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 environmentality—a tour de force of life-driven conceptual creativity.”
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Husserl and Spatiality

Husserl and Spatiality is an exploration of the phenomenology of space 
and embodiment, based on the work of Edmund Husserl. Little known in 
architecture, Husserl’s phenomenology of embodied spatiality established 
the foundations for the works of later phenomenologists, including Mau-
rice Merleau-Ponty’s well-known phenomenology of perception. Through a 
detailed study of his posthumously published and unpublished manuscripts 
on space, DuFour examines the depth and scope of Husserl’s phenome-
nology of space. The book investigates his analyses of corporeity and the 
“lived body,” extending to questions of intersubjective, intergenerational, 
and geo-historical spatial experience, what DuFour terms the “environ-
mentality” of space.

Combining in-depth architectural philosophical investigations of spatial-
ity with a rich and intimate ethnography, Husserl and Spatiality speaks to 
themes in social and cultural anthropology, from a theoretical perspective 
that addresses spatial practice and experience. Drawing on �eldwork in 
Brazil, DuFour develops his analyses of Husserl’s phenomenology through 
spatial accounts of ritual in the Afro-Brazilian religion of Candomblé. The 
result is a methodological innovation and unique mode of spatial descrip-
tion that DuFour terms a “phenomenological ethnography of space.” The 
book’s profoundly interdisciplinary approach makes an incisive contribu-
tion relevant to academics and students of architecture and architectural 
theory, anthropology and material culture, and philosophy and environ-
mental aesthetics.

Tao DuFour is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Architecture 
at Cornell University. He holds a BArch from The Cooper Union, and 
 obtained his MPhil and PhD in the History and Philosophy of Architecture 
from the University of Cambridge. He directs the Landscape and Urban 
Environmentalities Lab at Cornell.
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Ninguém pode mais passar pela encruzilhada
sem pagar alguma coisa a Exu.
[No one may any longer pass through the crossroads
without paying something to Exu.]

Orixá myth fragment from Reginaldo Prandi, Mitologia dos 
Orixás

Welchen Sinn hat das Ansich der Natur gegenüber dem 
wirklichen und möglichen Eingreifen der Subjekte, von 
denen sie doch nicht abtrennbar gedacht werden kann? Was 
liegt für ein Ansich beschlossen und als Idee konstruierbar 
in der Idee der Einstimmigkeit möglicher Erfahrung—
erfahrender Subjekte?
[What sense does the in-itself of nature have in relation to the 
actual and possible intervention of subjects, apart from which 
nature cannot at all be conceived? What kind of an in-itself 
is this that is included (and, as idea, is construable) in the 
idea of the concordance of possible experience—experiencing 
subjects?]

Edmund Husserl, Analysen zur passiven Synthesis (1923)
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agination; I am thankful to James for this and for his generous correspond-
ence in the years following. The literary and personal encounter motivated 
interests that would extend to Brazil, inspired by an urbanism studio on 
Brasília that I took with Diana Agrest who, in this context, introduced me 
to anthropology. My interest in Brazil deepened, and this book stems from 
later pursuits as a doctoral student at the Department of Architecture at 
the University of Cambridge. Although it is based on my dissertation, the 
problems and ideas taken up here branch off in directions not anticipated 
at that time, making this work substantially different in content, structure, 
and argument. Nevertheless, it is at Cambridge where the ideas distinctly 
emerged and were explored.
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In his re�ections on the rhythms of the Jamaican countryside, Stuart Hall 
describes the life of his grandmother’s house as “one memory which stills 
holds me.”1 In an analogous way, there is an image from my formative years 
in Trinidad that retains its vividness each time it emerges from the haze of 
memory. It was evening. In Trinidad twilight lingers until after 6 pm, so 
that as we drove towards the short bridge, looking through the car window 
as a small boy I glimpsed the features of the slope rising to our left and the 
ravine dropping to our right. The vegetation in Carenage—a �shing village 
on the northwest coast of the island, a thickly forested peninsula leased by 
the British to the United States during the Second World War—was lush 
and interspersed with small houses peering through the landscape on both 
sides of the ravine. Twilight tarried with us as we made our way along the 
dirt trail that led up the slope to Nenny’s house, a modest  structure—I 
think it was wooden, perhaps on a poured concrete foundation. Nenny 
was the person who raised my father from his infancy, and in this way  
I knew her as a grandmother.2 That night there was a feast, and as I write 
the memories �ood back. Inside the living room the space had a blue-
grey aura, the colour of twilight. Relatives and neighbours were gathered 
around her in a loose circle. I stood by the front door, near the threshold 
between the interior and the small porch from where, if one looked out, one 
could see the forested hillside, sometimes in a cloud of mist through which, 
at moments like this, could be heard the “sounds of drumming from the 
shacks buried in the ravines.”3 My grandmother was dressed in white, a 
long �owing dress, her head wrapped in white cloth. As the drums echoed 
in the opacity of the night, her body articulated their rhythms; her eyes 
seemed to be looking into her thoughts, the “black lacquer of her skin” 
seemed to glow as if illuminated from within, and as she moved “the blood 
rose near the surface and mingled in the blackness, and glints the color of 
wine appeared in her cheeks.”4

The style of event that I witnessed, and the fact of having witnessed it 
at a young age, is not unique to my personal biography. It is an example 
of a typical experience of religious praxis and social life that one �nds 
in communities throughout the Caribbean and Latin America. I could 
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2 Introduction: spatial description

therefore draw on narrative descriptions of writers from the region—Stuart 
Hall, Simone Schwarz-Bart, and C. L. R. James—that seem to coincide 
with my own experience.5 The landscapes harbour within them histories 
of everyday life whose traces are to be found less in of�cial archives, than 
in practices handed over in the intergenerational negotiation of the lived 
experience of tradition. What these writers capture in their descriptions 
are both a mode or “style” of experiencing and the manner in which the 
environment—the room, the house, the landscape, environing sounds, the 
bodies of others in movement—appears as pregiven in typical and familiar 
ways. Between the experiencing life and the experienceable surrounding 
world lie spatial horizons. This book aims to describe the structure and 
sense of this spatiality. It is not, therefore, a study of the design, construc-
tion, or social production of space; nor is it a history or genealogy of the 
concept of space. Rather, it is a study of the manner in which space is given 
in embodied, lived experience.6 This does not mean that either the agency 
implied in design or the background of social production is denied. These 
phenomena instead emerge, in varying levels of signi�cance, appositeness, 
and distinctness, out of the affective level of embodiment. The memorial 
image with which I started thus serves to indicate and open up the problem 
of the spatial description of lived experience. It points to a certain possibil-
ity of being immersed in the truth of a situation as an ethical claim; of being 
enchanted by the life of a situation; and thus of being open to its modes of 
givenness and self-disclosure.

The idea of spatial description proposed here is not geometrical. I 
am not referring to a geometrically describable “space,” in the modern 
 mathematico-epistemic sense, which Edward Casey characterises as abso-
lute, extensive, relative, panoptic, and formal.7 The spatial understanding 
at stake here is akin to Henri Lefebvre’s plenal, intricately woven and rich 
analyses of the “architectonics” of space, speci�cally his thematisation of 
“the �eshy (spatio-temporal) body” whose lived experience is “�rmly an-
chored in the here and now” of the living present.8 In this sense descriptions 
of spatiality are inherently descriptions of lived bodily experience. The 
body’s corporeity is thus to be understood in its expressivity and affectiv-
ity, as constitutive of its spatiality. The interpretation of space from the per-
spective of embodiment introduces a range of problems: Sara Heinämaa’s 
phenomenology of embodied sexual difference, for example, implies the 
sense of space in its inherent sexuality; Dan Zahavi points to the problem 
of the intersubjective experience of space; and Anthony Steinbock indicates 
the nature of space as constituted intergenerationally and historically.9 
While I explore these issues in detail in the following chapters—speci�cally 
Chapters 2 and 3—I want to emphasise with these introductory remarks 
that spatial description is a qualitative problem. At the same time, I am in-
terested not only in a description of the sense of spatial experience but also 
in the structures of spatiality.
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Concerning the problem of space—of lived spatiality—sense and struc-
ture are inextricably interlaced. There are different ways to approach the 
matter, and I propose initially the path of the experience of “immersement.” 
It suggests that one �nds oneself, from the start, as already enraptured,  
enmeshed in the �brils of space given beforehand as structured and sensi-
ble. The problem, therefore, is to describe this intertwining from within its 
claims. The idea of immersement is introduced by anthropologist Marilyn 
Strathern in her meditations on the nature of �eldwork and its relation to 
writing. Strathern speaks of a “moment of immersement” that implicates 
both the lived experiences of �eldwork and the subsequent activity of writ-
ing, of ethnographic description.10 For Strathern, the activity of writing 
itself is enfolded in the moment of immersement, and description can thus 
be understood as a modality of lived experience. The ethnographer must 
negotiate a paradoxical tension between “being dazzled” by the ethno-
graphic moment totally, yet not completely yielding to this very claim of 
total commitment to the moment.11 The distance that both unites and sepa-
rates the experience of the �eld and that of writing is the site through which 
this tension is worked over. Strathern—quoting Annelise Riles—describes 
this moment as “a �gure seen twice.”12 Implicated here is thus a peculiar 
spatio-temporal distancing, which at the same time connects and makes 
possible both modes of experience: the anticipatory, futural orientation 
of �eldwork towards writing, and the orientation of ethnography towards 
the concreteness of the lived sense of the past experience in the �eld. This 
 “�gure” indicates the space between perception and writing, which points 
to a notion of temporality that implies transformation in the possibilities of 
understanding an experiential situation due to modes of distancing from its 
lived duration. There is a hermeneutic implied in this distancing, in which 
the discursive intent of writing is necessarily intertwined with the facticity 
of spatial experience, and in this way writing can be understood as a prob-
lem of spatial description.13

Ethnography, of course, is not limited to spatial description, nor does it 
as a method, in principle, depend on �eldwork, although this has histor-
ically tended to be the case.14 Caroline Humphrey, for example, suggests 
that ethnography can be undertaken through, or at least supplemented by, 
imaginative literature.15 But even in this case, literature has its basis in the 
typicality of lived experience, which is Humphrey’s point. While I do not 
claim to have either the scope of interests or the training of an anthropol-
ogist, I am inspired by the principle of its ethnographic method and the 
intrinsic value it places on the epistemological signi�cance of a description 
of lived experience. This refers not only to the subjects and events being 
described but also to the lived experience of the ethnographer herself. The 
problem of spatial description, therefore, implicates the writer, and this in-
volvement in the situation through the writing is a moment inherent to the 
knowledge produced about space.
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It is important to recognise here the role of imagination. Strathern notes, 
for example, that “�eld immersement is repeated in the subsequent study 
away from the �eld” and that a part of the task of writing is that of “re- 
creating some of those effects [of �eldwork] in the context of writing about 
them.”16 This involves imagination: “The writing only works […] as an 
imaginative re-creation of some of the effects of �eldwork itself.”17 Hum-
phrey’s suggestion of the supplementary value of imaginative literature im-
plies a distance not limited to that between �eldwork and writing, but one 
that involves wider social and temporal horizons, in that “because some 
thoughts cannot be readily expressed in the form most ethnographic in-
teraction takes […] it is there [through imaginative literature] that we have 
access to another, more far-�ung, dimension of what people may intimate 
about their worlds.”18 Humphrey’s methodological innovation, however, 
is still oriented towards the problem of lived experience, through a more 
expansive understanding of the “�eld.” The �eld is a surrounding world, a 
spatial environment that is pregiven and affectively saturated, into which 
the researcher is immersed sense perceptually “in the �esh” or imagina-
tively through the literary work. The two, of course, are not coincident, as I 
can close the book, but in the reading the world of the story, like the world 
described ethnographically in the traditional sense, still has affective allure 
grounded in the facticity of the living environment towards which it de-
scriptively points. On the pregivenness and affectivity of the �eld, Strathern 
notes: “I am not referring to the products of discourse […] I want rather to 
�nd a way of acknowledging the fact that my attention has been trans�xed 
at certain (ethnographic) moments I have never been able—wanted—to 
shake off.”19 The value that I draw from the principle of description in 
ethnographic �eldwork and writing is not merely methodological; it is also 
ethical. For one to be “dazzled,” to be “trans�xed” by the life of the �eld, 
immersement has to be characterised by an openness to the way in which 
the �eld as a surrounding world of life discloses itself in levels of environ-
mental experienceability, that is, levels of familiarity and opacity.

This implies levels of intersubjective, generative—temporalities of birth, 
ageing, and death—and geo-historical depth. An approach to spatial de-
scription inspired by methodological and ethical principles of ethnography, 
in which the re�exive nature of descriptive practice is inherent as a mode 
of knowledge, is necessarily concerned, therefore, with questions of depth 
levels of sense.20 There are levels of sensibility and understanding that de-
pend in part on one’s ability to experience different strata of meaning—for 
example, questions of familiarity, facility, and so forth—and in part on the 
mode of givenness and self-disclosure of that which is experienced. The 
problem of describing the structure of spatiality begins at the level of sense 
perception and embodiment, which means that the task, at this level, is to 
describe the structure of sense perceptual experience. The problem is a very 
peculiar one, in that it requires examples of actual sense perceptual experi-
ences in their speci�city and contingency, even though the descriptions have 
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a generalised character. This study presents one such example, through 
which it offers a concrete description of the sense and structure of spatial-
ity in its givenness in lived experience. It is precisely in the selection of the 
example, however, where a con�ict or tension may seem to arise between a 
certain descriptive generality and situated experience. I will �rst introduce 
the example.

The events that guide this study were not those of the familiar memorial 
landscapes of Trinidad, with which I began this introduction. Although I 
had not experienced anything quite like them in their speci�city before, 
I could still follow their contours, initially as if seen through mist. The 
events were reuniões, meaning “gatherings,” that took place weekly—to 
my knowledge, they may have been more frequent, but I was only invited 
on Thursdays—in a relatively open room in the upper �oor of a house in 
a neighbourhood in the greater metropolitan area of the city of Salvador, 
in the state of Bahia in the Brazilian Northeast. The reuniões—to use the 
Portuguese term—were part of the ritual structure of an Afro-Brazilian 
religion called Candomblé. They were intimate and had a familial and wel-
coming feel, as if at a dinner party with close friends and relatives. In fact, 
they took place around a long table, which was typically spread with ritual 
implements, a �gurine, leaves, and certain items of food; unlike at a dinner 
party, however, nothing was consumed at the table. The events involved di-
alogue, prayer, chanting and singing, dancing, incensation, smoking of ci-
gars, and ecstatic moments of trance or the “arrival” (chegar in Portuguese) 
of entities called caboclos expressed in the bodily gestures and speech of 
women. The head of both the domicile and the religious household—called 
a terreiro, a Portuguese word for a public square or yard, but here also 
for Afro-Brazilian religious grounds—was a woman called a mãe-de-santo 
or “mother-of-saint,” who would “manifest” a caboclo—“an entity [...] 
identi�ed as being of indigenous origin”21—called Tupiniquim. Everyone, 
including myself, was typically dressed in white. This ritual—a Candomblé 
caboclo reunião of Tupiniquim—serves as the example for my study of the 
sense and structure of the lived experience of spatiality. In describing it I 
aim to be true to the event, to my experience of having been “dazzled” by it, 
and thus to describe its modes of givenness and self-disclosure. I will refer 
to it throughout the following chapters with a detailed, concrete descrip-
tion, which I have termed a phenomenological ethnography of space. It is 
instructive, in this light, to compare Strathern’s consideration of �eldwork 
and writing—that is, ethnographic description—with Anthony Steinbock’s 
characterisation of descriptive problems associated with “practicing phe-
nomenology,” which requires one:

to be attentive to what give themselves in the way that they give them-
selves, even if these “matters” do not conform to our usual habits of 
thought and preconceptions about what can appear. No matter how 
paradoxical this may sound, it requires being open to being struck by 
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the matters, even if one cannot anticipate being struck by what might 
appear. It requires being open to the possibility that there might be 
modes of givenness, kinds of evidence, and modalities of experience 
that do not follow the strict pattern of the way in which objects of 
perception and objects of thought give themselves to an individual per-
ceiver or to an autonomous thinker. […] If we restrict in advance what 
is going to count as experienceable, we may just be cutting short fun-
damental aspects of who we are as persons and as living creatures.22

With the above considerations and the example of the caboclo reunião in 
mind, I return to the matter of the tension between the speci�city and con-
tingency of sense and a certain generality that characterises the structure 
of spatial experience.

Spatial experience is embodied experience that is necessarily sense per-
ceptual. The problems of sense perception and embodiment were taken up 
by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in his celebrated work, Phenomenology of Per-
ception, �rst published in French in 1945.23 According to Fr. Hermann 
Leo Van Breda, the Belgian Franciscan priest who established the Hus-
serl Archives in Louvain, Merleau-Ponty was the �rst researcher outside of 
Louvain to consult the archives, in 1939, a year after Husserl’s death.24 In 
 Merleau-Ponty’s words: “Since 1938 [1939] […] I have been allowed to con-
sult some of Husserl’s unpublished texts at the Husserl Archives in Louvain 
[…]. I have stayed in contact with the Archives ever since.”25 Although it is 
well known that Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception is indebted 
to his readings of Husserl, the extent of this debt is little known or recog-
nised outside of specialist circles in philosophy. Dan Zahavi, for example, 
traced the contours of Husserl’s phenomenology of embodiment and per-
ception, noting that “there is far more continuity between Husserl and the 
later phenomenologists than is normally assumed.”26 Regarding a more 
general neglect of Husserl’s contribution to phenomenology—a philosophi-
cal paradigm that he founded—Klaus Held notes that

little more than Husserl’s name is known by the average person inter-
ested in philosophy—even in Germany. There is one main reason for 
this: Husserlian phenomenology may easily constitute the most impor-
tant presupposition for the important early works of Heidegger and 
Sartre […], but because Husserl was Jewish, his later writings could no 
longer appear in the Third Reich. Thus continued analysis of Husserl’s 
thought was interrupted, whereas in the 1950s and 1960s, Heidegger 
and Sartre were again discussed intensely.27

In this study, I approach the problem of spatial description as it is found 
in select writings of Husserl. A primary reason for this is that Husserl’s 
phenomenological descriptions of space not only pervade his phenome-
nology of perception and embodiment but are implicated in his concrete 
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phenomenological investigations of problems of habituality, “empathy” and 
intersubjectivity, intergenerational relations and generativity, historicity, 
problems of interspecies relations (“animality”), and the experiential given-
ness of what he terms “ground” or “earth.”28 As I demonstrate in the fol-
lowing chapters, an analysis of the concreteness of spatial experience limited 
to a phenomenology of perception and embodiment would be inadequate.

In architecture, my home discipline, the content proper of Husserl’s phi-
losophy has received relatively little attention. His phenomenology when 
acknowledged, tends to be either passed over in favour of the work of later 
thinkers or met with a critical reception that refers only to programmatic 
works published in his lifetime, speci�cally his Ideas and Crisis.29 An ex-
ception to this tendency is Filip Mattens, who has explored the phenome-
nology of space and embodiment in Husserl. His work, however, is more 
expansive, investigating concepts of space in the thought of other phenom-
enologists and precursors to phenomenology, including Carl Stumpf and 
Erwin Strauss.30 Husserl’s phenomenology of space in particular is little 
known in architecture, although there are well-established and impor-
tant paradigms of architectural theory that engage with phenomenology 
more broadly, referred to in shorthand as “architectural phenomenol-
ogy.” This phenomenological orientation in architectural theory derives 
its philosophical underpinning from phenomenologists following Husserl, 
speci�cally the works of Martin Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. Jacques 
Derrida’s deconstruction, understood by philosophers as lying within the 
phenomenological tradition, within architecture tends to be associated 
with post-structuralism.31 The literature on architectural phenomenology 
is extensive and increasing with varying critical dispositions. Scholars, in-
cluding Jorge Otero-Pailos in his Architecture’s Historical Turn and M. 
Reza Shiraz in Towards an Articulated Phenomenological Interpretation 
of Architecture, have mapped the genealogy of architectural phenomenol-
ogy, from the early works of �gures such as Jean Labatut and Christian 
Norberg-Schulz to the substantial contributions of Kenneth Frampton and 
Juhani Pallasmaa.32 The work of architectural historian and theorist Al-
berto Pérez-Gómez has been signi�cant for the development and articula-
tion of architectural phenomenology, as has been the writings of architects 
Steven Holl and Peter Zumthor, among others.33

Czech architectural theorist and pedagogue Dalibor Vesely signi�-
cantly in�uenced phenomenological approaches to architecture, speci�cally 
through his teaching at the University of Essex, the Architectural Asso-
ciation in London, and then at Cambridge University, where he taught un-
til his death in 2015. The volume edited by José de Paiva and dedicated to 
Vesely, The Living Tradition of Architecture, speaks to his legacy through 
contributions from colleagues and former students, whose works have also 
signi�cantly informed phenomenological approaches to architectural his-
tory, theory, pedagogy, and practice.34 The Czech philosopher Jan Pa-
točka was an important in�uence on Vesely, and the latter’s engagement 
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with Husserl’s philosophy is indicated in terms of his appropriation of 
the concept of “the natural world” from Patočka and the mediation of  
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.35 The primary philosophical underpin-
ning of Vesely’s thinking, however, which orients the argument of his major 
work, Architecture in the Age of Divided Representation, is the phenome-
nological hermeneutics of Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer; the same 
can be said of the thought of Peter Carl.36 Building critically on Vesely’s 
and Carl’s work, the volume co-edited by Henriette Steiner and Maximilian 
Sternberg, Phenomenologies of the City, expands the breadth of phenome-
nological inquiry in architecture through its attention to the complex insti-
tutional, atmospheric, and agonic structures of the city.37 The latter theme 
is exempli�ed in the work of Wendy Pullan and her collaborators on urban 
con�ict.38 The 2018 volume of the journal Log, guest-edited by Bryan Nor-
wood and titled Disorienting Phenomenology, is a critical contribution that 
challenges traditional approaches to phenomenology in architecture.39 Con-
tributors to this volume interrogate and critique inherited tendencies in archi-
tectural phenomenology, foregrounding topics and themes that carry their 
own theoretical weight, within which phenomenology as a philosophical 
paradigm proper is implicated. These include questions of race through criti-
cal race and postcolonial theories; questions of gender and sexuality in queer 
and feminist thought; and theories of disability, all approached in relation 
to the task of historicising and theorising architecture.40 Recent scholarship 
on the contribution of phenomenology in the Husserlian tradition to post-
colonial thought, and to decolonising and antiracist ethical imperatives, has 
foregrounded its signi�cance for social and political critique. In their exami-
nation of Frantz Fanon’s contribution to psychiatry, Dan Zahavi and Sophie 
Loidolt have shown that “he is part of a long history of critical approaches 
in psychopathology and psychiatry, which has �rm roots in the phenomeno-
logical tradition, and which keeps up its critical work today.”41 In a similar 
vein, Jean Khalfa’s thorough investigation of Fanon’s writings on psychiatry 
and his psychiatric work has pointed to the signi�cance of key thinkers and 
concepts in the phenomenological tradition for Fanon’s thought, such as the 
notion of the “corporeal schema”—a concept that Merleau-Ponty appropri-
ated from early neurophysiology, but gave a new phenomenological sense 
informed by his study of Husserl’s then unpublished research manuscripts.42 
I take up these Husserlian themes concerning space and embodiment in this 
study, in the context of Afro-Brazilian religious praxis. It is the situational 
speci�city of the topic of the spatiality of the Candomblé ritual itself that I 
aim to foreground through phenomenological description, which includes its 
interlaced horizons of intersubjectivity and historicity.

In parallel and in dialogue with architectural theorists’ engagement with 
phenomenology are works of philosophers interested in architecture from the 
perspective of phenomenology, and speci�cally the phenomenology of place. 
To Edward Casey’s The Fate of Place, already mentioned, and his Getting 
Back into Place, should be added the writings of Karsten Harries, speci�cally 
his The Ethical Function of Architecture, as well as the work of Andrew 
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Benjamin, Fred Rush, and Jeff Malpas.43 The works of both theorists of ar-
chitectural phenomenology and philosophers of place and architecture re�ect 
the profound in�uence of the writings of later phenomenologists, especially 
Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. Although programmatic aspects of Husserl’s 
philosophy are regarded in these overlapping paradigms, with varying levels 
of depth and sympathy, the speci�c problems of a phenomenology of spatial 
experience and the constitution of space as developed in Husserl’s concrete 
descriptions and analyses are not addressed. An exception to this is the rel-
atively recent book by James Dodd, Phenomenology, Architecture and the 
Built World.44 Dodd’s perspective emphasizes phenomenology’s “classical 
expression in the work of Edmund Husserl and the early Martin Heidegger,” 
and in this way aspects of his analyses address questions of the constitution 
of space in Husserl’s phenomenology.45 For sustained Husserlian interpreta-
tions, however, one must turn to the contemporary philosophical literature 
on Husserl speci�cally and, of course, Husserl’s writings themselves.

The importance of Filip Mattens’s work has already been mentioned. The 
published volume to date dedicated exclusively to the problem of spatiality 
in Husserl is Ulrich Claesges’s untranslated work, Edmund Husserls Theo-
rie der Raumkonstitution (Edmund Husserl’s Theory of the Constitution of 
Space).46 I follow Claesges’s analyses closely in Chapter 2 of this study. Fred 
Kersten’s doctoral dissertation was a study of “Husserl’s Investigations to-
ward a Phenomenology of Space” (1964), and Noel Mouloud explored Hus-
serl’s work on space in “Le principe spatial d’individuation” (“The spatial 
principle of individuation”) (1956).47 Numerous volumes in the Husserliana 
series of Husserl’s complete works, which I discuss below, have been pub-
lished since these studies, including Husserl’s lectures on Thing and Space 
(1973), his Analyses Concerning Passive Synthesis (1966), and a series of 
late manuscripts on spatiality published in Peter McCormick and Freder-
ick Elliston’s edited volume, Husserl: Shorter Works (1982).48 My study 
takes this material into account, together with later publications of Husserl’s 
writing on the themes of “intersubjectivity” and “generativity,” which have 
important implications for his concept of space. That said, Husserl studies 
has in recent decades witnessed a blossoming. I have already mentioned the 
work of Anthony Steinbock, Dan Zahavi, and Sara Heinämaa. To this I 
would add Donn Welton’s research on Husserl’s “systematic” phenomenol-
ogy, David Carr’s on problems of history, and the investigations of Dermot 
Moran and Robert Sokolowski, whose works, among others, I draw upon 
for this study.49 My elaboration of Husserl’s description of space constitu-
tion in terms of bodily motility also has af�nities with Jaana Parviainen’s 
study of kinaesthetic structures in the writings of Husserl and Edith Stein.50

One of the aims of this book, therefore, is to introduce aspects of this 
rich and dynamic philosophical conversation on Husserl to an architec-
tural audience and in this way, through a focus on space, to offer architec-
tural theoretical readings of Husserl. Implied here is a double movement: 
a phenomenological description of spatial experience concerned with clar-
ifying “transcendental” structures, and a spatial ethnography aimed at 



10 Introduction: spatial description

understanding the contingent sense of an exemplary situation. The nature 
of the problem is such that the tension has to be worked out in the very 
activity of description. It is a “zig-zag” process, to use a Husserlian expres-
sion, in which the concrete conditions being described function as “leading 
clues” to more general insights. In the following chapters I work through 
this tension by way of a sustained and detailed description of spatial expe-
rience and modes of givenness of spatiality, following the guiding thread of 
the ethnographic example of the caboclo reunião.

For the reader unfamiliar with Husserl, a short biography may be useful, 
but this cannot take the form here of an introduction to Husserl’s thought; 
volumes have been and continue to be written on Husserl’s vast corpus, and 
even Husserl himself framed his own writings published during his lifetime 
as “introductions” to his phenomenology. Edmund Husserl was born on 
April 8, 1859, in Prossnitz, Moravia—then part of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire, now Prostejov in the Czech Republic—into a “middle-class family 
of assimilated non-religious Jews.”51 As Klaus Held notes, there is “nothing 
‘spectacular’ to tell about the inconspicuous scholarly life” of Husserl.52 
Between 1867 and 1881, he studied mathematics, physics, and astronomy 
in Leipzig, and later mathematics and philosophy in Berlin. He received his 
doctorate in mathematics in 1882 from the University of Vienna, where 
he studied from 1884 to 1886 under Franz Brentano, whose in�uence on 
him was profound.53 His two-volume Logical Investigations (1900–1901), 
“written at a turning point in Husserl’s philosophical development,” as 
Dermot Moran notes, was followed over a decade later by his seminal pro-
grammatic text on phenomenology, the �rst volume of his Ideas Pertaining 
to a Pure Phenomenology and to Phenomenological Philosophy (1913), 
and the only of three intended volumes published during his lifetime.54

As I explore in Chapter 2, Husserl had by this time developed in pains-
taking detail his phenomenology of embodiment and descriptions of the 
experiential givenness of space. His last major work, The Crisis of Euro-
pean Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, was published in part 
in Belgrade in 1937, one year before his death.55 Between his Ideas and Cri-
sis, Husserl published only three substantial works: parts of his Lectures on 
Internal Time Consciousness, based on texts compiled by Edith Stein and 
edited for publication in 1928 by Martin Heidegger, both of whom were 
his former assistants; Formal and Transcendental Logic (1929); and Carte-
sian Meditations, published in French translation by Emanuel Levinas and 
 Gabrielle Peiffer in 1931.56 With the rise of National Socialism in Germany 
in 1933, Husserl was suspended from Freiburg University, with his teaching 
license withdrawn and eventually his German citizenship revoked in 1935.57 
He died in Freiburg in Breisgau on April 27, 1938. In the fall of that year, 
Fr. H. L. Van Breda miraculously secured the transportation from Freiburg 
to Louvain, of over 40,000 pages of Husserl’s unpublished shorthand man-
uscripts as well as some 10,000 pages of transcriptions by his assistants, 
thus founding the Husserl Archives in Louvain.58 Since the publication of 
the �rst volume of Husserliana—the collected works of Husserl—in 1950, 
forty-three volumes have been published to date.59 In this study of Husserl’s 
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phenomenology of space, I draw primarily on posthumously published 
writings in the Husserliana series and corresponding  English translations, 
including references to select unpublished manuscripts. In light of the ex-
traordinary work of the Husserl Archives in making this material available, 
Dan Zahavi’s comments, written in 1994, are today even more pertinent:

It has for a long time been permissible to present a traditional (that is 
quasi-Cartesian) Husserl-interpretation, as long as one simply added 
that there might be more re�ned re�ections in Husserl’s unpublished re-
search manuscripts. By now so many volumes of the Husserliana have 
appeared, however, that this excuse is simply no longer viable […] more 
than enough has already appeared to refute once and for all any in-
terpretation oblivious to the decisive differences between a traditional 
(be it Cartesian or Kantian) philosophy of subjectivity and Husserl’s 
phenomenology.60

At this point we can turn expressly to the problem of phenomenological 
description. In this work, I propose to carry out a phenomenological de-
scription of space, employing a concrete example.61 I do not thematise the 
descriptive method itself but rather show how it works by example. Some 
preliminary considerations concerning the theory of phenomenological 
description are, however, appropriate. The matter gets to the heart of 
Husserl’s phenomenology, and can only be indicated in this introduction. 
Robert Sokolowski approaches the issue in terms of questions of presence 
and absence, of the appearance of things in modes of givenness, inherent 
to which belong modes of concealment and withdrawal.62 It is not that 
there is something lying behind appearances or that there is “a screen of 
ideas that comes between us and the object as it really exists;” rather, 
the thing itself is given in the manner proper to its way of appearing.63 
Starting with the sensuously perceivable thing, the descriptive problem 
does not aim at its special features, but rather through these at “the ways 
in which it can be experienced […] the modes of experience and modes 
of presentation.”64 What this problem indicates is an inherently re�exive 
condition, in which the perceiving subject is also given to itself in its way 
of self-disclosure in terms of its relation to the thing. Husserl proposes 
that this relationship itself can be described as a structural condition of 
the possibility of the experience of things. In this sense, as being con-
cerned with descriptions of the structure of experience, phenomenologi-
cal description is a description of “transcendental structures.”65 It is not 
possible to fully �esh out this matter within the space of this introduction. 
Here I can only point to the issues and their resolution by others, as my 
aim in this book is not to present the phenomenological method but to 
put it into practice.

David Carr approaches the question of the meaning of the motif of the 
transcendental for phenomenology’s descriptive method by discussing 
the relationship between “subjectivity” and “intentionality,” in the way 
that  Husserl uses these terms.66 Carr notes that Husserl emphasises  the 
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“descriptive, non-explanatory character of phenomenological investigations” 
in clarifying the manner in which things are given in experience.67 The sense 
of “experience” Husserl foregrounds is that of “living through” something:

Husserl wants to distinguish the awareness that belongs to this “ living 
through” from any kind of awareness of objects. […] In perception, 
for example […] I perceive some object—for example, a tree in the 
 garden—but I “experience” or “live through” (ich erlebe) the percep-
tion itself. I do not “live through” the tree, and unless I explicitly re-
�ect, I do not perceive my perception.68

This experience as a “living through” process is directed towards the ob-
ject: “In perception something is perceived, in imagination something is 
imagined […] in desire something desired, and so forth.”69 Husserl terms 
this directedness towards the object as an experiential living through 
one’s relation with it “intentionality.” Carr’s rich and detailed analyses 
are focused on Husserl’s description of the structure of intentionality. The 
structure points to the phenomenon of meaning or sense—the object as 
experienced—and implicated is not merely the givenness of things, but the 
experience of “my surrounding world” and the “world.”70 It is in relation 
to the givenness of the world that the concept of transcendence acquires 
signi�cance for phenomenology:

The original realism of phenomenology is never abandoned […] no 
attempt is made to reduce or absorb the object of intentionality into 
consciousness. For this reason, using the term “reduction” in place of 
“epoche” is very misleading. On the contrary, the transcendence of ob-
ject and world, which is precisely their non-reducibility (to conscious-
ness), is taken seriously and subjected to careful analysis. […] the point 
is not to deduce or infer the world’s existence—much less to explain it 
or indeed explain consciousness—but to clarify and describe the sense 
of that existence.71

The aim of this study is to carry out a description of the experiential 
sense of spatiality. In doing this, I expressly refrain, where possible, from 
employing technical language typically found in Husserl’s programmatic 
works—that is, texts concerned with presenting phenomenology’s aims and 
methods rather than actual descriptions—such as “intentionality,” “tran-
scendental subjectivity,” “epochē,” and “reduction.” I approach the ques-
tion of intentionality from the perspective of embodiment, and thus frame 
the question of spatial experience in terms of embodied subjectivity, what 
Husserl calls the “lived body.” The reader familiar with Husserl’s program-
matic works, but less so with his posthumously published research manu-
scripts, may �nd it surprising to see that these technical terms so readily 
associated with Husserl recede into the background when he is engaged in 
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concrete phenomenological description. The scholars whom I have noted 
above, and others not mentioned, have argued convincingly for a reassess-
ment of Husserl’s philosophical legacy, presenting his philosophy in a new 
light.72 This study thus adds to this new engagement with Husserl, as an 
example of the possibilities of phenomenology as a descriptive practice.

The style of spatial description developed in this work can therefore be 
understood as a phenomenological ethnography of space, with the dual aim 
of developing both a concrete phenomenological description of the structure 
of spatiality and a spatial ethnography. In his approach to ethnographic �eld-
work, anthropologist Alessandro Duranti draws explicitly on Husserl’s phi-
losophy, for example, in his The Anthropology of Intentions. Duranti’s focus, 
however, is not on space but on the signi�cance of Husserl’s concept of inten-
tionality for an approach to linguistic anthropology in terms of a method that 
he terms “ethnopragmatics.”73 The work of Tim Ingold is well known for its 
phenomenological perspective, but Ingold’s approach tends to be more deeply 
engaged with Heidegger’s philosophy than with Husserl’s.74 In their compel-
ling co-edited volume, Phenomenology in Anthropology, Kalpana Ram and 
Christopher Houston trace the contours of the “poetics and politics of phe-
nomenological ethnography,” exempli�ed in descriptions of the contributors 
to their volume.75 Although I would hope that my descriptions echo some of 
the qualities of these ethnographies by  anthropologists—speci�cally Chapter 
4—my study differs from these works in two signi�cant ways: �rstly, I do not 
regard the wider phenomenological tradition, such as the legacy of Heidegger 
and Merleau-Ponty, but develop my study with a distinct focus on Husserl; 
and secondly, my primary concern is with the problem of spatial experience, 
rather than the wide range of themes that social and cultural anthropology 
investigate. The 2003 special issue of the journal Ethnography, guest edited 
by Jack Katz and Thomas J. Csordas, considers the in�uence of phenomeno-
logical methods in ethnographic research, speci�cally as regards tensions in 
the use of phenomenological ethnography in anthropology and sociology.76 
Other important works in this vein include Michael Jackson’s edited volume, 
Things as They Are: New Directions in Phenomenological Anthropology 
(1996) and the article by Robert Desjarlais and C. Jason Throop, “Phenom-
enological Approaches in Anthropology” (2011).77 Katz and Csordas are not 
concerned with differentiating between phenomenological paradigms and 
Desjarlais and Throop’s article takes a critical stance, while Jackson’s volume 
treats the broad phenomenological spectrum. As with the volume by Ram and 
Houston, the question of Husserl’s speci�c contribution to ethnography is not 
a primary concern of these works, far less questions of his phenomenology 
of space. The work of scholars in PEACE—“Phenomenology for East-Asian 
CirclE”—should also be noted, such as the volume edited by Kwok-Ying Lau, 
Chan-Fai Cheung, and Tze-Wan Kwan, Identity and Alterity: Phenomenol-
ogy and Cultural Traditions.78 This volume includes insightful interpretations 
of Husserl’s thought by Lau and Xianghong Fang, but these do not address 
the problem of space speci�cally.79
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I was led to the problem of spatial description via insights gained through 
my experience of the phenomenon of the ritual praxis itself. The matter 
concerns the question of how to thematise the spatiality of the situation, to 
describe what is properly an embodied and intersubjective experience. In 
Chapter 1, I introduce and discuss the path that I took to arrive at the task 
of drawing out and articulating a Husserlian phenomenology of space from 
an interest in the spatiality of the ritual. Fieldwork was essential to this pro-
cess, and I present the background to �eld research in Salvador. The chap-
ter introduces the anthropological context of research on Afro- Brazilian 
religion, and speci�cally Candomblé. I identify certain theoretical issues 
around the systematic study of Candomblé praxis foregrounded in the work 
of anthropologist Marcio Goldman that relate to the seminal studies of 
sociologist Roger Bastide, which I propose pertain to a hermeneutics of 
ritual. This ultimately points to problems of understanding and concep-
tions of time related to the ethics of ethnographic study in the �eld. Implied 
are certain possibilities for spatial experience characterised by “empathy” 
(Einfühlung) and “coevalness,” concepts I draw from the philosophical and 
theoretical critiques of anthropology of Valentin Mudimbe and Johannes 
Fabian. I take up the spatio-perceptual theme that these concepts indicate. 
They point to the fundamental signi�cance of lived experience as a mode of 
“sensing history” at the level of sense perceptual encounter, and it is in this 
light that I introduce the problem of a phenomenology of space as developed 
in Husserl’s thought. To be clear, the methodological considerations of this 
chapter do not pertain to programmatic questions of method internal to 
Husserl’s philosophy, as noted above, but to the path that led me from an 
interest in the spatiality of the ritual to a way of describing it.

In the second and third chapters, I explore Husserl’s phenomenology of 
spatial experience in detail. Here, a few notes on translation are appropriate. 
The dif�culty of approaching and attempting to translate Husserl’s writings 
in German cannot be overstated. Many volumes in the Husserliana series 
have been translated into English, as well as some text fragments published 
elsewhere. I have worked primarily with these English translations of Hus-
serl’s writings. Where no such translations are available, I have consulted the 
original publications in German, as well as certain unpublished manuscripts. 
In working with German texts, I have consistently drawn on Dorion Cairns’s 
authoritative Guide for Translating Husserl, as well as the dictionaries of 
Husserl’s philosophy by John J. Drummond, and Dermot Moran and Joseph 
Cohen.80 It is important to note that certain of Husserl’s technical terms have 
been rendered in different ways in  English, and for this reason I have consist-
ently referenced the corresponding  German works for key terms in working 
with English translations. Where I have chosen to render terms differently 
than given in English translations, I have noted either in the main body of 
the text or in the notes. Identifying intuitively a speci�c phrase or passage in 
Husserl’s writings in German that stands out as of particular relevance for my 
interest in space is one thing, but attempting to expressly and faithfully render 
its meaning in English translation is another. To this end, I have bene�ted 
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from extended and in-depth conversations and correspondence—sometimes 
limited to a single compound word—with my colleagues Maximilian Stern-
berg and Natalie Melas, and my doctoral research assistant Daniel Friedman. 
Ultimately, however, I have determined the form that these translations have 
taken, the meanings that they aim to convey, and the rendering of Husserl’s 
German expressions in English. Apart from these untranslated writings of 
Husserl, I have worked closely, as noted earlier, with Ulrich Claesges’s Ed-
mund Husserls Theorie der Raumkonstitution, which is untranslated in Eng-
lish. These notes on translation apply equally to Claesges’s study.

In developing my analyses in Chapter 2, I draw on Claesges’s study of 
Husserl’s theory of the constitution of space. I introduce certain aspects 
of the ritual for phenomenologically descriptive purposes as examples. 
Insofar as the spatial situation of the caboclo reunião functions as exem-
plary in a sustained way throughout this and the following chapter, the 
phenomenological description gathers increasing ethnographic signi�-
cance. The distinction, therefore, between the two modes of description— 
phenomenological and ethnographic—becomes increasingly blurred. 
I begin Chapter 2 by considering two basic concepts in Husserl’s technical 
vocabulary, that of “constitution” and “experience,” drawing on the work 
of Sokolowski.81 With a clari�cation of these concepts in hand, I explore 
in detail the problem of space constitution, beginning with the experience 
of “things” understood in an abstract way as merely sensuous phenomena, 
or what Husserl terms “phantoms.” At this level of description, it is as if all 
objects experienced sense perceptually have been stripped of their layers of 
historical and cultural signi�cance, appearing in merely sensible givenness. 
It is a methodological abstraction through which Husserl is able to describe 
certain structural features of spatial experience, primarily in visual and tac-
tual givenness. I explore this, using the ritual example in a sustained way. 
These features of space constitution include the modes of givenness of the 
sensible, perceived and apperceived in structures of perspectivity, position-
ality, and horizonality; the peculiar mode of self-givenness of the perceiving 
subject as embodied, that is, the kinaesthetic structure and corporeity of the 
body as what Husserl terms the “lived body” (Leib); the integral relation 
between the “spontaneity” and “receptivity” of the lived body as a motiva-
tional structure tied to the affectivity of space; and the temporality of spatial 
experience as characterised by the accruing and sedimentation of sense in 
the form of lived bodily acquisitions and habitualities. Husserl’s systematic 
descriptions of space constitution from the point of view of an experiencing, 
embodied subject for whom sense accrues immanent to it as habitus imply 
intersubjective experience. These structurally descriptive analyses of what I 
have termed “phantom spatiality”—space given in its mere sensibility—and 
lived bodily corporeity set the bases for the more concrete investigations of 
space as intersubjectively constituted in the following chapter.

Chapter 3 investigates in greater depth problems of the constitution of 
visual and tactual space, exploring the temporal density of spatial experi-
ence in the genesis, accrual, acquisition, sedimentation, and transformation 
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of sense. Before taking this step, however, I consider the theme of horizon in 
its relation to the perceptual experience of that which is merely sensuously 
given, that is, phantom spatiality. Following the analyses of Zahavi, I char-
acterise phantom spatiality in terms of the concept “horizon perception,” a 
notion that indicates a certain structural indeterminacy in terms of which 
space in its mere sensibility is given. This indeterminacy that characterises 
the perception of horizons is an index of another, corresponding structural 
feature of spatial experience, namely, the principle of the experienceability 
of space in a generalised sense, which Zahavi terms “open intersubjectivity.” 
Even in terms of the methodological abstraction of phantom experience, this 
structural feature of spatiality points to an open, indeterminate plurality of 
actual or possible perceiving subjects, which can be human or non-human.

This level of description clari�es structure, but it cannot explain the 
“genesis” of space, that is, the process of the constitution of sense. The 
problems here are intricate, having to do with the concreteness of spatial 
experience, where “things” are no longer thematised in their appearance as 
mere sensuous phantoms, but rather as the givenness of familiar surround-
ings or an “environing world” (Umwelt). We encounter here a methodologi-
cal shift in Husserl’s philosophy from “static” to “genetic” phenomenology, 
the latter term to be understood in a phenomenological sense concerned 
with temporality, and not an empirical-biological one related to informa-
tion. In approaching this methodological shift, I draw on the analyses of 
Welton. The matter necessarily points to the problem of the experience, not 
merely of environing things but of other subjects and of the “Other,” in an 
ethnographic sense. I take up this problem as one of elaborating the spatial 
implications of Husserl’s theory of the experience of another embodied sub-
jectivity through what he terms “empathy” (Einfühlung). Husserl uses this 
term with a speci�c phenomenological meaning, and I analyse its signi�-
cance for a description of the intersubjective constitution of space as a more 
concrete mode of spatial experience that I term “empathic spatiality.” With 
reference to the exemplary function of the caboclo reunião, I introduce the 
spatial affectivity of the gestural movements and singing voices of women. 
In the linguality of the sound is also embodied its occasionality, which is a 
spatial condition within which I myself am immersed. At this moment in my 
analysis, I introduce the problem of generation. The spatiality of the ritual 
is not merely between subjects, not merely intersubjective, but is an inher-
itance characterised by a certain traditionality, intergenerationality, and 
historicity. Drawing on Steinbock’s “generative phenomenology” I investi-
gate and elaborate on the problem of spatiality in its properly concrete, gen-
erative experiential givenness. What I term “generative space” is a mode of 
intersubjective, intergenerational, historical, and environmental (implying 
interspeci�c) experience that is inextricably intertwined with the spatiality 
and corporeity of the lived body. In elaborating these relations, I introduce 
the phenomenological concept of “environmentality” (Umweltlichkeit), 
which speaks of the generativity and geo-historicity of space, what Husserl 
sometimes terms “earth-space,” “earth-ground,” or simply “earth.”
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The fourth chapter is a spatial ethnography of the caboclo reunião of 
Tupiniquim. It begins with a consideration of the role that my photographic 
images of the ritual play throughout the book in supplementing phenom-
enological descriptions of space. In view of the environmentality of gener-
ative space—that is, space in its full concreteness within which phantom, 
genetic, and empathic spatialities are enmeshed—a phenomenological de-
scription of the spatiality of the ritual takes on an ethnographic style and 
texture. This chapter functions at the same time as an example of a con-
crete, phenomenological description of the constitution of space, that is, a 
description of the experiential givenness of space.
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