
Part I
Phenomenology and Experimental 

Cognitive Science



It is always risky to make sweeping statements about the development of philosophy, 
but if one were nevertheless asked to describe twentieth century philosophy in 
broad strokes, one noteworthy feature might be the following: Whereas important 
figures at the beginning of the century, figures such as Frege and Husserl, were very 
explicit in their rejection of naturalism (both are known for their rejection of the 
attempt to naturalize the laws of logic, that is, for their criticism of psychologism), 
the situation has changed considerably. Today many philosophers – not the least 
within analytical philosophy – would subscribe to some form of naturalism. In fact, 
naturalism is seen by many as the default metaphysical position. If you don’t sub-
scribe to naturalism you must be subscribing to some form of Cartesian substance 
dualism. Thus, whereas 20 or 30 years ago one might have been inclined to char-
acterize the development of twentieth century philosophy in terms of a linguistic 
turn, a turn from a philosophy of subjectivity to a philosophy of language, it might 
today be more apt to describe the development in terms of a turn from anti-naturalism 
to naturalism.

What are the implications of this turn? It has some rather decisive metaphilo-
sophical implications, that is, it has implications for the way we view the relation 
between philosophy and positive science. According to some readings, a commit-
ment to naturalism simply amounts to taking one’s departure in what is natural 
(rather than supernatural), but I think it is fair to say that the use of the term in the 
current discourse mainly signals an orientation towards natural science. As Sellars 
famously put it, “in the dimension of describing and explaining the world, science 
is the measure of all things, of what is that it is and of what is not that it is not” 
(Sellars 1963, 173). However, insofar as naturalists would consider the scientific 
account of reality authoritative, a commitment to naturalism is bound to put pres-
sure on the idea that philosophy (including phenomenology) can make a distinct 
and autonomous contribution to the study of reality.
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A vivid illustration of this tension can be found in the field of consciousness 
studies. As Francis Crick insists “it is hopeless to try to solve the problems of con-
sciousness by general philosophical arguments; what is needed are suggestions for 
new experiments that might throw light on these problems.” (Crick 1995, 19). 
Indeed, on Crick’s view, “the study of consciousness is a scientific problem. […] 
There is no justification for the view that only philosophers can deal with it.” (Crick 
1995, 258). Quite on the contrary in fact, since philosophers “have had such a poor 
record over the last 2,000 years that they would do better to show a certain modesty 
rather than the lofty superiority that they usually display.” (Crick 1995, 258). This 
is not to say that philosophers cannot make some kind of contribution, but they 
must “learn how to abandon their pet theories when the scientific evidence goes 
against them or they will only expose themselves to ridicule.”(Crick 1995, 258). In 
short, philosophers are welcome to join the common enterprise, but only as junior 
partners. Indeed, one suspects that philosophy (of mind) on Crick’s view will 
ultimately turn out to be dispensable. Whatever contribution it can make is propae-
deutical and will eventually be replaced by a proper scientific account.

It is doubtful whether all philosophers committed to naturalism would accept 
this line of thought, but there is no question that naturalism does pose a challenge 
to philosophy. In the following, my focus will be on phenomenology. How should 
phenomenology respond to this challenge? What sense can we make of recent 
proposals to naturalize phenomenology? A correct appraisal is, however, compli-
cated by the fact that naturalism is far from being a univocal position. I will take 
my point of departure in a rather classical reductionist conception of naturalism, not 
only because this was the kind of position that Husserl was originally reacting 
against, but also because it still remains a widespread and influential view. Whether 
this ultimately amounts to a satisfying conception of naturalism is a question I will 
return to later.

Husserl’s Anti-naturalism

To start with, let us briefly recapitulate the character and motivation for Husserl’s 
anti-naturalism. In the long essay Philosophy as Rigorous Science, Husserl 
describes naturalism as a fundamentally flawed philosophy (Husserl 1987, 41) and 
argues that it has typically had two different aims: the naturalization of ideality and 
normativity, and the naturalization of consciousness (Husserl 1987, 9). In his view, 
however, both attempts fail and both are misguided. The naturalistic reduction of 
ideality leads to scepticism (Husserl 1987, 7; 1984, 47). This, in fact, was one of 
Husserl’s main arguments in his famous fight against psychologism in the Logical 
Investigations. As for Husserl’s criticism of the attempt to naturalize consciousness, 
he explicitly contrasts his own phenomenology of consciousness with a natural 
scientific account of consciousness (Husserl 1987, 17). Both disciplines investigate 
consciousness, but according to Husserl they do so in utterly different manners. 
And to suggest that the phenomenological account could be absorbed, or reduced, 
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or replaced by a naturalistic account is for Husserl sheer nonsense. This is not to 
say that Husserl doesn’t respect natural science, but as he famously put it in Ideas 
I, “When it is actually natural science that speaks, we listen gladly and as disciples. 
But it is not always natural science that speaks when natural scientists are speaking; 
and it assuredly is not when they are talking about ‘philosophy of Nature’ and 
‘epistemology as a natural science’” (Husserl 1982, 39).

But why does Husserl oppose the attempt to implement a thorough naturalistic 
account of consciousness? Because naturalism in his view is incapable of doing full 
justice to consciousness. Not only has it – in the shape of experimental psychology 
– lost sight of (subjective) consciousness (Husserl 1987, 104), but even more 
importantly, naturalism treats consciousness as a real occurrent entity in the world, 
that is, it conceives of consciousness as an object in the world, on a par with – 
though possibly more complex than – volcanoes, waterfalls, ice crystals, gold nug-
gets, rhododendrons or black holes. But on Husserl’s view this is unacceptable 
since consciousness rather than merely being an object in the world, is also a sub-
ject for the world, that is, a necessary condition of possibility for any entity to 
appear as an object in the way it does and with the meaning it has. To put it differ-
ently, according to Husserl, the decisive limitation of naturalism is that it is inca-
pable of recognizing the transcendental dimension of consciousness.

One way to interpret Kant’s revolutionary Copernican turn is by seeing it as 
amounting to the realization that our cognitive apprehension of reality is more than 
a mere mirroring of a preexisting world. Moreover, Kant transformed the pre-criti-
cal search for the most fundamental building blocks of reality into a reflection on 
what conditions something must satisfy in order to count as “real”; what is the 
condition of possibility for the appearance of objects? With various modifications 
this idea was picked up by Husserl and subsequent phenomenologists. Indeed, the 
reason why phenomenologists have emphasized the importance of the first-person 
perspective and investigated the fundamental structures of consciousness and self-
hood in great detail has not been because they considered such an investigation a 
goal in itself – if so, phenomenology would have remained a form of philosophical 
psychology or philosophical anthropology – rather the analysis was motivated by 
transcendental philosophical considerations.

Naturalism is typically distinguished by methodological as well as metaphysical 
commitments. The methodological commitment amounts to the idea that the right 
criteria for justification are those found in and employed by the natural sciences. 
The metaphysical commitment amounts to the monistic view that there is only one 
kind of thing, namely things with natural properties, so that everything existing is 
natural. Jointly, the two commitments amounts to the view that everything (includ-
ing everything pertaining to human life, such as consciousness, culture and history) 
has to be studied by the methods of natural science (cf. Aikin 2006, 318). Moreover, 
this outlook is frequently tied to an explicit endorsement of metaphysical realism. 
One way to define metaphysical realism is to see it as being guided by a certain 
conception of knowledge. Knowledge is taken to consist in a faithful mirroring of 
a mind-independent reality. It is taken to be knowledge of a reality which exists 
independently of that knowledge, and indeed independently of any thought and 



6 D. Zahavi

experience (Williams 2005, 48). If we want to know true reality, we should aim at 
describing the way the world is, independently of all the ways in which it happens 
to present itself to us human beings, that is, we should aim for a description where 
all traces of ourselves have been removed. Metaphysical realism assumes that 
everyday experience combines subjective and objective features and that we can 
reach an objective picture of what the world is really like by stripping away the 
subjective. It consequently argues that there is a clear distinction to be drawn 
between the properties things have ‘in themselves’ and the properties which are 
‘projected by us’. Whereas the world of appearance, the world as it is for us in daily 
life, combines subjective and objective features, science captures the objective 
world, the world as it is in itself.

This assumption has been questioned by phenomenologists. They have criticized 
the suggestion that science can provide us with a description from a view from 
nowhere as if science simply mirrors the way in which pre-existing and mind-
independent nature classifies itself. They have argued that a view from nowhere is 
unattainable, just as they would deny that it is possible to look at our experiences 
sideways on to see whether they match with reality. This is so, not because such 
views are incredibly hard to reach, but because the very idea of such views is 
nonsensical.

For phenomenology, science is not simply a collection of systematically inter-
related justified propositions. Science is performed by somebody; it is a specific 
theoretical stance towards the world. This stance did not fall down from the sky; 
it has its own presuppositions and origins. Scientific objectivity is something to strive 
for, but it rests on the observations and experiences of individuals; it is knowledge 
shared by a community of experiencing subjects and presupposes a triangulation of 
points of view or perspectives. Thus, according to this view, rather than being as 
such a hindrance or obstacle, consciousness turns out to be a far more important 
requisite for objectivity and the pursuit of scientific knowledge than, say, micro-
scopes and scanners.

For Husserl, naturalism takes its subject matter, nature, for granted. Reality is 
assumed to be out there, waiting to be discovered and investigated. And the aim is 
then to acquire a strict and objectively valid knowledge about this given realm. But 
for Husserl this attitude must be contrasted with the properly philosophical attitude, 
which critically questions the very foundation of experience and scientific thought 
(Husserl 1987, 13–14). Philosophy is a discipline which doesn’t simply contribute 
to or extend the scope of our scientific knowledge, but which instead investigates 
the basis of this knowledge and asks how it is possible. Naturalism has denied the 
existence of a particular philosophical method, and has claimed that philosophy 
should employ the same method that all strict sciences are using, the natural scien-
tific method. But for Husserl this line of reasoning merely displays that one has 
failed to understand what philosophy is all about. Philosophy has its own aims and 
methodological requirements; requirements that for Husserl are epitomized in his 
notion of phenomenological reduction (Husserl 1984, 238–239). For Husserl, the 
reduction is meant to make us maintain the radical difference between philo-
sophical reflection and all other modes of thought. As he wrote in 1907: “Thus, the 
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‘phenomenological reduction’ is simply the requirement always to abide by the 
sense of the proper investigation, and not to confuse epistemology with a natural 
scientific (objectivistic) investigation” (Husserl 1984, 410). Every positive science 
rests upon a field of givenness or evidence that is presupposed but not investigated 
by the sciences themselves. In order to make this dimension accessible, a new type 
of inquiry is called for, a type of inquiry which “precedes all natural knowledge and 
science and points in a quite different direction than natural science” (Husserl 1984, 
176). This, of course, is one reason why the phenomenological attitude has fre-
quently been described as an unnatural direction of thought (Husserl 2001, I. 170). 
But to describe phenomenology as unnatural is of course also to deny any straight-
forward continuity between philosophy and natural science.

Husserl’s view on this issue seems pretty much to have been shared by 
Heidegger. In a famous talk entitled Phänomenologie und Theologie written in 
1927 Heidegger argued that within the different positive sciences we can speak 
of relative differences. One science, say anthropology, investigates one specific 
realm, another science, say biology, investigates another realm. Between the 
positive sciences and phenomenological philosophy there is also a difference, 
but this difference is not a relative, but an absolute one. For whereas the positive 
sciences are ontical sciences which are interested in beings (das Seiende), 
phenomenology is an ontological science which is concerned with Being (Sein). 
It is in this context that Heidegger famously remarks that there are more simi-
larities between theology and chemistry (both of which are concerned with 
beings) than between theology and philosophy (Heidegger 1978, 49). Given this 
outlook we can at most expect a kind of one-way communication between phi-
losophy and science, where the former constrains the latter.

Transcendental Philosophy and Philosophical Psychology

So far, phenomenology’s response to naturalism is rather unequivocal. Contrary to 
some proposals, it is not naturalism’s classical endorsement of some form of reduc-
tive materialism that constitutes the main obstacle to a reconciliation. It is not as if 
matters would improve if naturalism opted for some version of emergentism or 
property dualism. The real problem has to do with naturalism’s commitment to 
scientism and metaphysical realism. Indeed given such commitments, the attempt 
to naturalize phenomenology seems fundamentally misguided. As Husserl explained 
to the Neo-Kantian Rickert in a letter from 1915, he considered the fight against 
naturalism – a fight he had devoted his life to – indispensable for the progress of 
philosophy (Husserl 1994, V. 178). Indeed, for Husserl a phenomenologist who 
embraced naturalism would in effect have ceased being a philosopher.

To naturalize phenomenology might indeed – to use a formulation employed by 
the editors of the volume Naturalizing Phenomenology – be a question of integrating 
phenomenology into an explanatory framework where every acceptable property is 
made continuous with the properties admitted by natural science (Roy et al. 1999, 
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1–2). However, let us at this point reassess this initial definition of naturalization, and 
consider a rather different (and more modest) proposal. To naturalize phenomenology 
might simply be a question of letting phenomenology engage in a fruitful exchange 
and collaboration with empirical science. Phenomenology does study phenomena 
that are part of nature and therefore also open to empirical investigation, and insofar 
as phenomenology concerns itself with such phenomena it should be informed by the 
best available scientific knowledge. The phenomenological credo ‘To the things 
themselves’ calls for us to let our experience guide our theories. We should pay atten-
tion to the way in which we experience reality. Empirical scientists might not pay 
much attention to the formal structure of phenomenality, but as empirical researchers 
they do in fact pay quite a lot of attention to concrete phenomena, and might conse-
quently be less apt to underestimate the richness, complexity and variety of phenom-
ena than the average philosopher. As Merleau-Ponty puts it in La Nature:

“How thus not to be interested in science in order to know what Nature is? If 
Nature is something all-encompassing, we cannot think it starting from concepts, 
let alone deductions, rather we must think it starting from experience, and in par-
ticular, experience in its most regulated form – that is, science.” (Merleau-Ponty 
2000, 87 [transl. modified])

To put it differently, the ultimate aim of phenomenology is to provide a transcen-
dental philosophical clarification, and as such its aim differs from that of empirical 
science. However, there is more to phenomenology than this ultimate goal. 
Phenomenology also offers detailed analyses of various aspects of consciousness, 
including perception, imagination, embodiment, memory, self-experience, tempo-
rality, etc. In offering such analyses, phenomenology addresses issues that are 
crucial for an understanding of the true complexity of consciousness and might 
even offer a conceptual framework for understanding the mind that is of consider-
ably more value than some of the models currently in vogue in cognitive science. 
But for the very same reason, it should also be clear that phenomenology deals with 
topics that it shares with other disciplines, and it would be wrong to insist that it 
should simply ignore empirical findings pertaining to these very topics. Does this 
entail that a phenomenological account of perception or action should necessarily 
be informed and constrained by, say, investigations of the neuronal mechanisms and 
processes involved in action and perception? As I will argue in a moment, in some 
cases discoveries of the latter kind could motivate us to take another look at the 
phenomenology, in order to ascertain whether we got it right the first time, but 
generally speaking a phenomenological account of perception and action is an 
attempt to do justice to the first-person perspective, it seeks to understand the expe-
rience in terms of the meaning it has for the subject, and doesn’t address the 
subpersonal mechanisms that might enable us to experience the way we do. 
However, we shouldn’t overlook that disciplines such as psychopathology, neuro-
pathology, developmental psychology, cognitive psychology, anthropology etc. can 
provide person-level descriptions that might be of phenomenological relevance. 
The examples are legion, but if one were to mention a few, one could single out (1) 
neuropsychological descriptions of anosognosic disorders of body-awareness, 
(2) psychopathological descriptions of schizophrenic disturbances of self-experience 
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and intentionality, (3) developmental descriptions of social interactions in early 
childhood, (4) ethnological descriptions of culture specific emotions, (5) descrip-
tions of various types of memory provided by cognitive psychology, etc.

So on this proposal, the naturalization of phenomenology wouldn’t merely 
consist in stressing the usefulness of phenomenological analyses and distinctions 
for, say, cognitive science. The point wouldn’t merely be that phenomenology 
might prove indispensable if we wish to obtain a precise description of the 
explanandum – a sine qua non for any successful attempt to identify and localize 
the relevant neurobiological correlate. It wouldn’t merely be a question of employing 
phenomenological insights in the empirical investigation of the mind. Rather, the 
idea would be that the influence goes both ways, that is, it would also be a question 
of letting phenomenology profit from – and be challenged by – empirical findings. 
This is why it is entirely appropriate to speak of a mutual enlightenment (cf. 
Gallagher 1997).

Various complementary proposals are currently in the offering, when it comes to 
cashing out this idea in more concrete details. One proposal entitled neurophenom-
enology was initially proposed by Varela (1996) and subsequently further devel-
oped by Lutz (2002), Lutz and Thompson (2003), and Thompson (2007). The basic 
idea here is to train the experimental subjects to gain greater intimacy with their 
own experiences. The subjects are subsequently asked to provide description of 
these experiences using an open-question format, and thus without the imposition 
of pre-determined theoretical categories. The ensuing descriptive categories are 
subsequently validated intersubjectively and then used to interpret correlated mea-
surements of behavior and brain activity. At the same time, however, it is also sug-
gested that, say, a consideration of insights from neurobiology and dynamical 
systems theory can help us improve and refine the classical phenomenological 
analyses (see Varela 1997). How is that supposed to happen? The basic idea is quite 
simple: Let us assume that our initial phenomenological description presents us 
with what appears to be a simple and unified phenomena. When studying the neural 
correlates of this phenomena, we discover that two quite distinct mechanisms are 
involved; mechanisms that are normally correlated with distinctive experiential 
phenomena, say, perception and memory. This discovery might motivate us to 
return to our initial phenomenological description in order to see whether the 
phenomenon in question is indeed as simple as we thought. Perhaps a more careful 
analysis will reveal that it harbors a concealed complexity. However, it is very 
important to emphasize that the discovery of a significant complexity on the sub-
personal level – to stick to this simple example – cannot by itself force us to refine 
or revise our phenomenological description. It can only serve as motivation for 
further inquiry. Thus, it is certainly not being suggested that there is a straightfor-
ward isomorphism between the sub-personal and personal level. Ultimately, the 
only way to justify a claim concerning a complexity on the phenomenological level 
is by cashing it out in experiential terms.

More recently, Gallagher (2003) has made a slightly different proposal which he 
has entitled front-loaded phenomenology. Rather than focusing on the training of 
experimental subjects, the idea is here to start with the experimental design, and to 
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allow insights developed in phenomenological analyses to inform the way experiments 
are set up. To take a concrete example, let us consider the issue of self-consciousness. 
Within developmental psychology, the so-called mirror-recognition task has 
occasionally been heralded as the decisive test for self-consciousness. From around 
18 months of age, children will engage in self-directed behavior when confronted 
with their mirror-image, and it has been argued that self-consciousness is only pres-
ent from the moment the child is capable of recognizing itself in the mirror (cf. 
Lewis 2003). Needless to say, this line of reasoning makes use of a very specific 
notion of self-consciousness. Rather than simply letting phenomenological insights 
guide our interpretation of the results obtained through the testing of mirror-rec-
ognition, one possibility would be to let the phenomenological account and analysis 
of pre-reflective self-consciousness guide our design of the experimental paradigm. 
It would no longer involve the testing of mirror-recognition – which phenomenolo-
gists would typically consider evidence for the presence of a rather sophisticated 
form of self-consciousness – but, for instance, aim at detecting the presence of far 
more primitive forms of proprioceptive body-awareness. To front-load phenome-
nology, however, does not imply that one simply presupposes or accepts well 
rehearsed phenomenological results. Rather it involves testing those results and 
more generally it incorporates a dialectical movement between previous insights 
gained in phenomenology and preliminary trials that will specify or extend these 
insights for purposes of the particular experiment or empirical investigation 
(Gallagher 2003).

Are there any precedents in classical phenomenology for such integrative 
approaches? Let us briefly consider and compare the cases of Husserl and Merleau-
Ponty, respectively. In several of his writings, Husserl distinguishes two different 
phenomenological approaches to consciousness. On the one hand, we have tran-
scendental phenomenology, and on the other, we have what he calls phenomeno-
logical psychology (Husserl 1977). What is the difference between these two 
approaches? Both of them deal with consciousness, but they do so with rather dif-
ferent agendas in mind. For Husserl, the task of phenomenological psychology is 
to investigate intentional consciousness in a non-reductive manner, that is, in a 
manner that respects its peculiarity and distinctive features. Phenomenological 
psychology is a form of philosophical psychology which takes the first-person 
perspective seriously, but which – in contrast to transcendental phenomenology – 
remains within the natural attitude. The difference between the two is consequently 
that phenomenological psychology might be described as a regional-ontological 
analysis which investigates consciousness for its own sake. In contrast, transcen-
dental phenomenology is a much more ambitious global enterprise. It is interested 
in the constitutive dimension of subjectivity, that is, it is interested in an investigation 
of consciousness in so far as consciousness is taken to be a condition of possibility 
for meaning, truth, validity, and appearance.

What is the relevance of this distinction? Although Husserl’s primary aim was the 
development of transcendental phenomenology, he was not blind to the fact that his 
analyses might have ramifications for and be of pertinence to the psychological study 
of consciousness, and vice versa. As Husserl wrote: “every analysis or theory of 
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transcendental phenomenology – including […] the theory of the transcendental con-
stitution of an objective world – can be carried out in the natural realm, when we give 
up the transcendental attitude. Eidetically and empirically, a pure psychology – a 
psychology that merely explicates what belongs to the psyche, to a concrete human 
Ego, as its own intentional essence – corresponds to a transcendental phenomenol-
ogy, and vice versa” (Husserl 1999, 131 [transl. modified]). Husserl consequently 
spoke of a parallelism between phenomenological psychology and transcendental 
phenomenology and claimed that it is possible to step from one to the other through 
an attitudinal change. In fact, in Cartesian Meditations he even writes that it is point-
less to treat transcendental phenomenology and the positive science of intentional 
psychology separately. At first he suggests that the former should pave the way, and 
that the latter could then take over some of the results (without having to bother with 
the transcendental considerations), but as he eventually goes on to say, in its core 
intentional psychology (the study of consciousness) contains a transcendental dimen-
sion, is part of transcendental philosophy, though this will remain concealed until 
psychology is relieved of its naivety (Husserl 1999, 147). Might such considerations 
allow for the possibility that empirical findings (if based on a meticulous analysis of 
the phenomena and if subjected to the requisite modifications) could be taken up by, 
and consequently influence or constrain the analysis of transcendental subjectivity? 
I see no reason why not. Consider for instance Husserl’s discussion in Ideas II of the 
effects of consuming the anthelmintic drug santonin (Husserl 1989, 67–69), or to take a 
more fundamental example, consider the fact that Husserl’s ontological way to the 
reduction takes a careful description of a specific ontological region as guiding-line for 
the subsequent transcendental analysis (Husserl 1970, 170–174).

If we move on to Merleau-Ponty, it is well known that he already in his first 
major work The Structure of Behavior discusses such diverse authors as Pavlov, 
Freud, Koffka, Piaget, Watson, and Wallon. The last sub-chapter of the book carries 
the heading “Is There Not a Truth in Naturalism?” It contains a criticism of Kantian 
transcendental philosophy, and on the very final page of the book, Merleau-Ponty 
calls for a redefinition of transcendental philosophy that makes it pay heed to the 
real world (Merleau-Ponty 1963, 224). Thus, rather than making us choose between 
either an external scientific explanation or an internal phenomenological reflection, 
a choice which would rip asunder the living relation between consciousness and 
nature, Merleau-Ponty asks us to reconsider the very opposition, and to search for 
a dimension that is beyond both objectivism and subjectivism.

This interest in positive science, in its significance for phenomenology, remains 
prominent in many of Merleau-Ponty’s later works as well. His use of neuropathol-
ogy (Gelb and Goldstein’s famous Schneider-Case) in Phenomenology of percep-
tion is well known. For some time, in the years 1949–1952, Merleau-Ponty even 
held a chair in Child Psychology at the Sorbonne. As for his last writings, a repre-
sentative statement is found in Signs, where Merleau-Ponty declares that “the ulti-
mate task of phenomenology as philosophy of consciousness is to understand its 
relationship to non-phenomenology. What resists phenomenology within us – natural 
being, the ‘barbarous’ source Schelling spoke of – cannot remain outside phenom-
enology and should have its place within it” (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 178).
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What is interesting and important is that Merleau-Ponty didn’t conceive of the 
relation between transcendental phenomenology and empirical science as a ques-
tion of how to apply already established phenomenological insights on empirical 
issues. It wasn’t simply a question of how phenomenology might constrain positive 
science. On the contrary, Merleau-Ponty’s idea was that phenomenology itself can 
be changed and modified through its dialogue with the empirical disciplines. In 
fact, it needs this confrontation if it is to develop in the right way.1 And mind you, 
Merleau-Ponty held on to this view without thereby reducing phenomenology to 
merely yet another empirical science, without thereby dismissing its transcendental 
philosophical nature (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 63).2

In order to clarify the distinctive character of this take on the relation between 
philosophy and empirical science, let me briefly contrast it with the position 
recently advocated by Bennett and Hacker in their book The Philosophical Foun-
dations of Neuroscience. According to their outlook, a philosophical investigation 
of consciousness differs in principle from an empirical one for which reason it is 
meaningless to suggest that the latter can challenge or even replace the former. 
Philosophy is not concerned with matters of fact, but with matters of meaning. The 
business of philosophy is with logical possibilities, not with empirical actualities. 
Its province is not the domain of empirical truth or falsehood, but the domain of 
sense and nonsense. To put it differently, philosophy clarifies what does and does 
not make sense. It investigates and describes the bounds of sense: that is, the limits 
of what can coherently be thought and said. The boundary between what does and 
what does not make sense, between what is meaningful and what transgresses the 
bounds of sense, is determined by the concepts we use, and the way philosophy can 
contribute to an investigation of the nature of the mind is consequently by clarifying 
our concept of mind and the way this concept is linked to related concepts (Bennett 
and Hacker 2003, 399, 402). The primary method of dissolving conceptual puzzle-
ment is by carefully examining and describing the use of words – that is, we should 
investigate what competent speakers, using words correctly, do and do not say. 
Rather than engaging in first-order claims about the nature of things (which it can 
leave to various scientific disciplines) philosophy should consequently concern 
itself with the conceptual preconditions for any such empirical inquiries. Conceptual 
questions antecede matters of truth and falsehood. They are presupposed by any 

1 This is not to say, however, that Merleau-Ponty should be considered the ideal of how to integrate 
phenomenology and empirical science. In an article from 1996 Gallagher and Meltzoff pointed to 
certain shortcomings in Merleau-Ponty’s use of developmental psychology, and back in 1979 the 
influential French phenomenological psychiatrist Tatossian criticized Merleau-Ponty for using 
empirical research in a speculative fashion. Tatossian wrote that if one really wants to grasp the 
phenomenological experience of the mentally ill person, one shouldn’t remain in the ivory tower 
of the transcendental philosopher. Rather than just reading the specialized literature – as Merleau-
Ponty had done – one should engage directly with the madman. This would, according to 
Tatossian, be the “genuine positivism” which Husserl was advocating (Tatossian 1979/1997, 12).
2 A quite recent attempt to follow up on and further develop this specific take can be found in Evan 
Thompson’s book Mind in Life: Biology, Phenomenology and the Sciences of the Mind.
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scientific investigation, and any lack of clarity regarding the relevant concepts will 
be reflected in a corresponding lack of clarity in the questions posed, and hence in 
the design of the experiments intended to answer them (Bennett and Hacker 2003, 2). 
To put it more directly, empirical research that proceeds from conceptually 
flawed premises is likely to yield incoherent empirical questions and answers.3 
Bennett and Hacker then proceed by arguing that the relationship between concep-
tual and empirical issues is unidirectional, and that philosophy is of much greater 
importance to science than vice versa. For while philosophers can clarify the con-
cepts used in science and thereby offer an immense service to science, it is a mis-
take to think that science could have much of an impact on philosophy. In fact, 
Bennett and Hacker even consider the supposition that scientific evidence may 
contravene a philosophical analysis ridiculous (Bennett and Hacker 2003, 404). In 
their view, we should not commit the mistake of confusing metaphysical or episte-
mological theories with empirical claims which can be corroborated by some 
experimentum crucis. Thus, the relation between philosophy and empirical science 
is a one-way enterprise. It is an application of ready-made concepts. There is no 
reciprocity, and there is no feedback. The application does not lead to a modifica-
tion of the original analysis.

This is certainly one type of response to the challenge posed to philosophy by the 
revival of naturalism. But as I have just suggested, I don’t think this is the way phe-
nomenology has responded or should respond. To let an examination of ordinary 
language-use be our primary, if not exclusive, guide to a philosophical investigation 
of the mind is far too restrictive and underestimates the degree to which ordinary 
language reflects commonsense metaphysics. It blocks the way for concrete phenom-
enological analyses that might reveal aspects and dimensions of the mind that are not 
simply available to any reflection on common sense (consider for instance Husserl’s 
investigations of the structures of time-consciousness or pictorial consciousness) and 
which at the same time might be challenged and enriched by descriptions provided 
by empirical science. By contrast, perhaps it is not entirely without reason that the 

3Although I have reservations regarding Bennett and Hacker’s depiction of the relation between 
philosophy of mind and empirical science, I find their criticism of certain grandiose tendencies in 
contemporary cognitive neuroscience quite to the point. The first two generations of modern neu-
roscientists, people such as Eccles and Penfield were neo-Cartesians. The third generation repudi-
ated the dualism of their teachers and explicitly endorsed a form of physicalism. But as Bennett and 
Hacker point out, neuroscience has continued to remain bedevilled by a crypto-Cartesian and 
empiricist legacy. It might have replaced the immaterial Cartesian mind with the material brain, but 
it has maintained the dualism between brain and body, and thereby the logical structure of dualist 
psychology. Indeed, most of the neuroscientists who have castigated philosophy for its alleged fail-
ings – for not having accomplished anything scientifically worthwhile in its 2,500 year history – are 
unaware of the extent to which much of their own framework of thought has a questionable philo-
sophical heritage. But as Bennett and Hacker argue, it is a simple fact, that the seventeenth-century 
philosophical conception of reality, of what is objective and what is subjective, of the nature of 
perception and its objects, has profoundly affected the ways in which brain scientists currently 
conceive of their own investigations (Bennett and Hacker 2003, 134). And as they then polemically 
ask, is what twenty-first century neuroscience can offer to philosophy simply a rehash of seventeen-
century epistemology and metaphysics (Bennett and Hacker 2003, 407)?
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style of analytical philosophy defended by Bennett and Hacker has been accused of 
promoting a kind of semantic inertia and conceptual conservatism.

Empirical data can serve to challenge and corroborate theoretical analyses. 
Conversely, conceptual analysis can provide directions and tools for the empirical 
scientists and might also help in the design and development of experimental para-
digms. But although empirical findings are important, we should obviously not 
overlook that they are open to interpretation. Their interpretation will usually depend 
upon the framework within which one is operating. Thus, the theoretical impact of 
an empirical case is not necessarily something that can be easily determined. 
Although I would argue that phenomenology should pay attention to empirical find-
ings, this doesn’t entail that it should also necessarily accept the (metaphysical and 
epistemological) interpretation that science gives of these findings.

It is important to encourage the exchange between phenomenology and empirical 
science, but the possibility of a fruitful cooperation between the two should not make 
us deny their difference. I see no incoherence in claiming that phenomenology 
should be informed by the best available scientific knowledge, while at the same 
time insisting that the ultimate concerns of phenomenology are transcendental philo-
sophical and that transcendental philosophy differs from empirical science.

Philosophical Naturalism

So far, I have distinguished two different understandings of naturalization:

The first radical proposal sees the naturalization of phenomenology as one that  ·
will eventually make phenomenology part of, or at least an extension of, natural 
science and it argues that this is something we should aim for. As I have made 
clear, I consider this suggestion to be misguided, since it de facto denies the legiti-
macy of methods and questions that are unique to philosophy. It wants to replace 
the transcendental clarification that phenomenology offers with an explanatory 
account. Were one to implement this strategy, one would by the same token 
abandon much of what makes phenomenology philosophically interesting. 
Phenomenology is basically, I would insist, a transcendental philosophical 
endeavor, and although one might ease the way for its naturalization by aban-
doning the transcendental dimension, one would not retain that which makes 
pheno menology a distinct philosophical discipline, strategy, and method.4

The second more modest proposal argues that a naturalized phenomenology is the  ·
kind of phenomenology that engages in a meaningful and productive exchange 
with empirical science. Phenomenology can question and elucidate basic theoreti-
cal assumption made by empirical science, just as it might aid in the development 

4 Some might deny that post-Husserlian phenomenology is at all to be called transcendental, but I 
would disagree with this appraisal (cf. Zahavi 2008).
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of new experimental paradigms. Empirical science can present phenomenology 
with concrete findings that it cannot simply ignore, but must be able to accom-
modate; evidence that might force it to refine or revise its own analyses.

At this point, however, it is necessary to briefly address an issue that so far has 
remained somewhat in the background. It could be argued that naturalism is far from 
being a univocal term, and that the real task facing phenomenology is to resist the 
attempt by metaphysical realists to monopolize the concept of nature. The real chal-
lenge would in other words be to rethink the very concept of nature – a concept about 
which Hume once declared “there is none more ambiguous and equivocal” (Hume 
1888, 474).5 In short, why make do with an unduly restricted conception of nature, 
why not recognize that there might be other kinds of naturalism than the one that 
takes it for granted that nature is exhausted by what natural science – as it is currently 
conceived – is capable of revealing to us (cf. McDowell 1996). To put it differently, 
maybe we should realize that it is mandatory to operate with a richer notion of nature, 
one that has room for such issues as meaning, context, perspectives, affordances and 
cultural sediments.

So far the point being made is simply that in discussing the relation between 
phenomenology and naturalism we shouldn’t make the mistake of letting the con-
cept of nature remain unexamined. In a parallel move, one might make a similar 
point regarding the notion of the transcendental.

One commentator has recently argued that Husserl through the 1920s and 1930s 
“became increasingly wide-reaching, even baroque, in his conception of the tran-
scendental” (Moran 2002, 51). But rather than calling Husserl’s notion of the tran-
scendental baroque, perhaps it would be more to the point to realize that Husserl 
subjected the very notion of the transcendental to a far-reaching transformation. As 
I have argued elsewhere, Husserl’s phenomenology is characterized by its attempt 
to modify the static opposition between the transcendental and the mundane, 
between the constituting and the constituted (Zahavi 2001, 2003). This was not an 
insight that Husserl only reached at the very end of his life. In a text which was 
written around 1914–15, and which has subsequently been published in Husserliana 
XXXVI, the volume entitled Transzendentaler Idealismus. Texte aus dem Nachlass, 
Husserl argued that actual being, or the being of actual reality, doesn’t simply entail 
a relation to some formal cognizing subject, but that the constituting subject in 
question must necessarily be an embodied and embedded subject. Already in this 
period, Husserl was claiming that the subject in order to constitute the world must 

5 That there are speculative precedents to such a move in the history of philosophy is well known. 
It is no coincidence that Merleau-Ponty in the quote given above referred to Schelling. As the 
latter wrote in his System of Transcendental Idealism: “The highest consummation of natural sci-
ence would be the complete spiritualizing of all natural laws into laws of intuition and thought. 
[…] Nature’s highest goal, to become wholly an object to herself, is achieved only through the last 
and highest order of reflection, which is none other than man; or, more generally, it is what we 
call reason, whereby nature first completely returns into herself, and by which it becomes apparent 
that nature is identical from the first with what we recognize in ourselves as the intelligent and the 
conscious” (Schelling 1978, 6).
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necessarily be bodily embedded in the very world that it is seeking to constitute 
(Husserl 2003, 133). And as he then continued, the constitution of an objective 
world also requires that the subject stands in an essential relation to an open plural-
ity of other embodied and embedded subjects (Husserl 2003, 135).

In Les mots et les choses, Foucault has argued that phenomenology exempli-
fies a type of modern discourse that in its investigation of experience seeks to 
both separate as well as integrate the empirical and the transcendental. It is an 
investigation of experience that in the face of positivism has tried to restore the 
lost dimension of the transcendental, but which at the same time has made expe-
rience concrete enough to include both body and culture. To Foucault it is quite 
clear that this modern type of transcendental reflection differs from the Kantian 
type by taking its point of departure in the paradox of human existence rather 
than in the existence of natural science. Although Husserl had apparently suc-
ceeded in unifying the Cartesian theme of the cogito with the transcendental 
motif of Kant, the truth is that Husserl was only able to accomplish this union in 
so far as he changed the very nature of transcendental analysis. When transcen-
dental subjectivity is placed in the more fundamental dimension of time, the 
strict division between the transcendental and the empirical is compromised. 
The questions of validity and of genesis become entangled. It is this transforma-
tion that in Foucault’s view has resulted in phenomenology’s simultaneously 
promising and threatening proximity to empirical analyses of man (Foucault 
1966, 331–336).

I think Foucault’s diagnosis is correct (though I do not share his subsequent criti-
cism of phenomenology). To put it differently, I think one must realize that the 
phenomenological notion of the transcendental differs from the Kantian one. This 
holds true not only for Husserl, but also for many of the post-Husserlian phenom-
enologists. As Merleau-Ponty would write in Signs:

“Now if the transcendental is intersubjectivity, how can the borders of the tran-
scendental and the empirical help becoming indistinct? For along with the other 
person, all the other person sees of me – all my facticity – is reintegrated into sub-
jectivity, or at least posited as an indispensable element of its definition. Thus the 
transcendental descends into history.” (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 107)

The fact that phenomenology operates with an enlarged notion of the transcen-
dental, the fact that it includes topics such as embodiment and intersubjectivity into 
its transcendental analysis, gives it an advantage in comparison with a more tradi-
tional Kantian type of transcendental philosophy. But, of course, it would also be 
fair to say that this enlargement and transformation generate new problems and 
challenges as well.

According to the proposal currently being considered a naturalization of phe-
nomenology would entail a reexamination of the usual concept of naturalization 
and a revision of the classical dichotomy between the empirical and the transcen-
dental. In short, according to the current proposal, a naturalization of phenomenology 
might not only entail a radical modification (rather than abandonment) of transcen-
dental philosophy, but also a rethinking of the concept of nature – a rethinking that 
might ultimately lead to a transformation of natural science itself. Regardless of 
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how theoretically fascinating such a proposal might seem, it should, however, be 
obvious that the task is daunting and that there is still a long way to go.6

A more modest and considerable easier way to approach the issue regarding the 
relation between phenomenology and naturalism is to look concretely at how phe-
nomenology and empirical science might engage in a fruitful and productive 
exchange. It is no coincidence that Husserl is reputed to have demanded small 
change (Kleingeld) from his students, and that he in a letter to Natorp wrote that he 
remained unsatisfied “as long as the large banknotes and bills are not turned into 
small change” (Husserl 1994, V. 56). Husserl stressed the importance of providing 
minute and careful analyses at the expense of developing ambitious and speculative 
systems. We should take this advice to heart. Of course, as in so many other cases, 
the proof of the pudding is in the eating, and any claims concerning a mutual 
enlightenment between phenomenology and empirical science must be demon-
strated in concreto. However, this has already been done by an increasing number 
of people, and the present volume contains many further demonstrations.7 In short, 
if you are genuinely interested in phenomenology and the problem of naturalization 
I recommend that you stop reading this article and instead turn to some of the other 
contributions in the volume.8
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