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The Diachronic Way of Being. 

A Survey on Sociogenesis and Technical Inheritance of Meaning in 

Phenomenological and Post-Phenomenological Debates 

 

Riccardo VALENTI 

Università Ca’ Foscari 

 

Abstract: 
How do we phenomenologically connect with our past and future? This paper seeks to establish a 

phenomenological base for material memory that enables this connection by analysing various texts by its main 
followers. Starting with Husserl, Fink, Merleau-Ponty, and Gadamer, Stiegler claims that documents like 
written texts help individuals share and preserve knowledge across generations, facilitating cultural growth 
and evolution. He argues that both written and digital systems are vital tools that improve our understanding 
of the world today. However, this grasp is only attainable over time through technology. Ihde believes that to 
fully understand complex issues, a long-term view is needed, which emerges when science interacts with 
technology—what he calls technoscience. This allows us to comprehend complex phenomena which no single 
person or generation can fully understand alone. Similarly, Morton’s idea of hyperobjects, such as natural 
disasters, shows that certain realities can only be grasped through continuous technological recordings that go 
beyond individual experiences. Blok’s research on the Destin-E program indicates that due to Earth's vastness, 
we cannot directly experience it; we can only access it via technology. In my work, I highlight the importance 
of long-term perspectives and the technical means that deepen our understanding of recent debates in post-
phenomenology. 
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1. Introduction 

 

What does it mean to assert that meaning is inherited rather than solely created? This 

paper addresses this inquiry by proposing a phenomenological account of «material 

memory» — the collection of technologies and external supports that safeguard and transmit 

meaning across generations. I contend that these supports, which encompass scrolls, print 

media, contemporary digital infrastructures, and «digital twins», are not merely neutral 

repositories of information but active agents involved in the diachronic and sociogenetic 

constitution of meaning. Drawing from the phenomenological tradition (Husserl, Fink, 

Merleau-Ponty) and its post-phenomenological developments (Stiegler, Ihde, Morton, 

Blok), I argue that meaning is not singularly created by a single consciousness but unfolds 
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over time through shared technological and social practices. These practices include what I 

will refer to as  

 

i) diachrony (the nonsimultaneous layering of contributions); 

ii)  sociogenesis (meaning resulting from collective processes); 

iii)  epiphylogenesis (the externalisation of memory in technical objects); 

and 

iv) technical inheritance (cultural continuity via technological mediation). 

 

In the following discussion, I delineate how the phenomenological tradition accounts 

for this multi-layered, temporally based inheritance of meaning and how contemporary 

technological examples — such as climate data archives and the Destin-E project — may be 

interpreted within this conceptual framework. 

 

2) What is Material Memory and Why Is It Significant? 

 

This paper examines several significant phenomenological efforts to justify the 

existence and use of material memory1. By material memory, I refer to various supports 

external to our bodies and minds that help preserve information and prevent its loss. These 

supports differ widely in structure and function: printed books fix meaning in a durable and 

curated form; physical and digital archives classify and retrieve data; social media posts 

circulate content in real time and unstable formats; algorithmic systems increasingly 

generate or transform meaning autonomously. Despite these differences, what they share is 

their capacity to extend meaning beyond the limits of individual consciousness. However, 

my focus is not on storage alone. These supports allow information to evolve. Through the 

interactions that our ancestors, contemporaries, or heirs may have with them, meaning is 

not only preserved but reactivated and transformed. As I will clarify through 

phenomenological literature, knowledge — broadly defined — takes shape over time. It 

depends on multiple contributions and cannot develop without these supports. Thanks to 

 
1 This text is a further development of a talk with the same title given at IULM in Milan on October 19, 2024. 
I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments and for the opportunity to 
improve this work. In preparing this academic text, I used AI-based language tools, specifically OpenAI’s 
ChatGPT, exclusively for stylistic editing, improving clarity, and refining grammar. All content and ideas are 
entirely my own; no AI-generated material was used to create original arguments, interpretations, or 
research findings. 
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the intergenerational cooperation they enable, such tools help humanity elevate the meaning 

of its works and discoveries. In the context of phenomenology, this reflection on technical 

means has led some thinkers — such as Husserl — to move beyond the rigid confines of 

transcendental idealism. It opened their thinking to the influence of time and other 

subjectivities in the progressive constitution of meaning. 

 

3) My Claims: Diachronic, Sociogenetic, and Technological Constitution of Meaning 

In order to frame the analysis that follows, I adopt three interconnected perspectives: 

the diachronic, the sociogenetic, and the technological. By diachronic, I mean the layered 

temporality through which meaning is formed, sedimented, and transmitted. The 

sociogenetic dimension highlights how sense emerges within shared practices, institutions, 

and traditions. The technological aspect concerns the material supports — books, media, 

infrastructures — that stabilize or transform these dynamics. These supports differ widely 

in form and temporality, yet all preserve an interactive potential: they are not inert 

containers but sites of engagement, reactivation, and reinterpretation — even if I cannot 

explore this dimension in depth here2. 

These perspectives guide my reading of a diverse but conceptually coherent 

phenomenological corpus. I begin with Husserl’s The Crisis of European Sciences and 

Transcendental Phenomenology, where the concern of sedimentation becomes central. 

Fink’s essay on phenomenological method (Sixth Meditation) deepens this view by 

introducing a broader generative logic (Ardovino, 2011). I then turn to Merleau-Ponty’s 

Signs and The Prose of the World. Gadamer’s Truth and Method marks a hermeneutic turn, 

stressing the historical and dialogical nature of understanding. In the second half, I focus on 

post-phenomenological developments. Bernard Stiegler’s Technics and Time series 

reinterprets retention as a technical, rather than purely internal, phenomenon. Don Ihde’s 

Husserl’s Missing Technologies and Vincent Blok’s recent work on epistemic infrastructures 

highlight how material devices reshape both cognition and responsibility. I also engage with 

Timothy Morton’s Hyperobjects, which pushes the question of memory and mediation into 

the speculative and ecological domain. Across this trajectory, I argue that meaning is not 

 
2 For a better exploration of these topics and differences, see Valenti (2025b). 
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only created but inherited, and that this inheritance is always mediated — materially, 

socially, and historically. 

4) Husserl on Writing: Exploring The Origin of Geometry  

In the later stages of his career, Husserl re-examined key foundations of his 

phenomenological doctrine. In The Crisis of European Sciences, he reasserts the grounding 

role of scientific practice and its commitment to truth. In one of the appendices to this work 

— The Origin of Geometry — he highlights the central role of expression, which enables 

meanings to be transmitted to an indefinite plurality of interpreters. To make this possible, 

however, oral language alone does not suffice. What oral expression lacks, Husserl writes, is 

«the persisting existence of the ideal objects even during periods when the speaker and his 

peers are no longer related or even alive» (Husserl, 1970: 360). Indeed, only writing ensures 

the persistence and survival of meaning across discontinuities in time and interlocution. 

Through the «communalization» and «infinitization» of contributors, writing becomes a 

cultural and technical augmentation of our natural yet bodily limited capacities. It 

overcomes «the finitude of the individual and even the social capacity» (Husserl, 1970: 365) 

for memory and legacy. The science of geometry that Husserl discusses exemplifies a 

sociogenetic process. It is shaped by contributions from multiple interpreters across 

generations. Scientific tradition, he notes, develops within a «community of knowledge 

living in the unity of a common responsibility» (Husserl, 1970: 363). Each new result builds 

on those already achieved, forming «a propagative process of transferred meaning». Earlier 

meanings contribute to the validity of later ones and become partially absorbed into them: 

«since meaning is grounded upon meaning, the earlier meaning contributes to the validity 

of the later one and indeed becomes part of it to a certain extent» (Husserl, 1970: 363). In 

this model, no single conceptual block is self-sufficient. Meaning is never reactivated in 

isolation. To revive one link in the chain, a broader segment must also be reanimated. Let 

us now briefly consider how Fink extends and deepens this insight.  

5) Reflections on the Necessary Institutionalisation of Knowledge: The Case of Fink’s 

Sixth Meditation 

Eugen Fink, Husserl’s student and collaborator, takes up and extends these 

reflections (Ikeda, 2020). In the Sixth Cartesian Meditation, he emphasizes that the subject 

of science is not the individual, but «the historico-generative complex of life standing in the 
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unity of a cultural tradition» (Fink, 1995: 102). Science, he writes, is an «intersubjective, 

historically transmitted habituality of will» into which the individual enters «as a 

functionary, a link in the chain» (Fink, 1995: 102-103). In this view, scientific truths cannot 

remain private or tacit. They must be objectified — articulated in sentences, reports, and 

textbooks — in order to endure. Only through this process can they attain what Fink calls «a 

duration superior to that of all human duration» (Fink, 1995: 103). Indeed, the continuity of 

scientific knowledge depends on this outward expression, which makes individual thought 

intersubjectively shareable. In short, science is created when thought-performances are 

organized into institutional, expressive constructs. These allow truths to become learnable, 

repeatable, and transmissible. This process founds science as a supra-individual and 

«collective habituality» — one that others can enter, continue, and transform across time 

(Fink, 1995: 103-104). 

6) Merleau-Ponty on Expression and Intergenerational Communication in Art 

A few years later, Merleau-Ponty deepens the phenomenological account of 

expression and transmission, shifting the focus from science to art. In Signs, he reflects on 

the temporality of painting and its intergenerational logic, which echoes Fink’s notion of 

scientific habituality. A work of art, he argues, is never isolated. It always belongs to a lineage 

— embedded in techniques, gestures, and styles inherited from the past and open to future 

metamorphoses. Some paintings, he notes, «anticipate a kind of painting» and remain 

«necessary mediators in any initiation to painting». Even without knowing it, they «bring 

about that metamorphosis which painting later became aware of» (Merleau-Ponty, 1964: 

49). Each canvas thus bears the signature of a moment in life but also joins «a series of 

successive canvases», transmitting expression, as scientific habituality, «from man to man 

across the common world they share» (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 51; 1973: 55). As with science 

in Husserl and Fink, the truth of painting lies not in isolated achievements but in a 

generative chain that institutes a style, a tradition, a history. The work that matters is not 

the one that exists «like a thing», but the one that «reaches its viewer and invites him to take 

up the gesture that created it», rejoining «the silent world of the painter» (Merleau-Ponty 

1964: 51). Every work thus belongs to «the universe of conceived painting as a single task», 

stretching «from the first sketches on the walls of caves up to our “conscious” paintings» 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1964: 60). Moreover, our contemporary gaze rediscovers meaning even in 

ancient, unfamiliar images. This happens not only because our painting transforms them, 

but because they, too, «transfigure it». The artists who believed they were «continuing 
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primitive terrors» were in fact inaugurating «another history that is still ours» (Merleau-

Ponty, 1964: 60). These shared terrors, Merleau-Ponty writes, echo «like fires answering 

one another in the night» of time (Merleau-Ponty, 1964: 60; 1973: 67-70). 

7) Gadamer: Hermeneutic Phenomenology and the Transformation of Meaning 

A further contribution to the understanding of material memory and the diachronic 

formation of meaning comes from hermeneutically oriented phenomenology, especially in 

the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer (see Grondin, 2003). In Truth and Method, Gadamer 

argues that understanding is never a simple retrieval of fixed meanings, but a dynamic 

process shaped by historical situatedness. Meaning is generated through a «fusion of 

horizons» between the present and the past — a movement of reinterpretation, mediated by 

tradition. In this sense, historical meaning is never complete or given once and for all. It is 

continually realised within new temporal and cultural frameworks. This gives Gadamer a 

central place in the transition from classical phenomenology to contemporary concerns 

about technical mediation and collective inheritance (see Dostal, 2022). Literature, for 

instance, is understood as a form of being that preserves and transmits — «bringing its 

concealed history into every epoch» (Gadamer, 2004: 154). World literature appears as a 

«living unity» within a process that remains «unfinished and perhaps will never be 

completed». What Gadamer calls the «historical mode of being of literature» — its ability to 

endure and be reactivated by future readers—explains how a work can belong to world 

literature and, by extension, to the human sciences, as seen before (Gadamer, 2004: 155). In 

this process, something «alien and dead» is made «contemporary and familiar», as it is also 

the case in Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of artistic endeavors (Gadamer, 2004: 156). 

Indeed, the movement recalls what Merleau-Ponty describes as metamorphosis: a 

transformation across time that keeps meaning alive by making it resonate anew. Tradition, 

for Gadamer, is not static; it is a reconstructive medium through which meaning is 

reaffirmed in writing and recovered in dialogue. Ultimately, interpretation becomes a mode 

of encounter — a hermeneutical conversation with «past humanity» (Gadamer, 2004, 392). 

We become, as he writes, «remnants through which one human being can, via intervention, 

piece together another’s existence» (Gadamer, 2004: 393). The fusion of horizons is thus 

never final; it is «continuously assimilated and interpreted» (Gadamer, 2004: 398), 

reaffirming our shared capacity to inherit and recreate meaning. 
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8) Stiegler on Tertiary Memory or Epiphylogenesis 

Building on these concerns, Bernard Stiegler emphasizes that such intergenerational 

cooperation can only be fully understood through a specific kind of memory that exists 

outside the individual. He names this tertiary retention or epiphylogenesis: the material 

inscription of memory in mnemotechnical systems — from books and film to digital devices 

(Stiegler, 2011: 4; see Bluemink, 2020). Unlike primary and secondary retention, which 

remain tied to lived experience, as we can appreciate by reading Husserl, tertiary memory 

constitutes a collective patrimony — a shared cultural capacity for remembrance, 

inheritance, and responsibility (Stiegler, 1998: 98). This patrimony is not a fixed archive. It 

is a historical process — an «enchainment» (Stiegler, 2007: 15) — in which memory unfolds 

diachronically across generations and devices. Through writing and recording, knowledge 

becomes transmissible and communal, echoing Husserl’s vision in The Origin of Geometry. 

It allows meaning to be stabilized and passed on, contributing to what Stiegler calls the 

«transcendental We» formed by written expression (Stiegler, 2009: 196). But for this We to 

emerge, we must move beyond the closure of the egological monad. What enables this shift 

is not an internal synthesis alone, but a technics of externalization — a system in which 

«present-time consciousness and past-past time consciousness can coincide» (Stiegler, 

1998: 229). This convergence, crucially, depends on material supports. Indeed, without 

mnemotechnics, the temporal depth of experience remains incommunicable. 

9) Idhe’s Post-Phenomenological and Morton’s Hyperobjects. Diachronic 

Measurements 

More recently, Don Ihde has explicitly emphasized the positive role of technology in 

phenomenology and in the diachronic constitution of meaning (Ihde, 2016; see also Valenti 

2024; Valenti, 2025a). Central to this view is his notion of technoscience, which foregrounds 

the instrumental and collective dimension of contemporary knowledge production 

(Verbeek, 2005; Verbeek, 2011). For Ihde, certain phenomena — such as the greenhouse 

effect — cannot be grasped through direct perception or even through «synchronic global 

measurements» (Ihde, 2016: 35), which prove inadequate for capturing their scale and 

sociogenetic complexity. Only «very long-term records» (Ihde, 2016: 80) make such 

phenomena accessible. These records are possible thanks to a cumulative process involving 

instruments, data, and the collaborative labour of scientific communities. Through this 

interplay, technoscientific practices reveal dimensions of reality otherwise invisible to 
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individual observers. A similar insight appears in Timothy Morton’s account of hyperobjects 

— entities that are «massively distributed in time and space relative to humans» (Morton, 

2013: 1). These objects defy individual cognition. They are partially inaccessible to any one 

subject, and yet deeply embedded in collective life. Their properties — viscosity, nonlocality, 

temporal undulation, interobjectivity — make them resistant to immediate perception. 

Morton discusses the Hiroshima bomb as a paradigmatic hyperobject. «[N]o single witness 

could comprehend the entire bomb» (Morton, 2013: 49), given the magnitude and aftermath 

of the explosion. Each testimony is merely a «local manifestation» — a partial access point 

to a historical event that continues to resonate. These fragmentary yet interconnected 

accounts form a vicarious but necessary experience, one that allows the bomb to be 

constituted in historical memory. As Morton writes, its story «is told in a narrative present 

that is necessarily different from the moment at which the bomb hit» (Morton, 2013: 49). 

10) Blok on Destin-E. Observing Our Planet From Above 

One aspect that Morton leaves largely unaddressed is the role of technology in 

rendering accessible concepts that would otherwise exceed human cognition (see Zwier, 

Blok, Lemmens, 2016). In this regard, Blok offers a more systematic account (Blok, 2025). 

He focuses on Destin-E, a «digital twin» or «real-time realistic digital model» (Blok, 2023: 

12; Thelen et al., 2022) currently developed by the European Commission. Its goal is to 

model the Earth and its ecological transformations with greater precision and predictive 

power. Destin-E is designed to anticipate «the effects of climate change and the impact of 

adaptation and mitigation strategies» (Blok, 2023: 4). Achieving this requires not only 

sophisticated digital technologies, but also «comprehensive community dialogue» and a 

«shared understanding of usage scenarios» (Hoffmann et al., 2023: 2-3), supported by a 

common digital infrastructure (Nativi, Mazzetti, Craglia, 2021: 2). The project aims to 

generate a «comprehensive observational dataset» (Blok, 2023: 4), integrated with tools to 

«visualise, monitor, and forecast» environmental change (Blok, 2021: 38; Nativi et al., 2021: 

6). These tools allow us to anticipate the ecological effects of future developments and to 

reconstruct past phenomena with unprecedented scope. In doing so, they open new access 

to deep time—including geological processes typically inaccessible to embodied human 

perception. Yet, as Blok notes, the digital twin never fully replicates the original; it «accesses 

the origin» without ever coinciding with it (Blok, 2023: 22). Destin-E should therefore be 

viewed not merely as a monitoring system, but as a material memory-object engaged in the 

diachronic constitution of ecological meaning. Like Morton’s hyperobjects, the processes it 
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models exceed the perceptual range of any individual or generation. But Destin-E renders 

them thinkable and actionable through a shared digital interface. From a phenomenological 

standpoint, Destin-E functions as an apparatus of epiphylogenesis. It records the past, 

simulates possible futures, and creates a space for intergenerational interpretation. Through 

this digital infrastructure, climate change appears not as a set of static data, but as an 

evolving horizon of sense. Destin-E thus constitutes a new phenomeno-technical 

environment — a memory-object that enables the collective co-constitution of ecological 

awareness across time (Korenhof, Blok, Kloppenburg, 2021). 

11) Conclusion: New and Existing Research Directions 

While schematic and programmatic in tone, this paper has aimed to trace several 

phenomenological paths that open onto contemporary concerns. Through selective readings 

and concise quotations, I have shown how key phenomenological texts justify a diachronic, 

collective, and materially grounded account of meaning. Starting with Husserl and Fink, I 

emphasized the centrality of writing, institutional and technical externalization — means 

through which content becomes visible, shareable, and modifiable by an indefinite plurality 

of interpreters. Far from marginal, these supports reveal the sociogenetic constitution of 

meaning and suggest a loosening of transcendental idealism toward more dynamic, 

historical models. Merleau-Ponty extends these insights to artistic creation, showing how 

style, gesture, and expression unfold within traditions that persist beyond the lives of 

individual artists. Gadamer broadens this logic further, illuminating the hermeneutic life of 

texts and their role in the ongoing construction of culture. Stiegler, building on Derrida and 

Husserl alike, radicalizes this view: meaning survives its originators only through 

mnemotechnical systems that make retention and transmission possible. Ihde and Morton 

reinforce these perspectives by foregrounding the temporal and perceptual challenges posed 

by hyperobjects and large-scale phenomena — challenges that require long-term, 

technologically mediated cooperation. In this light, projects like Destin-E exemplify the 

conditions under which ecological meaning can emerge across generations, through shared 

tools, and in response to planetary crises that exceed immediate experience. Looking 

forward, these reflections invite further exploration of the political and ethical dimensions 

implied by such phenomeno-technical configurations. Phenomenology, reoriented in this 

way, is not only a philosophy of experience but a critical inquiry into the infrastructures that 

shape what we can remember, imagine, and act upon — together. 
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