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3 Do we need a more comprehensive concept of meaning? Schutz and Nishida on “spontaneity”

Jan StraBheim (FFEHKE)
Numerous studies suggest that we communicate by adapting to others and to the situation at hand rather than by
conforming to shared rules. This flexibility is not adequately reflected in a phenomenology which bases meaning upon
types or routines. Among the authors most advanced in this respect is Alfred Schutz, who insists that established
meaning—patterns remain valid “only until further notice”. However, even this qualified view implies a primacy of the
established pattern in which any change in meaning depends on the occurrence of a “problem” or a “crisis”. In order
to do justice to the free and smooth changes which make us open (at least in principle) to other people and novel
situations, attention is drawn to the term “spontaneity” used both by Schutz and by his contemporary Nishida Kitaro—.
Changes in meaning may be spontaneous in the sense of (1) having an inherent motivation and of (2) happening in an
automatic manner frequently below the level of consciousness. This idea is distinct from accounts which appeal to
factors working outside, or even against, meaning. Instead, in line with Nishida’ s critique of substantializing the subject,
we might need a more comprehensive concept of meaning which includes its “spontaneous” flexibility.
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