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Edmund Husserl’s theory of the noema has precipitated considerable 
controversy within the arena of Husserlian studies. Various interpreta- 
tions of the noema have surfaced over the years, particularly in re- 
sponse to a 1969 paper by Dagfinn F#lesdal. With many enlistees in 
the debate, one would think that some resolution might finally have 
been reached. Yet several crucial issues require clarification so that 
Husserl’s unique contribution to the study of human experience can 
become more obvious, both to phenomenologists and non-phenome- 
nologists alike. For the theory of the noema is at the very center of 
Husserl’s descriptions of human experience and is intended to function 
as a unifying core within an account of the various types of conscious- 
ness. But the very fact that the noema must display such unity within 
diversity makes an adequate and thorough account of it difficult. Also, 
the doctrine of the noema is one element of a complex description of 
consciousness uncovered by the method employed by Husserl. An 
understanding of noema both gains from and grants access to that 
methodological domain called phenomenology, 

In light of these points, it would be best to locate Husserl’s discus- 
sion of the noema within a sufficiently broad context. Consequently, 
this paper will first outline the aspects of experience which Husserl’s 
theory of noema is meant to address. Second, it will describe the vari- 
ous uses of the term ‘noema’ and thereby sort out two different levels 
of usage and, third, will then demonstrate that the interpretations of 
some commentators, informed by their particular understandings of 
Husserlian method, cannot adequately account for important aspects 
of Husserl’s program and methodology. Finally, in light of these con- 
siderations, I hope to clear a path through the ambiguities in Husserl’s 
theory of the noema so that we might do justice to the complexities 
of experience that Husserl hoped to describe. 
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I. Function and noema 

What function is Husserl’s theory of the noema intended to perform? 
In general, it provides the underpinning of the concept of intentional- 
ity, one of the chief tenets of Husserl’s thought. According to Husserl, 
consciousness is always consciousness of..., it is always related to 
some object or other.’ In spelling out this notion of intentionality, 
Husserl speaks of a correlation between what he calls ‘noesis’ and 
‘noema’. These technical terms are meant to displace the traditional 
categories of subject and object, ‘Noema’ is the term for the “object” 
side of the intentional relationship, while ‘noesis’ is the term for the 
“subject” side, the really inherent (TeeZZ), ongoing conscious processes 
(E~~e&&.se). Together noesis and noema display the necessary correla- 
tivity that consciousneks has with its intended object or objectivity. Its 
relationality is such that Husserl will describe it as a necessary inter- 
connectedness of the “subjective” and “objective” sides of experience.2 
As a necessarily essential aspect of the intentionality of consciousness, 
the correlativity of noesis/noema speak to the essential structures of 
consciousness in general, in other words, to structures that are essential 
to any type of conscious activity, as well as to various other types of 
conscious processes. This distinction between consciousness in general 
and specific types of conscious activity in particular must be main- 
tained, for part of the difficulty cited above was the fact that ‘noema’ 
functions as a unitary element that is “the same” in consciousness in 
general and “the same” in the many types of conscious activity, even 
though in the latter many types ‘noema’ indicates many types of noe- 
ma. Since both the generic consciousness and these specific types are 
the goal of the eidetic search within phenomenology, this search more 
than likely begins with reduced individual conscious activities of 
specific types, so that we could encounter ‘noema’ as elements of the 
individual activity first, and then move through eidetic variation to 
find the essence ‘noema’. Many commentators gloss over these distinc- 
tions, even when Husserl is careful to indicate at what level he is dis- 
cussing “noema.” In this paper I adopt the practice of speaking of 
either ‘noema in general’, or ‘specified noema in general’ (e.g., ‘per- 
ceptual in general’ or ‘depictive noema in general’), or ‘the individual 
noema’, that is, the noema that is the “object” side of an individual 
conscious activity. Where ‘noema’ stands alone, it means ‘noema in 
general’, since my paper is most interested in understanding Husserl’s 
theory of the general structures of consciousness. 

The theory of noema is intended to make a second point about 
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consciousness in general: in some way all conscious activities contain 
an element of “meaning.” This point is indicated through an element 
essential to the noema, the noematic sense - in German, Sinn. It is 
over the implications of Husserl’s discussion of Sinn that the greatest 
debates still rage, in part due to the varying usages to which the term 
‘noema’ is put. It identifies both (1) the object-correlates of conscious- 
ness (and we have just noted three understandings of this usage) and 
(2) the term itself as a device of theoretical description. The debates 
center on two points: one, the fact that Husserl describes the notion 
of noema as a generalization of the notion of linguistic meaning, and, 
two, the way in which, in Ideas 1, Husserl draws much of the structures 
for describing noema in general from the example of perceptual expe- 
rience. 

Let us examine the first point. It is the key issue in both the Fdlles- 
da1 and the McIntyre/Smith approach to the noema. This approach 
takes its origin, but not all of its evidence, from a text in Husserl’s 
Ideas 111, which notes that noema is a generalization or universaliza- 
tion of the notion of linguistic or conceptual meaning (Bedeutmg) 
to all types of conscious activities: “The noema in general is, how- 
ever, nothing further than the universalization of the idea of significa- 
tion [i.e., linguistic meaning] to the total province of the acts.“3 Noe- 
ma is said to be the formal embodiment of the Sinn of the conscious 
occurrence, with Sin-n variously translated as ‘sense’ or ‘meaning.’ 
Neither Sinn nor noema, however, should be immediately identified 
with linguistic or conceptual meaning. In Ideas 1 Husserl clearly states 
that there is a distinction between Sinn and linguistic meaning. For 
instance, he indicates that the two terms have varying extensions, Sinn 
having a far broader denotation than Bedeutung (Ideas I, $j 1 24).4 

Other indications exist that Husserl intends his use of ‘Sinn’ to 
underline the fact that there is always a “meaning” to every experience, 
whether this experience is linguistic and displays meaning in the tradi- 
tional sense, or is another kind of experience, such as perception, and 
somehow embodies a sense of “meaning.” We will see in a moment how 
this generalization of linguistic meaning to every type of experience 
might not, in itself, imply that sense (Sinn) in this broad context is 
identical with what is usually called conceptual meaning, but only 
that something resembling linguistic meaning is present in every expe- 
rience. 

More importantly> I do not think that Husserl intends “universal- 
ization of’ to be taken in its fully logical sense. Yet how might this 
phrase be taken? Here is my suggestion for rendering the text: rather 
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than characterizing Sinn as a universalization or ‘&generalization of,” 
let us speak of it as a “generalization from”; a careful delineation of 
the two phrases will help us avoid ambiguity and thus see more pre- 
cisely Husserl’s intent. I will use the phrase “generalization from” to 
indicate an activity that takes one or several elements from a notion 
(as articulated in its definition) and applies it/them to what might be 
essentially different in other respects. In the case of ‘linguistic mean- 
ing’, I want to claim that such is Husserl’s intent - he is taking one or 
more of its essential components - but not all - and saying that they 
apply to nonlinguistic activities. In contrast, a “generalization of,” 
understood in the full logical sense, occurs when we recognize that a 
notion not only applies accurately to the usual group of individuals 
but also is appropriately used for one type or several other groups of 
individuals. Thus, many interpreters take Husserl’s claim concerning 
noema as generalization from meaning to be a “generalization of” in 
this sense, claiming that what is true of linguistic meaning must then 
apply not only to the group of idealities commonly identified as words 
or statements or whatever, but also is true in Husserl’s mind of all 
types of activities not normally taken to be linguistic. Thus a generaliza- 
tion of the notion of linguistic meaning would find that the notion, 
in toto, characterizes other, seemingly nonlinguistic activities, such as 
the perception of physical things or aesthetic observation. It is this 
latter claim that my distinction of phrases undermines, 

In terms of its logical import, a generalization from is always weaker 
than a generalization of, but the former does not necessarily preclude 
the latter. Husserl’s preliminary characterizations of the noema place 
the concept under the former rubric. Certain further claims by Husserl 
about the noema or aspects of the noema, such as the noematic 
Sinn, might cause readers to see the noema, in whole or in part, as 
falling under the latter rubric as well. It is against such an interpreta- 
tion that I have argued and will continue to argue in the rest of the 
paper by showing that noema in general is not a type of linguistic 
meaning, although some types of noema are essentially linguistic. 

The second difficulty for interpreters of noema is Husserl’s use of 
the perceptual example during the eidetic or technical delineation of 
the noema. The manner of use has led some commentators to overlook 
certain limitations of this example, some of which Husserl himself 
may not have seen clearly. 5 Some aspects of Husserl’s descriptions 
of the perceptual noema are often incorporated into the eidetic articu- 
lation of noema in general, But, while the perceptual noema must share 
all eidetic characteristics of noema in general, the reverse is not the 
case. Care must be taken to clarify when Husserl is describing percep- 



tion as an example of experience in general or when he is giving it as it 
is in itself - and thus with some essentiahties not shared by all other 
types of conscious activity. We will return to this point later. 

The mention of “eidetic articulation” here raises the issue of meth- 
od> a topic of crucial interest in understanding the function of noema 
in Husserl. A brief investigation of Husserl’s method seems called for 
in order to set the parameters within which Husserl operates, since it 
is these parameters by which Husserl hopes to accomplish one of his 
principal goals in doing phenomenology - the justification of scien- 
tific knowledge insofar as this knowledge is rooted in the operative 
belief of our everyday attitude. 

Within the limits set by his method, Husserl uncovers certain essen- 
tial aspects or characteristics of his subject matter, the sphere of con- 
sciousness in general. One such aspect is what Husserl terms the noema. 
A clear understanding of the noema must grow out of an accurate grasp 
of the method which, so to speak, produces it. The phenomenological 
method can be abstractively separated into four elements: a move into 
reflection, the phenomenological epoche, the use of free imaginative 
variation in order to bring up essences available for eidetic insight, and 
the description of these essences. 6 Given these elements, how does the 
method work and what does it yield? Rather than describe each ele- 
ment, it should suffice to note certain aspects of method relevant to 
the discussion of noema. (I should also note that the order given is 
not the only one possible for producing the desired phenomenological 
results, but we can return to this point later.) 

First, the shift into a reflective stance upon our individual conscious 
processes is not necessarily, in and of itself, a shift into a transcendental 
stance. But the reflection in which Husserl is interested is what he 
terms “phenomenological” and consequently must become engaged 
with the other element of method, the phenomenological reduction. 
Also, when we are reflecting on and thus attending to ongoing con- 
scious processes rather than to their usual objects, we do not discon- 
tinue the previously unreflected experiences but continue living through 
them, although with some “modification” of the experiences. And, 
although reflection does not immediately yield the “objects” sought 
by phenomenology (since the latter are essences, not individuals), it 
keeps us rooted to the “Sache selbst,“’ 

Second, the phenomenological epoche “purifies” what I am re- 
flecting upon by making me aware of the transcendental import of 
what is before me. More importantly, it marks out the territory in 
which I should be interested and defines my interest in that sphere. 
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Rather than being concerned with my individual empirical/factual 
self and ego, my empirical history, my being and experiencing as an 
actual living human being, I become interested in my individual self or 
ego as the groz.& for my conscious experiences as a human ego. Epoche, 
then, is primarily a change of attitude, a shift in interest, that in itself 
puts other interests and their embedded positings out o,f the range of 
my new interest, to the extent that I no longer act in them. 

Third, imaginative variation upon my individual experiencings with 
their objects - both of which are given in reflection - this variation 
leads me to eidetic insight or vision, a seeing of the essences “in per- 
son,” of what is essentially the case in general, in regard to these ex- 
periencings. And if indeed we have carried out the phenomenological 
epoche prior to this step> then the seeing of these essences is marked 
by this epoche, is somehow different from what such eidetic vision 
would be outside the reduction (a vision which is possible, in Husserl’s 
eyes). Consequently, the essences are given with a purity and clarity 
- although they may not be given with completeness. The phenome- 
nological ideal for this step is apodictically evidenced essences. 

Fourth, my description of these essences, takes place by means of 
a natural language. Any such language has a long history and a system 
of symbols and meanings already in place. While using this language in 
order to describe what is seen? the phenomenologist must take care to 
capture the eidetic insight as accurately as possible, even if a radicali- 
zation of language is necessary. a Husserl indicates that phenome- 
nology as a descriptive eidetic science is unlike exact eidetic sciences 
(such as geometry) both in the types of concepts it uses and the cor- 
relative essences that it attempts to express. The concepts are descrip- 
tive rather than “ideal” and exact, and the essences are morphological 
rather than ideal.g Phenomenology, of course, may run across such 
exact idealities - that is, when it investigates those types of conscious 
activities that have them as their objects. 

Does this method accomplish the goals of phenomenology? Let us 
look at one interpretation of Husserl’s noema that would claim it 
does not. Hubert Dreyfus focuses on the perceptual noema and claims 
that it is like the noema of judgment. According to Dreyfus, neither 
perceptual nor judgmental noema can be identified as the perceived 
object, for each is an ideal entity while the perceived object is not. 
In consequence, using the language of linguistic philosophy, Dreyfus 
thinks we must concede that, given Husserl’s method, both perception 
and judgement would be understood as referentially opaque: “The 
phenomenological reduction . . . generalizes referential opacity beyond 
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the sphere of its everyday application, extending it to all, even filling, 
acts [e.g., those of perception] .“I’ To establish his point, Dreyfus 
cites certain phrases designating the intentional correlates of judg- 
ment and perception: “what is judged” and “what is perceived.“” 
For Husserl, in judgement, what is judged, i.e., the judgement, is the 
judgemental noema and is nor the object about which one is judging. 
Dreyfus then argues that, in parallel fashion, that is perceived must be 
the perceptual noema> but cannot be the object perceived, and Dreyfus 
takes this latter point to establish the referential opacity of percep- 
tion. If Dreyfus is correct, Husserl’s method only succeeds in showing 
us that perception is not what we, in the natural attitude, would con- 
sider it to be. We human beings believe that our perceptions are refer- 
entially transparent, so Husserl’s phenomenology would not fulfill 
its purpose and give an essential description of perception as we “natu- 
rally” experience it. Of course, on the Dreyfusian view of phenome- 
nology, it could show that experience is not at all what it seems and, 
in fact, not even essentially what it seems. But can we and Husserl be 
satisfied with this result, particularly when we recall one of the prin- 
cipal tasks of phenomenology, the justification of scientific knowl- 
edge. Husserl needs to justify the belief in the spatio-temporal world 
and consequently the ability to experience this reality as it is. When 
he moves into the epoche, he discovers a “hidden” truth about this 
reality (as do many philosophers), but he never refutes the ordinary 
belief underlying everyday life. Rather he attempts to show how it 
comes about and is rationally justified in a non-metaphysical sense. 

II. An interpretation of noema 

We must keep in mind this important question, since in light of the 
debate over Husserl’s theory of noema it concerns the extent to which 
this theory helps Husserl meet this central objective in doing phenome- 
nology. It is mandatory for those interested in the overall objectives 
of Husserl’s phenomenology to find a new interpretation of noema in 
general that will avoid the pitfalls noted thus far. Such an interpreta- 
tion of noema will be presented here; it will differ in part from both 
“schools of thought” on the subject, that following Gurwitsch and 
that of Fbllesdal. It centers on the connection between noema and 
object. Husserl offers a clue when he states that “the color of the 
[noema] tree trunk . . . is precisely the ‘same’ as the one which, before 
the phenomenological reduction, we took to be the color of the actual 
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tree....“l* This passage indicates that between the perceived object 
and its properties, on the one hand, and the noema with its noematic 
Sipz and its predicates, on the other, there is an identity, but also a 
difference, since ‘same’ is placed in quotation marks. This difference 
between noema and perceived object stems from the change in atti- 
tude called the phenomenological epoche.13 

Husserl frequently identifies how one is to mark this difference 
brought on by the epoche: one uses inverted commas, that is, quota- 
tion marks> around the term ‘object’ when as phenomenologists we 
discuss an object experienced within the natural attitude. There is, 
however, another way of discussing “objects” and their “properties” 
within the epoche, and it is this way with which I will introduce an- 
other interpretation of noema in general.14 

One methodological point can be clarified here: within the epoche 
we often use examples to describe essential characteristics of con- 
sciousness, etc. In using such examples, we must use quotation marks 
to show “reduced” objects: 

El. When I reflect upon my perception of this “table” in front 
of me, I can see that it has an “oblong” shape; this “object” 
with its “property” is correlated with certain specific elements 
of my current perceiving. 

But alternatively I might want to be more direct or use what is called 
a metalanguage, a technical language to describe this perceptual ex- 
perience and thus avoid all the quotation marks. Husserl provides us 
with such a notation. We can discuss “objects” of our conscious expe- 
rience by using the technical designation, ‘noema’. And we can discuss 
different components of these “objects” with technical designations; 
for example, we can refer to their “properties” with the technical 
term ‘Objective predicates’. Of the table, then I might say: 

E2. This noema, the “table,” contains the Objective predicate, 
“oblong,” a predicate which is correlated to the characteris- 
tics of the current sensation. 

This interpretation of noema notes the fact that the noema is found 
through, not invented by, phenomenological reflection.15 

Noema is an essential component of any conscious process, but an 
element that is not itself a really inherent (reell) component. That is, 
noema in general is not itself a conscious process. Given any specific 
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type of noema, perceptual or otherwise, the above claim concerning 
the identity/difference of noema and object can be made. “The same” 
is viewed differently - on the one hand, what I am conscious of from 
within the natural attitude; on the other hand, the same object, now as 
I view it within the phenomenological epoche that establishes a “new” 
attitude and thus a new vocabulary. 

On this view of noema in general some descriptions of noema are 
actually descriptions of “object as experienced,” while other claims 
concerning noema apply only to noema where it is recognized as tech- 
nical designation. We might articulate this point by noting the level 
of discourse involved: on the one hand, we use the term ‘noema’ and 
denote a specific “experienced object as experienced” - we will call 
this type of use a “first-order” use of the term ‘noema’. On the other 
hand, we recognize that the term ‘noema’ is a technical one and its 
various usages are described - we will call this type of use “second- 
order,” for it is one which arises within the phenomenologist’s self- 
critical reflection upon the method. These differences must be made 
clear, despite the identity of term, because the failure to understand 
them gives rise to misinterpretations of some claims by Husserl con- 
cerning ‘noema’,16 particularly a misapplication across types of noema 
(i.e,, from perceptual to judgmental) and from specific types to noema 
in general. 

We can now classify the types of statements in which the term ‘noe- 
ma’ can occur. These types fall into two broad categories indicated 
above by the terms “first-order” and “second-order” usage. Within 
the first-order, however> we must note a further distinction, depending 
on the aspect of the individual conscious experience with which we are 
concerned : 

1. First-order use #I: we use the term ‘noema’ when describing a 
particular experienced “object,” that is, when giving an example of 
“experienced object as experienced.” In this type of description natural 
attitude terms (including “object”) are placed in quotation marks 
(thus: “tree,” “red”). But the term ‘noema’ can replace any phrase 
denoting the specific “object as experienced” and thus serves as a 
handy technical shorthand. For example> ‘The noema, e.g., this “tree,” 
has “green leaves” and “apples”.‘17 This statement makes clear that 
we are within the epoche and that the tree and its properties are phe- 
nomenologically reduced. And we can tell such a statement is an exem- 
plification because neither every specific noema nor noema in general 
has “apples.” 

2. First-order use #2: we use the term ‘noema’ when describing an 
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experienced “object” in general as we regard it from within the epoche. 
This type of statement might mention a specific example or speak of 
“objects” of experience not in general, but in either case the statement 
makes a claim about UEJJ object of experience qua object of expe- 
rience. For example, “The noema, e.g., a “tree,” does not burn up, 
while a tree does’. Here, although a specific “object” is mentioned (a 
“tree”), the claim concerning burning is true of any “experienced 
object” - is true of any noema. 

This example illustrates something of the implications of the identi- 
ty/difference claims concerning noema. Of course, a tree can burn 
up - it is a natural object (and this one claim is not made within the 
epoche); but a “tree” cannot burn up although a “tree” can “burn up” 
and often “does.” For here “tree” is a tree-being-viewed-from-within- 
the-epoche, and we cannot ascribe a natural characteristic to a “tree” 
in the same way we can to a tree while within the natural attitude. 
We should not even make natural attitude ascriptions (in the usual 
sense) while within the epoche, but we can note - in a technically 
specified way - such ascriptions as they have been made within the 
natural attitude - thus> we can say of the “tree” that it “burns.” Put 
another ways if we said ‘This “tree” burns’, we would be misusing 
language within the epoche. 

3. Second-order use: we use the term ‘noema’ when referring to 
the term a,s used in either 1. or 2. In other words, we can make claims 
concerning the phenomenologically technical function of the term, 
that is, claims noting the denotation or connotation. For example, 
‘The noema is the intended as such, the noema is the perceived as 
perceived, the judged as judged, etc.’ This statement’s intent could 
be clarified by putting it in a wordy way: ‘The term “noema” is used 
to indicate the intended as such, to point to the perceived as per- 
ceived, the judged as judged> etc.’ That is, the term ‘noema’ is used 
to note those characteristics of the “object” side of conscious experi- 
ence which are uncovered from within the epoche. We thus use ‘noema’ 
in the second-order mode to give essential descriptions of noema in 
general - and often in such a way that this second-order use and that 
of the first-order can easily become confused. For they both explain 
noema in general. To be more accurate, however, we should say that 
first-order use #2 speaks of noema in general, second-order speaks of 
‘noema in general’. 

In summary, then, this interpretation of noema claims that ‘noema’ 
is a technical term within phenomenology. The term ‘noema’ is used 
in place of “object” when discussion specities an “experienced object” 
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or speaks of “experienced object as experienced” in general (first- 
order #1 and #2). ‘Noema’ is used to designate the technical term 
‘noema’ recognized as such. This double-order interpretation of noema 
provides a framework within which to understand specific claims by 
Husserl concerning noema, both noema in general and the perceptual 
noema in particular (as well as other specific types of noema). Together 
with an accurate interpretation of phenomenological method, this 
double-order view of noema could clarify those Husserlian statements 
which have led to alternative interpretation of the noema, particularly 
the “noema-as-concept” view ah-eady illustrated by Dreyfus’ position. 

Further, the double-order interpretation of noema can provide a 
coherent clarification of characteristics attributed to noema by Husserl, 
as well as those characteristics attributed to other related terms such 
as S~rzrz and object. The characteristics of particular importance for 
this discussion include ‘nicht reell’ and ‘iveell’ (both translated various- 
ly as ‘n-real’, ‘not real’, or ‘nonreal’), both ‘ideuZ’ and ‘ideeZZ’ (each 
translated as ‘ideal’), and ‘pure’ and ‘abstract’ (cognates of the German 
terms). Any discussion of these terms must be accompanied by a accu- 
rate schematization of noema in general, so that even when such char- 
acteristics are ascribed to only a part of the noema, the intent of such 
an ascription can be made clear. We will take up this point in a mo- 
ment. 

First, a brief look at how the double-order view of noema has bearing 
on our understanding of phenomenological method. Consider this 
point: in what order do we undertake reflection and the epoche? One 
answer sees the epoche as a “revision” of reflection, that is, reflection 
is first accomplished in a nonphenomenological way and then “puri- 
fied” by the epoche. The double-order interpretation of noema is 
relevant to this question because it concerns where exactly the “in- 
verted commas” go when we are within the epoche. This point is 
crucial3 for the answer tells us what is put out of action by the epoche. 
According to my interpretation, the “inverted commas,” the quota- 
tion marks, go around any natural-attitude ascription one comes across 
after moving into the phenomenological attitude; and one can make 
this move either before or after becoming reflective. The alternative 
interpretation of reflection claims that it is post-reductive.18 

Under my interpretation, the parenthesizing of the epoche would 
put a “marker” on the positing/position layer of the act being re- 
flected upon, for example, a perception of a tree. Where this act in- 
volves a correlation of certain belief on the noetic side and real exis- 
tence on the noematic side, both the belief and the being would still 
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be “in” that particular reflected-upon act, but the correlata would be 
marked as something in which we as active - now active as reflecting - 
no longer take part. In this model we would have available to us the 
full concretum of external perceptions with their positional aspects, 
but with a modification tag attached to these latter. This interpreta- 
tion seems to conform to Husserl’s use of quotation marks around 
the perceived object’s name and the name of its “real” characteristics, 
including its reality. We see him speaking of a “tree” with its “green 
leaves,” etc. These quotation marks indicate that, within the epoche, 
a neutralization of the position-taking of the reflected-upon act, not of 
the reflecting act, has taken place. Remember that the latter has its 
own positing character, but as an act of immanent perceiving it is 
directed primarily at the reflected upon act such that its positing is 
correlated with the “position” on the side of the reflected upon object, 
i.e., here a conscious act. 

A different view of what is parenthesized by the transcendental 
epoche would say that the positing ordinarily taking place in the re- 
flecting act itself would be put out of action, and thus the modifica- 
tion tag would be on the position taken in regard to the reflected upon 
act (not the position taken by the reflected upon act).” Under this 
view, there is a reflection (an immanent perception) directed upon a 
conscious process, for instance, an ongoing transcendent perceiving of 
a tree. In the ordinary everyday attitude such a reflection would 
usually incorporate a certain belief in the “real” existence of the re- 
flected-upon perceiving as just noted (with its “existing” transcendent 
object). According to that view, in the epoche this reflectional positing 
with its correlative position would be parenthesized. If such were the 
case, it would seem that the marks used by Husserl to indicate paren- 
thesization would have to be placed around the characteristics of the 
Teflected-upon act and not those of the object of this act (at least not 
directly). Similarly, if the reflected-upon object is an eidetic intuiting, 
then the epoche would put out of action the “usual” positing by that 
intuiting of the being-characteristic of the intuited essence. Yet in this 
latter case Husserl would surely object, for it is certain of these es- 
sences, when given to insight in a particular way, that provide the final 
grounding not only of the reasonableness of the natural attitude and 
natural sciences, but also of the truths of phenomenology itself. It 
must be only certain conscious activities whose positings are put out 
of play; it cannot be every activity that we are able to reflect upon. 
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III. Noema as “concept” 

Let us look now at a more important implication of the double-order 
interpretation of noema, in particular by analysing alternative inter- 
pretations of noema, specifically the type of interpretation that views 
noema in general (together with one component of it, the noematic 
,SWz) as very much like, if not identical with, linguistic meaning. 
Dagfinn F$llesdal was among the first and most influential writers to 
approach the notion of noema in this way. His exposition gives a clear 
indication of the particular points of Husserl’s texts which must be 
adressed when interpreting the noema. Look first at the eighth of his 
twelve theses: “Noemata are abstract entities.” The meaning of ‘ab- 
stract’ in this context is not fully articulated by Fbllesdal, although it 
seems at least to exclude physical existence on the part of the noema 
and hence also excludes ordinary spatial and temporal determination. 
And, as Thesis 9 goes on to state: “Noemata are not perceived through 
our senses” - a point which follows from the previous claims, since 
only physical objects as such are sensually perceivable. Given the logi- 
cal move that F$llesdal makes from his eighth to his ninth thesis, we 
can see that it is of greatest importance to seek out the textual backing 
for the claim concerning “abstractness” as applied to noema, both 
when taken in general and when speaking of the perceptual noema.” 

For abstractness can be taken to mean that noema is a conceptuaZ 
entity, has conceptual rather than physical existence. If such is F@les- 
dal’s intention, then many would say that his view leads in the wrong 
direction.21 For, in light of the double-order theory, noema when 
understood in a certain way is the object of the conscious experience, 
but this claim might not be true of noema in general. Specifically, in 
the case of perceptual experience, the noema is, in a specific sense, 
identical with the perceived object and thus could not possibly be a 
conceptual entity. 

FqQlesdal himself does not yet explicitly state that noema is in es- 
sence a conceptual entity? but several of his younger colleagues have 
indeed done so. Richard McIntyre and David Smith boldly state that 
“Husserl identifies intentional contents, or noemata, with the meanings 
[Bedeutmgen] that are expressed in language.“22 The sense of noe- 
matic Sinn here at issue is only one element of the total noema; it ap- 
pears to be what is also termed by Husserl the “pure objective sense” 
or noematic nucleus in a narrow sense, taken in abstraction from the 
“subjective” modes of appearance (such as “perceptual”). McIntyre 
and Smith argue from what they call the “expressibility thesis” - Hus- 
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serl’s claim that every noematic Sinn is in principle expressWe in lan- 
guage. From this claim, which Husserl indeed makes, McIntyre and 
Smith conclude that every noematic Sinn is a linguistic meaning.23 
I will call the latter claim the “identification thesis.” It is quite clearly 
a logically different claim from the expressibility thesis, a point that 
McIntyre and Smith must understand, since they devote much space 
attempting to show that the identity of Sinn and Bedeutung follows 
logically from the expressibility thesis. 

McIntyre and Smith are careful to note several claims which are not 
included in either the expressibility or the identification thesis. The 
expressibility thesis does not state that (1) all acts are intrinsically 
hnguistic;4 and neither it nor the identification thesis states that 
(2) every Sinn is actually expressed, (3) some actual (natural) lan- 
guage is rich enough to express every Sinn, or (4) other elements of 
the noema? not including noematic Sinn, are expressible.25 Only the 
first point will be considered here. In rejecting the notion that for 
Husserl all acts are intrinsically linguistic, McIntyre and Smith are ap- 
parently disclaiming one way that we might understand their identifica- 
tion thesis. That is, if we take that thesis (Sinn is Bedeutwzg) together 
with Husserl’s insistence on the essentially necessary correlation of act 
(noesis) and noema, we could reasonably conclude that in McIntyre 
and Smith’s view all acts would have to be linguistic in some essential 
way. McIntyre and Smith forestall this obvious inference by their 
disclaimer - of course, identifying Sinn with linguistic meaning does 
not include an essential description of every act as linguistic. Such a 
claim clearly violates commonsense. 

But we cannot accept this as an end to the discussion. Let us look 
more closely at this problem, clarifying first what is meant by Husserl’s 
thesis of the essential correlation of noesis and noema. According to 
this thesis7 every element on the side of noema is necessarily correlated 
with an element on the side of noesis 26 Husserl’s elaboration of these 
correlations occupies much of Part Three of Ideas 1. The main idea 
embodied within this claim is that wherever some character, some 
aspect or whatever is found on the side of the noema, then there is 
essentially connected with it a character, an aspect or whatever on the 
side of the noesis. The essential connection here is termed constitu- 
tion or consciousness’ relation with its intentive object. Now, given 
the correlation thesis of Husserl and assuming that McIntyre and Smith 
are correct in claiming that noematic Sinn is in every instance a lin- 
guistic meaning, then there would have to be some linguistic aspect on 
the side of the noesis essentially correlated with that noematic aspect, 
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and thus all acts would have to be in some sense linguistic. If, alter- 
natively, the identification thesis is not making a claim about the 
essential character of all acts, then what are McIntyre and Smith doing 
- making merely a factual claim? Are they simply noting that each 
noematic Sinn just happens to be linguistic? Yet their identification 
of Sinn and Bedeutung seems to be a much stronger point. 

So what, then, do McIntyre and Smith mean by this identification? 
Can they get around the above factual/contingent vs. essential dicho- 
tomy by saying that some acts are superficially linguistic or quasi- 
linguistic> given their correlation to a noema that is, on McIntyre and 
Smith’s account, in part essentially linguistic? This move, however, 
cannot resolve the problem. The identification thesis seems to abro- 
gate Husserl’s thesis of the essential correlation of noesis and noema. 
McIntyre and Smith can refute this point only by showing that in 
reflecting on each and every type of act, upon a transcendent percep- 
tion for instance, one would uncover an essentially linguistic element 
on the side of the noesis and could consequently account for the 
linguisticality on the side of the noema as McIntyre and Smith under- 
stand it. The possibihties are few, since the noematic Sinn of percep- 
tion contains only the core elements of the predicates and their “ob- 
ject simpliciter”; the noetic elements correlated to these noematic 
elements are the sensuous hyletic data and, perhaps, the adumbrating 
that takes them as giving an object so characterized by those predicates. 
It would be difficult to see either of these as essentiaZZy linguistic. 

We must pursue the perceptual example further at this point, since 
it is in perception and other “intuitive” (auffissende) acts that this 
identification thesis displays the greatest disruptive force, If McIntyre 
and Smith are correct in their identification thesis, then for their inter- 
pretation to be internally consistent the claim that noematic Sinn in 
all types of acts is identical with linguistic meaning would apply to 
perception - the perceptual noematic Sinn would be an ideal and 
conceptual entity. (Husserl agrees that Bedeutung is ideal and con- 
ceptual; he would not say as much of Sinn in general.) A consequence 
of this interpretation of noematic Sinn is that perception could not 
reach a perceptual object in the sense usually understood in everyday 
experience. Perception would reach an ideal object rather than a real 
object, it would “really” get only to an ideal entity which would refer 
(“point”) to the “perceived object” that we, when outside the phe- 
nomenological attitude, naively believe to be what we see. This pur- 
portedly perceived object is the intentional object of the perception, 
it is the object toward which the perception is intentively related. 
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But, in McIntyre and Smith’s interpretation, this intentive relatedness 
is reduced to an appendage of the relatedness of noesis to noema. Of 
course, McIntyre and Smith do note accurately that the perceptual 
noematic Sinn (as they understand it) is not identical with the per- 
ceptual object; to claim otherwise would be to overlook crucial dis- 
cussions in several Husserlian texts, notably Part Four of Ideas I. How- 
ever, the mere admission by McIntyre and Smith of this point does not 
in and of itself turn aside implications flowing logically from their 
position, and one implication is that perception could not actually be 
of - in the sense of ‘reach’ - this perceptual object. Since McIntyre 
and Smith want to say also that perception is not of the perceptual 
noema in the sense of intentive directness, their interpretation presents 
us with a quandary - how can the perceiving act be intentively directed 
toward a perceptual object (agreed to by both Husserl and McIntyre 
and Smith) but not reach that object except in some peculiar way via 
an essentially linguistic entity called the perceptual noema (an implica- 
tion of McIntyre and Smith’s interpretation)? 

McIntyre and Smith’s point concerning the “ideality” of noema is 
an interesting one, because it does have some textual grounding - that 
is, Husserl does describe noema as ideal. It is thus crucial to see what he 
means by the term ‘ideal’ and whether his descriptions of noema sup- 
port McIntyre and Smith’s view of Sinn as conceptual/linguistic. Let 
us see with what results the double-order view of noema can be read 
into the various phrases describing noema. With this double-order view, 
we can maintain that the noema is not ideal in McIntyre and Smith’s 
sense, that perceptual noema and perceived object are both the same 
and different, thus avoiding the quandary noted above. Following that 
discussion we can look again at whether transcendent perception can 
“reach” its object, as it is understood to do within the natural atti- 
tude - a crucial matter for Husserl’s phenomenology. 

The most important evidence for the F&lesdal and McIntyre/Smith 
interpretation are Husserl’s frequent claims that noema and its Sinn 
are nicht reell, irreell, and ideell, Do these terms in their very applica- 
tion to noema support the claim that noema and its Sinn are concep- 
tual? Look, for example, at $ 97 of Ideas 1, where Husserl tells us 
that, while noesis and hyle are reeZ2 (really inherent) components in 
their intentive conscious experience, noema is nicht reeZZ, that is, in 
some sense not itself “within” the conscious experience although an 
essential component of it. In the next section Husserl uses what ap- 
pears to be an alternative term for ‘nicht reell’ and that is “ideell”, 
which he carefully places in quotation marks (inverted commas, as 
Husserl calls them) : 
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As characteristics belonging to what is, so to speak, “ideally in- 
herent” [ “IdeeZlerz”] , they [modes of object’s givenness] are 
themselves “ideal” [ “ideelZ”] and not really inherent [reeZZ] . 

The use of the quotation marks occurring at this point around a term 
said to characterize the noema must be noted carefully, for it is both 
interesting and provocative in this case - and may be sufficiently im- 
portant for establishing a point Husserl says of the noema, of its Sinn, 
and of the Objective predicates comprised by the Sim that they are 
“ideal” - the German “ideell.” In the text this term as so applied 
always occurs in quotation marks. What could be Husserl’s intent with 
such a usage, one not accompanying the term with which it is con- 
trasted, VeelZ’? Compare this usage with other explicitly mentioned 
uses of the marks throughout the discussions of noema. These we men- 
tioned in the above delineation of the double-order view of noema - 
when speaking within the epoche of a natural attitude object we must 
use such marks both for “object” and for its characteristics such as 
“red,” “tree,” “burns” (see 3 5 89 and 130). Is Husserl following 
this practice here - i.e., is the term “ideeP enclosed in marks to 
designate it as a reduced characteristic of an intentional object? Such 
cannot be so, for “ideeP is ascribed of the noema in essence, that is, 
of noema in general, rather than of an “object.” 

Another understanding of “ideel2” with its marks comes from a 
comparison with the more usual use of the term, ideelZ, as it is ascribed 
to the type of objectivities called concepts or ideas, including but not 
limited to the Kantian Idea. We could say that the latter usage of 
ideell is primary, while that in marks is secondary and thus incorpo- 
rates only some of the connotative contents of ideeZZ in its primary 
sense (this distinction parallels the early discussion of generalization 
from and to). The primary sense incorporates all the essentially neces- 
sary components of the conceptual nature of an idea. For example, a 
concept or idea is constitutively found by consciousness as an objec- 
tivity that, while seemingly proceeding from the constitutive intellec- 
tive activities of an individual’s consciousness, takes on (even, has) a 
life of its own. Part of this “life” is the “survivability” - an idea can 
(but does not always) last beyond the moment of constitution, is 
capable of being detached from that moment. In a word, ideas can 
transcend the moment of their constitution, they are transcendent 
to the temporality of constituting, not immanent within it and thus 
bound to it. 

Another characteristic essential to ideas is that in their transcen- 



226 

dence, they retain their total self-sameness across moments of consti- 
tution. At a moment subsequent to its originary formation, I can 
think exactly the same idea - with its identity given totally. I can 
also subsequently change that idea, build on it, etc., but then it could 
become a different idea. Given an idea’s detachability from the consti- 
tuting consciousness, its transcendence and its total self-sameness, the 
idea is also said to be a-temporal, not characterized in its essential 
being as temporally determined. Even though the idea is originarily 
constituted at some “point” within the flowing of a consciousness, 
this temporality is not essential to the idea as idea, but is only inciden- 
tal to the specific idea as a constituted objectivity. 

Now, since Husserl does say of noema roof that it is ideeZZ, but that 
it is “ideell”, then the noema per se cannot be an idea, not totally ux 
an idea in its essence. Yet as equivalent to nicht reell, the term “ideell” 
does capture certain determinations of idee in the primary sense laid 
out above. As YdeeZZ” the noema is in a sense “detachable” from 
consciousness as the streaming processes, for noema is not really 
inherently (nicht reeU) part of this stream. Husserl also thus speaks 
of noema as “transcendent” and I think the previous noninherence 
is meant here (in Ideas 1 Husserl notes several uses of the pair transcen- 
d,ence and immanence). Thus “ideeP (in marks) connotes nothing 
more than this minimal content and so in no way should be taken as 
implying conceptual status, intensional status, or entitive status as an 
idea or - giving McIntyre and Smith’s specific characterization of 
noema - as abstract particular. 

Given this understanding of the terms ‘ideell’ and ‘ Ydeell” ‘, to what 
does the term apply according to the double-order interpretation of 
noema? Statements with a second-order usage of ‘noema’ are claims 
about the term, concerning either its denotation or its connotation. 
The previous claim that noema is “ideeP is obviously not a first- 
order type one claim - about an “object,” since some “objects” are 
nonideell in every sense- It might be either a first-order type two or a 
secondorder claim, depending on the discussion. A certain quivering 
ambiguity arises in this case, for a second-order usage of ‘noema’ is a 
claim about the term itself and this term is an expression, i.e., a con- 
ceptualization put to words- Since we are in this instance speaking of 
a linguistic term, there might be some truth in McIntyre and Smith’s 
claim that noema in general is a concept, a linguistic entity, even an 
abstract particular. Yet even this claim should not be taken as defini- 
tive, for I would rather say of noema in general, used in the second 
order: ‘noema in general’ is a linguistic objectivity and thus is even 
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id&Z in the full primary sense of the term discussed above, but ‘noema 
in general’ is not “ideell,” even though noema in general is. Perhaps I 
would go so far as to say that Husserl’s view of ‘noema’ in this sense 
might be characterized as a methodological nominalism, just as certain 
commentators speak of his phenomenology as a methodological ideal- 
ism. Neither would involve a metaphysical claim, since his phenome- 
nology moves beyond the usual categories of such metaphysical posi- 
tions. 

IV. Noema in perception 

One advantage of this double-order interpretation of noema is that 
it allows us to keep clear separate realms of discourse, that of the 
natural or everyday attitude and that of the phenomenological atti- 
tude- In the natural attitude we speak of the object, in the phenome- 
nological attitude we speak of the “object” and its “properties” or of 
the noema that is correlative to the constituting activity. In some ways, 
what is so designated by ‘noema’ cannot always be really distinguished 
from the object as viewed from the everyday attitude, but is separable 
only in the reflective phenomenological attitude. On this reading of 
noema, if we are discussing perception, then the noema is the “per- 
ceived object” - both as it is presently perceived and as a self-identical 
object.27 On the other hand, if we are discussing judgemental activity, 
the noema is the judgement as the correlate of judging, but is not the 
object or state of affairs judged about. For Husserl, then, in the ter- 
minology of linguistic philosophy, perception is referentially trans- 
parent and judgement is referentially opaque. And - if we want to 
make metaphysical judgements about the noema when outside the 
epoche - we might, if we are realists, say that the noema of percep- 
tion is a real entity and that of judgement is an ideal one. 

With such a reading of the Husserlian theory of noema> the ultimate 
task of phenomenology, grounding scientific knowledge, finds a be- 
ginning. For here we have a phenomenological description of percep- 
tion which recognizes the validity of everyday experience of things 
and the world - perception is of real objects, not ideal ones. I say 
“beginning” because this opening toward the real object must be de- 
veloped in light of the reasonableness of one’s claims to be “realfy 
perceiving,” a topic taken up in the final part of Ideus Z. The double- 
order interpretation of noema has the added advantage of justifying 
phenomenology itself to the extent that the immediacy of reflection 
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allows access to the perceived object rather than to a stand-in called 
the noema. Phenomenological reflection, then, can describe both the 
physical object as well as the experiencing of such objects. Husserl’s 
intention to reach the things themselves and to describe the essential 
aspects of our modes of awareness of them can therefore be met in 
his phenomenology. 
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