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Abstract 

This thesis covers three major aspects of Husserl’s phenomenology that may be 

particularly of interest to psychologists. I discuss Husserl’s critique of naturalism and 

specifically his critique of naturalistic psychology. In so doing, I consider Husserl’s 

historical investigation that focuses on the development of naturalism since early 

modernity. I also introduce Husserl’s construction of transcendental philosophy that aims 

to overcome the problem imposed by naturalism. Then, I explore Husserl’s analysis of 

intentionality viewed as the essential character of consciousness. Both the pre-

transcendental and the transcendental conceptions of intentionality are discussed in 

order to demonstrate the methodological status of phenomenological reduction. Finally, I 

explicate and examine Husserl’s different approaches of reduction, the process of eidetic 

analysis, and the relationship between psychology and phenomenology. I argue that 

phenomenology can not only contribute to empirical psychological investigations but also 

help form a critical attitude about psychology in general and its underlying philosophical 

presuppositions.  

Keywords:  Phenomenology; Husserl; Intentionality; Naturalism; Phenomenological 

Reduction; Phenomenological Psychology  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

Phenomenology, understood in this thesis, is the philosophical tradition 

originated by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) in the early twentieth century. It plays a 

central role in what is known as continental philosophy and has been greatly influential 

on other philosophical approaches such as hermeneutics and existentialism. There are 

important philosophers, such as Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

(1908-1961), and Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), who further developed and extended 

phenomenology to various topics. Husserl’s phenomenology is often defined as the 

philosophical study of the essential structure of consciousness, although this definition 

could be misleading without some clarification. The term “phenomenology” could be 

understood quite literally as the Logos of phenomena, the study of how things appear as 

opposed to the study of things in themselves. It had been used long before Husserl, for 

example, in Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-

1831). It is also often used in contemporary philosophy of mind, in which it is simply 

taken to mean the subjective aspect of consciousness, as equivalent to terms such as 

“qualia,” “experience,” “what it is like,” etc. (Chalmers, 1996, p. 6). However, in this 

thesis it is unnecessary and even pointless to refer to the traditional uses of 

“phenomenology,” as Husserl himself paid no attention to them (Crowell, 2006, p. 9). I 

shall also not use the term to designate the particular property of consciousness, but 

only to mean the philosophical approach as Husserl developed it.  

But what is the definition of phenomenology referred to as the philosophical 

school originated by Husserl? There are certainly some demarcating features that 

separate phenomenology from other approaches. Phenomenology is first and foremost 

the study of consciousness. Nonetheless, unlike many contemporary theories which 

center around the discussions about the metaphysical status of consciousness, such as 

the discussion about whether it is reducible to neurobiological processes, 

phenomenology sets those discussions aside and focuses on consciousness itself in 

terms of its essential structure. Rather than viewing consciousness merely as an object 

in the world or as the subjective quality of mind, phenomenology sees consciousness as 

having an essential intentional structure. Intentionality refers to the character of 
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consciousness that all consciousness is always about something. Intentionality is not a 

mere “property” of consciousness, as if the latter can exist without or without the former; 

instead, intentionality is precisely the “mode of existence of consciousness,” without 

which consciousness is inconceivable (Levinas, 1963/1995, p. 41). It is the task of 

phenomenology to explicate and describe the intentional structure of consciousness.  

Phenomenology is also known for its critique of naturalism pervading modern 

science and its methodological innovation that aims to overcome naturalistic naiveties. It 

makes use of what it calls “epoché” and “reduction” to remove the natural and 

philosophical presuppositions about the world so that the latter can be seen from a 

phenomenological point of view. However, as Merleau-Ponty (1945/2012, p. lxx) points 

out, phenomenology faces a number of internal tensions. Phenomenology is the study of 

essence rather than the existence of consciousness, yet it always begins from the 

natural world and the mundane form of life; it strives to become a transcendental 

philosophy that suspends the validities of the worldly existence and sees consciousness 

as the condition of possibility of all objectivities, yet it never denies that the world is 

always “there” prior to any philosophical reflection; it is established as a rigorously 

scientific philosophy, yet its subject matters concern not the exact space-time that can 

be determined in mathematical formulae but the lived experience of conscious human 

beings. Consequently, Merleau-Ponty suggests that phenomenology, instead of being 

interpreted as a fixed and well-defined philosophical system, should be recognized as a 

manner or style practiced in a constant movement (p. lxxi). 

 That phenomenology is the study of consciousness per se in terms of its own 

essence suggests a close relationship between itself and psychology. The 

phenomenological critique of naturalism and its methodological framework can also 

illuminate how we conceive and construct psychology as a science of the human mind. 

This thesis consists of three major themes of Husserl’s phenomenology: 1) its critique of 

naturalism and naturalistic psychology, followed by an introduction to transcendental 

phenomenology equipped with the methods of epoché and reduction, 2) its analysis of 

intentionality, which also has an implication for understanding the methodological nature 

of the reduction, and 3) its methodological framework, and specifically Husserl’s 

discussion of psychology and its relation to phenomenology. In the end, I hope this 

thesis can help form a critical attitude about psychology and provide a way to study 

consciousness that is often neglected by psychologists with a naturalistic stance.  
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Chapter 2.  
 
Husserl’s Critique of Naturalism 

The term "naturalism" has ambiguous meanings. On some occasions, it simply 

means a rejection of the existence of any supernatural beings such as immaterial 

ghosts. This loose conception of naturalism is not a strictly philosophical one, and it is 

not objected by phenomenology. What phenomenology criticizes, with all its efforts, is 

the extreme doctrine also known as scientism, according to which everything that exists 

is a being-in-nature subject to a certain kind of scientific law. Naturalism having this 

sense is not limited to a merely ontological sphere. It also has a strong epistemological 

and methodological implication that all areas of reality are subject matters of natural 

sciences, among which physics plays a paradigmatic role. Consciousness, or anything 

we may ascribe as psychical, if not in itself physical, is conceived in this framework as a 

secondary "parallel accompaniment," a variable dependent on the physical nature 

(Husserl, 1956a, p. 231). Hence, consciousness is naturalized insofar as it is conceived 

solely as a part of spatial-temporal nature.  

I shall use “naturalism” as equivalent to “scientism” in the remainder of this 

thesis. The discussion of naturalism here is restricted to a Husserlian perspective. 

Whether Husserl’s understanding of naturalism and its supporters is accurate is beyond 

the scope of this thesis. In this chapter, I first outline the history of early modern 

naturalism, which reveals the distinction between objectivism and transcendentalism. 

Then, I discuss Husserl’s rejection of psychologism before moving on to the explication 

of his more comprehensive critique of naturalism from a transcendental perspective. 

Lastly, I demonstrate Husserl’s harsh critique of naturalistic and experimental 

psychology. 

2.1. A Brief History of Early Modern Naturalism 

Modern naturalism, according to Husserl, is the scientific paradigm rooted in the 

philosophy of Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) during the Scientific Revolution. The paradigm, 

which continues to dominate the scientific and philosophical disciplines, is characterized 

by its zeal toward the quantitative method as the superior way to understand reality. The 
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whole world is defined as having a mathematical nature, which contains nothing 

unapproachable for natural-mathematical scientists. As Galileo suggests: 

The book [of philosophy] cannot be understood unless one first learns to 
comprehend the language and read the letters in which it is composed. It 
is written in the language of mathematics, and its characters are triangles, 
circles, and other geometric figures… (Galilei, 1957, p. 238) 

The study of geometry as an ideal science has its origin much before Galileo’s 

time. Its discussion can be found in the Pythagorean and Platonic schools in ancient 

Greece, in which the sharp distinction between geometry as an ideal science of what 

eternally exists (e.g., a perfect circle) and the science of real objects in nature was 

maintained. Husserl, however, in The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental 

Phenomenology1, shows that what is revolutionary about Galileo’s thought is its 

mathematization of nature. Nature itself, as conceived by Galileo, is an exact spatial-

temporal manifold expressible in ideal mathematical formulae (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 

23). This mathematization of nature involves the process of what Husserl calls 

formalization, a process that abstracts from properties of intuitable and worldly objects 

experienced in everyday life into a pure, empty form without content (Husserl, 

1913/2014, p. 27). According to Husserl, pure logic and mathematics make use of 

formalization. For example, the concrete space in which we live is formalized as and 

thus reduced into the “Euclidean manifold” as a geometrical entity that contains no 

worldly content in itself. Galileo’s project is to employ a complete formalization that puts 

the entirety of nature as an abstraction expressed in terms of mathematical 

determinations. For Husserl, then, the greatest crisis of science and philosophy has 

taken place since the attempt was made by Galileo and his successors to substitute this 

formalized entity, which is believed by them as the true nature underlying the world, for 

the concrete world of everyday life, which Husserl calls the “life-world” (Husserl, 

1954/1970, pp. 48–49; Moran, 2012, p. 69). 

The mathematization of nature resulted in a great leap in physical sciences. With 

Galileo’s innovative application of mathematical methods to physics, an all-embracing 

science of nature guided by pure mathematics was made possible. In the prescientific 

life-world, intuitable objects are organized by a merely approximate and vague notion of 

causality. Under the influence of David Hume (1711-1776), Husserl understands 

 
1 Hereafter “Crisis”. 
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causality as characterized by the regular succession and conjunction of events given in 

the experience with an expectation of necessity (Husserl, 1962/1977, p. 103). When we 

see a ball leaving someone’s hand without force being exerted, we naturally expect that 

the ball will “necessarily” fall to the ground. This necessity of the causal link between two 

events is naively assumed in our everyday experience even though no logical entailment 

can be held between two such events. The mathematization of nature, however, allows 

for the knowledge of a new sort, a knowledge that is universally obtained with objective 

validity. As Husserl shows, a new kind of inductive prediction is made possible by the 

discovery of “exact” causal laws of nature so that we can “calculate with compelling 

necessity” events inaccessible to direct and intuitive measurement (Husserl, 1954/1970, 

p. 33). Ultimately, a mathematically oriented natural science, through the idealization of 

intuitable bodies experienced in everyday life, allows one to acquire knowledge that is 

universally and objectively grounded.  

The naturalistic paradigm has had a deep influence not only in the development 

of natural science but also in philosophy. Through the mathematization of nature, an 

inevitable consequence has come to the fore: the psyche, or soul, has been left over as 

an epiphenomenal residuum (Husserl, 1954/1970, pp. 79–80). The world of psyche is 

thus separated from the self-enclosed world of bodies which are mathematically 

analyzable – this has paved the way for a mind-body dualism (p. 60), which manifests 

initially in René Descartes (1596-1650) and continues to haunt philosophy today. 

Descartes (1641/2004), having the purpose of establishing a universal and foundational 

philosophy as a “first” science, begins his inquiry with a method of doubting everything 

whose existence is uncertain. The suspension of the existential judgements about every 

dubitable thing is not to judge that it is nonexistent; rather, it is a means through which 

Descartes wishes to secure an apodictically certain knowledge that can serve as the 

basis for all other sciences. This knowledge, Descartes concludes, is about the 

existence of one’s own self. Even the most universal doubt requires the presence of a 

doubter and its act of doubting, hence the Cartesian ego cogito: “I am, I exist – that is 

certain” (p. 5).  

However, far from completely purifying himself from all presuppositions, 

Descartes fails to resist the enticement of the mathematization of nature. The entire 

bodily nature, for Descartes, falls within the subject of pure mathematics, and it contains 

clear and distinct truths so long as its properties are mathematically graspable 
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(Descartes, 1641/2004, p. 30). Hence, Husserl believes that the ego cogito is confusedly 

treated by Descartes as a secured “tag-end” or residuum within the world of 

mathematical nature so that he can infer the existence of external bodies and God 

through a series of deductive arguments (Husserl, 1931/1960, p. 24). Too obsessed with 

his goal, Descartes finally draws the baffling conclusion in which he recognizes the 

apodictic ego as a thinking substance that stands in a causal interaction with the 

corporeal substance (Husserl, 1997b, p. 237). Descartes, in this way, influenced the 

later philosophical movements in a twofold manner. On the one hand, the Cartesian 

method of doubt and its discovery of the apodictic ego cogito gave birth to a new 

transcendental motif of inquiring into conditions of possibility for objective knowledge, the 

motif which uncovers the internal absurdity of objectivism which “naively” assumes the 

existence of mind-independent being-in-itself. On the other hand, Descartes’ submission 

to the mathematization of nature and his misguided interpretation of the ego cogito made 

his own doctrine collapse into a form of rationalistic objectivism (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 

74).  

The naturalistically inspired distinction between nature and spirit, i.e., between 

the self-enclosed world of bodies and consciousness as a residue item, has a profound 

impact on the establishment of early modern psychology. For example, John Locke 

(1632-1704) distinguishes between primary qualities (e.g., mass, shape, motion, etc.) 

which are inseparable from the object itself and secondary qualities (e.g., color, taste, 

smell, etc.) related to our sensations (Locke, 1690/2004, p. 30). Psychology identifies 

itself, at least apparently, as a science that focuses on investigating the nature of 

secondary qualities which for Locke are nonetheless nothing but mere “representations” 

dependent on primary qualities of objects themselves. The objectivistic science of 

physical nature, conversely, is to free the world from all secondary qualities in order to 

arrive at the world of “true things” with all their mathematical determinations (Husserl, 

1913/2014, p. 70). It is therefore not difficult to see the unique status with which 

psychology has had to cope since the very beginning of modernity.  

Locke’s empiricist interpretation of human understanding was further developed 

by George Berkeley (1685-1753) and later by Hume, but the latter philosophers shared a 

dissatisfaction towards Locke’s naiveties rooted in his objectivism. Berkeley, rejecting 

Locke’s realism about objects in themselves, reduces bodily objects to mere complexes 

of sense-data, and he famously argues that primary qualities can never be separable 
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from secondary ones, from which follows that both qualities exist in the mind (Berkeley, 

1710/2004, p. 13). This sensualist and idealist conclusion threatens the very foundation 

of objectivism, and it leads to Hume’s denial, though in a relatively metaphysically 

neutral manner, of all sorts of objectivity: the matter existing in itself is nothing but a 

philosophical fiction (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 87). Husserl reads Hume as the first 

philosopher who radicalized the transcendental motif originated yet not fully developed 

by Descartes. It was also Hume’s scepticism that inspired Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 

to develop his notion of unknowable “things-in-themselves,” or noumena, and ultimately 

a transcendental philosophy that discloses the deeply rooted shortcomings of natural 

science which naively presupposes its objective validity: 

Whereas natural science had pretended to be a branch of philosophy, the 
ultimate science of what is, and had believed itself capable of knowing, 
through its rationality, what is in itself, beyond the subjectivity of the 
factualities of knowledge, for Kant, now, objective science, as an 
accomplishment remaining within subjectivity, is separated off from his 
philosophical theory. The latter … reveals the naivete of the supposed 
rational philosophy of nature-in-itself (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 95). 

It is worth noting that Husserl interprets transcendental philosophy as a doctrine 

of inquiring back into the ultimate source of all forms of knowledge rather than naively 

assuming its objective validity (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 97). Hence, transcendentalism 

stands in sharp contrast to dogmatic objectivism. It is this interpretation that allows 

Husserl to regard not only Kant, who personifies the “transcendental,” but also 

Descartes, Berkeley, and Hume as transcendental philosophers (Janoušek & Zahavi, 

2020). Moreover, in spite of Kant’s transcendental breakthrough, which Husserl 

(1954/1970) praises for demonstrating a genuine effort to construct a systematic and 

scientific philosophy (p. 95), Husserl criticizes Kant for his failure to completely resist 

various presuppositions he inherits from the rationalist dogmatism, which eventually 

ends in the construction of the mysterious and speculative things-in-themselves (p. 97). 

Thus, Kant, on Husserl’s reading, remains blind to the real problem posed by Hume: 

How is the objective world, whose existence is the existence through the 

accomplishment of subjectivity, constituted as such, and how does it sustain its objective 

status (pp. 96-97)? It is exactly this problem that Husserl, after his transcendental turn, 

aims to address. 
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Despite that the foundation of dogmatic objectivism was shaken by the 

transcendental questioning associated with Berkeley, Hume and Kant, the shadow of 

naturalism was far from being removed. In fact, naturalism, besides in the form of 

realism and objectivism, also finds its place in the theory of psychologism, according to 

which laws of logic and mathematics can be reduced to empirical laws of psychology. 

Psychologism started with Locke, who attempted to build a science of reason on the 

basis of human psychology because of his recognition of the Cartesian ego cogito as a 

naturalized psychological self-experience without seeing its true transcendental 

significance (Husserl, 1997b, p. 237). Psychologism continued to present itself in the 

empiricist tradition and stood beside Berkeley’s and Hume’s sensualism which reduces 

all worldly objects to collections of sense-data. Eventually it became a quite dominant 

theory of logic associated with philosophers such as John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. It is through a critique of psychologism that 

Husserl launches his journey of phenomenology, which ultimately transforms into a 

transcendental philosophy.   

2.2. Husserl’s Critique of Psychologism 

As stated, psychologism is a theory of logic. It suggests that all logical and 

scientific theories are grounded in and reducible to their concrete instantiations in acts of 

thinking. Logic and all sorts of objectivity, in the eyes of psychologistic logicians, are 

reductively rooted in the subjectivity of naturalized mental phenomena and their 

underlying causal processes. Husserl himself, initially a student of mathematics, adopted 

a psychologistic view about numbers in his early work Philosophy of Arithmetic, which 

was fiercely criticized by antipsychologicists, especially Gottlob Frege (1848-1925). 

Husserl actually abandoned this approach soon after its publication due to its 

fundamental difficulties (Moran & Cohen, 2012, p. 268). In the Prolegomena to Pure 

Logic2 of his Logical Investigations, published almost a decade later, Husserl devotes a 

series of arguments in a number of chapters to refuting psychologism. I shall mention a 

few here.3 

 
2 Hereafter “Prolegomena”. 
3 For a comprehensive summary of Husserl’s rejection of psychologism in the Prolegomena, see 
Kusch (1995). 
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Scientists from various disciplines usually are not concerned with the ultimate 

premises and grounds while performing scientific investigations. Mathematicians, for 

example, do not need to have a completely settled understanding or consensus with 

respect to the ultimate definitions of concepts such as number, quantity, and addition in 

order to perform calculations. The same can be applied to any scientific discipline. 

Scientific theories, for Husserl, are not “crystal-clear,” since their own concepts 

oftentimes remain unintelligible and can only be presupposed (Husserl, 1900/2001a, p. 

16). Husserl holds that logic is a specific science that can be used to evaluate and justify 

the methods employed by other disciplines. Logic, therefore, is a normative discipline 

which guides other scientific fields to proceed in accordance with its principles by 

establishing standards and norms. The principle of non-contradiction (PNC), for 

example, prescribes that one ought to think that two contradictory propositions cannot 

both be true at the same time. Moreover, logic as a normative science is founded on 

certain theoretical disciplines, which only concern the purely theoretical entities and are 

thus free from all normative components. The PNC by itself manifests as an example of 

a pure law as such with no indication of in what way one ought to think (Moran & Cohen, 

2012, pp. 196–197).  

Psychologism, then, takes the position that logic as a normative science is 

theoretically founded on empirical psychology. For Mill, the PNC is reducible to the fact 

that belief and disbelief are two mutually exclusive mental states (Mill, 1882/2009, p. 

345); what follows is that the science of logical principles can be reduced to the science 

concerning mental facts, namely, psychology. Absurdity immediately arises: Since logic 

is a normative discipline of what ought to be done, which establishes norms for other 

sciences of what is, including psychology, how could it then be true that psychology 

functions as the theoretical foundation of logic? Does this not make a psychologicist 

trapped in a circular argument? Husserl, however, suggests that this antipsychologistic 

argument based on the is-ought distinction is not sufficient for defeating psychologism, 

since psychologicists can contently accept the role of logic as methodological guidance 

for psychology without accepting that it serves as a theoretical premise (Husserl, 

1900/2001a, p. 44; Kusch, 1995, p. 43). 

In hopes of sufficiently refuting psychologism, Husserl adopts the strategy of 

demonstrating that the consequence of adopting psychologism will only lead to the 

reductio ad absurdum. Husserl outlines three empiricistic consequences of 
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psychologism, and he aims to show that all three should be refuted due to their 

absurdities. First, all psychological laws, such as the laws of association of ideas, are 

vague. They are merely generalizations from past experience, which do not possess the 

character of exactness and definiteness. If logical rules and principles rest upon 

psychological laws, it seems to follow that logical rules are also vague and inexact 

(Husserl, 1900/2001a, p. 46). However, it is certainly absurd to say that some logical 

rules are vague, since some rules, such as modus ponens, are undoubtedly exact and 

self-evident.  

Second, no natural laws, including psychological ones, are a priori knowable. 

Such laws can only be established following inductive observations of singular facts. If 

they can only be known as a posteriori, and if psychologism is correct, logical rules 

which are founded on them can only be known a posteriori. This is indeed the view held 

by psychologistic empiricists such as Mill, but Husserl rejects it outright. Nothing, he 

says, “seems plainer than that the laws of ‘pure logic’ all have a priori validity” (p. 47). 

The truth of purely logical rules requires no inductive justification from sensory 

experience; they are apodictically self-evident. What is more, one fatal mistake of 

psychologism is that it confuses acts of thinking which entertain logical rules with logical 

rules themselves as contents of thought (p. 49). Whereas the former are real events 

which are causally connected and temporally extended in the world, the latter are ideal, 

a priori laws whose normativity and necessity can by no means be found in the real, 

temporal world.  

Third, if logic is epistemologically grounded in psychological laws, then logical 

laws themselves must imply psychological contents. As Husserl points out, however, 

pure logic concerns no matters of fact, presupposes no acts of judging, and requires no 

empirical justification (p. 51). As mentioned in the last section, pure logic employs what 

Husserl calls formalization, which abstracts from all worldly beings and becomes entirely 

empty in content. The purely formal proposition P and non-P, which can be expressed 

symbolically as 𝑃 ∧ ~𝑃 whose falsity is apodictically absolute and universal, makes no 

existential presuppositions with respect to whatever P designates in the real world. 

Therefore, the fundamental distinction between purely logical laws and laws of nature 

must be emphasized in order to avoid the absurd empiricistic consequences of 

psychologism. Nevertheless, Husserl does not entirely reject the connection between 

logic and experience in the way traditional rationalists do. He accepts that all knowledge 
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rests on experience, but this does not imply that all knowledge is inductively grounded 

on experience (p. 54). All knowledge, insofar as it is possibly knowable, presupposes our 

capacity for grasping ideal universals above singular facts given in the experience. Such 

universals can themselves be contents of our thought, and their meanings are grasped 

entirely in abstraction, which allows the application of logical laws in any empirical 

sphere. These laws are absolutely valid, unrestricted by any empirical matter of fact, and 

their truth is independent of any specific person who is or is not blind to it (p. 69). Hence, 

one must recognize that laws of pure logic are formal, ideal, and a priori unlike any real 

laws of nature. 

In addition to pointing out the absurdities of empiricistic consequences of 

psychologism, Husserl further claims that psychologism involves the worst possible 

problem that could ever be faced by a theory, namely, the problem of violating the very 

conditions for being a theory in general (Husserl, 1900/2001a, p. 75). This is not merely 

to say that what such a theory says is false, but that its own content goes against what 

makes a theory itself meaningful and coherent. In other words, the worst problem for a 

theory is that which refutes itself for being a theory at all. Psychologism, reducing ideal 

meanings into real, temporal acts of consciousness, undermines the very possibility of 

theories of knowledge including itself.  

Moreover, Husserl suggests that the criticism of psychologism sheds light on the 

fundamental errors of empiricism in general. Extreme empiricism rejects the immediacy 

and aprioricity of the knowledge of logical principles in favor of inductive justification, and 

thus it rejects the possibility of the rational justification of mediate (or inferential) 

knowledge that is not directly acquired through sensory experience. Husserl holds that 

such a view is essentially self-refuting since it is itself a mediate scientific theory that 

involves principles demanding rational justification. In its attempt to justify the logical 

principle in terms of empiricist ones, extreme empiricism must either presuppose the 

logical principle it attempts to justify or appeal to ever new principles which themselves 

also require further justification. The former option pushes extreme empiricism into a 

vicious circle, while the latter leads it to an infinite regress (pp. 59-60). To avoid this fatal 

difficulty, there must exist certain universal and noninductively valid principles from 

which other principles can be deductively inferred, a view which cannot be accepted by 

an extreme empiricist. Hume’s moderate empiricism, which grants the a priori status of 

logic, cannot escape this problem as well, for it, just like extreme empiricism, rejects the 
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rational justification of mediate factual judgments in favor of psychological explanation 

(p. 61).  

Psychologism, then, is a self-refuting scepticism for the same reason. 

Specifically, it falls into the form of a sceptical relativism or subjectivism, for it reduces 

laws of pure logic to laws generalizing subjective mental processes. Husserl 

differentiates between two types of relativism: Protagorean, or individual, relativism, 

which holds that the individual person is the measure of truth, and species relativism, 

specifically anthropologism, which holds that truth is relative to biological species such 

as human beings (pp. 77-78). Protagorean relativism is absurd without question. A 

relativist holding this view simply claims that what is held true is not true in itself but is a 

mere opinion. However, the theory refutes itself as betraying its own contents as long as 

one wants to persuade the truth of individual relativism. After all, the claim “there is no 

truth in itself” cannot be objectively true in itself.  

It is anthropologism as a form of species relativism to which Husserl offers 

counterarguments in length. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss them in 

detail, yet several points are worth mentioning. First, Husserl rejects the anthropologistic 

view proposed by Christoph Sigwart (1830-1904), a Neo-Kantian and psychologicist, 

according to whom there would be no truth if there exists no human being. Husserl 

challenges this view by indicating the undeniable eternity of truths. Newton’s law of 

gravity, if true, had not been false before it was discovered by Newton, nor will it cease 

to be true after the extinction of Homo sapiens. To say that it is true at one time and 

false at another is to say something self-contradictory, since it is the very part of the 

meaning of such a law that its truth is valid for all times (p. 85). Second, Husserl briefly 

touches upon and rejects the psychologistic view held by Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920), 

usually recognized as the father of experimental psychology. Wundt suggests that since 

laws of pure logic are often inseparable from psychological acts of thinking, it inevitably 

follows that the explication of a logical law cannot be achieved without referring to 

certain psychological concepts (Kusch, 1995, p. 129). The refutation of Wundt’s thesis 

can be found in what has already been mentioned so far. All psychologicists, including 

Wundt, commit a category mistake, for they confound logical laws whose truths are 

apodictic and a priori with acts of consciousness that entertain such laws as contents of 

conscious acts (Zahavi, 2003, p. 9). Third, Husserl argues that, in opposition to the view 

of Benno Erdmann (1851-1921), if logical laws are themselves laws of nature, their 
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truths would be contingent just like empirical laws which can be imaginatively varied. 

However, this is certainly not the case. Logical laws are intrinsically necessary, and their 

alternatives are inconceivable, whereas we can always conceive of different empirical 

laws of the real world (Husserl, 1900/2001a, p. 97).  

It is extremely important to have a clear grasp of Husserl’s early criticism of 

psychologism in the Prolegomena. On the one hand, given the shared characteristics of 

laws of nature, Husserl’s critique is also applicable to other forms of naturalism, such as 

biologism and neurologism. Neurologism, for instance, which states that logical laws are 

reducible to laws generalizing brain activities, can thus be seen as a physicalist 

derivative of psychologism. However, so long as the categorical distinction between 

logical laws and natural laws is sustained, Husserl’s critique cannot be completely 

evaded. On the other hand, as stated, the critique of psychologism indicates the 

fundamental defects of empiricism in general. Empiricism, extreme or moderate (i.e., 

Humean), cannot justify mediate knowledge of logical laws which concern ideal 

universals, and hence it cannot justify itself as a mediate theory of science. This criticism 

of empiricism for its failure to grasp the universals presupposed by all possible 

knowledge is adopted in Husserl’s later work, the first book of Ideas for a Pure 

Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy4, in which he introduces 

phenomenology as a transcendental philosophy. Indeed, Husserl’s critique of 

psychologism serves as a point of departure from which he extends to a transcendental 

critique of naturalism in general.  

What also needs to be emphasized is that although Husserl rejects psychologism 

as a form of relativistic subjectivism, he never abandons the task of investigating the role 

played by consciousness in connection with the possibility of objective knowledge. 

Already in the Prolegomena, Husserl discusses what he calls noetic conditions as the 

subjective conditions for the possibility of knowledge (Husserl, 1900/2001a, pp. 75–76). 

However, noetic conditions must be differentiated from subjective conditions in the 

sense of individuals or species. The noetic conditions are ideal conditions concerning no 

real subjects but possible forms of subjectivity so that knowledge is knowable 

whatsoever. After all, there can be no purely objective knowledge out of nowhere, and it 

makes no sense to say something is objectively true if it cannot be known by any 

 
4 Hereafter “Ideas I”. 



14 

possible subjectivity. Husserl further develops the notion of noetic conditions as ideal 

conditions of knowledge in his full-fledged transcendental phenomenology. It is also this 

emphasis on the subjective conditions that separates Husserl’s antipsychologism from 

that of Frege and other formalist logicians (Zahavi, 2003, p. 11).5 

2.3. The Natural Attitude and the Transcendental Turn 

Husserl’s mature critique of naturalism is to a large extent an extension of his 

early critique of psychologism in the Prolegomena, though it needs to be seen in the 

general context of his turn to transcendental philosophy. The first section of Ideas I 

continues the discussion of the fundamental distinction between factual reality and 

eidetic ideality, each of which demands properly scientific investigations that are 

interdependent but irreducible to each other (see Ideas I §§7-8). Empiricism fails to 

recognize that the sensory experience they demand as the sole justification of all 

knowledge can only make sense of factual singularities and does not suffice for grasping 

universalities (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 37). Furthermore, empiricism, just like any 

scientific theory to which its norm is applied, requires justification in accordance with a 

rigorous method which starts from individual cases and proceeds to theses that are 

formulated as being universally valid. Empiricism utterly fails to see this, and hence it is 

blind to the fact that the scientific requirement it imposes on other theories also applies 

to itself (p. 38).   

The first section of Ideas I does not go much beyond Husserl’s criticism of 

psychologism and empiricism found in Logical Investigations. What is groundbreaking in 

this work is his identification of the fundamental naivety of empiricism and naturalism, 

followed by an entirely new kind of method that aims to overcome it. Husserl not only 

indicates the ingrained fallacy of naturalism but also conducts the analysis that aims to 

clarify why naturalism comes into existence. It is in this context that Husserl introduced 

 
5 Husserl’s psychologism in his early work Philosophy of Arithmetic was relentlessly criticized by 
Frege, who points out that Husserl commits to the category mistake inherent to all forms of 
psychologism (D. W. Smith & McIntyre, 1982, p. 118). Husserl’s own critique of psychologism in 
the Prolegomena, however, resembles that of Frege, especially when it comes to the distinction 
drawn between the real and the ideal on the one hand, and sense and reference on the other. 
Despite this, Husserl’s antipsychologism was more influential and received much more discussion 
than Frege’s, to the extent that it basically wiped out the influence of psychologism within the 
German-speaking world (Dummett, 1900/2001, p. xvii). 
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the notion of the so-called “natural attitude.” The natural attitude refers to a mundane 

and non-philosophical attitude adopted by all human beings in their everyday form of life. 

It is characterized by its acceptance of the world of nature as being there, whose 

existence is taken for granted by the subject (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 52, 1954/1970, p. 

145). What is perceived, thought, and judged to be in this natural world is likewise 

posited as “being there” and “on hand” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 53). Life with a natural 

attitude is a specific mode of life which always serves as the background of all natural 

practices. Everyday activities, which can extend to the strictly scientific performance with 

respect to not only the entire science of nature but also formal and mathematical 

science, presuppose the natural attitude without thematizing it. As Moran (2008) puts it, 

“the natural attitude is as old as human history” (p. 414). All other attitudes, scientific or 

philosophical, arise out of the natural attitude as a “default” mode of belief about the 

existence of the world external to the subject and things within it (Sokolowski, 1999, p. 

45).  

When it comes to the philosophical attitude and its relationship to the non-

philosophical natural standpoint, there are two options available (Keirby, 1997). The first 

is to simply accept the natural attitude and to adopt its presupposition as the basis of all 

philosophical inquiries. This is the naturalistic attitude, which strives to rest philosophy 

on the basis of the natural attitude and sciences operating with it. One representative 

proponent of naturalism in the twentieth century is Willard V. O. Quine (1908-2000). As 

Quine understands it, in agreement with John Dewey (1859-1952), naturalism denotes 

the doctrine that “knowledge, mind, and meaning are part of the same world that they 

have to do with, and that they are to be studied in the same empirical spirit that animates 

natural science” (Quine, 1969, p. 26). What directly follows is that there is no such a 

thing as the philosophical foundation of natural science, “no place for a prior philosophy” 

(p. 26). In other words, natural science is completely self-sufficient, referring to no 

philosophical underpinning. Ultimately, naturalists contend that “science is the highest 

path to truth” (Quine, 1995, p. 261). 

This naturalistic perspective is not entirely dogmatic, since it does not deny the 

fact that science often leads to false propositions. What it claims is that only science 

itself can correct its previous mistakes, and there is no place for philosophy to pursue 

truth in the same fashion as science does. However, Husserl points out that there is a 

fundamental defect of naturalism, namely that it overlooks the fact that the naturalistic or 
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scientific attitude is itself the philosophical rigidification of the naïve natural attitude 

(Husserl, 1989, p. 193). The natural attitude is “rigidified” into the naturalistic attitude 

which is itself constructed as a philosophical foundation of natural science. Naturalism 

simply fails to reflect upon its own unquestioned presupposition of the existence of the 

external worlds. What is more, as a degenerate philosophical form of the natural attitude, 

naturalism moves beyond the natural attitude by endorsing the Galilean doctrine which 

conceives that the mathematized nature reaches an absolute reality of Being, a nature 

which is characterized in terms of exact causal chains with mathematical determinations. 

Not only does everything that can be experienced exist as a part of nature, but also the 

conscious experience itself in which nature is given is a part of it. Consciousness, now 

conceived as a part of nature, is also subject to the exact causality which bonds it to the 

physical reality (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 98). 

There are two main issues of the naturalism just proposed. First, naturalism 

conceives nature as a self-sufficient material world with mathematically determinable 

categories such as space, time, and causality. Such categories essentially belong to 

what is believed to be the “true thing” that can only be studied by physical science. The 

“true thing” here stands in sharp contrast to the “mere appearance” which is perceived 

by some person and thus has certain subjective characters (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 70). 

Natural science intends to purify itself from these subjective characters, that is, from all 

secondary qualities in order to reach what belongs to the true being in itself. Hence, the 

scientific categories transcend concrete space, time, and causality which are already 

found in the prescientific life-world in a more or less vague form devoid of any scientific 

“exactness” (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 139). It is true that these categories in a prescientific 

form are not directly of concern to physicists and other natural scientists, but naturalism 

fails to recognize the fact that every objective knowledge acquired through scientific 

practice necessarily refers back to the life-world, and that the world of natural science 

exists meaningfully only as a world in relation to the life-world (p. 140). In this regard, 

naturalism is no less naïve than natural science itself.6 

 
6 For natural science, “naïve” is not necessarily a negative term. As Husserl states, all natural 
sciences are naïve inasmuch as they postulate natural objects as simply “there” external to the 
scientific practitioner (Husserl, 1956a, p. 233). Actually, taking a dogmatic attitude is for their own 
benefit for the sake of proceeding efficiently without being bothered by those philosophical 
projects (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 45). Naturalism, however, cannot be exempt from the charge for 
being naïve, for it, as a philosophical doctrine, is supposed to resolve all the critical problems in 
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Another problem with naturalism lies in its treatment of material objects. As said, 

naturalism holds that through a mathematization of nature one can reach the absolute 

world of Being, in which all material beings are determined in a strictly scientific, exact, 

and absolute manner. Experience, on the other hand, is treated as a means by which 

objects are initially given perceptually with secondary qualities. It is through a series of 

arduous scientific investigations that natural scientists believe that they can do away with 

subjective appearance and grasp the true nature of objects in themselves. However, 

Husserl questions this attitude, and he asks what it really means to be a material object 

at all. As Husserl shows, it is an apodictic necessity that all objects existing in space can 

only be given perspectivally (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 75). Each time I perceive an object, 

I can only perceive it as appearing to me through a certain aspect. I can always move 

my body or turn the object in order to see what was previously unseen, but then at least 

some part of what was previously seen becomes currently unseen. Therefore, an object 

in principle can never be given in its entirety but only in adumbrations. Husserl suggests 

that it is inherent in the part of the meaning of “material” that it can only be given in such 

a “subjective” manner. Moreover, it is the very essence of materiality that to exist as a 

spatial being is to be in a mode of existence which stands an intimate relationship with 

the subject that perceives it. As Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) says, naturalism, in its 

attempt to formulate natural science as a way of reaching the mythical absolute being 

detached from all sorts of subjectivity, “betrays the internal meaning of perceptual 

experience” (Levinas, 1963/1995, p. 10). It fails to see the essential relativity pertaining 

to the very mode of being a material object at all. It is for this reason that “where natural 

science is still right, naturalism is already wrong” (p. 10). 

Regarding the naturalist position that natural science is able to resolve all its 

problems without the aid of philosophy, Husserl’s answer is this: If the difficulty faced by 

natural science is not something arising from a particular theoretical or methodological 

inadequacy but is instead inherent in natural science as a whole, then it is certain that its 

solution is beyond the scope of natural science itself (Husserl, 1956a, p. 235). 

Consequently, to say that natural science is capable of fixing problems that are rooted in 

the fundamental presuppositions inherent in all natural-scientific performance is to 

commit a vicious circle. Naturalist philosophers, then, can do no better than arguing that 

 
the highest generality, and eventually to assess and clarify the meaning of the results acquired 
from the dogmatic sciences (p. 46). 
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it is impossible to go beyond the natural attitude and inspect it from an anti-dogmatic 

stance, or otherwise they must bite the bullet and insist that natural science is self-

sufficient for pursuing truth despite its philosophical naiveties.  

The second option for philosophers who are concerned with the natural attitude, 

which I have not yet discussed, is to “radically alter” it in order to transcend the entire 

world of nature and view it from a genuine philosophical attitude (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 

52). This is the transcendental attitude, in which we do not naively accept the 

independent existence of things of which we are conscious, but only view them precisely 

as what they are as experienced. “Back to the things themselves!” says the well-known 

phenomenological dictum, where the thing itself stands for nothing other than what is 

self-evidentially given in the immediate experience, with no imposed mathematical 

exactness or any sorts of presuppositions (Husserl, 1954/1970, pp. 127–128). In the 

next chapter, we shall see that the thing itself precisely “as experienced,” which Husserl 

names by a technical term “noema,” requires a tremendous effort to articulate.  

The turn to the transcendental attitude, of course, is not without difficulties, and 

Husserl’s methods of achieving it are prone to misunderstanding. The first step to break 

with the natural attitude is to do what Husserl calls the phenomenological epoché. 

“Epoché” is an ancient Greek word that means the suspension of one’s judgment about 

something. The purpose of using this word, it seems, is to avoid the potential confusion 

of Husserl’s method of suspension with a method of doubt seen in Descartes’ 

Meditations. Epoché refers to a method of suspension or neutralization of the natural 

attitude toward the world. The phenomenologist who employs the epoché does not 

doubt the existence of the world like a sceptic, does not negate it like a sophist, and 

certainly does not affirm it like a realist (Husserl, 1913/2014, pp. 55–56). Epoché does 

not lead to the antithesis of a thesis, or to the rejection of a judgment that was previously 

affirmed; instead, it is used to “bracket” the natural attitude, to set it aside, and to take it 

“out of action” (p. 54).  In this manner, the world whose reality was naively accepted by 

natural science and naturalists is now only seen as an “acceptance-phenomenon,” a 

“hypothesis that needs verification” (Husserl, 1931/1960, p. 18, 1967, p. 7). Only then 

can the world which was posited as existent be transcendentally reduced to the world of 

things themselves purely as they are experienced, the world in which objects are not 

dogmatically viewed as detached from consciousness, and the domain that has no place 

for metaphysical and scientific presuppositions whatsoever.  
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Sceptical questions concerning transcendental reduction may arise. One may 

wonder what is exactly interesting and important about the natural attitude, since all of 

us seem to possess it. Also, one may raise the question regarding the possibility of the 

reduction and, if possible, its exact benefit. After all, the transcendental reduction seems 

unlike any methods of scientific practice that appear to be able to obtain objective 

validity and communal agreement. Therefore, is the transcendental reduction possible, 

and what exactly can it bring to those who employ it? It must be made clear that the 

transcendental reduction, unlike what many conceive, is not to abandon certainties one 

has acquired with the natural attitude, for it is impossible to do so. The transcendental 

reduction is not a negation of the world which the natural attitude naively affirms, but 

rather it is employed to understand the natural world by opening up the sphere to which 

thinkers before Husserl were blind. The recognition of the natural attitude is itself a 

philosophical breakthrough, since only the discovery and explication of this attitude can 

make itself intelligible. In the natural way of life and all philosophies prior to Husserl’s, a 

great horizon of remarkable truths is concealed because of their naïve acceptance of the 

world and apparent facts within it. Only the phenomenological epoché enables one to 

overcome this naivety and hence to grasp the true meaning of the natural form of life. As 

Merleau-Ponty states, the epoché does not lead us to renounce the certainties we have 

gained in the natural attitude but rather to “abstain from them for a moment in order to 

awaken them and to make them appear” (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012, p. lxxvii). 

Regarding the question as to the possibility of transcendental reduction, Keirby 

(1997) argues that the reduction can be seen as a radicalization of logical reflection that 

has always been familiar to us and possible to be carried out. In logical reflections, 

logicians turn their attention away from what concretely exists in the world to 

propositions expressing states of affairs about those worldly objects. In other words, 

logicians turn their attention to logical propositions whose meanings, as made clear in 

the above sections, are ideal and irreducible to real entities in the empirical world, hence 

irreducible to private thinking and sensations. The transcendental reduction, then, is 

similarly a turn of one’s attention from the real objects to meanings (though the object 

itself is not to be excluded from phenomenology, as we will see in the following 

chapters). Unlike logical reflection, however, the transcendental reduction uncovers not 

only what is confined in linguistic expressions but also the meaning of acts of perception, 

memory, imagination, etc. In this manner, the transcendental-phenomenological method 
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brings out the so-called intentional structure of consciousness, of which a 

phenomenological analysis will be the major theme of the next chapter. Moreover, 

another difference between the logical or any theoretical reflection and the 

transcendental reduction is that the former still operates within the natural attitude and 

thus does not suffice to overcome the ignorance to the genuinely transcendental sphere. 

Self-criticism and reflections upon individual theories and judgments are always already 

undertaken by scientists. The transcendental reduction, on the other hand, aims to 

bracket the entire natural attitude, “with one blow,” in order to awaken the whole world of 

nature and make it more intelligible (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 150). In Chapter 4, I will 

more extensively discuss Husserl’s methodology and its implication for transcendental-

phenomenological philosophy and phenomenological psychology constructed as a pure 

science of human egos. 

2.4. Absolute Consciousness is Not a Part of Nature 

The innovative turn to the transcendental attitude opens up a study of a new kind 

of being, which overcomes the limit of Logical Investigations in which Husserl identifies 

his phenomenology as a purely descriptive epistemology that is not concerned with 

questions of metaphysics and natural science (Husserl, 1900/2001a, p. 178). 

Phenomenology, insofar as it is conceived as equivalent to descriptive psychology – 

which, as suggested by Husserl’s teacher Franz Brentano (1838-1917), aims to describe 

the internal meaning and structure of conscious experience as possessed by a human 

ego residing in the natural world – does not suffice to overcome the fundamental errors 

of naturalism. Husserlian phenomenology after the transcendental turn is no longer as 

metaphysically neutral as it was in Logical Investigations. Instead, transcendental 

phenomenology aims to incorporate all fruitful metaphysical and scientific questions and 

to clarify their constitution. As Husserl says in the conclusion of Cartesian Meditations: 

[P]henomenology indeed excludes every naïve metaphysics that operates 
with absurd things in themselves, but does not exclude metaphysics as 
such. It does no violence to the problem-motives that inwardly drive the old 
tradition into the wrong line of inquiry and the wrong method; and it by no 
means professes to stop short of the ‘supreme and ultimate’ questions 
(Husserl, 1931/1960, p. 156). 

Metaphysical inquiries derived from the speculative construction of things in 

themselves dispensed with any forms of consciousness, and, therefore, are dismissed 
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by phenomenology as absurd. What phenomenology strives to accomplish is to clarify 

the constitutional problems pertaining to all objects. The notion of “constitution” in 

Husserl’s phenomenology can be extremely prone to misinterpretation, given that the 

term is also used among Neo-Kantians to refer to some kind of active construction of 

consciousness. As Hart (2018) points out, however, the term “constitution” in 

phenomenology refers to nothing other than the quality peculiar to consciousness as the 

condition of possibility for objects to appear and be grasped. There is no necessary 

“active” component of constitutive consciousness as if the whole world is somehow built 

by the “inner” subjectivity. Hence, phenomenology, as Husserl conceives it, is an all-

embracing study of the world and things as essentially correlated to transcendental 

consciousness.  

A direct implication of Husserl’s transcendental turn is the revelation of the 

ontological status of consciousness in its purity. The phenomenological epoché is 

employed to disregard all empiricistic and naturalistic conceptions of the world of which 

consciousness is considered only as a part, and it allegedly reveals consciousness as 

what it really is as the phenomenological residuum which remains intact after the 

transcendental reduction (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 58). Indeed, regardless of what 

empirical or metaphysical explanation we ascribe to consciousness, and whether or not 

we are computational machines or brains in a vat, the essential structure of conscious 

life remains what it is unaffected by all these interpretations. Phenomenology is 

established as a new science that aims to penetrate into this pure or transcendental 

consciousness as a region of being unfamiliar to prior philosophies. Consequently, as a 

science that describes and explicates consciousness as the condition of possibility for all 

objective knowledge, phenomenology strives to become a universal science that 

proceeds in accordance with its rigorous methods and contributes to all other disciplines.  

Transcendental consciousness as the phenomenological residuum of epoché 

reveals a great characteristic of itself, namely, the “absoluteness” of its existence. As 

said, it is the essential feature of all physical objects that they can only be given 

perspectivally in experience, the apodictic fact that presupposes some consciousness 

that orients itself in perspectival manifestations. The objects that can only present 

themselves through perspectives are mind-transcendent, which possess the character of 

relativity and contingency, whereas consciousness, when it is given to itself, is given not 

through perspectives but as something absolute (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 83). 
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Transcendent objects are contingent because it is always possible that a transcendent 

being turns out to be a non-being given the further course of experience, from the 

actually perceived to the merely hallucinated, whereas consciousness itself, though 

inevitably modified with respect to the negation of things (e.g., from perception to 

hallucination), can never be affected in its essential existential and ontological status 

(pp. 88-89). It is for this reason that Husserl claims, in the (in)famous §49 of Ideas I, that 

“no real being … is necessary for the being of consciousness itself,” and ultimately that 

“the world of the transcendent ‘res’ is utterly dependent upon consciousness” (p. 89). In 

other words, the ontological status of all transcendent beings lies in their unquestionable 

“dependence” on consciousness. The mistake of naturalism lies in its attempt to reverse 

such dependence-relation and regard consciousness as a natural entity dependent on 

either psychological- or neurophysiological-causal processes. As Husserl makes clear, 

“a nature’s existence cannot condition consciousness’ existence, since the former 

establishes itself, indeed, as a correlate of consciousness” (p. 93).  

There is no real consensus regarding the interpretation of Husserl’s argument for 

the absoluteness of consciousness. However, efforts can be made to avoid unqualified 

misinterpretations. First, it is clear that we must first employ the epoché to see the true 

wisdom of Husserl’s notion of absolute consciousness, for otherwise we would again fall 

back into the naturalistically misguided psychologism. Husserl’s argument for the 

primacy of consciousness is by no means reminiscent of Berkeleyan idealism, according 

to which all that exists are minds and ideas. By saying the transcendental ego 

constitutes the world as it is, Husserl does not mean, in an idealistic manner, that the 

mind somehow plays an active role in shaping the external world that is no more "real" 

than a construct of the mind. What Husserl holds instead is that everything, so long as it 

is a "thing," has a sense for consciousness as its correlate, and every investigation that 

aims to understand it in a profound way must also involve a faithful phenomenological 

analysis of consciousness in which the thing manifests itself, though the former cannot 

be reduced to the latter. The dependence of transcendent res extensae upon absolute 

consciousness is not to negate their reality and physicality; instead, it is the very mode of 

their being as such, i.e., as having a sense for consciousness. The hypothetical 

assumption inspired by metaphysical realism, which holds that there exist mind-

independent beings-in-themselves beyond the grasp of all forms of consciousness, is 

completely groundless (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 82). Second, in regard to Husserl’s 
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argument that the existence of consciousness itself is not dependent on any real being 

in nature, it does not follow that consciousness resists all natural-scientific explanations. 

It is simply an undeniable fact that the neurobiological functions of the physical body 

constrain one’s consciousness. Husserl nowhere denies the physical basis of 

consciousness; what he holds to be true is that consciousness is the necessary 

precondition without which no knowledge, including the neuroscientific one, is possible. 

As Gallagher and Zahavi (2012) point out, phenomenology attempts to understand and 

describe the experiential structure of our conscious life rather than providing an 

explanatory and naturalistic account (p. 9).  

A. D. Smith (2003) suggests that the argument for the absolute existence of 

consciousness makes Husserl an absolute idealist who took a step beyond Kantian 

idealism, given that nothing would exist without the absolute consciousness for which it 

exists (p. 179). Smith further outlines Husserl’s “proof” of idealism as a form of 

supervenient idealism. “Supervenience” refers to the concept that the supervening fact 

and property is nothing over and above the supervened fact and property. A-fact 

supervenes on B-fact if and only if no two situations are differing with respect to A-fact 

but not differing with respect to B-fact. Consciousness, understood in supervenient 

idealism, has an absolute kind of existence upon which all physical facts supervene (p. 

183).  

This interpretation is rejected by Zahavi (2010) for mistreating Husserlian 

idealism as a form of panpsychism. If all physical facts supervene on consciousness, 

then scientific investigations of physical objects would inevitably unveil some truths 

about consciousness. Although this claim may not directly conflict with Husserl’s view, it 

needs not and should not be interpreted in an extreme fashion. According to Zahavi, 

Husserl’s phenomenology relies on a reflective method that reveals transcendental 

subjectivity for which objects exist through aspects (Zahavi, 2010, p. 80). It is not the 

case that we can find consciousness straightforwardly in worldly objects, and it is 

certainly not true that physical facts are nothing over and above consciousness. Zahavi 

suggests, therefore, that consciousness is not “absolute” in a traditional metaphysical 

sense. The dependence of all transcendent beings on consciousness should not be 

understood as a causal or supervenient one. Instead, transcendent objects depend on 

consciousness as being constituted in consciousness. It is in this sense that the 
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absoluteness of consciousness comes clear: consciousness constitutes itself for itself, 

whereas everything transcendent has meaning only for the constituting consciousness.  

2.5. Husserl’s Critique of Naturalistic Psychology 

Although Husserl’s criticism of psychologism in the Prolegomena and empiricism 

in Ideas I can be seen as a rejection of the attempt to rest philosophy on empirical 

psychology, it must be kept in mind that a) his rejection of psychologism does not 

amount to a rejection of psychology itself, and b) he constantly emphasized the close 

relationship and mutual benefit between philosophy and a properly established 

psychology. After all, both transcendental phenomenology and psychology are 

understood to be sciences of consciousness and, more generally, of subjectivity. Thus, a 

clarification of the essential distinction and interconnection between phenomenology and 

psychology is necessary for understanding the role played by each discipline and how 

they can contribute to our understanding of subjectivity. However, Husserl made clear 

that such psychology is not and can never be the one oriented naturalistically. It is thus 

appropriate to begin with examining his critique of the experimental psychology that was 

dominant at his time before we proceed to figure out what kind of science that he thinks 

psychology should become. I shall leave this last part to Chapter 4, in which I discuss 

the phenomenological-psychological method and how it interacts with transcendental 

phenomenology. In this section, I concentrate on explicating Husserl’s criticism targeting 

the absurd consequences of a psychology ruled by naturalism.  

Though Husserl’s analysis of consciousness can be found in all of his work, his 

specific diagnosis of psychology as a scientific discipline is mostly present in his 1911 

article Philosophy as a Strict Science7, 1925 lectures Phenomenological Psychology, 

1928 Amsterdam Lectures, and Part 3B of the Crisis.8 Psychology, in Husserl’s 

conception, is supposed to become what the term literally means: a universal science of 

the psyche, that is, a science that investigates the most universal structures and laws of 

mental facts (Husserl, 1962/1977, p. 39). According to Husserl, the empirical and 

physiological psychology that was prevalent at his time was inadequate for generating 

 
7 Also known as Philosophy as a Rigorous Science. Hereafter “PSS”. 
8 For a summary of Husserl’s critique of psychology, see Kockelmans (1987) and Moran (2012, 
pp. 99–138). 
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the true insight of the universal structure of mental phenomena, for it does not even 

attempt to see the true meaning of conscious life. Naturalistic psychology can only be a 

science of individual souls because it sees egos as external to each other and as 

epiphenomena of physical bodies which already exhaust the totality of the 

mathematizable world (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 228). In other words, naturalistic 

psychology treats egos only as individual entities embedded in the natural world 

determinable in physical and mathematical terms, so it can only become a science of the 

collection of “objectified subjectivities,” which fails to account for the we-subjectivity and 

the genuine sense of the intersubjective life. 

In the PSS, Husserl specifically criticizes the so-called “exact” psychology which 

we may now characterize as objectivistic and behaviouristic.9 Exact psychology, 

despising so much the so-called “armchair psychology” equipped with introspective 

methods, dispenses with any direct analysis of consciousness in favour of an indirect 

fixation of psychological facts that can be experimentally determined (Husserl, 1956a, p. 

237). As Watson (1913) (in)famously says in the opening of his article: 

Psychology as the behaviorist views it is a purely objective experimental 
branch of natural science. Its theoretical goal is the prediction and control 
of behavior. Introspection forms no essential part of its methods, nor is the 
scientific value of its data dependent upon the readiness with which they 
lend themselves to interpretation in terms of consciousness (p. 158). 

For Husserl, however, the indirect fixation or operationalization of psychological 

facts greatly limits the scope of the subject matter of psychology, from questions it can 

potentially ask to answers it can obtain. Exact psychology fails to see that all 

experiments already take place on the basis of a certain understanding of its own 

content. It is not to downplay the importance of the experimental method, but simply to 

point out the fact that it “presupposes what no experiment can accomplish, the analysis 

of consciousness itself” (p. 239). The criticism of the shortcoming of introspection led to 

an even greater shortcoming of experimental psychology, namely that the fundamental 

 
9 It is worth noting that the PSS was originally published in German in 1911, so it is less likely that 
Husserl had in mind any well-known figures associated with behaviorism today such as Ivan 
Pavlov (1849-1936), John B. Watson (1878-1958), not to mention the much younger B. F. 
Skinner (1904-1990). In the Crisis Husserl briefly mentions the “exaggeration of behaviourists” 
which refers to the scientific ideal that aims to eliminate the “subjective” side of behaviours in 
order to operate as a truly “objective” discipline (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 247). It is apparent that 
his conception of behaviourism is not entirely irrelevant to the behaviourism we arguably conceive 
today as a scientific paradigm. 
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defect of the experimental method is believed to be capable of being overcome by the 

experimental method itself. As Husserl sees it, the introspective method is by no means 

equal to a pure analysis of consciousness; therefore, the failure of the former does not 

entail that the psychological investigation can be meaningfully performed without the 

latter.  

Husserl claims in a more specific manner that experimental psychology fails to 

discern the importance of an analysis of the original experience with its intuitively given 

content which is presupposed by all fixation of scientific concepts. It fails to see that the 

content of its invented scientific concepts is not experienced in a primordial way but is 

applied to the latter (p. 241). In the domain of physical sciences, the crucial progress 

from ordinary to scientific concepts was realized by Galileo, whereas exact psychology 

remains “pre-Galilean” for it is not fully aware of the importance of conducting the 

systematic analysis of the original experience. It seems ironic from this perspective that 

exact psychology, despite its zealous longing for becoming a truly scientific discipline 

equipped with perfectly objective methodological principles, is anything but scientific 

wherever it attempts to contribute to a genuine psychological understanding. 

Due to its ignorance of a pure analysis of consciousness itself, exact psychology 

fails to see that its experimental method cannot justify its own presuppositions. The pure 

analysis of consciousness is an analysis of the regional essence of consciousness, an 

analysis without which no facts discovered by psychological experiments can have their 

real meaning. The naïve imitation of physical sciences impedes psychology from seeing 

that the true essence of psychical phenomena is not at all the same as that of physical 

existence. A physical body is in principle given as an individual object which remains 

identical through various perceptual manifestations so that it appears differently for 

different subjects or for the same subject at different times but still remains identical. It is 

in this sense that we can talk about the “nature” of physical existence behind its 

appearance. Psychical phenomena, on the other hand, are precisely phenomena and 

not “nature.” It does not make sense to distinguish between appearance and being in the 

psychical domain, nor to say that a psychical phenomenon can function as an objective 

unity which could be experienced perspectivally in separate perceptions. A phenomenon 

is nothing “substantial”; it has no “real parts” and undergoes no “real changes”; it does 

not possess the “causal” regularities that govern the possible modifications of natural 

objects; it has nothing expressed by these concepts understood in the sense proper to 
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an exact science of the objective reality (p. 244). To follow physical sciences with no 

proper reflections would inevitably mean to reify or materialize consciousness, a betrayal 

of the essence of psychical phenomena which decapacitates psychology from the very 

beginning. Eventually, in the Amsterdam Lectures, Husserl (1997b) claims that a pure 

science of psychology, insofar as it conceives itself as a science of matters of mental 

fact abstracted from all physical underpinnings in the same manner as physics excludes 

everything subjective, is impossible (p. 215). Empirical psychology can only become a 

psycho-physics or psycho-physiology as a complementary discipline dependent on 

natural science, for the proper essence of consciousness is either neglected or reduced 

to that of physical reality. 

Husserl was not the first to see that experimental psychology fails to be the true 

science of the human psyche. Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), for example, saw the 

inadequacy of experimental psychology and called for an establishment of a new 

descriptive psychology. Dilthey (1977) introduces the notion of the “nexus of psychic life” 

as an all-inclusive unity of lived experience (Erlebnis) which is beyond the grasp of a 

mere “explanatory” psychology. However, Dilthey’s assault against experimental 

psychology was unsuccessful. It did not stand out in the midst of dazzling achievements 

of experimental and specifically physiological psychology at his time. In a private letter, 

Hermann Ebbinghaus (1850-1909), the celebrated pioneer of the experimental 

psychology of memory, expresses his disappointment regarding how much “injustice” 

Dilthey does to scientific psychology and that what he recommends with his humanistic 

approach is what “people have been doing for the longest time” (Husserl, 1962/1977, pp. 

13–14). For Husserl, this criticism of drawing psychologists back to the traditional 

philosophical inquiries, whose inadequacies are believed to have been overcome by 

experimental psychology, is certainly based on a false interpretation of Dilthey’s work. 

But Husserl does contend that Dilthey’s charge against naturalistic psychology lacks a 

fundamental “sharpness” (p. 7). It can be said that Dilthey’s own methodology fails to 

overcome the defect of introspectionism, which remains too “individually motivated” and 

thus cannot generate insights into the universal laws of psychic life (Zahavi, 2009, p. 

248). As will be made clear in Chapter 4, Husserl’s phenomenology demonstrates an 

attempt to build a pure psychology as the universal science of psyche which not only 

functions as the theoretical basis of all empirical practices but also stands in a close 

relationship with transcendental phenomenology as a universal philosophy. 
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Chapter Conclusion 

From a historical perspective, naturalism is deeply rooted in Galileo’s 

mathematization of nature and constantly manifested itself throughout the development 

of modern philosophy. Descartes, following Galileo, conceived the entire corporeal world 

as governed by mathematical principles, a world in which the ego cogito is treated as a 

secured residue item. Besides his objectivist fallacy, Descartes also motivated the 

development of a transcendental philosophy which questioned the objective validity 

taken for granted by natural science. Such a transcendental philosophy can be seen as 

an important precursor of Husserl’s own phenomenology.  

We can also see naturalism as an inevitable philosophical rigidification of the 

naïve natural attitude which accepts the existence of an external as “being there.” 

Natural science operates on the basis of the natural attitude, whereas philosophical 

naturalism moves a step further by resting all inquiries on natural science. 

Psychologism, as a form of naturalism, reduces logic to empirical psychology. Husserl 

argues that such a doctrine fails to account for the universality and apodicticity of logical 

truths. The same also applies to the more “materialistic” form of naturalism such as 

neurologism. Consequently, the inadequacy of psychologism also implies the failure of 

empiricism in general. A science of essence is irreducible to a science of matters of fact.  

The phenomenological epoché was introduced by Husserl as a method of 

overcoming the fundamental naivety of the natural attitude. The transcendental and 

constitutive aspect of egoic consciousness is revealed in light of the phenomenological 

reduction. Consciousness in its absolute flow is by no means a part of nature, since the 

latter is itself a constituted correlate of consciousness. All transcendent existence is 

therefore dependent on consciousness, thus rendering the talk about a world without 

consciousness total nonsense.   

The critique of naturalism sheds light on understanding problems with 

experimental psychology, which evades the analysis of consciousness itself and fails to 

see the true essence of its own subject matter. One may wonder what Husserl meant 

when he criticized empirical psychology for failing to be truly scientific and merely 

remains a “pre-Galilean” status. By science, Husserl means “an infinity of systematically 

connected truths explorable in systematic unity and naturally truths that do not lie at 
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hand but rather are discovered only as fruits of arduous investigation” (Husserl, 

1971/1980, p. 37). The meaning of the term “science” here is certainly an orthodox one 

compared to what we usually conceive in modern time as an intellectual activity of 

systematically investigating and explaining the world through observation and 

experiment. The latter definition sees its popularization through the great success 

accomplished by modern mathematics and physical sciences. However, it is precisely 

this popularized and more technical conception of science, which all disciplines strive to 

follow insofar as they claim the scientific status, that pre-established a place in which 

modern psychology has been lost since its inception. Psychology, by conceiving itself as 

a natural science, has lost the meaning of psyche in terms of its own essence. “The 

history of psychology is actually only a history of crises” (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 203), 

because modern psychology symbolizes the entire naturalistic mistreatment of the 

notion of subjectivity. It is in this sense that we say modern psychology, due to its naïve 

imitation of physics, has failed to become a science of mind at all. A phenomenologically 

inspired psychology focusing on a priori eidetic truths is eventually called for as the 

theoretical basis of empirical psychology. In the next chapter, I will deal with the most 

central theme of phenomenology, namely the intentionality of consciousness, a proper 

understanding of which shall illuminate the discussion of Husserl’s phenomenological 

and psychological methods in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
Intentionality, Noema, and the World 

The phenomenological epoché is employed to reduce the natural world and its 

mundane objects to the transcendental domain which is beyond the grasp of any 

empirical method. The phenomenology envisaged by Husserl is meant to serve as an a 

priori science of such a domain, that is, a science that explores the a priori intentional 

structures of consciousness. A vague definition of intentionality picks out the 

"aboutness" and "directedness" of mind, which does not automatically tie itself to 

transcendental phenomenology. The concept was used by Scholastic scholars to 

designate the mental quality of being an image of some transcendent being, and it was 

revived by Brentano as the mark of all psychic phenomena separating themselves from 

physical ones. As he introduces in his landmark work Psychology from an Empirical 

Standpoint: 

Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the 
Middle Ages called the intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and 
what we might call, though not wholly unambiguously, reference to a 
content, direction toward an object (which is not to be understood here as 
meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental phenomenon 
includes something as object within itself, although they do not all do so in 
the same way. In presentation something is presented, in judgement 
something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire 
desired and so on. (Brentano, 1874/1995, p. 68) 

As Merleau-Ponty (1945/2012) rightly points out, there is nothing new about 

intentionality if understood as a means by which philosophers examine the relationship 

between the ego and objects in the world (p. lxxxi). Husserl himself conducted a pre-

transcendental analysis of intentionality in his Logical Investigations. According to the 

later Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, intentionality can only be properly understood through 

the phenomenological reduction. In the fourth section of Ideas I, where the 

transcendental turn has been accomplished, Husserl explicitly claims that intentionality 

stands for the most universal problem “that encompasses the whole of [transcendental] 

phenomenology” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 290).  
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3.1. Husserl's Analysis of Intentionality in Logical 
Investigations 

One major purpose of Brentano’s emphasis on the intentional nature of every 

mental phenomenon is to clearly delineate the proper subject matter that justifies the 

scientific status of psychology. Though Husserl agrees with Brentano that intentionality 

plays a central role in phenomenology, he takes a step beyond by exploring how the 

objects toward which consciousness is directed are constituted in its act, a task which 

should be taken seriously by phenomenology and psychology (Feest, 2012). To 

understand Husserl’s investigation of intentionality, we shall begin with his rejection of 

Brentano’s view about the intentional relation between consciousness and its object. 

Smith and McIntyre (1982) characterize Brentano’s doctrine as an object-theory of 

intentionality, according to which intentionality is explained not in terms of the relation it 

signifies between consciousness and its objects, but in terms of the unique ontological 

status of the object to which consciousness is directed. Brentano, in arguing for an 

“intentional inexistence of an object” or “immanent objectivity,” is often interpreted as 

postulating the intentional object as something of a special kind different from ordinary 

objects that have non-intentional relations (e.g., the worldly causal relations).  

In the fifth Logical Investigation, Husserl (1900/2001b) straightforwardly rejects 

such a Brentanian object-theory of intentionality for misconstruing the object of 

consciousness as immanent objectivity.10 The intentional object, rather than an 

immanent entity contained within the act of consciousness, is transcendent to the act 

that is directed to the object. By “transcendent,” Husserl means the objective entity that 

cannot be reduced to what is “in” consciousness. What is “in” consciousness, or 

immanent to it, is the real (reell)11 temporal constituent of a psychical act occurring at the 

present moment (Husserl, 1900/2001a, p. 249). When I have two perceptions of the 

 
10 To be fair to Brentano, it should be noted that he might never have taken intentional objects to 
be immanently existing within our minds, though the way he puts it makes his view easily 
misunderstood (see Moran & Cohen, 2012, p. 169). Again, a discussion of the real intention of 
Brentano is beyond the scope of this thesis. I shall only consider how Husserl views his teacher 
throughout his philosophical writings.  
11 Husserl differentiated between the use of the German words “real” and “reell.” Whereas “real” 
refers to any real object existing transcendently, “reell” designates the “part of” of its subjective 
givenness. Hence, to say the immanent content is real (reell) is to say that it includes temporal 
phases (or parts) constituting the psychical act which occurs in the stream of conscious 
experience.  
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same object, perception-A, which temporally precedes perception-B, intends the same 

transcendent object as perception-B does. However, these are two numerically distinct 

perceptions qua psychical processes with their unique immanent contents. It is in this 

sense that the immanent content of a psychical process can be said to be private and 

non-shareable between subjects (Zahavi, 2003, p. 25). On the other hand, as Husserl’s 

critique of psychologism implicitly suggests, it is the transcendence of intentional objects 

that makes possible the same object be grasped by different subjects and entertained by 

the same subject at different times.  

But what if I am perceiving something that does not exist? What if, without being 

aware of it, I am actually only having a hallucination? In such a case, I am still having a 

conscious experience which is intentionally related to a transcendent object, but only 

that the object does not exist in reality. To use Husserl’s own example, the god Jupiter 

can be entertained in one’s thought even though there is no such thing existing in 

nature. It is not the case that the god Jupiter exists within the act of thinking as a mental 

construct. It exists neither inside nor outside the mind; it simply does not exist. 

Nevertheless, the fact that the intentional object does not exist has no effect on its being-

intended by the subject. Even if it turns out that the god Jupiter exists, there will be 

nothing “phenomenologically different” (Husserl, 1900/2001b, p. 99). Therefore, 

intentionality should not be understood as designating some external or causal relations, 

but as an intrinsic feature internal to the conscious experience itself. Regardless of what 

the existential status of the intentional object turns out to be, the intentional relation 

between the object and the act of consciousness remains intact. 

The rejection of Brentano’s object-theory leads Husserl to his own analysis of the 

content of the act. According to Husserl, there are two ontologically different kinds of 

content, namely the real (reell) content and ideal (or intentional) content of an act. By 

real content, he means “the sum total of [an act’s] concrete or abstract parts” (p. 112). 

Husserl, still taking phenomenology as a purely descriptive enterprise in Logical 

Investigations, holds that it is the task of descriptive psychology operating from a 

naturalistic attitude to explicate such a real content. Intentional content, in contrast, is an 

essential ideality viewed from an ideal-scientific, (pre-transcendental) phenomenological 

attitude. Whereas the real content is taken as an immanent part contained within the act 

of consciousness, the intentional content maintains a certain independent status 

irreducible to the act (Zahavi, 2003, p. 25). As mentioned above, the real content of 
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consciousness is what separates numerically distinct acts from each other, while the 

transcendence of the intentional content allows for the inter-subjective communication. 

But in what relation does the immanent content stand to the mind-transcendent 

intentional content? In Logical Investigations, Husserl suggests that the real content is a 

concrete instantiation of intentional or ideal content (Husserl, 1900/2001b, p. 113). 

Intentional content, here also known as intentional essence, is quite similar to the 

Platonic notion of essence – the ideal universal existing independently of its concrete 

and particular instantiations. As we have seen in the last chapter, the ideal meaning 

should not be taken as reducible to real natural or psychological events, though Husserl 

never ceases to inquire into the essential correlation between subjectivity and objective 

ideality. 

The notion of intentional content is itself ambiguous and can be understood in 

various senses. First, the intentional content may be used as equivalent to the object to 

which the act is directed. When it comes to the content understood in the sense of an 

intentional object, we must, according to Husserl, distinguish between the object as it is 

intended and the object which is intended (Husserl, 1900/2001b, p. 113). The object as it 

is intended is the object intended as having this or that determinations, whereas the 

object which is intended is the object simpliciter. For example, when I entertain the 

thought which has the content “the victor at Jena,” my act of thinking is directed toward 

the person Napoleon Bonaparte the First. Yet, the same person can be intended in 

different ways, as “defeated in Russia” or “vanquished in Waterloo.” In each case, the 

object as it is intended is different, while the object itself remains the same. Although 

Husserl cautions against the use of “content” in the sense of the intentional object in 

order to avoid any ambiguity, it does not follow that the intentional object is completely 

distinct from an act’s content (Drummond, 1990, p. 31). Rather, we have the term 

“content” understood as the intentional object and the term understood in other senses.  

Another sense in which the concept of intentional content is understood points to 

different components found within an act’s content, which Husserl calls the quality and 

the matter of the act. Understood this way, when I have an intentional experience, say, a 

perception of a knife, there is a distinction between the intentional object which is 

intended, the knife simpliciter, and the manner in which the object is intended as it is 

intended, e.g., the knife intended as on the table. The matter of an act, according to 

Husserl, is the component of the content that determines what object is intended and the 
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manner in which it is intended, i.e., both the object which is intended and the object as it 

is intended. Hence, “the knife intended as on the table” and “the knife intended as on the 

floor” have different matters that make up different intentional contents. Moreover, I can 

not only perceive the knife as on the table, but also wish that the knife is on the table, 

judge that it be on the table, remember it as being on the table, etc. The difference in 

terms of the kind of the act in which the object is intended lies in the difference in the 

quality of the act, i.e., the act of perceiving, recollecting, judging, and so forth. It is 

obvious that acts which have the same quality may differ in their matters, and those 

which have the same matter may have different qualities. Although each act must have 

both a quality and a matter, and the two components are inseparable from each other, 

the matter of the act is more important for phenomenologists insofar as it is what 

determines the intentional relation as it is, which is the reason why Husserl sometimes 

use the term “content” to refer only to the matter (D. W. Smith & McIntyre, 1982, p. 114).   

The intentional matter and intentional quality, then, together make up an act’s 

intentional essence which determines the object of intention, the manner in which it is 

intended (i.e., the object intended as having such and such properties), and the way it is 

intended (i.e., as perceived, judged, recalled, etc.) (Husserl, 1900/2001b, p. 122).12 Also, 

like the real content, which exists as a concrete instantiation of the intentional content, 

we can also find the instantiated quality and matter in the real (reell) content, which we 

may call an act’s real quality and real matter, respectively. Of course, the intentional 

essence does not exhaust the entire intentional experience, for there are 

phenomenological elements that evade the quality-matter combination (p. 123). For 

instance, I can judge that “the knife is silver” with or without the presence of the knife in 

my visual field. The intentional essence, that is, the union of the matter and the quality of 

the act is the same in these two cases, yet there remains something different, namely 

the sensory content which renders one act more vividly and clearly directed toward the 

object than another.  

Thus, on top of the ontological distinction between the real and intentional 

content, we have three senses in which the concept of intentional content may be 

understood: 1) the intentional object of the act (though we must differentiate between the 

 
12 In everyday language, the “manner of givenness” and the “how of givenness” may mean the 
same thing, yet I shall use the former exclusively for the matter of an act’s content, and use the 
later for its quality.  
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object as it is intended and the object which is intended), 2) the intentional matter, and 3) 

the intentional essence as the union of intentional matter and quality. According to 

Drummond (1990), the first sense, in which the content is understood as the intentional 

object, designates the objective content to which the act is directed, whereas the latter 

two senses, given that they play a role in determining the object of intention, designate a 

phenomenological content by which the object is intended (see Figure 3.1) (p. 30).  

 
Figure 3.1 Modified version of the visual summary of notions of content in Drummond (1990, p. 37). 

There is one more point worth mentioning regarding Husserl’s conception of 

intentionality in Logical Investigations: his rejection of the representational theory or 

image-theory of consciousness. According to this theory, the original object to which the 

act is directed is represented by some sort of image or sign inside one’s consciousness. 

Outside my consciousness there exists the object itself, while I find inside my 

consciousness an intermediate representation that resembles the object. Husserl 

(1900/2001b) argues that this representational theory is problematic because it 

completely misunderstands the nature of representation (p. 125). For a to be an image 

of b, no matter how precise the resemblance is between the two objects, there must 
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involve an ego who apprehends a to be an image of b. That is to say, the notion of 

representation requires the involvement of an ego’s consciousness, and hence the 

attempt to explain consciousness in terms of representation is doomed to fail for its 

problem of circularity. Moreover, if the image inside consciousness is itself taken as an 

object, then it needs to be seen as constituted through an image in a different act of 

consciousness, and so on in infinitum.13 

Husserl’s rejection of the intermediate representation is followed by his rejection 

of drawing a real (reell) distinction between the intramental intentional object and the 

extramental transcendent object itself. For Husserl, the intentional object to which we 

directedly intend is nothing other than the actual object (p. 127). It is not to say that the 

intentional object must actually exist in the world; rather, wherever an object is presented 

in my consciousness, whether it is the god Jupiter entertained in my thought or the 

concrete pen upon which I am gazing, it is the mind-transcendent object intended in my 

act of presentation, not an immanent representation contained in the act. In other words, 

the intentional experience alone with its content, understood in the sense of intentional 

matter, is sufficient for the existence of the reference to the object. If the object itself 

turns out to be existent in actuality, then both the reference and the referred exist, 

although nothing, as noted, would be phenomenologically different with respect to the 

modification of the existential status of the referred object. As Zahavi (2003) points out, 

however, the metaphysical neutrality in the early Husserl’s phenomenology, manifested 

in his refraining from taking into account the existential status of the intended object as a 

descriptive-phenomenological problem, makes his early concept of phenomenology an 

extremely narrow one (p. 46). As we shall see, the transcendental turn enables a new 

way in which the fundamental relation between the act, meaning, and object itself is 

clarified.  

 
13 The use of the term “representation” is still widespread in contemporary philosophy, though 
oftentimes it simply means the mental quality of having an intentional content rather than some 
intermediate image of the external object. For instance, Chalmers (2004) states that he will not 
pay much attention to the grammatical distinction between “representing an intentional content” 
and “having an intentional content.” However, I shall not use the term “representation” to 
connotate “intentionality” in order to avoid terminological ambiguities.  
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3.2. Noesis and Noema 

Husserl’s transcendental turn, which takes a step beyond the descriptive 

psychology he inherited from his precursors, is a continuation rather than a renunciation 

of his early thoughts. To fully understand Husserl’s mature conception of intentionality, 

we must understand his analysis of what he calls “noesis” and “noema” in Ideas I. In 

Husserl’s early investigation of intentionality, the transcendent objective content 

maintains an independent status in its relation to the act of consciousness. Yet Husserl 

gradually developed a view that attempts to capture the intended object in terms of the 

act and its contents alone. That is to say, the constitution of the transcendent object 

needs to be solely explained in terms of the act and its intentionality (Drummond, 1990, 

p. 55). Thus, the reduction is employed for the sake of reflecting on the constituted 

intended object from a phenomenological attitude. Through the reduction, the object 

which is intended, the object naively posited from the natural attitude, is now only 

considered the object as it is intended, i.e., the object as it appears for the intentional 

subjectivity. Such a transformation is what drives Husserl to formulate his transcendental 

theory of intentionality, in which the term “content” is no longer used due to its ambiguity, 

and the notions of noesis and noema are developed instead.  

The noesis-noema distinction is to some extent a reformulation of the distinction 

between the real content and the intentional content discussed in Logical Investigations. 

The notion of noesis refers to the really obtaining (reell) components of the act which 

“bears the specific character of intentionality in itself” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 165). It is 

by virtue of the noetic phase of an experience that the experience itself is intentionally 

directed toward its object. Noema, on the other hand, is the intentional component that is 

essentially and ideally correlated to the noesis, and it is the entity to which the 

experience is directed under the transcendental-phenomenological consideration. As 

Smith and McIntyre (1982) suggest, noesis is the mature version of Husserl’s notion of 

real content, and noema is the mature version of intentional content. The noesis-noema 

correlation, the a priori correlation which signifies the inseparability between the real 

(reell) noetic phase of the act and its intentional correlate, constitutes the central theme 

of Husserl’s transcendental investigation of intentionality. 

The transition from the early stage of Husserl’s philosophy to transcendental 

phenomenology is also manifested in his conception of noesis and noema, especially 



38 

regarding how it differs from his early conception of the real and intentional content. For 

instance, although Husserl, in Logical Investigations, holds that the explication of the real 

content is the task of descriptive psychology operating from a naturalistic attitude, he 

argues in Ideas I that the really obtaining (reell) components of an act, the act’s noesis, 

can only be studied from a phenomenological attitude that sets aside all empirical and 

naturalistic explanations of consciousness. The transcendental reduction, it must be 

made clear, is not meant to withdraw from the world and enter a self-contained inner 

subjectivity that stands by nothing other than itself. Rather, the “phenomenologically 

pure experience,” the experience viewed after the transcendental reduction, is still 

“consciousness-of” which bears its intentionality as an openness toward the world: 

It must not be overlooked that epoché with respect to all worldly being does 
not at all change the fact that the manifold cogitationes relating to what is 
worldly bear this relation within themselves, that, e.g., the perception of this 
table still is, as it was before, precisely a perception of this table. In this 
manner, without exception, every conscious process is, in itself, 
consciousness of such and such, regardless of what the rightful actuality-
status of this objective such-and-such may be, and regardless of the 
circumstance that I, as standing in the transcendental attitude, abstain from 
acceptance of this object as well as from all my other natural acceptances 
(Husserl, 1931/1960, pp. 32–33). 

In other words, the transcendental reduction only disregards the actuality-status 

of being rather than the objective meaning one intends in the act of consciousness. 

Moreover, the structure of noesis itself differs from the real content conceived by Husserl 

in Logical Investigations. It is not difficult to see that noesis is closely related to the 

notion of the act-quality, i.e., the kind of the act, such as perception, judgment, 

recollection, etc., in which the object is intended. However, the noesis of an act 

formulated in Ideas I, unlike the real content conceived by the early Husserl as the mere 

instantiation of the intentional essence, includes a “sense-bestowing” function that plays 

a constitutive role regarding the meaning of the grasped object (Husserl, 1913/2014, pp. 

164–168).14 The real quality of an act is, to be sure, incorporated in the notion of noesis, 

which belongs to what Husserl calls the “thetic aspect” of an act (p. 262). The thetic 

aspect, in which we find the act-quality, characterizes the way in which the object is 

 
14 The term “sense” (Sinn) is often used as equivalent to “meaning” (Bedeutung), but given that 
“meaning” usually signifies only the linguistic or “expressed” meaning, Husserl suggests using 
“sense” to refer to the more encompassing intentional content of an act in order to differentiate 
itself from the narrow notion of “meaning” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 245).  
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intended, i.e., as perceived, judged, imagined, and so forth. Hence, the noesis of an act 

involves two major components, namely the thetic phase that denotes the “how of 

givenness” and the sense-bestowing phase that plays the role of the constitution of the 

object.    

The noema of an act is the ideal intentional correlate of the noesis. It means 

specifically the object intended as it is intended, or intended as such. Each perception 

has its perceptual noema, the perceived as such, each judgment the judged as such, 

each remembering the remembered as such, and so on. The object intended as such 

designates the noematic correlate of an intentional experience, the sense of the object 

as what is meant in the act of consciousness (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 175). As has been 

made clear, the epoché is employed to achieve the phenomenological attitude in which 

the object which is intended is considered purely as it is intended, i.e., as the object 

constituted in transcendental consciousness.  

What comes with the transcendental analysis of intentionality is Husserl’s new 

conception of immanence. For Husserl in Logical Investigations, the notion of 

immanence in Logical Investigation means the real (reell) component contained within 

an act, whereas transcendence simply means what is not actually contained in the act. 

In Ideas I and earlier in his lectures titled The Ideas of Phenomenology, however, a new 

understanding of immanence is introduced from a transcendental perspective. The 

concept of immanence in the new sense refers to what is seen after the transcendental 

reduction, the entity which is “absolutely given and grasped in pure immanent seeing” 

(Husserl, 1999, p. 34). In contrast, what is transcendent in the new sense is that which is 

not absolutely and self-evidently given, and hence its existence is relative and dubitable. 

The task of transcendental phenomenology is thus to explore the absolute sphere of 

immanence by virtue of looking at the purified phenomenon itself rather than “construing 

it from on high” (p. 44). The suspension of transcendence is not conducted to exclude 

the object, but rather to account for the object of knowledge through one’s faithfulness to 

the genuine evidence rather than speculation (Taminiaux, 1988). By “evidence” 

(Evidenz), Husserl means what is intended in consciousness just as it is in itself, and the 

phenomenologist consequently seeks to understand the phenomenon just as it is self-

evidently given in pure immanence. 
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Noema, in this context, is understood as the object that lies “immanently” in the 

intentional experience, the object intended as such “if we inquire purely into this 

experience itself” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 175). The intended object as such is immanent 

not because it is really contained within an act, but because it reveals itself as having an 

ideal sense given absolutely in a pure immanent intuition after the transcendental 

reduction. To use Husserl’s own example, in the phenomenologically reduced perception 

of a tree we find the perceived tree as such, the noematic sense of this particular 

perception. Whereas the tree itself, which is a transcendent thing in nature with such and 

such real (real) properties, can burn up and dissolve, the noema “tree as such,” the 

sense of this perception, cannot burn up; “it has no chemical elements, no forces, no 

real properties” (pp. 176-177). The noematic sense, as conceived by Husserl, is the 

mature version of the intentional matter discussed in Logical Investigations, the 

component that determines which object is intended and the manner in which it is 

intended (pp. 262-263). It is through this formulation of noema that the object-

constitution can be explained in terms of an act’s content alone, i.e., the transcendent 

being grasped as “transcendence in immanence” (Husserl, 1931/1960, pp. 104–105). 

Nevertheless, the noematic sense does not exhaust the entire noema, though it 

undoubtedly plays a central role. As the ideal correlate of noesis, the noema of an act 

also has the ideal correlate of the thetic phase found in noesis. The noematic sense, 

say, the tree intended as such, remains identical but can be found in companion with 

various thetic characters, e.g., the tree perceived as such, the tree imagined as such, 

the tree remembered as such, etc. It is the unity of the noematic sense and the thetic 

component that make up the entire noema. Moreover, the thetic component, in addition 

to the act-quality which fixes the kind of an act, also includes other characters of how the 

object is intended. For example, one can on two distinct occasions perceive the same 

object as having exactly the same objective determinations. In such a case, the quality 

of the act (perception) and the noematic sense remain identical in these occasions, yet 

the two experiences may still differ in terms of their thetic characters, such as the degree 

of attentiveness of the perceiving subject (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 183). I shall label the 

thetic characters other than the quality of an act the “further how of givenness.” 

Consequently, as visually summarized in Figure 3.2, we have the noetic phase of an act 

which incorporates the thetic phase and sense-bestowing phase, and their ideal 

correlates in noema.  
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Figure 3.2 Modified version of the visual summary of noesis-noema in Smith and McIntyre (1982, p. 
136). 

3.3. Hyletic Data and Gurwitsch’s Critique 

According to Husserl, noesis is not the only really obtaining (reell) component 

immanent to an act of consciousness. There is also a sensuous content that is not by 

itself sense-bestowing (i.e., noetic) but is always given a sense, or “animated,” by the 

noesis. Husserl calls such a sensuous component the hyletic datum, e.g., color-datum, 

touch-datum, tone-datum, etc. In the case of visual perception, the experience involves a 

sensory content, such as what it feels like to see a particular color. Husserl cautions 

against interpreting hyletic data as atomic sense data postulated by the sense-data 

theory, according to which the perceptual experience is nothing other than the collection 

of sensory atoms. When I perceive, say, a red flower, what is first and immediately 

present in my act of perception is the flower itself as a red object, not the red-sensation 

or any abstract sensory data. Similarly, when I suddenly feel a stinging pain on my arm, I 

might spontaneously give a sense to this feeling by intentionally referring to an objective 

content, such as whatever causes the pain, while paying little attention to the pain-datum 

itself.  

For Husserl, hyletic data are inherent moments contained within an act rather 

than objects to which an act is directed. It is for this reason that hyletic data do not 

possess intentionality in themselves. The sensation content alone, as a temporal layer 

immanent to an act, i.e., as something that comes and goes with the individual’s lived 

experience, does not point beyond itself to anything in the world. Instead, in the case of 

perception, the hyletic datum is always animated by the noetic phase of an act, and the 

two phases together are those which make a perceptual act intentionally related to an 
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object. It can, however, become an object grasped abstractly through an act of reflection 

as we pay attention to the sensory feeling itself, but we must not confuse this abstractly 

reflected item with the original hyletic datum that is only lived through by the subject. We 

must also be careful not to confuse hyletic data, such as the profiles of color-sensation, 

of smoothness-sensation, etc., with the transcendent aspects of things, e.g., the color 

and smoothness of an object itself. “The profile is intrinsically not of the same genus as 

what is profiled, despite being named alike” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 73). Husserl takes 

the hyletic datum of an act to be the act’s material (from the Greek word “hylé”) and the 

sense-bestowing, or animating, noesis the act’s intentional form (from the Greek word 

“morphé”), and he labels them “formless material” and “materialless form,” respectively 

(p. 166).  

Husserl’s notion of sensation has been criticized in many instances within the 

phenomenological circle. It is difficult to see where we can locate the senseless hyletic 

data in everyday life in which experiences are already meaningful (Zahavi, 2003, p. 107). 

Gallagher (1986), at least based on one available interpretation of Husserl, criticizes him 

for misconstruing hyletic data as materials discovered within consciousness. Rather, 

hyletic data condition the conscious experience which is by essence already an 

openness toward the meaningful world. It is worth noting that Husserl himself was never 

satisfied with his theory of sensation (Moran & Cohen, 2012, p. 151). It is not the place 

here to evaluate Husserl’s theory of sensation per se and its rejections. I shall only 

briefly discuss the well-known critique proposed by Aron Gurwitsch (1901-1973), who 

personally studied with Husserl and later rejected his idea of formless sense data from a 

Gestaltist perspective. The purpose of explicating Gurwitsch’s critique is to demonstrate 

his interpretation of the nature of noema, which Husserl himself did not make crystal 

clear in Ideas I.  

According to Gurwitsch (2010), Husserl’s notion of sensation adopts a 

constancy-hypothesis of perception, according to which the same raw sensation-data 

can be animated differently depending on the noetic phase of an experience (p. 88). In 

Husserl’s own example, one sees a human body but later realizes what one supposedly 

saw is actually a mannequin. The sensation contents remain identical in these two 

perceptions, while the two perceptions have different senses “constructed on the same 

fundament of sensation” (Husserl, 1997a, p. 39). The constancy-hypothesis, for 

Gurwitsch, was either implicitly or explicitly admitted by his predecessors, including 
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Husserl, Carl Stumpf (1884-1936), and Christian von Ehrenfels (1859-1932), and it was 

not until the works of the new generation of Gestalt psychologists, such as Wolfgang 

Köhler (1887-1967) and Kurt Koffka (1886-1941), that the constancy-hypothesis was 

thoroughly rejected (Gurwitsch, 2010, pp. 88–89). Although Husserl’s theory of hyletic 

data is not a standard version of the constancy-hypothesis, which states that sense data 

are entirely dependent on physiological stimulation so that the same sensation will 

always occur if the external stimuli are fixed to incur the same neuronal responses, 

Gurwitsch argues that Husserl maintains a phenomenological version of the constancy-

hypothesis by fixing the sensation component as something constant regardless of the 

change with respect to the higher-order noetic interpretation. One major issue of the 

constancy-hypothesis is that it is completely based upon hypothetical postulation without 

evidential phenomenological justification. It seems that Husserl, after all, despite his 

stress on genuine “presuppositionlessness” when it comes to examining the 

phenomenon purely in itself, failed to overcome the theoretical prejudice inherited from 

empiricist sensualism (Zahavi, 2003, p. 107).  

Gurwitsch, illustrating a Gestaltist perspective, claims that the sensation-

elements of an experience are inseparable from the experience itself as a unified whole. 

In the mathematical formalization of the constancy-hypothesis, the percept “P” can be 

expressed as 𝑃 = 𝑓(𝑥!) + 𝑓(𝑥"), where 𝑥! denotes the conditions of external stimulation 

which can be fixed to induce the constant sensory element, and 𝑥" denotes the internal 

or noetic conditions. Hence, the percept can vary with regard to only the internal 

conditions, expressed as 𝑃# ≠ 𝑃$, where 𝑃# = 𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡 + 𝑓(𝑥"!) and 𝑃$ = 𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡 +

𝑓(𝑥""). Based on the Gestaltist conception, on the other hand, the mathematical 

illustration of the percept is expressed as 𝑃 = 𝑓(𝑥! , 𝑥"), in which the variation of the 

internal conditions is not possible without the variation of the function as a whole 

(Gurwitsch, 2010, pp. 93–94). In other words, if the percept varies, it can only do so “as 

an experienced whole” (Drummond, 1990, p. 66).   

The examination of the structure of perceptual phenomena has been a major 

theme within Gestalt psychology, such as the discussion of the figure-ground 

organization in the example of the face-vase figure (see Figure 3.3). According to 

Gurwitsch, Husserl misconstrues the sensory element as something that can be kept 

constant and can be animated as, say, either the “nose-tip” or the “goblet-neck” 
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depending on the higher-order organizational act. Gurwitsch, instead, argues that there 

is no such thing as the constant part shared by two different Gestalten. The “nose-tip” 

and the “goblet-neck” are viewed as identical only if they are abstracted from the original 

experiential whole, whereas as two Gestalt-parts they are different precisely because of 

their functional roles for the two distinct Gestalt-wholes (Drummond, 1990, p. 70). 

Consequently, Gurwitsch defines the Gestalt-part as something solely determined by its 

functional significance for the Gestalt-whole, as “what it is only as a constituent of the 

Gestalt-contexture and as integrated into its unity” (Gurwitsch, 2010, p. 117).15 

 
Figure 3.3 The Face-Vase illusion 

Gurwitsch’s critique of Husserl’s position is not to dismiss the entire system of his 

transcendental phenomenology. Rather, Gurwitsch believes that his phenomenological 

investigation inspired by Gestalt psychology is more successful in its bracketing of the 

naturalistic and theoretical postulations and hence is more faithful to the things 

themselves (Heinämaa, 2009). Accordingly, Gurwitsch offers a Gestaltist interpretation, 

or reformulation, of Husserl’s theory of intentionality. First, the perceptual noema is 

interpreted as a concrete appearance of the perceived object. The perceptual noema, 

however, is not the object simpliciter, the real object which is intended, but rather the 

ideal sense of the object as it is intended (Gurwitsch, 2010, p. 174). Second, each 

perceptual noema, as a concrete perceptual appearance, includes in itself an internal 

horizon pointing beyond what is directly given in a perceptual experience to the currently 

 
15 It has been argued that Gurwitsch completely misunderstood Husserl’s view. Although Husserl 
differentiates between hyletic data (formless materials) and noesis (materialless form), it does not 
necessarily follow that through the noetic animation the form-material as a whole remains 
identical. Husserl might be justified to believe that the hyletic datum appears differently in every 
lived moment corresponding to different noetic phases (Williford, 2013). 
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unactualized aspects of the perceived object. The appearance of an object, which 

stands a relation to the perceiving subject from a certain perspective, also intrinsically 

incorporates the “unseen” aspects of the object which are co-given in the experience. 

The unseen sides of the object are essentially inseparable from the perceptual noema, 

and thus the concrete noema itself is a unity of sense between the direct givenness and 

its horizonal givenness. Resultingly, an entire noematic system is formed by virtue of the 

manifold noematic appearances, each presenting the same object from a different 

perspective. The object simpliciter is the noematic system as a whole, and the concrete 

noema is a member, or part, which plays a functional role for that whole system 

(understood in the Gestaltist sense mentioned above) (pp. 211, 215). In other words, the 

relation between each noema and the object itself is that between the part of a system 

and the systematic whole. Third, Gurwitsch holds that the noematic sense of a 

perception, though it is not the object which is perceived, is perceived insofar as it is the 

object perceived as such. Gurwitsch, accordingly, contends that the object which is 

intended, the object itself as a systematic whole, is contained in the noematic sense of 

the object intended as such (p. 307).  

As we will see, there are some difficulties faced by Gurwitsch’s interpretation. 

Husserl scholars from various camps have rejected Gurwitsch’s account and offered 

sound alternatives. The purpose of the next section is to explore two major 

interpretations of Husserl’s notion of noema, especially of the ontological status of the 

noematic sense and its relation to the object itself. A thorough discussion of this matter 

is conducive to a finer understanding of Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy in 

general.  

3.4. Noematic Sense and Object in the World 

As we have seen, the Gurwitschean account of noema suggests that the noema 

of an intentional experience is the object intended as such, an ideal entity that has a 

functional significance for the objective system as a whole. However, as Smith and 

McIntyre (1982) question, how can the object itself, which is real and concrete, be a 

systematic whole composed of ideal parts? If we understand the noema “tree,” following 

what Husserl explicitly claims in Ideas I, as an ideal sense that cannot burn up and has 

no real properties, how can this ideal sense be a part of the real tree which can burn up 

and has real chemical elements? Moreover, how can the noematic sense, interpreted as 
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the object as it is intended, exist even when the object itself which is intended does not 

exist, as in the cases of hallucination? It seems that Gurwitsch fails to account for the 

categorical distinction between the noema of an act and the object to which that act is 

directed. After all, Husserl himself never directly identifies the object itself as a 

systematic whole of which all concrete noemata are parts, and Gurwitsch’s interpretation 

is not based on Husserl’s own thesis of perception but rather on a Gestaltist 

reformulation.  

Against Gurwitsch, a group of scholars, including Føllesdal, Dreyfus, Smith, and 

McIntyre, adopt the so-called West Coast interpretation of noema. What is central to 

their interpretation is that Husserl’s notion of noema has a strong resemblance to 

Frege’s notion of sense (Sinn). According to Føllesdal (1969), the noema of an act is, 

like Frege’s notion of sense, a) an intensional entity, i.e., a meaning expressed in 

language, b) an abstract, ideal entity ontologically distinct from the concrete object to 

which the act is directed, and c) not something intended by the act but is that by virtue of 

which the act intends the object. On this interpretation, the noematic sense is just the 

ideal meaning of the same sort as the Fregean intensional sense. This is not to assert 

that Husserl’s theory of intentionality is nothing other than Fregean in nature. Although 

both Husserl and Frege use the German term “Sinn” to refer to the ideal meaning, 

Husserl also uses “Bedeutung” specifically for the linguistic meaning, whereas “Sinn,” 

understood in the most extended sense of the term, refers to the ideal content of an act 

of consciousness, i.e., the meaning of perception, of judgment, of imagination, and so 

on. Frege, on the other hand, adopts a somewhat unconventional use of “Bedeutung,” 

where the term picks out that which is referred to in an expression, while “Sinn” is 

reserved for the sense of the expression (D. W. Smith & McIntyre, 1982, p. 171). To 

summarize, whereas Frege’s notion of sense is limited to the linguistic sphere, Husserl’s 

noema is a more general notion incorporating all acts of consciousness.  

Despite the difference, however, the West Coast interpreters hold that Husserl’s 

conception of the relation between meaning and referent is simply Fregean, and the only 

change made by Husserl is terminological (Dreyfus, 1982, p. 100). Accordingly, Dreyfus 

claims that Føllesdal is the first person who interprets Husserl’s noema correctly, and 

while Gurwitsch takes it to be a “percept,” Føllesdal rightly takes it to be a “concept” (p. 

98). Specifically, for both Frege and Husserl, according to the West Coast interpreters, 

the sense belongs to a third realm that is neither the act of consciousness nor the object 
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intended by the act. It is an abstract entity that lies between the act and the object, the 

entity through which the act is intentionally related to the object. Hence, Husserl’s theory 

of intentionality is a triadic theory, or mediatory theory as Smith and McIntyre (1982) call 

it, according to which the concept of intentionality involves three ontologically distinct 

kinds of entities: the subjective act of consciousness, the concrete intended object, and 

the abstract noematic sense which mediates the intentional relation between them. 

Although Husserl straightforwardly said that the noema is an objective correlate of an 

act, the object intended as such, the West Coast interpreters argue that the noema is not 

directly intended but is instead something ontologically different from the object itself.  

The West Coast interpretation of noema is closely related to its interpretation of 

the transcendental reduction. According to the scholars in this camp, the epoché is 

conducted to exclude the entire transcendent world so that the noema reveals itself as 

an objective and ideal sense through the transcendental reduction. The reduction, then, 

is a means by which one withdraws one’s attention from the ordinary object in the world 

to the noematic content of the act, which is conceived as the internal mental 

representation of the object (Dreyfus & Harrison, 1982, p. 6). The notion of mental 

representation here is unlike the notion of representation criticized in Section 3.1, which 

merely states that the act intends some intramental entity that represents the real 

extramental object. Rather, as the Fregean interpreters conceive it, the act intends or 

represents its object by virtue of having a content, that is, through an “intermediate 

‘intentional’ [or representational] entity, the act’s noema” (D. W. Smith & McIntyre, 1982, 

p. 87). The Fregean interpreters believe that by adopting a mediator theory of 

intentionality Husserl is able to accommodate the case of hallucination which Gurwitsch 

fails to explain. As McIntyre (1986) argues, if Husserl is right, the representational 

character of an act is intrinsic to the act’s intentionality, such that it is as though the act is 

intentionally related to some extramental object regardless of whether there is an actual 

intentional relation or not. Since the epoché is employed to exclude everything 

transcendent, one does not need to concern the extramental objects and thus only 

focuses on the internal mental representations that remain intact after the reduction. 

Consequently, Dreyfus and Hall (1982) suggest that Husserl, as the first philosopher 

who conducted a comprehensive analysis of intentional directedness, is an important 

precursor of the representational theory of mind that has become popular in the 

philosophy of mind, and he even “begins to emerge as the father of current research in 
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cognitive psychology and artificial intelligence” that theoretically depend on the 

philosophical analysis of mental representations (p. 2). 

In contrast to the West Coast interpreters, the interpreters of the East Coast 

school, including scholars such as Drummond and Sokolowski, adopt a different reading 

of Husserl’s notion of noema. In general, they reject the mediator theory favored by the 

West Coast interpreters and argue that Husserl’s central idea of transcendental 

reduction has been misunderstood. The noema, in their view, is not an intermediate 

entity, a semantic concept, or an abstract particular by virtue of which the intentional 

relation between an act and its object is made possible. Rather, the noema is simply the 

object intended as it is intended, i.e., the perceived as such, the remembered as such, 

the imagined as such, etc. As Sokolowski (1984) argues, the noema is the objective 

correlate of the intentional act, and it must be viewed from a genuine phenomenological 

perspective. This objective correlate, however, is not an ontologically different kind of 

entity that reveals itself after excluding the transcendent object itself, for it is precisely 

the object itself viewed from a phenomenological point of view. Therefore, the East 

Coast interpreters argue that Husserl adopts a dyadic theory of intentionality, according 

to which the intentional relation between the act and the object does not involve a third 

intermediate entity. Whereas the mediator theory proposed by those who favor the 

Fregean approach, due to its emphasis on the sense rather than the object, rejects 

Brentano’s object-theory, the dyadic theory favored by the East Coast interpreters can 

be seen as a new kind of object-theory (Drummond, 1990, p. 6). This is by no means to 

assimilate Husserl’s theory to Brentano’s object-theory, but only to show that the noema 

is not ontologically different from the intended object. 

But how can the East Coast interpretation square with Husserl’s texts that seem 

to favor the Fregean interpretation? After all, the noema “tree,” which cannot burn up, 

does not at all seem to be the same as the real tree itself. If the Fregean interpretation is 

correct, the noema “tree” is an ideal and abstract entity that is revealed after excluding 

the tree itself from consideration. The East Coast interpreters agree that the noema is an 

abstractum, which is in contrast to the real object as a concretum. However, the status of 

the noema as an abstractum does not show that it is an abstract entity ontologically 

different from the intended object itself. According to Drummond, the noema, the object 

intended as such, is indeed an ideal sense, i.e., an objective correlate of the intentional 

act insofar as it is abstractly considered from a phenomenological attitude (Drummond, 
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1990, p. 113). As we have seen in the last chapter, the transcendental reduction can be 

seen as a radicalization of the logical reflection, but this does not mean that the 

phenomenological reflection is a logical reflection. The noema is precisely a 

phenomenological entity rather than a conceptual or linguistic entity; that is, it is 

precisely the object itself viewed from a phenomenological perspective, the object 

intended as such. By arguing that the noema is an ideal, intensional entity mediating the 

act’s relation to the object, the West Coast interpreters confuse the abstract entity with 

the entity abstractly considered.  

It should be clear that the East Coast interpretation is more sympathetic to the 

Gurwitschean account of noema than the Fregean approach, since both contend that the 

noema is the object intended as such. Nevertheless, the East Coast interpretation 

should not be identified simply as a modified version of the Gurwitschean position. The 

real difficulty of Gurwitsch’s account, according to the East Coast interpretation, is its 

incompatibility with Husserl’s original conception of intentionality. By interpreting the 

noema as an appearance and the object itself as a systematic Gestalt-whole composed 

of all possible noemata, Gurwitsch has to take the object itself as an ideal 

transcendence of the intentional experience, for the object is not reducible to any 

concrete appearance and hence can never be actually given in itself (Drummond, 1990, 

p. 97). When I perceive a tree, the appearance of the tree, the noema “tree perceived as 

such,” is only an adumbrational presentation of the tree itself. But the number of possible 

perspectival presentations is infinite, for it is always possible for a new aspect of the 

object to appear in the course of experience. Since it is impossible to grasp all parts of 

an object, the object itself can only be ideally given rather than actually given insofar as 

it is conceived as a systematic whole composed of an infinite number of noemata (p. 

98). In this way, Gurwitsch’s account of intentionality collapses into a form of idealistic 

phenomenalism, which is explicitly rejected by Husserl, according to whom in every 

intentional experience the intended object is nothing other than the real concrete object 

itself.  

If the East Coast interpretation is correct, that is, if the noema is not something 

ontologically different from the intended object itself, how can the relation between the 

noema as an abstractum and the object as a concretum be properly accounted for 

without holding a Gestaltist view as Gurwitsch does? A Fregean interpreter would argue 

that the noematic sense, as an intensional entity mediating the relation between the 
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intentional act and the object, prescribes the object itself which is intended (D. W. Smith 

& McIntyre, 1982, p. 143). An East Coast interpreter, on the other hand, would agree 

with Gurwitsch that the object itself is contained in the noematic sense, and suggest that 

the object itself is “the most fundamental moment within the noema” (Drummond, 1990, 

p. 108). Unlike Gurwitsch, however, the East Coast interpretation holds that the relation 

between an infinite number of noemata and the object is not that of parts to a whole but 

rather of manifold appearances to an identity that transcends the manifold in which it is 

presented (p. 148). The object simpliciter, which is the identity given in the manifold, is 

not composed of appearances but presented in appearances (p. 152). The difference 

between the part-whole analysis and the manifold-identity analysis lies in the fact that 

the former ignores the essential temporal structure of experience and analyses it as 

though it is something already present at hand. In other words, the part-whole analysis is 

a static analysis, which abstracts the concrete appearance from the temporal process of 

an experience and misconceives it as a part of a complex whole (pp. 150-151). This is 

echoed by Husserl’s rejection of the naturalism inherent to Gestalt psychology for 

equating psychic life in its immanent temporality with the natural course of events by 

appealing to the part-whole discourse in the first place (Husserl, 1989, pp. 423–424). It is 

beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss Husserl’s genetic phenomenology that 

concerns the temporal connection between intentional experiences, a new approach 

developed by the later Husserl due to his dissatisfaction with the purely static analysis of 

intentionality in Ideas I. The point is that the East Coast interpretation makes more use 

of the mature works of Husserl and provides a systematic account of noema that rejects 

the Fregean approach without appealing to the equally problematic part-whole analysis.  

It is clear that the West Coast and the East Coast interpretations of the notion of 

noema are tied to two different readings of the phenomenological reduction. According 

to the West Coast interpretation, the reduction involves the exclusion of the transcendent 

world so that the phenomenologist can focus on the intermediate mental representation, 

i.e., the abstract noematic content. By contrast, the East Coast interpretation conceives 

of the reduction as the means by which the phenomenologist views the world from a 

phenomenological attitude, such that the transcendent object is not excluded but instead 

abstractly considered as the object intended as such. It is easy to see that the debate 

between the two schools is closely related to the internalism-externalism debate in 

contemporary philosophy of mind and cognitive science. There are various versions of 
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both internalism and externalism, but I shall avoid technical concepts and only briefly 

define internalism as the view that the mental content of a subject is solely determined 

by the subject’s internal mental or brain state, and externalism as the view that the 

mental content is at least partly determined by what is external to the subject. If the West 

Coast interpretation was correct, Husserl would be characterized as an internalist, for 

the noematic content is posited as an internal mental representation that has its intrinsic 

intentional character regardless of the actual reality in the transcendent world. Moreover, 

the internalist reading ascribes to Husserl’s philosophy a form of methodological 

solipsism, according to which the philosophical analysis of consciousness should only 

concern the internal aspect of the intentional experience after excluding the extramental 

transcendent world (McIntyre, 1986). Indeed, this has been a somewhat widespread 

understanding of Husserlian philosophy in general, which is seen as a new version of 

the traditional Cartesianism. In his summary of Husserl’s philosophy, Macann (1993) 

says: 

What a world away from the configuration that defines contemporary 
philosophy and which, following the lead of Wittgenstein and Heidegger, 
seeks to jettison the bag and baggage of interiority, subjectivity and 
spirituality as a cultural anachronism! Indeed, if a single phrase were 
required as an epitaph for Husserl’s thought, it might be this: Truth dwells 
in the inner man (p. 54). 

In contrast, the East Coast interpretation suggests that Husserl is more like an 

externalist than an internalist, since the worldly object is not excluded but is itself a 

fundamental component of the phenomenological analysis. Of course, it must be made 

clear that Husserl is definitely not an externalist if the externalism in question is a 

naturalistic theory, proposed by scholars such as Tye (2002), that aims to grasp 

intentionality in terms of the causal covariation between the intentional state and what is 

represented. However, as Zahavi (2004) points out, Husserl’s phenomenology shows a 

striking similarity to the externalist theory proposed by McDowell (1992), who argues that 

the mind is not something contained in the head but is rather embedded in the world. 

Zahavi continues to suggest that the phenomenological epoché is not to exclude the 

world so that one can go back to one’s worldless internal state; rather, the epoché 

means to lead one toward the transcendental world of pure phenomena, which is exactly 

the same world as the natural, mundane world. The difference between the two worlds 

lies in that the latter is a naively posited world while the former is the world viewed from 
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a phenomenological attitude, i.e., as that which is essentially correlated to the 

transcendental subjectivity. As Husserl himself explicitly states in The Paris Lectures:  

In relation to the preceding we must thus call attention to the fact that the 
transcendental epoché performed with respect to the existing world, 
containing all those objects which we actually experience, perceive, 
remember, think, judge, and believe, does not change the fact that the 
world — i.e., the objects as pure phenomena of experience, as pure 
cogitata of the momentary cogitationes — must become a central concern 
of phenomenological description (Husserl, 1967, p. 14). 

The objects of pure phenomena, the pure cogitata, are noemata, i.e., the objects 

perceived as such, remembered as such, judged as such, etc. In other words, the 

phenomenological epoché does not draw one’s attention away from the world to one’s 

own mental representation, but it is employed to suspend the naïve positing of the 

natural world so that one is able to see it purely as it is intended. Hence, the East Coast 

interpretation, which aligns Husserl’s approach more closely with the externalist view 

about the relation between mind and world, appears to be more consistent with 

Husserl’s philosophy in general. What has been discussed in this chapter already shows 

a way in which one grasps the nature of phenomenological reduction that is central to 

Husserl’s thoughts. However, as we shall see in the next chapter, after clarifying the 

distinction between transcendental phenomenology and phenomenological psychology, 

the notions of the “inner-outer” and “subject-object” dichotomies that are implicit in the 

internal-externalism debate are incompatible with the notion of “transcendental.” Hence, 

the externalist reading of Husserl only reveals the anti-internalist stance of his 

phenomenology, and eventually neither internalism nor externalism can adequately 

capture the phenomenological perspective about the relationship between 

consciousness and the world.  

Chapter Conclusion 

In this chapter, I provided a general account of Husserl’s notion of intentionality. 

In Logical Investigations, Husserl differentiates between the real content and the 

intentional content of an act, holding that the former belongs to the subject matter of 

descriptive psychology that operates from the naturalistic attitude, while the latter is 

something ideal and irreducible to the real instantiation of its content. In Ideas I, 

however, the genuine transcendental theory of intentionality is developed, and the 
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distinction between the real content and the intentional content is replaced by that 

between the noesis and the noema. Noesis, unlike the real content formulated in Logical 

Investigations which is a mere instantiation of the intentional content, is the really 

obtaining (reell) component of an act that plays a role of constituting the intended object 

by bestowing it a sense. Hence the noesis must be studied by transcendental 

phenomenology rather than a merely descriptive enterprise so long as the latter remains 

empirically oriented. The noema is the objective correlate of the noesis, the object as it is 

intended. Both noesis and noema are immanent entities, although the noema is not 

immanent in the sense that it is contained within an act but rather in the sense that it is 

revealed in its absoluteness after the phenomenological reduction. In this way, Husserl 

is able to account for the object-constitution in terms of the act alone without appealing 

to the unjustified mind-independence of the transcendent object as he does in Logical 

Investigations. A genuine phenomenological analysis must recognize the essential two-

sidedness of intentionality in terms of the a priori correlation between noesis and noema. 

Psychology as an empirical science in its early stage fails to see this two-sidedness, for 

it confines itself within the domain of the real (reell) analysis of experience (Husserl, 

1913/2014, pp. 254–255). A true inquiry into consciousness ought to see the necessity 

of overcoming the problematic one-sidedness of empirical psychology, and to eventually 

penetrate into the transcendental sphere that opens up the investigation of both the 

noetic and noematic sides of intentional experience. 

Husserl’s theory of intentionality, especially his notion of the noematic sense, is 

not crystal clear if one follows his texts alone. As Husserl himself writes in Ideas I, “the 

noema in itself has a relation to an object and, to be sure, via the noema's own ‘sense,’” 

the statement that seems to suggest that the noema is something through which the act 

intends its object (p. 255). However, he also says in an unpublished manuscript that he 

never intended to mean that the act is related to its object through its noematic sense 

(see Zahavi, 2004). Hence, to understand the notion of noema it is insufficient to follow 

singular pieces of Husserl’s texts alone, and one must interpret it only against the 

background of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology in general. 

Three interpretations have been discussed: the Gurwitschean account that is 

based on a Gestaltist critique of Husserl’s notion of hyletic data, the West Coast (aka 

Fregean) approach, and the East Coast interpretation. Whereas the West Coast 

interpreters hold a mediator theory of noema, according to which noema is an abstract 
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entity by virtue of which the act is intentionally related to its object, both Gurwitsch and 

the East Coast interpreters hold that the noema is something intended insofar as it is the 

object intended as such. The East Coast interpreters, unlike their West Coast 

opponents, argue that the noema is not an abstract entity that is ontologically different 

from the object itself; rather, the noema is an abstractum in the sense that it is abstractly 

considered from a phenomenological attitude. The difference between the Gurwitschean 

account and the East Coast interpretation lies in that the former takes the noema-object 

relation to be that of a part to a whole, while the latter takes it to be that of a manifold to 

an identity.  

I have shown that the East Coast interpretation is more favorable since it is more 

consistent with Husserl’s philosophy in general. The Fregean interpreters, adopting an 

internalist reading of Husserl, conceive the phenomenological reduction as a means by 

which one excludes the transcendent world so that the internal mental representation 

becomes the object of investigation. In contrast, the East Coast interpreters understand 

the reduction as a method of bracketing the naively posited world in order for the 

transcendental world of pure phenomena to appear. In other words, whereas the 

Fregean interpretation emphasizes an exclusion of the world, the East Coast 

interpretation emphasizes the change of attitude from which the world is seen. Indeed, it 

is absurd to judge that Husserl envisaged phenomenology to be a foundational science 

shedding light on all other disciplines, while at the same time holding that 

phenomenology does not reach what belongs to the transcendent world. I shall take the 

latter view as the one which Husserl himself adopted. In the next chapter, I will discuss 

in more detail the phenomenological method that Husserl developed throughout his 

career.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
The Phenomenological Method 

In previous chapters, I have outlined Husserl’s critique of naturalism and his 

phenomenological theory of intentionality, the two major themes of his transcendental 

phenomenology that point to the same direction: the necessity of developing and 

clarifying the method essential to the phenomenological investigation. As we have seen, 

this method is characterized in terms of the phenomenological epoché and reduction. 

The epoché is meant to break with the fundamental naivety inherent to the naturalistic 

view about the world and everything within it, including consciousness. A closer scrutiny 

of Husserl’s analysis of intentionality shows that this breakaway with the natural, 

mundane way of viewing the world, contra the West Coast interpreters, does not amount 

to the exclusion of the world itself. What the epoché discloses through its bracketing is 

precisely the world of pure phenomena which is no more and no less than the ordinary 

world itself. The phenomenologist loses nothing about the world from the epoché 

(Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 152); what is dispensed with is only the unjustified 

presupposition imposed on what is self-evidently given as it is in itself. Hence the so-

called principle of all principles comes to the fore, that is, we should only let what is 

given intuitively in an originary way be the source of all knowledge, and we let no 

speculative inference and theorizing be applied without proper justification (Husserl, 

1913/2014, p. 43).  

This chapter aims to dig more deeply into Husserl’s phenomenological 

methodology, within which I shall concentrate on three key elements: 1) epoché and 

transcendental reduction, 2) eidetic analysis, and 3) psychological reduction and 

phenomenological psychology. The general purpose is to reveal the systematic 

methodology for studying consciousness without taking a realist or a reductionist stance. 

The method itself could benefit those who are interested in studying human-science 

psychology in a manner that emphasizes the investigation of the human experience per 

se rather than its underlying physical mechanism. The key elements of Husserl’s 

phenomenological method discussed in this chapter should be valuable for both 

understanding phenomenology in its own right and exploring its possible applications in 

other disciplines.  



56 

4.1. Transcendental Reduction: The Cartesian Approach 
and the Life-World Approach 

I have discussed in previous chapters the meaning and methodological status of 

epoché and reduction. To reiterate, the phenomenological epoché is a means of 

bracketing, or putting out of action, all position-taking involved in our everyday natural 

attitude. The method of bracketing does not only exclude all theoretical prejudice rooted 

in the natural attitude; it also involves a positive move that serves as the precondition for 

a radical alteration of attitude that leads to the transcendental reduction. The latter aims 

to take a step beyond the natural attitude and overcome its naiveties so that the natural 

attitude itself and the mundane world of life come to the view. As a result, transcendental 

reduction allows one to be aware of the constitutive function of one’s own conscious 

experience and hence grasp reality only as constituted reality, i.e., as an essential 

correlate of intentional consciousness, with its noematic aspects fully recognized and 

articulated.  

In Sections 2.3 and 2.4, I briefly sketched out the method of epoché and 

reduction that Husserl himself extensively discussed in Ideas I. Consciousness, 

according to this approach, is sharply distinguished from spatial-temporal objects, 

considering the essential distinction between how physical objects are given to 

consciousness and how consciousness is given to itself. Thus, consciousness purified 

from naturalistic misconceptions through the transcendental epoché is seen as an 

absolute existence upon which all psycho-physical entities depend. Husserl calls this 

way of entering the transcendental domain the Cartesian way (Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 

155), for the epoché carried out here has a Cartesian spirit; that is, it starts with 

suspending all doxic positing regarding the existence of the world in one step so that the 

transcendental subject reveals itself as a pure ego (“pure” in the sense that the ego is 

purified from natural and empirical explanations so it can present itself just as what it is 

in itself).16 One danger of the Cartesian way, however, is that the transcendental ego, 

although revealed by the epoché in just one step, may seem entirely worldless just like 

Descartes’ ego cogito is empty of worldly content. It is not necessarily the case that 

Husserl in Ideas I really views the transcendental ego as Cartesian in nature, but it is 

 
16 Of course, this does not bring the philosophy of Husserl any closer to that of Descartes. For 
Husserl constantly criticized Descartes for betraying his own philosophical purpose by failing to 
jettison theoretical prejudices that he aimed to suspend.  
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nevertheless true that it is difficult to see what can be gained from the transcendental 

ego brought about by the Cartesian style of suspension and what can be said about it.  

Husserl fully recognized the difficulty caused by his early formulation of the 

Cartesian way of transcendental reduction. In the Crisis, he introduces a new approach 

that begins with the concrete life-world which embeds the transcendental subjectivity 

(Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 154). Instead of entering the transcendental domain all at once, 

the life-world approach starts with the natural way of living in the world, which includes 

not only the subject itself but also every worldly entity concretely existing in the world. 

The life-world is always pregiven to us as a world-horizon, which means that the world 

as a whole serves as a general and ineliminable context for all worldly experiences. As 

Husserl says: “To live is to live-in-certainty-of-the-world” (p. 142). The life-world 

approach recognizes the primacy of the world itself as opposed to the seemingly 

worldless subject revealed by the Cartesian epoché. Such a methodological emphasis 

on the life-world, which is lived with the natural attitude, does not lead to the rejection of 

Husserl’s early critique of naturalism. One must not take it for granted that the ultimate 

reality is something determinable solely in terms of the physical and mathematical 

formulae while neglecting that “the scientific world … itself ‘belongs’ to the life-world” (p. 

380). Similarly, one must not, contra Descartes, take the conscious subject to be a little 

tag-end, i.e., a residue item left over by the mathematization of the world, or worse, to be 

a natural substance itself that has nothing other than the physically and experimentally 

fixable properties, while evading the intentional analysis that penetrates into the 

meaning-structures of the world-experience. Therefore, the epoché in the new approach 

does not aim to reach the transcendental subjectivity in a single step, but to suspend all 

scientific and theoretical interests so that the pregiven life-world presupposed by 

objective sciences is revealed as a point of departure.  

There is nothing “mysterious” about the life-world. Rather than a speculative 

concept, it is simply the world always pregiven to us, to which belong all human and 

nonhuman subjects in their everyday lives. It is the task for phenomenologists to 

thematize the life-world and to make it a proper subject matter, for the life-world “is 

familiar to the ordinary man in everyday life … but [he] has no reason to single out and 

consider in a coherent way in its abstract unitary character” (p. 381). Natural scientists 

also do not thematize the life-world, for they simply take it for granted as a pregiven 

realm from which they live toward their purposeful scientific end (pp. 381-382). The life-
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world has a general structure for us all, regardless of the particular culture and 

community in which we live. Although it is true that the conception of the objects in the 

life-world may differ between societies, e.g., Europe, China, and India, the life-world 

itself has a universal structure common to all subjects living in this world. As Husserl 

points out, “the general structure [of the life-world], to which everything that exists 

relatively is bound, is not itself relative” (p. 139). The life-world is the world of history, 

tradition, and norms; it is the “grounding soil” of the “scientifically true” world (p. 131).  

Although Husserl’s formulation of the life-world may be seen as a way of 

correcting the confusion induced by his earlier Cartesian approach, he did not abandon 

his transcendental philosophy altogether. In fact, the life-world approach is precisely a 

new way of reduction that unveils transcendental subjectivity and its constitutive 

function. The life-world approach resembles what Husserl scholars call the ontological 

way of transcendental reduction (see Zahavi, 2003; Drummond, 1990), according to 

which the phenomenological investigation does not begin with the immediate givenness 

of the subject itself, but with a particular ontological region of objects in the life-world as 

objective correlates of transcendental subjectivity. The phenomenologist put the life-

world out of action but asks “after the how of the world’s pregivenness” (Husserl, 

1954/1970, p. 154). A philosophical (in the phenomenological sense) comprehension of 

the world – through the investigation of the modes of objective givenness which takes 

into account the necessary first-person perspective from which the appearing object is 

experienced as such – would inevitably indirectly disclose the constitutive function of 

subjectivity (Zahavi, 2003, p. 51). The life-world must be seen as the world for me, the 

world in which I live, where the terms “me” and “I” refer to the generalized first-person 

perspective rather than a particular person such as the author of this thesis; but it is also 

the world for us all as a world constituted by transcendental (inter)subjectivity (p. 132).  

Just like the life-world is the grounding soil presupposed by the scientific practice, 

phenomenology, which inquires back into the manner of the world’s pregivenness as the 

correlate of transcendental subjectivity, is itself according to Husserl the grounding soil 

of other scientific and philosophical disciplines. Husserl holds that all natural sciences 

and previous philosophies fail to seriously explain anything insofar as they do not 

penetrate into the meaning-structure and meaning-genesis through a universal 

framework. Natural science never thematically reaches the life-world, or nature in the 

broadest sense, for it simply takes it for granted without inquiring into its true being. For 
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Husserl, “the only true way to explain is to make transcendentally understandable” 

(Husserl, 1954/1970, p. 189). This does not mean that Husserl wants to devalue the 

dazzling scientific and technological achievements since early modernity. Nor does it 

assimilate Husserl’s transcendental philosophy to Cartesianism, for phenomenology 

does not aim to secure objectivity as if it can provide the apodictic truth of the Cartesian 

ego cogito as a premise from which objective knowledge is to be deduced. Rather, the 

goal of phenomenology is to understand objectivity, with a faithful description of the 

intentional structure of consciousness and its constitutive features. In other words, 

natural science does not need philosophy as its premise, but as its ground and soil.  

4.2. Eidetic Analysis 

The phenomenological investigation of consciousness and subjectivity, with its 

emphasis on the first-person point of view, has been, unsurprisingly, challenged by 

naturalist philosophers. In Consciousness Explained, Dennett (1991) argues that 

Husserl’s phenomenology is “based on a special technique of introspection,” and “like 

other attempts to strip away interpretation and reveal the basic facts of consciousness to 

rigorous observation, such as … the Introspectionist psychologies of Wundt, Titchener, 

and others, Phenomenology has failed to find a single, settled method that everyone 

could agree upon” (p. 44). Later, Dennett (2018) states that “first-person science of 

consciousness is a discipline with no methods, no data, no results, no future, no 

promise,” and “it will remain a fantasy” (p. 467). Dennett’s charge of phenomenology as 

a philosophical discipline echoes what Roy (2007) calls “phenomenological scepticism,” 

which questions the scientific validity and reliability of the first-person phenomenological 

studies of consciousness and subjectivity. Moreover, Dennett (1991) advocates for what 

he calls “heterophenomenology” as opposed to Husserl’s “autophenomenology.” 

According to the former, consciousness researchers should strictly follow a third-person 

method of observing and interpreting publicly accessible data. What is bracketed is not 

the scientific explanation but, contrary to Husserl’s original formulation, the subjective 

aspects of conscious experience itself. Whether consciousness exists or not has no real 

effect on the behavioral or vocal reports generated by the heterophenomenological 

study. It is only through this way can the consciousness study attain its scientific status.  

However, there are some fundamental problems with both Dennett’s 

interpretation of Husserl and his optimism about heterophenomenology. It is more than 



60 

clear that Husserl never suggested that his phenomenological method is based on 

introspection. Introspection, as it is usually defined, is the way of observing what is going 

on in one’s own mind and discovering facts about one’s psychical processes (James, 

1890/1950, p. 185). Introspection is a form of empirical observation, such that it 

presupposes the factual existence of psychical entities as though they are natural events 

occurring within one’s consciousness parallel to what is outside that can be studied 

through external observation. Sharing the basic characteristic of external observation in 

the usual sense, introspection aims to inductively generalize the patterns of individual 

experiences based on both observing the currently ongoing acts and retrospecting on 

what previously occurred in one’s mind. Phenomenology, on the other hand, shows no 

interest in empirical observations and factual instances; it is a science that employs an 

intuitive method to gain insight into essence, or eidos (originated from the Greek term) 

as Husserl calls it to avoid terminological ambiguities. Husserl believes that the eidos is 

a special object of knowledge that can be accessed through a unique method of eidetic 

analysis. In such a way pure phenomenology makes no judgement about the factual 

existence of natural objects and, says Husserl, “can only be essence-investigation and 

not at all existence-investigation; all ‘introspection’ and every judgment based on such 

‘experience’ falls outside its framework” (Husserl, 1956b, p. 328).  

That phenomenology is a “new eidetics” (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 57), i.e., a 

science of essence, may raise the question regarding the scientific viability of 

phenomenology and trouble those who are sceptical about the existence of a Platonic 

essence. Indeed, Husserl says that the eidos is the idea in the Platonic sense: it does 

not find its place in the factual existence of individual objects. Every individual, rather 

than being an essence, “has” an essence (Husserl, 1956b, p. 328). The eidos is 

something without which the object under investigation – be it the concrete object in the 

life-world, the object of ideal sciences such as pure logic and mathematics, or the 

phenomenological experience examined by the phenomenologist and the psychologist – 

is unthinkable. However, Husserl constantly stressed the importance of taking a 

genuinely phenomenological stance, which suspends all metaphysical and theoretical 

presuppositions and focuses only on the phenomena themselves. The eidos should be 

comprehended in its purity, that is, “free from all metaphysical interpretations” and “taken 

exactly as it is given to us immediately and intuitively” (Husserl, 1948/1973, p. 341). 
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According to phenomenological scepticism, which occasionally equates the 

reflective method of phenomenology with that of Cartesianism, the first-person method 

claims to have the privileged access to one’s own mental content, the method which is 

either infallible (always correct) or at least incorrigible (cannot be corrected) (Dennett, 

1991, p. 67). However, as early as in Logical Investigations, Husserl was explicit that for 

phenomenology to be considered a rigorous science it is important to communicate and 

confirm the acquired phenomenological insights with others who are familiar with the 

methodology (Belt, 2020). Husserl also made it clear that the apodicticity of ego cogito 

does not entail that what one retrieves in one’s memory is also indubitable. Although the 

“ego’s living present” may be experienced with “strict adequacy,” this self-presence also 

points beyond itself in an indeterminate horizon that extends to not only the ego’s past 

but also its habitual characteristics, which can only be accessed in less detail (Husserl, 

1931/1960, pp. 22–23). Therefore, what we acquire through reflecting on our own 

intentional experiences is far from being infallible and incorrigible. Moreover, Husserl 

distinguished between the exact eidos and the morphological eidos. The former is 

grasped by ideal sciences such as geometry, in which the essence is comprehended in 

terms of its exactness, e.g., the circle designated as a kind of conic section (Husserl, 

1948/1973, p. 351). The latter, in contrast, are those we find in natural objects (e.g., 

tables, cats, houses, etc.) with which we are immediately acquainted in the life-world. 

They are characterized in terms of their conceptual vagueness and can only be 

apprehended in an approximative manner. Husserl holds that the essential vagueness of 

morphological concepts, instead of being a flaw regarding the essential insight we can 

potentially gain by investigating natural objects, is an indispensable characteristic of all 

those concepts (Husserl, 1913/2014, p. 133). In other words, the morphological 

concepts pertaining to the life-world phenomena are by essence vague, and it would be 

a violation to them if one seeks to impose on them the same kind of exactness of ideal 

essences we find in geometry and pure mathematics (p. 134).  

This should suffice for clarifying Husserl’s notion of essence. Rather than 

something fixed and determinate into which we can gain infallible insights, the essence 

pertaining to the life-world phenomena is morphological and characterized in terms of its 

essential vagueness. In fact, scientists of other disciplines such as physics, chemistry, 

and economics are all in various ways attempting to understand the essential features of 

the region of their investigation (Zahavi, 2021). What distinguishes phenomenology from 
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other sciences is that it is the eidetic science that focuses on the region of 

consciousness rather than those we find directly in the world. To be sure, consciousness 

here refers not to something distinct from the world in its own being in the Cartesian 

sense. Consciousness as a (Husserlian) phenomenologist views it must be understood 

and analyzed in terms of its intentionality. That is, it must be comprehended in terms of 

the noetic-noematic correlation, and its investigation focuses neither on the subject 

simply nor on the world simply, but on their correlation.  

What is central to the eidetic analysis is the method of eidetic or imaginative 

variation.17 The eidetic variation employed by the phenomenologist requires a certain 

degree of epoché. It is natural, and even inevitable, to start with some factual example 

which can be either an actual object currently perceived or an object remembered or 

imagined as such. Then the phenomenologist brackets the factuality of the object and 

views it as a pure possibility among other possibilities (Husserl, 1997b, p. 231). The 

phenomenologist can freely imaginatively vary the object to produce a series of possible 

variations. Throughout the process of variation, the invariant structure among all variants 

is necessarily retained insofar as the unity of sense is retained, i.e., insofar as the 

variants are all variants of the same kind. The invariant structure is the eidos, which 

retains its identity among all imaginatively varied possibilities. As stated, the eidos is 

something without which the object is inconceivable. This means that the eidos is not 

something that comes into being only after it is grasped through the eidetic variation. 

When I perceive something, the object is always perceived as something as such; it is 

already a constituted objectivity, having its identity the moment it is experienced. The 

eidos is thus grasped through the “active apprehension” of what is already “passively 

preconstituted” (Husserl, 1948/1973, p. 343). 

The beginning example of the imaginative variation can be a concrete object, 

e.g., a book, which I can imaginatively vary its size, weight, number of pages, etc., and I 

can gain a certain insight into the set of properties that resist being varied so that the 

book remains a book. All variations, all possible books produced in my imagination, as 

long as what is invariant survives, are merely variants of the same type. Besides the 

concrete object, the beginning example of the eidetic variation can also be an 

 
17 The systematic explication of eidetic variation can be found in §87 of Husserl (1948/1973) and 
§9 of Husserl (1962/1977). 
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experience, such as the experience of remembering the book (Gallagher & Zahavi, 

2012, p. 30). One can imaginatively vary the process of remembering to discern the 

invariant features pertaining to all acts of remembering. This process can be applied to 

the eidetic analysis of other kinds of experience. Husserl himself used the experience of 

sound as an example to illustrate the essence “sound in general” (e.g., Husserl, 

1948/1973, pp. 341-342). Actually, the entirety of Chapter 3 can be seen as a discussion 

of the most universal eidos of the genus mind, namely the intentionality of 

consciousness as the demarcating feature of mental phenomena. Furthermore, the 

process of imaginative variation can be applied to all possible objects of intentional 

experience, from primitive colors to complex worldly events. Again, given the essential 

vagueness of the eidos under investigation, the insight gained through the eidetic 

variation is neither infallible nor incorrigible. The phenomenological inquiry into the 

essence is an endless task, and the scientific rigor of its method does not eliminate the 

ever-new possibility one can find in imagination (which, to be sure, has its ground in the 

actual experience) that can potentially defeat what one has found in one’s previous 

eidetic analysis.  

The fallibility and corrigibility of eidetic analysis open up the possibility of 

intersubjective corroboration with respect to the results acquired from the 

phenomenological study (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012). One major contribution of the 

previous chapter is its argument that phenomenological reduction does not exclude the 

transcendent world so that the ego can be withdrawn into its private or internal domain 

that separates its solipsistic self from other egos. Instead, the reduction renders possible 

a new way of seeing the world which is essentially a shared world. There is no “I” if I am 

not a member of an intersubjective community, which is none other than the community 

of historical tradition and generativity (Husserl, 1973/2018, p. 325). The 

phenomenologist can always share and compare the phenomenological descriptions of 

one’s own experience with another phenomenologist. It is true that this process of 

communal validation of the phenomenological findings is unlike that of natural science, 

which has a more straightforward way in terms of intersubjectively interpreting the third-

person data. Yet, it should be clear now that, against the charge made by Dennett, 

phenomenology has its own method that operates rigorously and also takes the 

intersubjective corroboration seriously through communicating, sharing, and mutually 

critiquing its results.  
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In regard to Dennett’s own heterophenomenology, it has been criticized for being 

a fantasy itself (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012, p. 20). It assumes that one can entirely 

suspend the first-person aspect of consciousness and focus only on what is externally 

reported, while neglecting that the study itself aims to show something about the 

conscious experience, not the behavior or vocal utterance. The interpretation of the 

third-person data also involves the first-person perspective of the interpreter, who 

undeniably already has a certain form of understanding of the original conscious 

experience which is supposed to be the subject matter of investigation. The latter 

critique is applicable to all branches of psychology that believe they can be purified from 

the subjective features of experience while maintaining a genuine science of psyche 

focusing on what is physically and experimentally determinable (see Section 2.5). 

Moreover, Dennett’s requirement for science to be methodologically unanimous, i.e., to 

be able to “find a single, settled method that everyone could agree upon” (Dennett, 

1991, p. 44), seems too strong even for natural science (Belt, 2020). It is true that 

phenomenologists from various schools have never established a universal methodology 

uncontested by every member of the tradition, yet it is hardly the case that the natural-

science model of psychology has achieved methodological unanimity or it is something 

possibly achievable in the near future. Whataboutism aside, phenomenology has been 

shown to value the demand imposed on scientific methods, and its own methods and 

results are always open to further development and clarification.  

4.3. Psychological Reduction and Phenomenological 
Psychology 

That phenomenology is an eidetic science of intentional experience may be of 

great interest to psychologists. Husserl himself often takes psychology to be a major 

theme in his philosophical writings. Not only did he constantly criticize naturalistic or 

experimental psychology for failing to fulfill the role as a universal science of psychical 

phenomena, but he also attempted to establish a universal psychology which he calls 

“phenomenological psychology,” “intentional psychology,” pure psychology,” “descriptive 

psychology,” or “eidetic psychology,” names that designate the same discipline.18 We 

 
18 Husserl’s most systematic discussions about phenomenological psychology, its construction, 
method, and connection to transcendental phenomenology, can be found in his article for the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica (Husserl, 1997b, pp. 182–196), The Amsterdam Lectures (Husserl, 
1997b, pp. 213–253), and Part 3B of the Crisis (Husserl, 1954/1970, pp. 191–265).  
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may find the names “intentional psychology” or “descriptive psychology” in the writings of 

other thinkers such as Brentano and Dilthey, yet Husserl holds that for such a 

psychology to be a pure science of psyche and to claim the scientific status, it must be 

viewed from a strictly phenomenological point of view. All these psychologies are in the 

end phenomenological psychology, which, as Husserl conceives it, is supposed to serve 

as the theoretical foundation for all psychological inquiries, providing the “only secure 

basis on which a strong empirical psychology can be built” (Husserl, 1997b, p. 182).  

Empirical psychology, conceiving the conscious experience as belonging to 

humans and nonhuman animals which are indubitably concrete living organisms residing 

in the physical world, is not “pure” psychology but can only be a psychophysical science 

that does not find a clear way to demarcate itself from other psychophysical disciplines 

such as anthropology and zoology (p. 214). This is because empirical psychology, which 

rests its theoretical foundations on either physical sciences or at least on our natural 

conception of the physical reality, can never strip away every physical determination in 

the same fashion as physics strips away everything psychical by freeing itself from all 

secondary qualities. This is not meant to suggest that empirical psychologists today are 

simply anthropologists, zoologists, or biologists, but to point out that empirical 

psychology is dependent on these disciplines and may even be dissolved into them 

based on how they are defined.  

Empirical psychology has its root in Cartesian philosophy, which has formed a 

dualist and interactionist conception of the world: the corporeal substance (res extensa), 

the thinking substance (res cognitans), and their mystical causal interaction. Buytendijk 

(1987, p. 33) argues that all modern psychological thought is based on such 

Cartesianism, according to which the conscious experiences are caused by either 

external physical stimulation or internal mental or brain processes. It has also been 

argued that contemporary neuroscience, though rejecting Cartesian substance dualism 

by nullifying the immaterial mental counterparts of corporeal entities, still maintains “a 

degenerate form of Cartesianism” since it simply replaces mind with brain and ascribes 

experiential qualities to the latter (Bennett & Hacker, 2022, p. 83). As a result, mind-body 

dualism has ironically become the equally nonsensical brain-body dualism (p. 123). 

Experience in this sense is viewed as something possessed by the brain, as when we 

speak of the brain having such and such an experience or producing such and such a 
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behavior, and experience itself is either reduced to physical processes or simply 

conceived of as epiphenomenal.  

However, Husserl holds that a pure science of psychical phenomena is still 

possible, and that such a science, given its faithfulness to conscious experience per se 

and its analysis of psychical phenomena in terms of their own regional essence (as 

opposed to the regional essences of physical existence, mathematical entities, etc.), 

should become the grounding discipline upon which the empirical branches of 

psychology rest. This pure psychology, which is phenomenological psychology, 

investigates the intentional experience as its sole subject matter by strictly following the 

phenomenological method. In other words, phenomenological psychology, like 

phenomenological philosophy, also makes use of epoché and reduction.  

The reduction conducted by the phenomenological psychologist is not exactly the 

same as the one conducted by the transcendental phenomenologist, and thus we have 

two different kinds of reduction: the phenomenological-psychological reduction and the 

transcendental-phenomenological reduction, or simply psychological reduction and 

transcendental reduction, respectively. I have discussed transcendental reduction at 

length, where the phenomenologist brackets the natural positing with respect to the 

world and sees it purely as a noematic correlate of the constitutive subjectivity. 

Psychological reduction is similar to the transcendental reduction in that it is employed, 

through the act of epoché, to suspend the validity of the external world. That is, 

everything extrapsychic is excluded, and the world whose existential validity was 

unquestioned is now viewed purely as the world for the living subject (Husserl, 

1954/1970, pp. 244–245). Through the epoché, the phenomenological psychologist 

becomes a “disinterested spectator” of their own experience as well as the experience of 

other subjects, and all judgements about the external world are put out of action (p. 239). 

The object of consciousness, which in the mundane form of life is posited in advance 

and is viewed as something external to one’s mind, is now seen only as the object 

experienced as such, i.e., the noema.  

As the name “eidetic psychology” suggests, phenomenological psychology 

shares its central character with transcendental phenomenology: it is an eidetic science 

that shows no interest in the factual existence of things. The method of eidetic variation 

is also employed by the phenomenological psychologist to grasp the essential truths 
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pertaining to the psychical phenomena. The intentional experiences investigated by 

phenomenological psychology have a set of invariant structures “without which an 

[experiencing] ego (and a community of egos) would simply be inconceivable” (Husserl, 

1997b, p. 233) (see Section 4.2). It is certain that the a priori eidetic concepts opened up 

through the eidetic analyses are closely tied to the actual, contingent, and conceivable 

life of consciousness, and thus phenomenological psychology as an eidetic discipline 

employing the a priori method is the universal ground of all factual investigations in 

psychology. Only through presupposing eidetic psychology as the theoretical foundation 

for all empirical or factual psychological studies can psychology attain its scientific status 

analogous to the exact natural science (p. 232).  

The psychological epoché is a means by which the phenomenological 

psychologist brackets everything external to consciousness and focuses on their own 

egoic lives. This, of course, does not mean that phenomenological psychology 

disregards the object intended in consciousness. As equivalent to intentional psychology 

– though it must not be seen as the same discipline developed by Brentano, whom 

Husserl criticized for failing to overcome the naturalistic misconception that blinds 

philosophers and psychologists from seeing the genuine phenomenological significance 

of intentionality (pp. 219-220) – phenomenological psychology does not lose its grasp of 

the essential two-sidedness of the intentional experience. The object which is intended, 

after the epoché, is now only seen as the object as it is intended, i.e., the noematic 

correlate of the intentional subjectivity. What is central to the psychological reduction is 

its neutralization regarding the validity of the actual world, such that the world loses its 

factuality and is viewed purely as a possible world among other possible worlds. Having 

suspended the external positing, the phenomenological psychologist then inquires into 

the eidetic structures of the experience that remain invariant among all variants of 

possible experiences.  

No matter how similar psychological reduction sounds to transcendental 

reduction, however, they are not the same. For Husserl, the psychological epoché is 

employed to suspend the validity of the external world, such that it enables the 

psychologist to investigate what is purely mental in terms of its own essence. Yet, the 

psychological epoché does not apply itself to the conscious ego itself. The mental acts 

under the psychological investigation are still posited as belonging to the real ego 

existing in the world. The phenomenological psychologist still adopts the natural attitude 
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and “naively” accepts some form of the validity of the world, though viewed as a pure 

possibility rather than actuality, as the world in which the psychologist resides as a 

concrete human being (p. 246). Therefore, phenomenological psychology remains a 

positive science, though not strictly empirical in its usual sense (i.e., it does not use 

empirical observations or introspections but, as a pure eidetics, employs the method of 

imaginative variation), and it cannot by itself penetrate into the genuine domain of the 

transcendental and constitutive subjectivity.  

Transcendental reduction, on the other hand, takes an additional step and 

suspends all naïve acceptance of not just the world but also the “I” as a concrete human 

being within the world. The human ego is not something constitutive but is rather itself 

constituted in the transcendental experience. The conscious life in its purity, according to 

Husserl, is not merely a human mental being; it is something absolute in which all 

objectivities, including the human ego itself, are constituted as “acceptance-correlates” 

of the transcendental ego (p. 248). As noted, already in the early stage of Husserl’s 

philosophy, even before the transcendental turn was made, Husserl had sharply 

contrasted phenomenology from descriptive psychology: 

[Phenomenological] descriptions do not concern lived experiences, or 
classes thereof, of empirical persons; for of persons ... it knows nothing, 
assumes nothing. Concerning such matters it poses no questions, attempts 
no definitions, makes no hypotheses. In phenomenological description one 
views that which, in the strongest of senses, is given: lived experience, just 
as it is in itself (Husserl, 1994, p. 251).   

As Giorgi (2012) interprets in a somewhat simplified manner, whereas the 

psychological reduction focuses on human consciousness, the transcendental reduction 

focuses on “consciousness as such” (p. 5).   

Despite the difference, phenomenological psychology and transcendental 

phenomenology are extremely closely related and in a certain sense inseparable from 

each other. It must be made clear that although Husserl differentiated between the 

human ego and the transcendental, or pure, ego, he did not mean that they are two egos 

taken up quite confusingly by two separate disciplines. The transcendental ego, the pure 

“I,” is certainly not the same as my human ego, but it is not something outside my human 

ego and not “some kind of second something separate from it” (Husserl, 1997b, pp. 

247–248). The transcendental ego is precisely the human ego. The difference between 
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the two lies in the attitude from which the ego is conceived. As Zahavi (2003) points out, 

the distinction between the transcendental ego and the empirical ego is understood in 

terms of two modes of self-apprehensions of the same thing; whereas the 

transcendental ego has the primary constitutive function, the empirical ego is the 

constituted entity viewed as an object in the world (p. 49). In the same fashion we say 

that psychology and phenomenology share the same subject matter, namely the 

intentional conscious experience. Whereas the former sees consciousness from an 

empirical standpoint and posits its being as something located in the world, the latter 

sees consciousness in its purity as something absolute and constitutive rather than 

constituted. Hence the fundamental problem with psychologism, which attempts to 

reduce constituted objectivities to empirical consciousness, reveals itself through the 

phenomenological investigation. Psychologism confuses empirical consciousness with 

transcendental consciousness; “it ‘naturalizes’ pure consciousness” (Husserl, 1956a, p. 

237).  

It is indubitable that phenomenological psychology, as a purely eidetic enterprise 

and the ground of all empirical psychological inquiries, is extremely important for 

transcendental phenomenology. In addition to the Cartesian and life-world approaches 

discussed in Section 4.1, the psychological reduction can be seen as the third way of 

approaching transcendental reduction. Phenomenological psychology, in Husserl’s own 

term, is the “propaedeutics” for transcendental phenomenology (Husserl, 1997b, p. 249). 

How is it so? Husserl holds that, after having the psychological reduction and the 

insights gained by the phenomenological psychologist in the eidetic analyses, it only 

requires a change of the attitude, through the further and universal epoché that brackets 

the psychologist’s own natural life, to transform the phenomenological-psychological 

self-experience into the transcendental self-experience. This process of changing one’s 

attitude and giving philosophical insights to what has been gained through the 

phenomenological-psychological investigation is what Husserl calls the “Copernican 

180° turn” (p. 235).  

There are some advantages of employing transcendental reduction through 

phenomenological psychology over the Cartesian approach introduced in Husserl’s 

Ideas I. First, instead of entering the transcendental subjectivity in just one step, which 

faces the difficulty of showing the genuine significance of its constitutive feature and its 

relation to the world, the phenomenologist, who in this case is also the 
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phenomenological psychologist, takes the strictly scientific and eidetic psychology as the 

point of departure. The positive status of phenomenological psychology is retained and it 

can serve as a middle point between transcendental phenomenology and empirical 

psychology. Second, phenomenological psychology still operates from the natural 

attitude, which means that it is accessible to all other positive sciences (p. 252). The 

discoveries accomplished by phenomenological psychology can not only be radicalized 

through the Copernican turn (i.e., transcendental reduction) and given their 

transcendental significance, they can also shed light on empirical and experimental 

studies. Third, once the phenomenological psychologist is fully aware of the 

transcendental significance of their own work, the psychologist becomes the 

transcendental phenomenologist. As a psychologist with a transcendental attitude, I can 

always return to my natural attitude and apply the transcendental insights to my human 

ego and all my natural psychological research. In this case the psychologist is no longer 

naïve, for the genuine transcendental domain has been reached and the interconnection 

between the human ego and the transcendental ego is fully recognized (Husserl, 

1954/1970, p. 264).  

Having clarified the relationship between phenomenological psychology and 

transcendental phenomenology, we can see how it can illuminate the noema debate 

discussed in Chapter 3. I have shown that, in favor of the East Coast interpretation, the 

transcendental reduction is not to exclude the world but to view it from the 

phenomenological attitude. The West Coast interpretation, in contrast, holds that the 

reduction is employed to exclude the transcendent world so that the phenomenologist 

shifts its focus to the internal representation; hence the reduction shifts one’s attention 

from the object itself to the noema, which according to this interpretation is the mental 

representation of the object. This latter approach, it seems to me, resembles 

phenomenological psychology more than transcendental phenomenology.  

Through the psychological reduction, the phenomenological psychologist, who 

still maintains the natural attitude regarding consciousness and posits its being as 

belonging to the human ego, excludes everything extrapsychic and focuses on the 

“inner” psychic life. As such, the object is viewed not as independent of consciousness 

but only as that which has a sense for it. Transcendental reduction, on the other hand, 

focuses on consciousness in its purity; it focuses on the constitutive functions of the 

transcendental consciousness in which both the object and the empirical subject are 
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constituted entities. Hence, the traditional subject-object distinction does not apply to the 

transcendental domain, for “subject” and “object” are already derivative terms which are 

rendered possible and comprehensible by transcendental consciousness alone 

(Levinas, 1963/1995, p. 35). It is true that Husserl often speaks of transcendental 

subjectivity, but one must not simply equate it with the “subject” in the traditional sense. 

Unlike phenomenological psychology, which focuses on consciousness in terms of its 

own regional essences and thus asks no questions about other domains (e.g., physical 

existence), transcendental phenomenology, as a global enterprise, views consciousness 

as a condition of possibility for all sorts of being (Zahavi, 2009, p. 257). It is for this 

reason that the West Coast interpreters fall short of grasping the genuine sense of 

“transcendental,” for they understand Husserl’s philosophy as a discipline that has 

completely nothing to say about the transcendent world. This is not to suggest that the 

West Coast interpreters simply confuse phenomenological philosophy and 

phenomenological psychology, since they are well aware of their distinction (e.g., Smith 

& McIntyre, 1982, p. 97). Rather, they seem to be insensitive to Husserl’s dissolution of 

the inner-outer and the subject-object dichotomies when claiming that phenomenology 

excludes everything transcendent in order to focus on the mental representation. In the 

end, the entire internalism-externalism debate may be unsuitable for phenomenology, 

since both schools are bound to the inner-outer distinction which is inadequate from the 

transcendental point of view (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012, p. 142).  

It is worth noting that Husserl further radicalized his view about 

phenomenological psychology at the time he wrote the Crisis, the last piece of his life’s 

work. Simply put, phenomenological psychology can never be a standalone discipline; it 

must be strictly viewed as parallel to transcendental phenomenology. Without the latter, 

even phenomenological psychology cannot claim its status as the pure science of 

psyche. Even though the human ego and the transcendental ego are different, and even 

though it is the empirical psychological experience that concerns the psychologist, the 

human ego is always itself a transcendental ego. Without seeing the constitutive function 

of the transcendental subjectivity, and without grasping that “everything mundane 

[including the human ego] has its transcendental correlates” (p.264), psychology can 

never reach a state of purity, for it simply misses the most fundamental feature of the 

object of its own investigation. Eventually, there is no pure psychology if it remains a 

positive science: “There is only a transcendental psychology, which is identical with 
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transcendental philosophy” (p. 257). Therefore, the transformation of the psychological 

reduction into the transcendental one should be taken as a necessary task rather than 

something chosen freely by the psychologist.   

Since Husserl’s death in 1938, psychology has undergone changes within the 

discipline. In addition to what is widely known as the “cognitive revolution,” through 

which psychology has arguably become a branch of the interdisciplinary cognitive 

science, we have seen the continuous rise of the qualitative approaches19 to 

understanding the human psychological life, in which phenomenology also finds its 

place. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to thoroughly examine the contemporary 

applications of the phenomenological insight and method in psychology. But to mention 

a few, the connection between phenomenology and psychology has been discussed and 

applied in qualitative psychology (Giorgi, 2009, 2012; Kockelmans, 1987; Wertz, 2015), 

eidetic psychology (Wertz, 2010), psychiatry (Spiegelberg, 1972), neuroscience 

(Gallagher & Brøsted Sørensen, 2006; Varela, 1996; Varela et al., 1991/2016), and the 

philosophy of mind (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012). Some of the current works attempt to be 

faithful to Husserl’s original view as much as possible, while others have to a certain 

extent modified his methodological procedures and apply whatever is useful to suit the 

particular research process. I shall only consider the status of phenomenology in 

contemporary qualitative psychology. Specifically, I briefly discuss the existing debate 

about whether psychologists should strictly follow Husserl’s insight and whether the 

epoché and reduction are central to the phenomenological inquiry.  

According to Giorgi (2009, 2012), following Husserl, psychologists who want to 

identify their studies as phenomenological must begin by assuming the correct attitude, 

namely, the attitude of phenomenological reduction.20 Phenomenological researchers 

 
19 The notion of “qualitative psychology” here does not necessarily refer to the contemporary 
methodological framework represented by a set of well-defined research techniques; rather, it 
simply means non-numerically and non-quantitatively based psychological research. As such, the 
psychological inquiries found in philosophical writings, as well as in the works of many early 
psychologists, may also be characterized as qualitative (Giorgi, 2009).  
20 To be fair, Giorgi does not strictly follow Husserl’s verdict that psychology must eventually 
become phenomenology, and he attempts to modify Husserl’s philosophical method to meet the 
scientific requirements imposed on psychology (see Giorgi, 2009, pp. 94-137). Moreover, Giorgi’s 
(2012, p. 4) interpretation of the reduction, according to which the psychologist should resist 
positing the experienced object and state of affairs as existing, appears to misunderstand 
Husserl’s original view. The reduction is meant to make one see the object as an objective 
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must carefully inspect the phenomenon and qualitative data presented to them, usually 

the experiential descriptions provided by their subjects. All interpretations are to be 

avoided for the sake of preserving the meaning of the original experience described by 

the subject. In other words, the researcher should only focus on the description of the 

subject’s experience itself rather than viewing it as a description given by a person with, 

say, a high degree of anxiety from the very beginning. Then the eidetic method is 

employed to discern and describe the precise meaning of the subject’s intentional 

experience. The same method can also be applied to an identified group of subjects in 

order to gain insights into the essential feature of experience shared by those subjects in 

general (see Wertz, 2015, in which the author examines and describes the general 

psychological structure of the victimized population). Of course, as stated in the last 

section, the results generated by the eidetic analysis are not fixed, and further 

investigations are often important to correct or improve previous findings.  

It is certain that phenomenological psychology, as an eidetic science of human 

consciousness, has its limits. Phenomenological psychology is first and foremost not a 

factual discipline, so it does not generate any knowledge with respect to the empirical 

domain. Psychologists should not expect phenomenology to directly inform them in 

constructing hypotheses, testing, inference, and so on. Moreover, phenomenology is not 

a practical discipline, which means that it can only guide those practical applications, 

such as in psychotherapy, nursing, counselling, etc., through its eidetic insights rather 

than providing models, calculations, explanations, etc. (Wertz, 2015). As Husserl 

suggests, phenomenological psychology is the universal ground of empirical inquiries, 

but it is not itself an empirical enterprise. Phenomenological psychology never attempts 

to replace empirical psychology, and it is the latter that is usually important to 

psychologists who aim to firmly understand psychical processes in terms of their 

explanations and predictions.  

Giorgi’s approach is to a large degree Husserlian, even to the extent that it has 

been criticized for failing to provide any innovative insight (Zahavi, 2019, p. 127). Zahavi 

(2021), in contrast, argues that the epoché and the reduction can be safely ignored by 

the psychologist. For one thing, many psychologists and even philosophers fail to grasp 

the true meaning of reduction and simply equate it with Husserl’s notion of 

 
correlate of consciousness through the revelation of the interdependence between mind and 
world; it does not change the existential status of the object itself.  
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“presuppositionlessness,” which had already been proposed in Logical Investigations 

before the notions of “epoché” and “reduction” were introduced. The epoché is meant to 

suspend the natural attitude inherent in all positive sciences in order to thematize and 

evaluate it from a philosophical attitude, yet for a descriptive approach to be 

presuppositionless it does not have to use the epoché to disregard the theoretical 

interpretation in order to focus on “things themselves.” For another, phenomenology has 

its own theoretical and metaphysical implications, which various psychological studies 

may find useful without strictly following Husserl’s methodological framework. Those 

studies may still be characterized as phenomenological even though they make no 

reference to the epoché and the reduction. As Spiegelberg remarks, quoted by Zahavi 

(2021), the descriptive investigation of the life-world would actually prosper if one were 

“freed from the technicalities of Husserl’s language and from his assumptions” 

(Spiegelberg, 1972, p. 366). Moreover, it must be kept in mind that Husserl discussed 

his phenomenological psychology not only as a scientific discipline, but, more 

importantly, as a propaedeutics for approaching transcendental phenomenology.  

I share this view with Zahavi and Spiegelberg. Phenomenology has more to 

teach psychology than epoché and reduction. Psychological research does not have to 

employ the reduction in order to be identified as phenomenologically based. Not only is 

phenomenology not a fixed doctrine, as many philosophers with different perspectives 

claim to be phenomenologists, but Husserl’s own view has also undergone profound 

modification throughout his philosophical career, though he labels his study 

“phenomenological” all along. Besides, the notion of reduction is closely tied to the 

notions of “transcendental,” “constitution,” “absolute,” etc., all of which have complex 

philosophical underpinnings and hence may be easily misunderstood by those who are 

not specialized in Husserl’s philosophy. This is not to suggest that psychologists should 

not make use of the epoché and the reduction. Rather, psychologists need not burden 

themselves with Husserl’s complex philosophical framework, which is developed more 

for the sake of revolutionizing philosophy than establishing a scientific psychology.  

All that being said, however, I do believe that the reduction, if its meaning is 

properly grasped, can only benefit psychology and take it a stage further. The reduction 

opens up the possibility of entering a new domain that has been blocked for too long; it 

opens the gate to the things themselves for those who are lost in naturalism. Husserl’s 

phenomenology still remains the purest form as a method of knowledge given its full 
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respect for the phenomena themselves and their contents (Buytendijk, 1987, p. 34). The 

Husserlian-phenomenological method can be adopted and applied by psychologists in 

various research practices. But, more importantly, phenomenology, with its use of the 

universal epoché and reduction, helps form a genuine critical attitude about psychology 

as a whole. Such an attitude is not merely that which is adopted to be critical about any 

particular theoretical or practical work assumed by psychologists. Rather, it forms a 

universal attitude from which I can endlessly attempt to purge my naïve worldviews in 

order to better understand myself, ourselves, the world, and our coexistence. 

Despite the technical expansions of natural science, Husserl urged us to 

thematize the meaning of our conscious lives and the life-world in which we reside. 

Phenomenological psychologists will fail to see their self-constitution if they do not 

become transcendental phenomenologists themselves. But they also have to see the 

need for constant alterations from the natural attitude to the transcendental attitude, and 

from the transcendental attitude back to its natural counterpart. Transcendental 

phenomenology will become only an empty subject if it never reaches back to mundane 

human life. As Merleau-Ponty (1945/2012, p. lxxvii) remarks, “the most important lesson 

of the reduction is the impossibility of a complete reduction.” This does not amount to the 

rejection of the reduction per se or that it can never be performed, but to point out its 

endless and infinite character. The human life and the transcendental life are always 

entangled, but through the reduction we can always distance ourselves for a moment by 

putting the world and our own empirical selves into the bracket in order to see what it 

means to be human beings as beings in the world. All these – the thematization of the 

life-world, the revival of the meaning of our life, the ego’s self-constitution and self-

understanding, the bracketing of the naïve attitude and its return, and the formation of 

the transcendental attitude from which the inseparableness between the ego and the 

world is revealed – can and should be taken seriously by psychologists. Psychology has 

its role to play in forming a new way of self-understanding in our time, and it will fail its 

mission if it remains a mere factual science (Buytendijk, 1987, p. 44). If phenomenology 

teaches us something, it all eventually comes to a single word, namely, “attitude.” 

Chapter Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed Husserl’s methodological framework, specifically his 

various approaches of transcendental reduction, eidetic analysis, and phenomenological 
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psychology. The Cartesian approach, through which the immediate self-givenness of 

transcendental subjectivity is disclosed in just one step by annulling all position-takings 

with respect to the transcendent world, faces the problem that the transcendental ego 

may be interpreted as solipsistic and in isolation from the world. Recognizing this 

difficulty, Husserl introduced a new approach that takes the concrete life-world as a point 

of departure in which transcendental subjectivity and its constitutive functionality are 

revealed only in relation to the world. The life-world itself, which is presupposed by all 

scientific and practical praxes, can be thematized and described by transcendental 

phenomenology.  

As an eidetic philosophy, phenomenology brackets the factuality of the object 

under investigation and conceives it as a pure possibility among other possibilities. The 

purpose of the eidetic analysis is to discern the invariant structure of the object without 

which the object is unthinkable. As such, phenomenology shows no interest in factual or 

empirical research techniques such as introspection. It also does not aim to reach 

empirical generalization through an inductive method. For instance, the insight that all 

consciousness has its essential intentional structure is not gained inductively through 

empirical observation, which can only generate contingent knowledge; rather, it is gained 

through a special act of reflection in which intentionality is revealed as the essential and 

necessary feature of all consciousness.21 In the eidetic analysis, the phenomenologist 

imaginatively varies the object in order to strip away the unessential qualities of the 

object in order to search for its invariant structure. Husserl differentiated the 

morphological essence from the exact essence, and he argued that the former can only 

be grasped as something vague and hence cannot be imposed the same kind of 

exactness found in the latter. Contrary to the view held by those who are sceptical about 

the phenomenological method, the results generated by eidetic analysis are neither 

infallible nor incorrigible, and phenomenological study is open to further refinement and 

intersubjective corroboration for its validation.  

Husserl developed phenomenological psychology as a propaedeutics for 

approaching transcendental phenomenology. Phenomenological psychology is 

conceived by him as an eidetic discipline serving as the theoretical foundation for all 

 
21 In chapter 3, I showed Husserl’s notion of “hyletic data” which are non-intentional sensory 
components of experience. But even these sensory data cannot stand alone and isolated from 
the intentional experience as a whole.  
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empirical psychological inquiries. The psychological reduction is employed to suspend 

every extrapsychic positing and to view the world only as lived by the subject. 

Psychological reduction is different from the transcendental reduction in that it still 

maintains a natural attitude from which psychologists still view themselves as concrete 

human beings in the world. A “Copernican 180° turn” is used to transform the 

psychological reduction into the transcendental reduction, through which even the 

human ego and its empirical conscious life are viewed as constituted in the absolute, 

transcendental subjectivity. The psychological discoveries are thus given their 

transcendental significance. Eventually, Husserl argued that even phenomenological 

psychology cannot stand as a pure psychology. The constitutive features of the pure ego 

and the transcendental correlates of everything mundane must be recognized and 

investigated by psychology, and hence psychology must in the end become 

transcendental phenomenology.  

Given that the central concern of this chapter is with phenomenological 

methodology, it is worth articulating the status of the notion of “method” peculiar to 

Husserl’s philosophical system. Indeed, if there is something that separates 

phenomenology from other philosophical approaches, and if there is a defining feature of 

phenomenology in its totality, it is fundamentally its method. However, one has to 

recognize that the “method” characterizing the uniqueness of phenomenology should by 

no means be understood in the mundane sense of the term. The phenomenological 

method is not a method that is to be placed among other worldly methods whose 

performance is unavoidably inherent in the adoption of natural attitude. In fact, it is 

precisely a method that transcends the world through suspending the natural attitude in 

order to understand it and bring it back into the absolute flow of transcendental life. 

Hence, any attempt to interpret phenomenology through the methodological procedures 

similar to those we find in mundane investigations will be doomed to fail to adequately 

grasp its true thematic. As Fink (1933/2000), Husserl’s student and assistant, states in 

his defense of Husserl against the Neo-Kantian critiques, a mundane or natural attitude’s 

reading of phenomenology is extremely problematic. Not only that it causes someone to 

misinterpret phenomenology, which Husserl calls “transcendental idealism” (Husserl, 

1931/1960, p. 86), as falling back into a form of subjective idealism or psychologism, 

according to which all forms of objectivity are ultimately rooted in the mundane form of 

human subjectivity, but it also promotes the false belief that phenomenology is able to 
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generate mundane knowledge about the human ego that is of central concern to 

psychologists. Despite this, phenomenology, with its critical assessment of naturalism 

and philosophical insights into the notion of subjectivity, can make great contributions to 

psychology, so long as the mundane subjectivity is comprehended as having a 

constituted meaning in terms of its worldliness and finitude, the subjectivity as a self-

constituted objectification of infinite transcendental subjectivity. Consequently, as stated 

in the introductory chapter, I think Merleau-Ponty understands phenomenology correctly, 

that is, phenomenology should be seen as a “style” of philosophizing which is in a 

constant movement rather than an inflexible doctrine with a set of fixed positive 

methodical procedures.  
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Conclusion 

As a philosophical tradition originated by Husserl more than a century ago, 

phenomenology still has a lot to teach us. Its insights continue to be widely discussed in 

ongoing philosophical and theoretical debates, and its methods are applied in scientific 

research. In this thesis, I discussed three major themes of Husserl’s phenomenology: its 

critique of naturalism, analysis of intentionality, and method of understanding 

consciousness. All three themes are closely related to psychology, which according to 

Husserl is the science of the universal structures of psychical phenomena. The critique 

of naturalism is important for psychology insofar as the latter identifies itself as a natural 

science; the analysis of intentionality is important since it focuses on the most universal 

structure pertaining to all acts of consciousness; the discussion of Husserl’s 

methodological framework is important for it explores a new possibility of constructing 

psychology and discusses how psychology and philosophy can be brought together.  

In Chapter 2, I presented Husserl’s historical analysis of naturalism, including his 

evaluation of the mathematization of nature initiated since Galileo and its impact on 

philosophy, such as Descartes’ construction of the substance dualism and the 

development of transcendentalism contributed by Berkeley, Hume and Kant. I also 

discussed Husserl’s criticism of psychologism, which can also be applied to the critique 

of empiricism in general. The natural attitude is thematized in Husserl’s Ideas I and is 

suspended through a special method which he calls epoché, which renders possible the 

transcendental attitude from which the world is seen as purely as a constituted correlate 

of transcendental subjectivity. As a result, transcendental subjectivity in its immediate 

and apodictic self-givenness is revealed as an absolute being upon which all physical 

entities are dependent. The absolute consciousness is not a part of nature, since nature 

itself is an objective correlate of consciousness. Naturalistic psychology, which 

conceives the conscious experience as a natural event or simply disregards it in favor of 

the indirect fixation of psychological facts, is also subject to Husserl’s critique. 

Naturalistic psychology fails to do justice to original consciousness for its own sake, and 

hence it cannot claim the scientific status of being a science of mind at all. 

Consequently, Husserl called for a new psychology that investigates consciousness in 

terms of its own essence, i.e., consciousness in terms of its intentionality approached 

from a phenomenological standpoint. 
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Chapter 3 addressed how Husserl analyzed the intentional structure of 

consciousness. The early Husserl emphasized the mind-transcendence of the intended 

object, which means that the intended object is not contained in the act of 

consciousness as an intramental entity. At this stage of his philosophical career, Husserl 

still granted the mind-independence of transcendent objects. However, after the 

transcendental turn was made, Husserl attempted to develop a view that explains the 

object in terms of the act of consciousness alone. The transcendence of the object must 

be seen as constituted by transcendental subjectivity, and it can only be understood as 

“transcendence in immanence.” The notions of “noesis” and “noema” were introduced as 

the real (reell) component of consciousness and its ideal correlative, respectively. The 

meaning of noema is open to various interpretations, among which I favored the so-

called East Coast interpretation according to which the noema is the object viewed from 

an abstract, i.e., phenomenological, attitude. This interpretation implies that 

phenomenological reduction does not entail the exclusion of the transcendent world and 

the revelation of the internal mental representation. Instead, the reduction is meant to 

suspend all naïve positings in order to thematize the world and understand it from a 

phenomenological attitude. This interpretation of noema and reduction suggests that 

phenomenology does not share the doctrine of internalism and methodological 

solipsism.  

In Chapter 4, I discussed Husserl’s various approaches of transcendental 

reduction, its eidetic character, and phenomenologically based psychology. Trying to 

overcome the potential difficulty caused by the Cartesian style of reduction, Husserl 

introduced the new approach which begins with the concrete life-world. Transcendental 

subjectivity is revealed through investigating the how of the life-world pregivenness. 

Instead of grasping the transcendental subjectivity in a single step of the epoché, the 

phenomenologist inquires into the particular region of the life-world and discloses its 

constitution. Using the method of eidetic variation, phenomenology and 

phenomenological psychology aim to discern and describe the invariant feature of the 

phenomenological experience under investigation. Both disciplines are not to be 

characterized as factual sciences but only as sciences of pure essence. The distinction 

between psychological reduction and transcendental reduction was also discussed. 

Whereas the former is employed to suspend everything extrapsychic, the latter brackets 

the conscious life of the empirical ego as well for the sake of entering the transcendental 
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domain, in which both subject and object are constituted by and derivative from absolute 

consciousness. Husserl eventually argued that it is necessary to transform the 

psychological reduction into the transcendental one in order to see the genuine 

constitutive functions of the transcendental ego. In other words, phenomenological 

psychology, developed as a pure science of the psyche, must eventually become 

transcendental phenomenology.  

I briefly discussed the debate about whether one should follow Husserl’s last 

verdict and whether applied phenomenological studies must carry out the reduction. I 

argued that psychologists do not need to burden themselves with the technical concepts 

of Husserl’s philosophy, although a clear and accurate understanding of the epoché and 

the reduction will only benefit psychology. Phenomenology can not only help build 

positive research processes with or without the use of epoché and reduction; it can also 

enable psychologists to form a universally critical attitude that uproots the philosophical 

and theoretical naiveties underlying their empirical inquiries. If we follow Husserl, the 

transcendental reduction is also only one step away from the psychological reduction, 

requiring a “Copernican 180° turn” to transform the psychologist into a phenomenologist. 

To be sure, this does not mean that psychologists, even those equipped with the 

transcendental attitude, must perform philosophical investigations. In his Encyclopaedia 

Britannica article, Husserl (1997b, pp. 193–194) offers an extremely ambitious outlook of 

transcendental phenomenology. Transcendental phenomenology, in his view, is able to 

synthesize and reconcile traditional antithetical views without appealing to a dialectical 

method. All contrasting philosophical doctrines, e.g., rationalism and empiricism, realism 

and idealism, relativism and absolutism, subjectivism and objectivism, etc., are included 

in the phenomenological framework, and each is granted some truth but also critiqued 

for its inadequacy. All these tasks are not necessarily of interest to psychologists. 

However, phenomenology offers a new way of seeing the close relation between 

psychology and philosophy, and it helps psychologists see the genuine philosophical 

significance of their investigations.  
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