizo articles, written between 1922 and 1924, Husserl 
touched on the intercultural relationship between “the European” and “the 
non-European.” Husserl addressed Japan as he dealt with ethical and cultural 
renewal in his Kaizo articles. Husserl wished to spread the European spiritual 
gestalt, which he comprehended as a universal theoretical rationality to 
remote cultures. At that time, Husserl imagined China as unfamiliar and 
remote. He even used China as a typical example of alienworld when he dealt 
with the problem of cultural difference. This paper reappraises Husserl’s 
thesis by exploring Eurocentrism as a factor that might impede the 
willingness for non-Western or non-European cultures to accept the idea of 
European spiritual gestalt. This paper suggests that the non-Western or 
non-European cultures should take delight in learning from Europe and carry 
out what Husserl had in mind about the meaning of “renewal.” 
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1  Introduction 

In the Kaizo articles written between 1922 and 1924, Husserl reflected on the 
intercultural relationship between “the European” and “the non-European.” 
The viewpoints Husserl outlines in these articles do not differ substantially 
from those found in his 1935 Vienna lecture, which was later included in the 
Crisis (Orth 1993, 334). In this latter work, Husserl systematically describes 
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his ideas about Europe and what makes Europe different from other parts of 
the world. Notably, these viewpoints had already been disclosed in Husserl’s 
Kaizo articles, albeit in very different contexts. In the Crisis, Husserl 
addressed his concerns about the modern sciences which, he believed, were 
increasingly deviating from the concrete life-world. In contrast, in his Kaizo 
articles, Husserl focused primarily on ethical issues. Nevertheless, both of 
these works touch on the cultural and intercultural problematics that Husserl 
continued to address, with greater intensity, in his later philosophy.  

Husserl handles the European/non-European issue in two distinct ways, 
first, in an ethical context, and second, in the context of modern sciences. In 
Crisis, Husserl manages to find the reason why the European sciences went 
into crisis in the modern age. While exploring questions like: What is the 
meaning of this crisis? How can we cope with this crisis and find a solution? 
Husserl finds himself dealing with the idea of “Europe” itself in such a 
context. For Husserl, a historical mission or teleology seems to characterize 
the spiritual development of Europe. He suggests that, in Europe, a new stage 
of humanity has developed and this advanced humanity exhibits a willingness 
to live by the ideal of reason. In Husserl’s understanding, the beginnings of 
this new epoch of humanity can be found in ancient Greece, more precisely, 
in the seventh century B.C.E. This new epoch, which began with the birth of 
philosophy, is so unique that, according to Husserl, nothing similar was ever 
developed in other ancient cultures like India or China. The crucial difference 
between Europe and other ancient cultures can be found in what Husserl calls 
the “theoretical attitude” (theoretische Einstellung) (Hua VI, 325). In other 
words, the spiritual world of Europe starts with the advent of the idea of 
reason, that is, the birth of philosophy. With the impact of objectivism and 
naturalism developed in the modern age, Europe falls into a deep crisis in the 
sciences as well as the humanities. It is transcendental phenomenology 
developed by Husserl that is capable of overcoming this crisis. 

This paper will explore his thoughts in these distinctive contexts, and on 
this basis will address Husserl’s conception of cultural difference, focusing 
on China as an example. Finally, the paper will reflect on intercultural issues 
more broadly, from the standpoint of East Asia in particular. 
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2  Husserl on Ethical and Cultural Renewal 

Husserl’s approach to the problem of “renewal” (or “kaizo” in Japanese) 
focuses on ethics, but also includes a cultural dimension. In brief, one can say 
that, on the individual level, renewal is related to the elevation of humanity, 
which Husserl considers to be the core problem of ethics. On the collective 
level, however, ethics is related to the elevation of individual cultures. This 
cultural elevation should be achieved through the introduction of philosophy, 
which Husserl construes as a rigorous science. It is in this way that Husserl 
responded to the cultural crisis that resulted from the First World War, calling 
on philosophical rationality in order to deal with it. Rationality, which in 
Husserl’s view is a precious gift from ancient Greece, furnishes the European 
with a helpful way of overcoming the crisis of culture. Thus, rationality 
deserves to be recommended to other cultures, such as Japan. An invitation 
from the Japanese journal, Kaizo, prompted Husserl to think and write 
systematically about the problem of ethics and cultural renewal. In fact, 
ethics on a practical and cultural level, for both individuals and collectives, 
had become one of Husserl’s primary concerns during the years immediately 
after the First World War (Hua XXVII, 12–13). 

Husserl depicts renewal as an ethical problem. Why is renewal so closely 
related to ethics? If renewal denotes transformation, what is the direction of 
such a transformation? Why is it necessary to make such a transformation? 
Wherein lies the value of such a transformation? What role does ethics play 
in this context? These are all questions that need to be discussed. 

According to Husserl, people living with a natural attitude do not reflect 
much on their own actions and ways of living. They lead their lives immersed 
in pragmatic concerns. Their living follows certain requirements and rhythms; 
they are bound to both the natural laws and socio-cultural regulations. What 
they do depends mainly on the rules of their particular context; they are not 
particularly concerned if their way of life follows the demands of reason. 
Ethics deals with human behavior, particularly that behavior which is related 
to morality. If ethics focuses on the norms people follow—regardless of 
whether these norms are justifiable or based on necessity—then such an 
ethics would be named “empirical-human ethics” (empirisch-humane Ethik). 
Ethics of this sort is concerned with how people live according to certain 
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norms and how they accept the validity of these norms (Hua XXVII, 20). 
Such an ethics is not devoid of value, yet it is not what Husserl has in mind 
when he calls for a study of the universal, apriori aspects of ethical norms. 
Indeed, Husserl proposes what he calls “the science of practical reason” 
(Wissenschaft von der praktischen Vernunft) as a way to identify and 
understand the universal apriori aspects of ethical norms (Hua XXVII, 21). 

Husserl believes that leading a life based on the best knowledge and a clear 
conscience is of great importance (Hua XXVII, 33). But how can one achieve 
this? For Husserl, reflection and rational thinking is crucial, for it facilitates 
and signifies an individual’s self-evaluation. Husserl believes individuals 
should reflect upon and evaluate their own actions and whether their goals 
have been meaningfully achieved. Moreover, Husserl advises that individuals 
should also reflect upon how they feel as they strive to lead ethical lives. 
Thus, for Husserl, reflection is the ability to review one’s own mode of life 
instead of living in a state of ignorant naivety. In Husserl’s view, reason can 
best disclose itself in the activity of reflection.  

Reflection and the ensuing rational thinking make a person keenly aware 
of what he should and should not do. How can one act according to the best 
knowledge and conscience? This question is transformed by Husserl into the 
following one: What categorical imperative does one impose upon oneself? 
The content of the categorical imperative is “to lead a life based on practical 
reason” (Hua XXVII, 36). According to Husserl, a life can be justified along 
ethical lines as long as it is based on practical reason. One becomes a genuine 
person (wahrer Mensch) by following the demands of absolute reason. For 
Husserl, only a person who lives his life according to practical reason can be 
deemed an “ethical person” (ethischer Mensch), that is, a genuine person. 

To sum up, the ethical question is relevant to the question of how to 
become a person that represents true humanity. This is also what Kaizo’s 
concept of renewal signifies. For a person to transform from a lower to a 
higher status is crucial. This transformation is revealed via an ethical 
dimension, wherein one leads his or her life in accordance with practical 
reason. Conversely, one may also say that the ethical life is the life guided by 
the idea of renewal. Thus, ethics and renewal are closely related in Husserl’s 
view. 

Compared to all other vocational modes of life, Husserl sees the ethical 



Husserl’s Intercultural Implication of Ethical Renewal and Theoretical Rationality 513 

form of life as the most valuable. In fact, for Husserl, the ethical mode of life 
is the only mode of life that has absolute value. For example, Husserl points 
out that an artist cannot simply be regarded as representing true humanity. 
Only by adding an ethical dimension can an artist truly represent humanity to 
the highest degree, because only the ethical life possesses the highest, that is, 
a universal and absolute value (Hua XXVII, 29). 

As a result, the ethical life is a life which begins with a willingness to 
undertake renewal. Moreover, this enduring willingness must be enacted over 
and over again. Only with such willingness—that is, of one’s own free 
choice—can one grasp true humanity and subsequently happiness. This is 
what Husserl calls Urstiftung. 

According to Husserl, an individual’s cultural field is constituted by all of 
his or her activities. Any individual is both a subject and an object of culture. 
Being a cultural object means that a person is influenced by culture. This 
occurs regardless of whether that person is consciously or unconsciously 
co-constituted with practical reason. In other words, an individual cannot 
absolutely avoid being influenced and hence shaped by culture. But this is 
not the only relationship between culture and the individual person. The 
individual can also become the subject of culture. Through the original 
Urstiftung, he can transform himself into a completely new person. In this 
sense Husserl calls the person with true humanity “causa sui,” that is, 
self-caused. Only then can an individual be seen as attaining true renewal. In 
this context Husserl argues emphatically that an involuntary or forced 
renewal would be meaningless. Only free and voluntary renewal—renewal 
originating in one’s own free will—can effect true humanity and happiness 
(Hua XXVII, 43). 

After dealing with ethics on the individual level, Husserl proceeds to 
address ethics on the collective level. As mentioned previously, people live in 
both natural and social environments. In such circumstances, people tend to 
pursue good for both their individual selves and for others. People hope that 
other persons may also lead their lives in accordance with morality. In other 
words, an individual person wants his or her community to be ethical, as well. 
In Husserl’s own words, the true person wants his or her community to be 
true, and he or she wants to be a member of a true community (Hua XXVII, 
46). In short, the individual good is not the endpoint of Husserl’s ethics. On 
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the contrary, only the collective good can fully satisfy Husserl’s requirements.   
It goes without saying that culture will have an impact on the historical 

environment as long as human beings live in both historical and cultural 
contexts. Moreover, collective ethics will inevitably influence the ethics of 
particular individuals. Accordingly, the improvement of collective ethics will 
help reinforce an individual’s ethical thought and behavior. This is the reason 
Husserl addresses collective ethics as the next step after constituting 
individual ethics. On the collective level, cultural issues are closely related to 
ethical ideals. The enhancement of collective ethics is, for Husserl, the same 
as the enhancement of culture. Thus, we must ask: How can culture be 
enhanced? Wherein lies the crucial point? In order to address these questions, 
Husserl proceeds to explore the science of ethics (ethische Wissenschaft) as 
well as science in general. 

Husserl holds that all ethical issues fall into the domain of scientific 
research, and he does not clearly distinguish between the science of ethics 
(ethische Wissenschaft), and scientific ethics (wissenschaftliche Ethik). 
Characterizing his definition of science as a rigorous science (strenge 
Wissenschaft), he also understands philosophy as science. Accordingly, when 
we talk about the “science of ethics” or “scientific ethics,” we may conceive 
of it directly as philosophical ethics. 

Philosophical ethics includes the understanding of the idea of a person, the 
construction of notions such as the world, and the classification of diverse 
ethical manifestations. Philosophical ethics also works to understand the 
normalization of life and the working out of norms. In other words, the 
enterprise of philosophical ethics involves two distinct dimensions: the 
theoretical and the practical (Brainard 2007, 17).  

The value of theory is unquestionable. Husserl confirms this point 
repeatedly and insists that the value of theory is not diminished in the ethical 
domain. He thinks that a valuable life relies on the development of theoretical 
interests (Hua XXVII, 52). However, as long as praxis is indispensable to 
ethics, this rigorous science must also be a technical science which should be 
applied and should further the goal of achieving true humanity (Hua XXVII, 
55). Lower values need to be developed to a higher level, and the passive life 
needs to become an active one. By addressing these questions, philosophical 
ethics contributes to the development of a true humanity. 

This is true both on the individual and the collective level. It is related to 
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the question of how a community can become a genuinely ethical collective, 
i.e. a community of reason (Vernunftgemeinschaft). Husserl considers the role 
of philosophers in society to be crucial in this context. The moral level of the 
collective depends on whether the philosopher occupies a position of 
authority in society, because philosophy is regarded by Husserl as the 
medium for the edification of a society. In other words, philosophy 
encourages a higher form of rationality; it helps create absolute values, and 
this creation itself is a part of the absolute life.  

Philosophers provide a method by which society can be conscious of itself. 
If society allows philosophy to unfold itself, and philosophers can make 
philosophy a functioning cultural system, then that society is on its way to 
becoming a genuine community of reason (Welton 2004, 321).1 According to 
Husserl, this is exactly what happened in ancient Greece, where philosophers 
succeeded in their struggle for social status in a community which had been 
dominated by religious traditions. For Husserl, the authority of religion is 
completely incomparable to that of philosophy. The authority of philosophy 
does not depend upon tradition. Instead, philosophy’s authority is incessantly 
created and recreated, for philosophy counts as a field of ideally objective 
values (ein eigenes Reich idealer objektiver Werte) (Hua XXVII, 53). 

Put differently, philosophy makes an enormous contribution by creating an 
ethical community, that is, a community of reason. On both the individual 
and the collective level, society must constantly struggle to make ethical 
progress. Such a struggle is absolutely indispensable to ethical development. 
What Husserl designates as the collective includes not only different nations 
or peoples, but also the entire planet. Ultimately, Husserl hopes the whole 
world will be united into one truly ethical cultural unit. Thus, it is easy to 
understand why Husserl recommended his science of ethics to Japan. 
3  Theoretical Rationality and the European Heritage 

Husserl touches on the issue of cultural difference as he thematizes the 
theoretical attitude inherited in European cultures. Husserl admits that there 

                                                             
1 Donn Welton points out that in the fourth and fifth Kaizo articles (Hua XXVII, 43–93) 
Husserl analyses the field of society in a genetic way. That is to say, Husserl no longer focuses 
on social facts as such, but rather on the way a society or community pursues its ideal 
objectivity and develops.  
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are differences between cultures. Every person lives in his or her “primordial 
environment (Umwelt)” (Hua XV, 436) within which he or she interacts with 
others and behaves according to shared social norms (Hua XIV, 225), and 
thus participates in a common cultural mode, which Husserl defines as 
environemt-apperception (Umwelt-Apperzeption) (Hua XXXIX, 159). When 
living within a familiar milieu, we can easily understand the meaning of 
objects around us as well as other people’s behavior. Using Husserl’s 
example, if we see someone using scissors to cut paper into slices, we can 
determine what is going on without much difficulty. If we know more about 
the vocation of this scissor-using person (for example, if we know that he or 
she is an editor) the meaning of his or her behavior is even clearer (Hua 
XXXIX, 159).  

With the help of Umwelt-Apperzeption, however, one is always clear about 
the meaning of things when living in one’s own familiar environment. Even 
if people engage in different occupations from one’s own, one still shares a 
common environment with them. They all live in the same “world-horizon” 
(Welthorizont) (Hua XXXIX, 160). Due to tradition and a shared 
understanding of familiar types, one may, more or less, easily interpret the 
thoughts and actions of his compatriots even though their occupations are 
different from mine oneself. 

Now, beyond this familiar milieu, there are alien environments where 
people lead lives that are unfamiliar to oneself. Husserl mentions, for 
example, that he does not share a common world with the Chinese. He 
imagines that he would be dizzy if he were in a town in China (Hua XXXIX, 
159), since many behaviors and objects would be unfamiliar to him. Even 
though Husserl is certain that there would be overarching similarities that lie 
behind the unfamiliar scenes he encounters, he does not know anything about 
them. All his knowledge of this alienworld remains extremely superficial. 

In sum, most people encounter the world that is revealed to them in the 
form of a “generative homeworld” (generative Heimwelt), and the alien 
homeworlds of others contrast with their own familiar homeworld (Husserl 
2008, 163).2 People’s homeworld provide a framework for their actions; the 
                                                             
2 Interestingly, Anthony Steinbock develops the idea of the co-constitution of homeworld and 
alienworld (Steinbock 1995, 182). My emphasis in this paragraph relates more to Husserl’s 
descriptions of how one experiences the alienworld from the position of one’s own 
homeworld. 
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homeworld also provides useful resources. Moreover, people, themselves 
constitute and construct parts of their homeworld. With this in mind, Husserl 
asks: Can people reach beyond the confines of their homeworld? Husserl is 
confident that this is possible and his affirmation of this possibility points to 
the theoretical attitude of scientific culture.  

As Husserl sees it, the greatest obstacle to understanding an alien culture 
lies in dealing with the role of the mythical (das Mythische). How can 
secularized Europeans gain access to mythical apperception (mythische 
Apperzeption)? Husserl asks if there is a common core that characterizes all 
kinds of apperception. And, can mythical apperception be derived from such 
a core?  

Husserl asserts that only Europeans are in a position to generate knowledge 
about “barbarians.” According to Husserl, all the analytic methods that 
generate and establish knowledge have been supplied by Europeans. For this 
reason, Husserl contends that, as long as some knowledge is true, this 
knowledge will be valid for the people of primitive tribes as well. But what 
exactly is the content of truth as such? The answer lies in “the one world” 
(die eine Welt) that is revealed to all persons irrespective of the Umwelt they 
live in. Such a world would make up a universal framework, and all the 
different environments (Umwelten) would constitute only some aspects of it 
(Hua XXXIX, 171). In such a case, the one world is also presumed by the 
religious-mythical attitude. 

Husserl concludes that only Europeans—thanks to their inheritance from 
ancient Greece—can see the commonalities shared by all cultural worlds 
despite superficial differences in culture. This idea of “the one world” is 
constructed by the theoretical attitude, which was crucial to the birth of both 
philosophy and science. Husserl holds that, in a pre-scientific world, there is 
an immeasurable distance between different peoples. The situation changes 
with the adoption of a scientific attitude. It may, then, be possible to 
understand different types of experiences within different worlds. The 
universal world of experience constitutes the core of apperception and is 
assumed even in mythical ways of thinking. This is exactly the contribution 
of the European cultures. And the difference between Europe and non-Europe 
is thus very crucial in the eyes of Husserl.  

Husserl’s discourse on Europe was written, in part, to explore the reason 
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why the European sciences experienced a crisis in the modern age. Husserl 
sought to understand the meaning of this crisis and look for a solution. Thus, 
Husserl sought to address “Europe.” However, he did not define Europe in 
terms of its geographical location. Husserl argues that not all the people 
living within the spatial boundaries of Europe belonged to “European 
humanness” (europäisches Menschentum). Husserl insists that Europe could 
only be understood in terms of her spiritual life. Thus, according to Husserl, 
anyone who shared or participated in this spiritual life could be a European, 
regardless of his or her social class, ethnicity, clan, or family. In other words, 
Europeanness could not be determined by one’s personhood, one’s social 
organization, or cultural achievements (Hua VI, 319).  

But, what is, in reality, the “spiritual gestalt of Europe” (die geistige 
Gestalt Europas)? Husserl imagines a historical mission or teleology in the 
spiritual development of Europe. This means that a new stage of humanity is 
achieved and this stage is characterized by a willingness to live by the ideal 
of reason. In Husserl’s understanding, this novel stage or epoch began 
historically, in ancient Greece, during the seventh century B.C.E. Moreover, 
this new epoch was characterized by the birth of philosophy, which has no 
equivalent in any other ancient culture. Thus, the crucial point in Husserl’s 
“spiritual gestalt of Europe” is “the theoretical attitude” (die theoretische 
Einstellung) (Hua VI, 325). 

 To clarify the meaning of philosophy, Husserl makes a distinction 
between the philosophy of a specific epoch and philosophy as an idea. The 
philosophy of a specific epoch is considered to be only an incomplete 
realization of the philosophy of an idea. According to Husserl, the true 
meaning of philosophy lies in self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung) (Hua VI, 339). 
Understood as such, philosophy is universal knowledge (universale 
Erkenntnis) (Hua VI, 339). However, since the beginning of the modern age, 
a kind of objectivism and naturalism that reduces spiritual existence to 
natural phenomena and reduces human activity and being to their objective 
parts seems to have become increasingly influential (Hua VI, 341). Husserl 
was suspicious of the way the homogeneity of nature was applied to the 
heterogeneity of the spirit. He contends that the subjectivity of human beings 
could not be adequately described or grasped by scientific positivism.  

In sum, for Husserl, the spirit of Europe began with the emergence of the 
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idea of reason and the birth of philosophy. However, Europe ended up falling 
into a deep crisis due to the impact of objectivism and naturalism in the 
modern age. Husserl is keenly aware of the weariness of Europe—in 
particular, Europe’s weariness with its own rational culture—and he felt 
obliged to recover the innate teleology of European cultures, hoping to lead 
the “European” people back to their spiritual and philosophical inheritance. 

For Husserl, Europe represents and embodies rationality, and he was never 
seriously concerned with understanding any specific civilization besides 
Europe; he mentions other non-European cultures only for the sake of 
providing examples that help define Europe. China appears frequently in 
Husserl’s prose as a non-European civilization which represents a typically 
alien and incomprehensible culture. Although Husserl does not discuss China 
at length, he nevertheless offers some insightful thoughts on the differences 
between Europe and non-European civilizations and addresses what it means 
to encounter alien cultures.  

The non-European world (including China) is distinguished from the 
European world by its lack of philosophic-scientific rationality. When a 
European tries to comprehend the Chinese homeworld, he or she must make 
himself or herself familiar with the mythical-magical worldview. If a Chinese 
desires to have a better understanding of European cultures, however, he or 
she must transform himself or herself into a European (Hua XXXIX, 169) by 
establishing a “European I” in himself or herself (Hua XXVII, 103), and thus 
equipping himself or herself with European rationality. Thus, an imbalanced 
and hierarchical distinction between rationality and irrationality underpins 
Husserl’s discourse on cultural difference.  

With similar arguments, Husserl continues to assert that only the culturally 
developed in Europe deserve to be acknowledged as practitioners of 
philosophy and science because of their fortunate intellectual inheritance 
from ancient Greece. Husserl sees his transcendental phenomenology as part 
of this great and unique European cultural tradition. As mentioned above, 
Husserl gives a positive answer to the question “Is there a common ground 
among all cultures?” He believes that even though people may possess 
different cultural backgrounds, they may also access and comprehend the 
core of all cultures as long as they are not fettered by their own narrow views. 
In other words, as long as people learn to change their naïve-practical 
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standpoint and assume the theoretical attitude, anyone can access a different 
cultural world.  

Europe’s contribution brings about a new way of looking at things; a way 
which is mainly of theoretical concern. Husserl explains: 

 
My reflective concern for human existence, the human environment, the 
human world—having prior to the science and on the fore—having of 
universal science is, itself, the reflective concern of the European. (Hua 
XXXIX, 169)  
 

With the help of universal science, we may encounter what lies behind all the 
different cultural worlds. It is, in fact, the one world for all that we encounter; it 
is a world which Husserl precisely identifies as the life-world. 

4  Husserl on China 

Husserl draws on the problematic of cultural difference in order to 
characterize the European style of rationality. The “non-European” is lumped 
together into a single category with no room for distinctions between India 
and China, or Papua New Guinea and Patagonia. Nevertheless, as already 
hinted, among all the non-European examples Husserl mentions, China 
appears to be mentioned more frequently than other civilizations. Indeed, 
China is a typically alien and incomprehensible culture in Husserl’s eyes. In 
this context, Husserl’s limited descriptions of China may provide us with 
insights into how he conceptualizes the difference between Europe and 
non-Europe, and what it means to encounter an alien culture. Husserl’s 
arguments about China can be summarized in three ways, namely: 1) China is 
used as an arbitrary example; 2) China is appraised in a negative way; and 3) 
a wider and broader perspective needs to be employed. 
 
4.1  An Arbitrary Example 
 
When Husserl refers to the Umwelt as a spiritual concept (i.e. a concept 
constructed out of the history and tradition of particular peoples), he suggests 
that the Umwelt of European civilization is completely different from that of 
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the Indian or Chinese people, who also have their own specific characteristics. 
Husserl mentions both the experience of Europeans who arrive in China and 
encounter China as a completely different culture (Hua XXXIX, 171) and the 
experience of the Chinese who encounter and learn from European cultures 
(Hua XXVII, 163). Husserl imagines that the first time a European arrives in 
China, he or she would experience situations beyond his or her 
comprehension. Husserl imagines this encounter as follows: 

 
Individual types are not completely unknown to me. There is a plant, but of 
a strange sort. There is a field, but it is full of plants that are unfamiliar to 
me. There is work on a field but I do not grasp the typical ways of 
cultivating the land. A house is built in alien ways. Is it a temple or is it a 
government building? I am in China where there is market trade and traffic 
but it is conducted in an alien way. I do know that the Chinese have their 
own typification, but I have no knowledge of these types. Yet, somehow, 
there are people there in the market. (Hua XXXIX, 159)  
 

Husserl emphasizes that he can only grasp the superficial meaning of things 
he encounters. However, the deeper structures of typification are opaque to 
outsiders. In order to understand China, the European has to “grow up into” 
the Chinese homeworld in a way that is similarly to the way a child “grows 
up into” the adult world (Hua XXXIX, 158). One has to learn the history of 
an alien homeworld to understand it. A European must grasp the mode of 
apperception of this alien world. The question of whether this kind of 
understanding can be achieved determines the possibility of developing a 
proper understanding of Chinese culture. Husserl, however, emphatically 
points out that a concerned European (or a German) will still remain 
European, or German. Thus, the adherence to his or her Umwelt remains 
unchanged.  

According to Husserl, everyone lives in his or her Umwelt, which has a 
spiritual heritage with specific cultural characteristics. For Husserl, there are 
clear boundaries overall between cultural groups, and crossing these 
boundaries is a big issue. In other words, Husserl does not view the 
overcoming of cultural differences as an easy task. Thus, accessing Chinese 
culture is a big challenge for a European and, conversely, comprehending the 
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achievements of European cultures is a big challenge for a Chinese who 
arrives in Europe. To understand the cultural achievements of Europe, one 
must “grow up into” the homeworld of the European as much as possible.   
 
4.2  A Negative Appraisal of China 
 
Husserl tackles the issue of cultural difference by comparing the experience 
of a European who encounters Chinese culture with that of a Chinese 
encountering European cultures. This seemingly objective comparison is 
laden with subjective bias. It is true that both the European and the Chinese 
need to grow up into each other’s homeworld in order to comprehend the 
alien culture. But what exactly must they confront? Given that, for Husserl, 
there is no philosophy outside of Europe (and, accordingly, no science either), 
all non-European modes of thinking will be characterized as 
mythical-religious or mythical-practical. This is what the European finds the 
most difficult to comprehend. In Husserl’s eyes, the European élite 
underwent a change of attitude—from the naïve mythical mode of thinking to 
a more sophisticated mode of rational thinking. This difference in modes of 
thinking is a basic impediment for Europeans who seek to understand 
non-European cultures. 

According to Husserl, the non-European world lacks 
philosophical-scientific rationality, and the Chinese world is no exception. 
Europeans must familiarize themselves with the mythical-magical worldview 
when they try to access the Chinese homeworld. Conversely, Chinese must 
transform themselves into Europeans (Hua XXXIX, 169) and create a 
“European I” in themselves (Hua XXVII, 103), and thus equip themselves 
with European rationality if they wish to fully understand European cultures. 
Husserl’s discourse on overcoming cultural difference therefore presupposes 
an essential distinction between rationality and irrationality. In Crisis, 
Husserl writes:  

 
Within their own framework of meaning, this world-view and 
world-knowledge are and remain mythical and practical. It is a mistake, a 
falsification of their sense, for those raised in the scientific ways of 
thinking, created in Greece and developed in the modern period, to speak 
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of Indian and Chinese philosophy and science […] in a European way. 
(Hua VI, 331)  
 

Thus, Husserl suggests that the Chinese way of thinking, which is 
characterized as mythical-magical, does not deserve to be called 
“philosophy” or “science.” 

Husserl’s image of China is, thus, quite negative, and Husserl is not alone 
in his denigration of non-Europeans. Max Weber arrives at a conclusion 
similar to Husserl’s but from a different perspective when Weber compares 
the European “Protestant ethic” with other types of ethics around the world. 
According to Weber, capitalism first developed in Western Europe due to the 
“disenchantment” (Entzauberung) of the Protestants. Thus, for Weber, 
everyplace except Protestant Europe was engrossed in magical thinking and 
was unable to develop capitalism independently (Weber 1992).3 

Similarly, Husserl posits that, among all of the cultures on earth, only 
European cultures (due to Europe’s fortunate inheritance from ancient Greece) 
has produced disciplines that deserve to be called philosophy and science. 
According to this line of thought, European cultures is quite unique; Husserl 
believes his transcendental phenomenology is the genuine successor of this 
great European tradition. Husserl’s and Weber’s theses are clearly debatable. 
However, even without entering into this debate, one thing is clear: China is 
denigrated as mythical-magical when compared with the European cultures 
of rationality in both Husserl’s and Weber’s thought.4 

 
4.3  Employing a Wider Perspective 
 
Husserl’s discussion of cultural difference, including his discourse on China, 
does not end here. Husserl focuses his concern on the following essential 
questions: Is there a common ground among all cultures? If so, how do we 
comprehend this common ground? Husserl is well aware that all people live 
in different cultures and that accessing one anothers’ cultures is difficult. 
                                                             
3 Incidentally, Kwok-Ying Lau suggests that Husserl’s discussion of the contrast between 
European and non-European civilizations is reminiscent of Hegel’s comments on Indian and 
Chinese philosophies. See Lau 2010, 224. 
4 This viewpoint, however, is not shared by all Europeans, even in the early 20th century. For 
example, Karl Jaspers (1985) praises Chinese as well as Indian civilizations. 
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However, for Husserl, this is the case only when people are confined within 
their own narrow perspective, that is, within their native (urwüchsig) attitude. 
As long as they do not learn to change their own viewpoint, they will simply 
continue to live within the confines of their own narrow horizons.  

Now, the question arises: How can we widen our own horizons? And what 
does Husserl suggest we do to overcome our limitations? As already 
indicated, the answer lies in relinquishing the naïve-practical attitude and 
adopting a theoretical perspective. This change of attitude, for Husserl, was 
only made possible by the cultural inheritance from ancient Greece, which, 
accordingly, represents the most precious contribution of European culture to 
the world. 

This contribution has brought forth a new way of looking at things, which, 
in essence, is not limited to practical concerns but also includes theoretical 
ones. In this way, one may encounter what lies behind all the different 
cultural worlds—the one world for all, which, as previously mentioned, 
Husserl also understands precisely as the life-world.  

Taking into account the current world situation, we may wonder what to 
make of Husserl’s discourse about culture. Perhaps, while addressing the 
genuine question of how to engage alien cultures, Husserl completely 
overlooked—or simply could not foresee—the mixed or hybridized nature of 
culture that has become commonplace in our time. Cultural development in 
the 20th century shows that no culture can be completely hermetic because 
constant interaction with other cultures is inexorable, the result of which is 
the hybridization of cultures. Husserl’s view that completely 
incomprehensible alien cultures can only be understood by switching to the 
theoretical attitude so as to find the commonality between them is, to say the 
least, a rather odd thesis.   

However, no matter how much each culture interacts with other cultures 
and no matter how much cultural borders change and fluctuate over time, we 
will still be confronted with something alien and unfamiliar—be it attractive 
or haunting. As long as a border between the familiar and the unfamiliar 
remains, cultural difference of some kind will remain as well. Recognizing 
that this is the case, the experience of cultural difference will remain an issue 
for us today as it did for Husserl in his time. 
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5  A Reappraisal of Husserl’s Cultural Discourse 

Over the decades, diverse opinions concerning Husserl’s cultural philosophy 
have appeared. E. W. Orth (1993) mentions that Husserl’s ethical thoughts as 
revealed in his Kaizo articles carry undertones of Eurocentrism, which might 
embarrass contemporary readers. Orth (1993) also points out that the ethical 
thought of Husserl has become a shared resource for both Europeans and 
non-Europeans, and that contemporary Europeans are no longer entitled to 
simply assume ethical superiority over non-Europeans. Orth does not justify 
his claim that Husserl’s ethical thoughts are a resource shared and used by 
people who are considered non-Europeans, nor does he reflect deeply on 
Husserl’s Eurocentric position. However, the embarrassment of Husserl’s 
Eurocentrism is taken seriously by those who strongly reject Husserl’s idea 
of the “one world.” Anthony J. Steinbock takes Husserl’s “one world” to be 
the expansion of the European homeworld in disguise and argues that the 
idea of the “one world” can be conceived in two ways. Steinbock writes, “… 
the one world is regarded statically as a substratum or a totality of which the 
home and the alien are just different interpretations or perspectival 
adumbrations.”(Steinbock 1994, 459) Steinbock also suggests that the “one 
world” can be grasped genetically. In this case, Steinbock explains “… the 
one world is said to evolve practically through expansion as the one 
‘homeworld’ of a higher order, making the alien familiar. […] As a result, the 
one world is often conceived as a total rational synthesis of actual and 
possible homeworlds of lower order” (Steinbock 1994, 460). Steinbock 
rejects Husserl’s idea of the one world because as long as the homeworld and 
the alienworld are co-constitutive, the one world, which encompasses all 
possible alienworlds, would automatically abolish the meaning of the 
homeworld. In such a case, the absurd consequence would follow that no one 
could genuinely be considered to live in his or her homeworld. Even if this 
were logically possible, it is not at all desirable. In Steinbock’s view, 
Husserl’s renewal of ethics should not make the one world his ultimate goal. 
Rather, the responsibility of every homeworld for all alienworlds should be 
stressed. 

Zachary Davis purports to express a similar critique of Husserl. Namely, 
Davis (2005) argues that the ultimate result of renewal should not necessarily 
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be a single unified world. Drawing on the concept of sympathy, which 
Husserl developed around the same time he wrote his Kaizo articles, Davis 
reinterprets the meaning of Husserl’s “one world” in a significant way. He 
reckons Husserl’s one unified world as signifying the solidarity between 
different homeworlds instead of a totalization from one center.   

Husserl’s defenders insist on his innocence even when he obviously holds 
a Eurocentric position. These defenders emphasize Husserl’s own point that 
Europe does not refer to a geographical location. Instead, Europe signifies a 
transcendental status, which people around the world, in various geographical 
locations, are expected to recognize themselves. In this way, Husserl can be 
seen as making a contribution to intercultural issues. To become European 
does not entail submitting oneself to an alien culture. To become European is 
to advance to a higher level of rationality; it is to develop a rational 
personality. In essence, as long as people can recognize “the idea of one 
world” which displays the spirit of openness, they can become European.   

This interpretation not infrequently meets with skepticism and questions 
about the position of “Europe” in Husserl’s thought. We may ask—Why is 
the birth of philosophy and science, as well as of the very idea of 
universalism, in ancient Greece so important to Husserl and modern Europe? 
Surely, the triumphs of modern Europe since the 17th century are not solely 
due to the influence of early Greece. European achievements in science and 
technology can undoubtedly be traced back to more than one source. Indeed, 
not all European achievements have their origin in the early Greece; rather, 
ideas and technologies were imported from other cultures and refined. 
Besides, the so-called Europeanization (or Westernization) of the world 
should never be overemphasized. Many other cultures were greatly 
influenced by Europe but, nevertheless, continued to remake and remold their 
own culture even while they were actively assimilating European cultures. In 
this situation, the word “Europeanization” is misleading and even 
objectionable. Consider China for a moment. It cannot be denied that 
European achievements were Sinicized in China. Even if universalism is very 
important, why not also consider the importance of pluralism? Indeed, 
pluralism can also be found in the Husserlian discourse on culture. The 
relationship between the homeworld and the alienworld deserves more 
attention. The move to override the difference between these two worlds 
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through the introduction of the idea of the one world is questionable, 
particularly when Europe claims to represent this universal idea. Why is it 
legitimate for Europe to establish the standards and ideals for all other 
cultures? If one digs more deeply into the intertwining relationship between 
the homeworld and the alienworld, and between the self and the other, 
questions about Husserl’s views persist. 

For non-European scholars who study phenomenology, the cultural 
position of Husserl may seem completely unacceptable. Nevertheless, 
Husserl’s insights into cultural difference may give us a valuable instrument 
for dealing with this problematic, too. Even though Husserl’s idea of the one 
world is questioned by scholars who take this idea to be totalitarian,5 we may 
assume that the one world may be helpful in illuminating cultural difference. 
We may ask: How can the meaning of cultural difference be explored without 
positing some commonality between cultures? Without some sense of a 
shared world, we would only experience this culture or that culture in 
isolation. To be precise, Husserl may be biased against cultures beyond 
Europe, but his insight into the idea of the one world has, ironically, provided 
us with a very useful instrument in dealing with cultural difference. People 
from various cultural backgrounds should learn to appreciate this idea so that 
they can recognize how their own culture is different from other cultures. 
They may need to learn from the Europeans and employ a European 
perspective when observing themselves and others. This practice presupposes 
that they are theoretically oriented. In other words, they must learn how to 
raise themselves to a theoretical height in order to acquire a new view of 
themselves and others. In sum, they may learn from the European cultures 
and assimilate the idea of the one world into their own culture. In this sense, 
they may seem to be more or less “Europeanized,” but they nevertheless 
remain who they are because they now understand how different they are 
from Europeans. Hence, we may agree with H. Rainer Sepp (2004) that 
Husserl did indeed make a contribution to our understanding of intercultural 
issues. 
                                                             
5 Anthony J. Steinbock points out that “the one world is regarded statically as a substratum or 
a totality of which the home and the alien are just different interpretations or perspectival 
adumbrations” but Zachary Davis uses the word “totalitarian” in his discussion of Husserl’s 
formulation of the one world. See Steinbock 1994, 459 and Davis 2005, 571, 575, 578. 
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6  Conclusion 

Husserl’s remarks on intercultural issues have caused a dilemma for 
non-European phenomenologists. Let us limit the scope of our discussion to 
ethics and consider the following scenario: if non-European 
phenomenologists work to counter and refute Husserl’s Eurocentric position, 
they may end up rejecting the entire Husserlian project of ethics. If, however, 
these phenomenologists accept the ethical project of Husserl, they may have 
to put up with Husserl’s Eurocentrism. Is there a way out of this dilemma? 

As mentioned earlier, suggestions have been made that Europe should not 
be understood in a strictly empirical sense, that is, as a geographical location. 
Rather, one should understand Europe in a transcendental sense. Since 
Husserl himself made a distinction between Europe in a spiritual sense and an 
empirical sense (Hua XXVII, 241; Orth 1993, 334), some phenomenologists 
have argued that Europe must be understood on a transcendental level. 
Husserl’s Eurocentrism is thought to be ameliorated by this distinction (Held 
2004, 267–79; Sepp 2004, 292–99; Tani 1992, 199–216). But in the eyes of a 
non-European, it is an undeniable fact that the ideals of philosophical ethics, 
along with philosophy and science, were only conceived and adequately 
fostered in ancient Greece. Even though Europe can be interpreted as 
transcendental, and many of her ideals have been recognized as universally 
acceptable, the geographically specific sense of Europe never entirely 
disappears. For example, from the viewpoint of East Asia, Europe remains 
foreign, that is to say, East Asia is always positioned “outside” of Europe, and 
this fact can never be dismissed. One may agree with Husserl that, as long as 
one is raised to the appropriate ethical level in a genuine sense, specific 
cultural geography becomes largely irrelevant. In other words, when one 
considers the absolute value of ethics, it is more important to recognize the 
universal value of ethics than to cling to one’s own cultural background. One 
may imagine that if everyone reached the transcendental paradise of the 
phenomenological intersubjective world that Husserl proposed, then all 
would be good. But do not such musings simply reveal the ongoing 
persistence of Eurocentrism? Such philosophical trajectories inevitably end 
up implying that non-Europeans should simply follow Husserl’s European 
ideal. 
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Such Eurocentric arrogance has always met with resistance. When the 
voice of interculturality can be heard, Eurocentrism is severely criticized. 
Based on the fact that no culture has ever independently developed its own 
cultural ideal, Europe can be seen to have learned much from other areas of 
the world since ancient times. Ancient Greece is no exception (Holenstein 
1998, 233, 236). How can one espouse a Eurocentric position while 
simultaneously acknowledging this historical fact? Cultural identity itself has 
been questioned by the advocates of interculturality. Every culture learns 
from other cultures. It is vital for each culture to respond to other different 
cultures. A culture without challenge would become an isolated and enclosed 
culture, which only repeats what it has already achieved (Waldenfels 1993, 
64). In sum, every culture is defined by interculturality to some degree. This 
is true of Europe as well. 

However, the historical record of the last two centuries suggests that more 
European elements have been adopted into non-European areas than in the 
reverse. As a result, interculturality operates in a very unbalanced way. While 
Europeans or Westerners may be pleased to integrate foreign elements into 
their culture, non-Westerners learn as much as they can from the West mostly 
for the sake of survival. Non-Europeans, whatever their interpretation of 
intercultural exchange may be, must acknowledge that they live in an 
unbalanced cultural situation. The mixing of cultures is seen in the everyday 
life of almost all non-Europeans. Relating this situation to the 
aforementioned dilemma—that is, the dilemma of accepting Husserl’s idea of 
ethical renewal or not—we would like to know how to respond to this 
difficult situation.  

My suggestion is that non-Europeans should consider their own situations 
as an opportunity to transform their own cultural traditions. A non-European 
culture has never become completely assimilated by a European culture 
simply because it imitated the European culture. Instead, non-Europeans 
remain who they are regardless of how much they are influenced by 
Europeans. Picking up the previous discussion, Europe can be understood 
transcendentally but the individuality of her mundane existence will never 
simply disappear.  

Similar to the relationship between transcendental subjectivity and 
mundane subjectivity (or the individual person, as Husserl also puts it), 
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Europe should never be understood only in her transcendental aspect. In short, 
the empirical and cultural aspects of Europe should always be respected. So 
should every non-European culture. As a result, irrespective of how much 
non-European cultures have been influenced by European cultures, this 
outside impact from Europe should be understood as an opportunity to 
transform these non-European cultures. To speak in the terminology of 
Husserl’s ethical project, such situations are a chance to transform to a new 
and higher degree. This is a way to enrich one’s own culture rather than just 
becoming a duplicate of European cultures.  

In my view, this is exactly what one should see in the relationship between 
European cultures and non-European cultures. No matter how the 
non-European cultures have to endure an unbalanced cultural situation, the 
challenge from Europe provides an opportunity to renew their own cultural 
traditions. Seen in this light, the non-European worlds have no reason at all to 
lament what they have lost in the past. Instead, one should take delight in 
what one will gain in the future. This attitude corresponds exactly to what 
Husserl had in mind about the meaning of “renewal.” 
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