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This paper intends to question phenomenology’s identity and shifts in functions, in a 

systematic manner, from its conception of reason.  

 

One will first argue that the general identity of phenomenology in opposition with 

sciences and natural sciences, rests upon a “sensibilization” of reason. Phenomenology’s 

rationality constitutes itself by refusing an objective rationality that would be wrested from 

sensible experience. The only way for reason to access phenomena as “life” or “perception” is 

to regain its own lively and sensible dimension — to become a “logos of the aesthetics world”1 

in Husserl, to melt into the senses and structures of perception in Merleau-Ponty2 or, more 

radically, to appear to itself as life’s originary self-affection in Henry3. 

 

However, this first movement comes along with the opposite tendency of reason to free 

itself from sensibility and to regain its autonomy. An autonomization that, as one will argue, 

constitutes an internal principle of division within historical phenomenology, and the source of 

a tension between its different functions. One will distinguish three different forms and 

instances of this autonomy.  

—The objective autonomy of reason. Phenomenology as a “descriptive psychology”, in 

the Logical Investigations, still serves a “pure logic” that seeks to elucidate reason’s infinite 

objectivity4. 

—The transcendental autonomy of reason. The return to the lifeworld, in the Crisis, 

ends up in the description of life’s pure and transcendental operations5. 

 —The affective autonomy of reason. The return to reason’s originary affectivity, in the 

Essence of Manifestation, leads to the very autonomization of affectivity, now conceived as a 

pure and non-sensible self-affection6.  

 

One will eventually focus on Michel Henry’s paradigmatic expression of this tension, 

in order to question the relevance of the “material” identity and function of phenomenology. 

On the one hand, material phenomenology pushes to its limits reason’s sensibility and 

accomplishes phenomenology’s radical identity and function. Essence gains its most material 

and corporeal dimension, becoming the originary “how” of manifestation or life’s affectivity. 

On the other hand, phenomenology still assumes the function of a “first philosophy” which 

seeks for the essence’s absolute autonomy. This leads to the very autonomization of affectivity 

— now conceived as a non-sensible self-affection — and subverts the phenomenological 

relevance of these descriptions. Can a material phenomenology be refunded independently of 

this function? Can the description of the essence’s radical materiality be freed from the quest 

of its selbständigkeit or autonomy?  
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