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The rigor of science requires that we distinguish
well the undraped figure of nature from the bright
vesture with which we clothe it at our pleasure.

—Heinrich Hertz

 

Mathematics and mathematical science, as a garb of ideas
… encompasses everything which, for scientists and the
educated generally, represents the lifeworld, dresses it up
as “objectively actual and true” nature.
It is through the garb of ideas that we take
for true being what is actually a method.

—Edmund Husserl
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Simple citations of Husserl’s works are included in the body of the text (e.g., C, 66 / H VI, 67). The English translation is given first, in the form of an abbreviation of its title followed by the page number. Where appropriate, the reference to the standard German edition of Husserl’s works, Husserliana, is given after the slash with the letter H, followed by the volume number in roman numerals and the page number. For Husserl’s Logos article of 1910, “Philosophie als Strenge Wissenschaft,” the Berlinger edition is cited (PSW). The unpublished English translation by Dorion Cairns, “Philosophy as a Strict Science” (PSS), is used and cited for the English quotations of this work. But because the Cairns translation is not complete, the Quentin Lauer translation, “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science” (PRS), is sometimes used. The abbreviations for the English titles of Husserl’s major works are as follows:






	C
	The Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology



	CM
	Cartesian Meditations



	EJ
	Experience and Judgment



	FTL
	Formal and Transcendental Logic



	ID I
	Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy, volume I



	ID II
	Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy, volume II



	ID III
	Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy, volume III



	IP
	The Idea of Phenomenology



	LI I
	Logical Investigations, book I



	LI II
	Logical Investigations, book II



	POA
	Philosophy of Arithmetic



	PP
	Phenomenological Psychology



	PRS
	“Philosophy as a Rigorous Science”



	PSS
	“Philosophy as a Strict Science”



	PSW
	Philosophie als Strenge Wissenschaft





I have also made in-text citations of a number of classic works from the philosophical tradition, for instance, Plato’s Republic and John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Because so many editions of these works are now available, I could not assume that my readers use the same edition I use, and therefore I could not assume that my page numbers align with theirs. References are made to book, chapter, and section in most cases; for Plato and Aristotle I use the page numbers of the canonical Greek texts, which appear in the margins of most English translations of their works. The following abbreviations are also used in the text:






	Enquiry
	An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Hume)



	Essay
	An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Locke)



	PA
	Posterior Analytics (Aristotle)



	Republic
	The Republic (Plato)






INTRODUCTION

……………………………..

In an article titled “Husserl’s Phenomenology and Scientific Realism” Joseph Rouse notes that “those philosophers of science at all familiar with Husserl tend to associate him with views akin to instrumentalism, which has been largely discredited today; he is therefore thought to be of historical interest at best.”1 It is not difficult to find evidence in support of this statement. In his comments on a paper by John Compton, for instance, Ernan McMullin refers to Husserl’s orientation in the philosophy of science as “broadly instrumentalist.”2 This orientation was due, McMullin surmises, to the fact that “Husserl shared the generally positivist understanding of natural science in the middle Europe of his day.”3 Gary G. Gutting, in his article titled “Husserl and Scientific Realism,” holds that Husserl’s position on science in the Galileo analysis of the Crisis is “anti-realist.” Furthermore, he takes Husserl’s antirealism to be based upon certain theses about the nature of empirical science often associated with positivism.4 In his article “Husserl’s Later Philosophy of Natural Science” Patrick A. Heelan also claims that Husserl was an antirealist with respect to scientific theories.5 In his contribution to The Cambridge Companion to Husserl, Herman Philipse takes it that Husserl’s philosophy of science, following Bishop Berkeley and Ernst Mach, was clearly instrumentalist.6

1. HUSSERL: REALIST OR INSTRUMENTALIST?

Indeed, there seems to be a consensus in the secondary literature that Husserl’s understanding of science was deeply indebted to the positivism of his day and thus inclined toward an instrumentalist interpretation of scientific theories. “Husserl’s approach to the sciences of nature,” remarks Aurelio Rizzacasa, “with its idea of the objectivity of principles and its insistence on induction and verification, is very close to positivism in spite of the fact that he has rejected its philosophical consequences.”7 In his comparison of Husserl’s and Heidegger’s philosophies of science, Theodore J. Kisiel claims that “the favorite theses of logical positivism in its nadir of instrumentalism and operationalism still seem to lurk behind Husserl’s formulations of his own phenomenological positivism: the empty language of mathematics is applied to the invariant mass of the lifeworld merely in order to acquire a measure of predictive control over it. Physical theories are thus reduced to merely an abstract interlude and useful complication in our practical concerns, and therefore can be suppressed at any time without the loss of any real knowledge.”8

Such interpretations of Husserl’s philosophy of science are not without foundation in the Husserlian corpus. One of the major theses of the positivist philosophy of science is that scientific theories do not aim at giving us a literally true account of the unobservable deep structure of nature, but rather sophisticated symbolic machinery for generating useful predictions about observable phenomena within nature. It would seem that Husserl agrees. In the “Prolegomena” to the Logical Investigations, he claims that those involved in the empirical sciences are “more concerned with practical results and mastery than with essential insight” (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, B 253). In Ideas I he points out that the utility of physics consists in the fact that “any cognition in physics serves as an index to the course of possible experiences with the things pertaining to the senses and their occurrences found in those experiences. It serves, therefore, to orient us in the world of current experience in which we all live and act” (ID I, 85 / H III 1, 83; translation modified). In the laws of the physical sciences, “the functional co-variation of empirical phenomena are generalized and fixed with exact, mathematical precision.… Thus one can outline the empirical regularities of the practical life-world which are to be expected. In other words, if one has the formula [i.e., the law], one already possesses, in advance, the practically desired prediction of what is to be expected with empirical certainty in the intuitively given world of concretely actual life, in which mathematics is merely a special praxis” (C, 43 / H VI, 43).

Furthermore, in the Crisis, Husserl claims that the objective correlates of the mathematical laws of the physical sciences do not really exist. For the proper objects of such laws are idealized, mathematical objects, not real physical things. The “essential principle” behind Galilean physics, indeed, behind modern mathematical physics in general, is that nature is, in itself, mathematical (C, 53 / H VI, 53). In the science of Galileo, we can already detect, Husserl claims, the “surreptitious substitution of the mathematically substructed world of idealities for the only real world, the one that is actually given through perception, that is ever experienced and experienceable—our everyday life-world” (C, 48–49 / H VI, 48–49). Here, however, the practitioners of modern science have been “misled into taking these formulae and their formula meaning for the true being of nature itself” (C, 43–44 / H VI, 43). In this way nature as it appears to us in sensuous intuition gets demoted to the status of “mere appearance,” while nature as it is projected in the physical sciences is dignified by such honorific titles as “objective world,” “true being,” and “nature in itself” (C, 29 / H VI, 27). They fail to realize that

the “objective” world is a mere ideal construct, developed for the sake of making exact laws possible. Mathematics and mathematical science, as a garb of ideas … encompasses everything which, for scientists and the educated generally, represents the life-world, dresses it up as “objectively actual and true” nature. It is through the garb of ideas that we take for true being what is actually a method—a method which is designed for the purpose of progressively improving, in infinitum, through “scientific” predictions the rough predictions which are the only ones originally possible within the sphere of what is actually experienced and experienceable in the life-world. (C, 51–52 / H VI, 52)

The phenomenological critique of modern mathematical physics, then, is to expose the objective physical world for the construct it is by recourse to the mental processes of abstraction and idealization by which it was constituted. “What Husserl criticized about science,” Heelan points out, “was not that it used mathematical models but that, (generally) led by a false metaphysics, it (generally) mistook them for reality.”9

In light of the above, there would seem to be at least strong prima facie evidence for the position that Husserl’s philosophy of science is committed to some form of instrumentalism. Husserl characterizes the laws of the physical sciences as nothing more than sophisticated instruments of prediction; and he claims that the proper objects of the laws of those sciences enjoy, at best, an ideal, mathematical existence, not a real, physical existence. In some important sense the physical sciences do not describe the real world.

Nonetheless, there are a number of Husserl interpreters who would claim that Husserl’s phenomenology is consistent with a realistic construal of the physical sciences. Francis J. Zucker states that the phenomenological method takes a “basically realist stance” on science and thus rejects all forms of instrumentalism.10 Joseph Rouse maintains that Husserl “would not use his account of idealization as an argument for anti-realism about theoretical entities.”11 Furthermore, Husserl’s phenomenology on the whole is “consistent” with the implicit realism of the practicing physical scientist.12 In line with these views, Gail Soffer claims that “a consistent development of Husserl’s thought does not lead to instrumentalism, but to an epistemically sophisticated version of realism.”13

A middle position has been developed by Charles W. Harvey. He admits that “there is a definite strain in his [Husserl’s] thinking toward an instrumentalistic position in the philosophy of science.”14 But, he claims, Husserl’s instrumentalism is “moderate” and only “provisional.”15 This is because Husserl denies real physical existence only to those entities that are imperceptible in principle. But many of the entities that now pass for theoretical entities because they are currently imperceptible may become perceptible in the future with the technological advance of scientific instrumentation. They are imperceptible only in fact, not in principle. In section 52 of Ideas I, it appears that Husserl classifies such theoretical entities as atoms and ions among those things that are imperceptible in principle. Here, however, Husserl “was victim to the historical contingencies surrounding the vision of egos.”16 With the invention of the cloud chamber, it is now possible to perceive ions, Harvey claims. Thus what was formerly posited as a theoretical entity is no longer such. Many of the entities posited as theoretical at one point in time may at some later point in time become perceptible by means of the appropriate instruments. Since Husserl allows for the real physical existence of entities that may at this point be imperceptible—but are not in principle imperceptible—his instrumentalism is only provisional.

Clearly the question of Husserl’s instrumentalism remains largely unsettled in the secondary literature. There is little agreement on the question of whether Husserl’s philosophy of science is committed to instrumentalism or realism, or in what sense it is committed to instrumentalism or realism. In addition to providing a general orientation to Husserl’s philosophy of science, the chief aim of this study is to make a contribution to the resolution of this issue by taking up in depth the problem of theoretical existence in Husserl’s philosophy of the physical sciences. My primary thesis will be that Husserl was indeed an instrumentalist, but that his instrumentalism is restricted to an interpretation of scientific laws, not theories. His phenomenolgy is in fact consistent with a realistic construal of scientific theories.

2. LAWS AND THEORIES

In his introductory essay to The Structure of Scientific Theories, Frederick Suppe claims that within the philosophy of science, the problem of the “nature and structure of scientific theories” has preeminence, since “theories are the vehicle of scientific knowledge.”17 “It is only a slight exaggeration,” he continues, “to claim that a philosophy of science is little more than an analysis of theories and their roles in the scientific enterprise.”18 The overriding concern within the Anglo-American secondary literature on Husserl’s philosophy of science about the question of Husserl’s instrumentalism reflects Suppe’s conviction that the theory of scientific theory is central to the philosophy of science. Thus the question of whether Husserl’s philosophy of science is committed to a realist or an instrumentalist interpretation of scientific theories is quite understandably the first question that will be addressed to Husserl within anglophone circles. My intention in this study to give an answer to this question that is both intelligible within the contemporary Anglo-American discussion of science and faithful to Husserl’s phenomenological approach to science.

Because my thesis hangs upon the distinction between laws and theories, it would be prudent at the outset to indicate in a rough and preliminary way what I have in mind by this distinction. Scientific laws specify the functional interdependence of quantified physical variables. As such, their intent is to capture lawlike regularities in the behavior of empirical phenomena.19 Galileo’s law of free-falling bodies, which determines the velocity of free-falling bodies as a function of lapse time, and Boyle’s law, which specifies the pressure of a gas as a function of temperature and volume, are examples of such laws. They state how empirical objects behave. Free-falling bodies accelerate at a rate proportional to the square of the elasped time of their fall; the pressure of a gas within a given container is inversely proportional to the volume of that container. But laws do not explain why empirical objects behave the way they in fact do. Scientific theories are developed and proposed in order to provide just such an explanation. Typically, theories explain by postulating unobservable entities that causally interact in such a way as to produce the regular behavior of empirical objects captured in scientific laws. For the law of free-falling bodies there is the theory of gravitational force; for the gas laws there is kinetic theory. As Bas C. van Fraassen characterizes the “generally accepted” account of theories, “theories account for the phenomena (which means, the observable processes and structures) by postulating other processes and structures not directly accessible to observation.”20 Others agree. The causal interaction of the entities postulated by the theory, writes Richard N. Boyd, are to “explain the predicted regularities in the behavior of observable phenomena.”21 Peter Kosso counts as a theory “any description of the unexperienced world that is part of what accounts for and helps us understand the experienced world.”22 Stathis Psillos, in his defense of scientific realism, states that theories “explain and predict observable phenomena by reference to unobserved phenomena.”23 This is the received view of the nature and role of scientific theories.

Realist and instrumentalist interpretations of scientific theories differ with respect to the semantic value they assign to theories and the ontological status they accord their corresponding objects. A realist account of scientific theories claims that scientific theories are intended to be true, and that theoretical terms are intended to refer to physical realities. Thus the evidence we have for the truth of a theory will at the same time move us to accept the existence of the entities as postulated by that theory. As Suppe puts it, scientific theories, if true, refer to “real but nonobservable physical entities or their attributes. For example, ‘electron jump’ as a term in VT [the theoretical vocabulary] refers to a behavioral characteristic of a nonobservable object, an electron, which really exists.”24

On the other hand, an instrumentalist will claim that the acceptance of a theory for scientific purposes does not at the same time commit one to believing that the theory is true.25 A scientific theory is not the kind of thing that is true or false.26 It is nothing more than a rule for generating conditional statements, laws, or predictions about empirical phenomena. The virtue of a theory is not its truth, but its “empirical adequacy” (i.e., its track record in generating true statements about observable states of affairs). Theories, if accepted, will be accepted on the basis of their empirical adequacy, their simplicity, their comprehensiveness, and the like. But the acceptance of a theory, on the instrumentalist account, does not at the same time commit one to the belief that the theory itself is true, that its theoretical terms refer, or that the entities it postulates exist.27 Here scientific theories have no semantic punch.

The logical positivist philosophy of science generally holds to an instrumentalist account of scientific theories.28 Theories are nothing but “axiomatic calculi,” which can be provided with a partial interpretation in an observational vocabulary by way of correspondence rules. As purely syntactical machinery, they serve only to enrich the scope and predictive power of those empirical generalizations known as scientific laws. The subsequent reaction against logical positivism followed upon the stunning developments in theoretical physics ever since the early twentieth century. It seemed that the only plausible explanation of such developments would have to provide scientific theories with a semantics of their own.

The distinction between laws and theories depends, accordingly, upon a bi-level analysis of science. Laws state in the language of mathematics the regular functional interdependencies between observable physical phenomena; theories seek to explain why such regularities hold by postulating unobservable entities and specifying their causal capacities. Laws make predictions possible; theories provide explanations. The realist-instrumentalist dispute within contemporary Anglo-American philosophy of science is to a large degree predicated upon the bi-level analysis of science. It is a dispute over the nature of theories, not laws. The key question is how best to construe the nature of theories, which go beyond what is observable in order to explain it. The instrumentalist insists that science ultimately refers only to that which is observable. Science does so in its laws, which are empirical generalizations over the behavior of observable phenomena. Theories are merely instruments that enhance the unity and the reach of these empirical generalizations. The realist holds that science refers not only to observable phenomena and processes, but also, in its theories, to unobservable entities and processes. The empirical adequacy of a theory provides grounds for believing that it is true and that the entities it postulates exist, not just that it is useful in making empirical predictions.

My interpretation of Husserl trades on this generally accepted distinction between scientific laws and scientific theories. I will claim that Husserl’s “instrumentalism” is in fact an interpretation of scientific laws, not theories. For that reason Husserl’s phenomenological critique of science does not speak directly to the contemporary debate within Anglo-American circles over the nature of scientific theories. Much of the confusion surrounding the interpretation of Husserl’s philosophy of science in the English secondary literature is in large part due to the assumption that in the Crisis, Husserl is addressing himself to the same set of issues that are being currently discussed by Anglo-American philosophers of science. Due to this hermeneutical indiscretion, the true import of Husserl’s claims about the nature of the physical sciences are subjected to not a little distortion and, in some cases, rendered thoroughly implausible. Part of the purpose of this study is to place Husserl’s phenomenological critique of science in its proper setting, and to demonstrate that, understood within this setting, it is entirely compatible with the theoretical dimensions of contemporary science.

What I will argue, in effect, is that Husserl’s phenomenology is consistent with a realistic construal of scientific theories. I will not, by way of addition, argue as a biographical fact that Husserl himself was inclined, or would have been inclined, to give a realistic construal of scientific theories; nor will I claim that Husserl made a clear distinction between laws and theories; nor will I claim that Husserl developed or even projected a phenomenology of theoretical entities as such. My thesis is more modest, more strictly conceptual in nature, and more concerned with the contemporary prospects of Husserlian phenomenology within the philosophy of science than with certain biographical facts surrounding the person of Husserl. I will argue only that, given the distinction between scientific theories and laws, Husserl’s stated phenomenological critique of modern mathematical physics is entirely compatible with a realistic interpretation of scientific theories. In the conclusion to this study, I will briefly indicate what resources are to be found in Husserl’s thought for a phenomenology of theoretical entities.

3. THE PLAN OF THIS STUDY

Like Gaul, this study of the problem of theoretical existence in Husserl’s philosophy of science is divided into three parts. Part 1, consisting of the first two chapters, provides a general overview of Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy of science. The first chapter identifies and situates Husserl’s idea of the basic structure of scientific knowledge within the tradition of philosophical reflection on the nature of science. It then proceeds to indicate how this idea was “idealized” in Husserl’s later theory of evidence. The second chapter follows Husserl in his attempt to gain phenomenological access to the ultimate foundation of the sciences. Part 2 anticipates certain initial objections that might be made against the thesis that Husserl’s phenomenology is consistent with a realistic construal of scientific theories. The first objection is based upon a certain interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth (chapter 3). If Husserl holds to an evidence theory of truth, and the existence of theoretical entities could never become evident in the required sense, then it could never be true that theoretical entities exist. The second objection is drawn from Husserl’s theory of rationality (chapter 4). If Husserl holds that we are justified in believing only that which is evident, and the existence of theoretical entities could never become evident, then we could never be justified in believing that theoretical entities exist. The third part argues directly for the main thesis of the study. In chapter 5 I maintain that Husserl’s “instrumentalism” is restricted to an interpretation of scientific laws, not theories, and that the things he denies exist in any physical sense are not theoretical entities but rather idealized objects. The last chapter, chapter 6, takes up the question of the possibility of the real existence of things that are imperceptible. More general questions pertaining to the compatibility of Husserl’s phenomenology with any form of realism are also raised and discussed.

Such are the conceptual parameters of this study. But there are, in addition, two material limitations. First, this study is largely confined to a reading of and reaction to the Anglo-American secondary literature on Husserl’s philosophy of science spanning the last fifty years. Second, this study is primarily based upon an analysis and interpretation of Husserl’s major published works. The second material limitation is based upon the first. Given the general unavailability of Husserl’s unpublished research manuscripts, the discussion of Husserl’s philosophy of science in the secondary literature is based almost exclusively upon Husserl’s major published works, most of which are available in English editions. Hence the as yet untranslated works of Husserl will play a secondary role in the discussion; the unpublished manuscripts, a tertiary role—they will appear, in German, in the notes.


PART ONE

……………………………………………..

Husserl’s Phenomenological Philosophy of Science


CHAPTER ONE

……………………………..

THE IDEA OF SCIENCE IN HUSSERL AND THE TRADITION

My chief task in this chapter will be to outline the contours of Husserl’s conception of the basic structure and defining characteristics of scientific knowledge. In doing so, I will first attempt to locate this conception within the tradition of philosophical reflection on the nature of science, taking Aristotle and Locke as key representatives of this tradition. I will then indicate the main features of Husserl’s understanding of empirical science. Finally, I will take into consideration certain passages from Husserl’s later works in which the traditional conception of science is explicitly converted into a regulative Idea, together with the implications of such a conversion for the epistemic status of the foundations of the eidetic disciplines, including phenomenology itself.1

The central thesis of this chapter is that Husserl takes over from the classical philosophical tradition the strong foundationalist account of scientific knowledge as a unified system of deductively interconnected necessary truths derived from self-evident universal and generic principles. In response to some of the standard objections to Husserl’s philosophy of science, however, it will be noted that he neither applies this account tout court to the empirical sciences in general nor to the physical sciences in particular.

The term “strong foundationalism” is taken from the literature of contemporary meta-epistemological research within Anglo-American philosophical circles. Most generally, it denotes a conception of the structure and properties a specified body of beliefs must have if it is to count as science, knowledge, or, at least, a body of justified beliefs. The guiding intuition of foundationalist epistemologies is that within a given cognitive structure, a distinction is to be drawn between beliefs that are based upon other beliefs, and beliefs that are not based upon other beliefs but are themselves basic. Some beliefs are founded; others will serve as the foundations. In the context of a theory of justified belief, a foundationalist will hold that while we are justified in holding some beliefs only on the basis of other beliefs, we are justified in holding basic beliefs without further ado. If we were not to recognize some beliefs as properly basic and held that for every belief we would be justified in holding it only on the basis of other beliefs, the process of justification could never be brought to proper closure. For any belief that served as the basis for another belief would in turn be based upon another belief and so on ad infinitum. Any point at which the process of justification was brought to a halt would be, strictly speaking, arbitrary, and no belief would be ultimately justified.

This foundationalist intuition is given clear expression by Husserl himself in the opening sections of the Cartesian Meditations, where he makes a distinction between mediate judgments and immediate judgments in connection with the idea of science. Mediate judgments are grounded on other judgments, whereas immediate judgments are grounded not upon other judgments, but upon the direct intuitive experience of the state of affairs judged (CM, 10 / H I, 51). Likewise, in Ideas I, Husserl speaks of “immediately evident judgments,” to which all other judgments ultimately refer back in the process of “mediate grounding” (ID I, 13 / H III 1, 18; see also ID I, 338 / H III 1, 326).

Strong foundationalism, as opposed to various forms of weak foundationalism, holds that only those beliefs that are certain, evident in the strongest sense, can count as properly basic. In Husserl’s understanding of the structure of scientific knowledge, this requirement of strong foundationalism represents an essential component of the idea of genuine science. For “genuine science and its own genuine freedom from prejudice require at the foundation of all proofs,” as Husserl has it in Ideas I, “immediately valid judgments which derive their validity [directly] from originally presentive intuitions” (ID I, 36 / H III 1, 42). In the introduction to Formal and Transcendental Logic, he asserts that the sciences, if they are to be genuine, must be grounded on a foundation that is “absolute” (FTL, 7 / H XVII, 6). In the First Meditation of the Cartesian Meditations, Husserl insists that the question of the beginning of science, the foundation, is the question of “those cognitions that are first in themselves and can support the whole storied edifice of universal knowledge” (CM, 14 / H I, 54). As such, these cognitions “must carry with them an absolute certainty, if advancing from them and constructing on their basis a science governed by the idea of a definitive system of knowledge … is to be capable of having any sense” (CM, 14 / H I, 55). For what the scientist demands of all principles is “absolute indubitability” (CM, 15 / H I, 55).2 As we will see in chapter 2 of this study, it is the specific task and overarching aim of phenomenology, as a transcendental first philosophy, to provide the sciences with a foundation that meets this requirement. Our concern here will be restricted to the strong foundationalist account of science, although there are many instances one could cite of strong foundationalism as, more generally, an account of knowledge or justified belief.

1. THE CLASSICAL IDEA OF SCIENCE

The use of the architectural metaphor of foundations in connection with the structure of science received its initial effective-historical impetus in the first of Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy. There the metaphor was employed to suggest that the edifice of scientific knowledge rests upon certain basic principles or foundations. If those foundations turned out to be weak, improperly laid, or in some important respect substandard, then any cognitive structure built upon them would inevitably collapse of its own accord. The task of the Meditations, then, was to secure the foundations of the sciences so that anything established within them would be both stable and lasting. In the Second and Fifth Meditations, Descartes located the first principle of the sciences in the clear and distinct perceptions of necessary truths, a principle that was established in the certitude of the cogito experience and guaranteed in the proof of the existence of a wholly good and all-powerful creator God. As such, the principle of rational insight into necessary truths was to supplant that of sense perception, which is obscure, sometimes unreliable, and, according to the argument of the Sixth Meditation, primarily fitted for the nonepistemic purposes of practical life.

But the formal structure of the strong foundationalist account of science had already been decisively articulated long before by Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics. I will refer to the core content of this early formulation of the conception of the structure of scientific knowledge as the “classical idea of science.” It was destined to become the dominant way of understanding the nature of science and displays a remarkable degree of conceptual tenacity to this day. Ensconced in the Scholastic concept of scientia, it managed to survive the flood of philosophical criticism directed against the Aristotelian-Scholastic tradition by the early modern philosophers, and immediately re-surfaced within the new setting of the Cartesian philosophy of the cogito. Not until 1899, with the “axiomatic turn” accomplished in David Hilbert’s formalism, did the classical idea meet a worthy contender within the circle of the formal disciplines, where it traditionally held sway.

According to Aristotle, a fact may be known, but it is not known scientifically unless and until it has been demonstrated from premises that are more general and better known. When such a demonstration has been carried out, we will know not only that a certain fact is the case, but why it is the case, the conclusion being related to the premises as effect to cause (PA, 71b20–22). But if the premises from which the initial demonstration proceeded are themselves to be known scientifically, they must in turn be demonstrated from other premises that are still more general and better known. Thus, at each level of discursive reasoning, the demand for a demonstration of the premises can be reiterated. But if the process of demonstration is not to become involved in an infinite regress, it must eventually terminate in premises that are themselves “indemonstrable” (72b19–22). These propositions will serve as the “axioms” of the system of demonstrative knowledge that is to be derived from them. They themselves are not demonstrable in terms of propositions that are more basic. Rather, they are grounded in an immediate rational insight (nous) into their truth. Propositions that serve as axioms are not known on the basis of other propositions that provide evidence for them. We hold these truths to be “self-evident.”

What holds for the order of propositions also holds for the order of concepts. Some concepts are defined on the basis of other concepts. The latter concepts can, in turn, be defined by other concepts. But if the process of definition is to come to an end, some concepts must themselves be basic and indefinable. The primitive concepts within a cognitive structure cannot be further defined, but are derived from an immediate rational insight into the generic essences of the object domain under consideration.

According to the Aristotelian conception, then, scientific knowledge is demonstrative knowledge. By virtue of its logical structure, all demonstrative knowledge ultimately rests upon a basis of indemonstrable first principles. If demonstrative knowledge is to count as knowledge, however, the first principles upon which it rests are not to be established on the basis of purely methodological desiderata; nor are they to be hypothetically postulated for subsequent testing. For then they would be uncertain and ultimately no better than mere opinion. Rather, the foundations of genuine science must be absolute. The first principles of a science are to possess the certainty that is achieved through the clear apprehension of the necessity of their truth. The science constructed on those first principles through the systematic derivation of all and only that which is entailed by the first principles will then be certain throughout. For the entire science will be exclusively composed of necessary truths about that which “cannot be otherwise.” And such is Aristotle’s position: “Scientific knowledge and its object differ from opinion and the object of opinion in that scientific knowledge is commensurately universal and proceeds by necessary connections, and that which is necessary cannot be otherwise. So though there are things which are true and real and yet can be otherwise, scientific knowledge clearly does not concern them … it is opinion that is concerned with that which may be true or false, and can be otherwise” (PA, 88b30–89a2).

In sum, the classical idea of science, as initially formulated by Aristotle, can be characterized in the following way: Science is a unified system of necessary truths deductively derived from self-evident first principles. The first principles of any science will be composed of universal principles that necessarily hold for all beings, generic principles that necessarily hold for all beings within the relevant genus, and the first principles of logic, presupposed by all demonstration.

2. THE IDEA OF SCIENCE IN HUSSERL’S PHENOMENOLOGY

It is clear from Husserl’s comments on the structure of science in both his earlier and later works that his position is in many respects in agreement with the classical tradition. In the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic,” Husserl states that to know something in the scientific sense is to know the grounds from which it is necessarily determined in the manner in question (LI I, 227 / H XVIII, B 231). That is, scientific knowledge is a matter of seeing how a certain state of affairs follows from certain laws and antecedent conditions. This, in fact, is what scientific explanation amounts to. To be able to say how something follows from certain laws and antecedent conditions is to be able to explain it. “Every explanatory interconnection is deductive” (LI I, 229 / H XVIII, B 233).

Scientific knowledge, then, according to Husserl, is grounded knowledge. It is achieved through a demonstration in which the fact to be scientifically known is deduced from antecedent conditions. For any state of affairs that we would claim to know scientifically, we must be in a position to show how it necessarily follows from other states of affairs. If, in turn, we are to claim to know these antecedent states of affairs scientifically, we must also be in a position to show how they follow from other states of affairs. The process of grounding knowledge is reiterable (CM, 10 / H I, 51). But it must eventually terminate in certain principles if it is to avoid either an infinite regress or a circularity (LI I, 116 / H XVIII, B 84). Such principles must be immediately known if they are to function as the first principles of science wherein all other propositions of the science are grounded. They themselves are groundless, if by “groundless” we simply mean that their truth is not apprehended on the basis of other propositions (LI I, 152 / H XVIII, B 134). Thus the very idea of science contains within itself the distinction between mediate and immediate judgments. Mediate judgments are ultimately grounded in a deductive fashion in immediate judgments. The immediate judgments are grounded not in other judgments, but in the direct intuitive experience of the states of affairs corresponding to them (CM, 10 / H I, 51).3

Although Husserl admits that the methods of science include much more than deductive thought sequences, he nonetheless holds the latter to be of central significance. All other methods employed in science, he maintains, are either substitutes for such arguments or “auxiliary devices” that “prepare, facilitate, ensure or render possible” subsequent thought sequences by which certain propositions are deductively grounded (LI I, 68 / H XVIII, B 23). Examples of the first class would be certain “algorithmic methods,” “whose peculiar function is to save as much genuine deductive mental work as possible by artificially arranged mechanical operations on sensible signs” (LI I, 69 / H XVIII, B 24). Also included here would be certain procedures by which objectively valid empirical judgments are obtained. Examples of the second class would include the disambiguation of terms, the development of a symbolic vocabulary, and classification. All such methods are pertinent to science only insofar as they ultimately relate to the deductive grounding of propositions, for “each actual advance in science is performed in an act of grounding [Begründung]” (LI I, 69 / H XVIII, B 24; translation modified).

A representative example of Husserl’s understanding of the basic structure of science can be found in connection with his comments on the problem of grounding the logical principles of deduction in the science of pure logic:

If, however, all proof rests on principles governing its procedure, and if its final justification involves an appeal to such principles, then we should either be involved in a circle or in an infinite regress if the principles of proof themselves required further proof, in a circle if the principles of proof used to justify the principles of proof were the same as the latter, in a regress if both sets of principles were repeatedly different. Plainly, therefore the demand for a fundamental justification of all mediate knowledge can only have a sense if we can both see and know certain ultimate principles on which all proof in the last instance rests. All principles which justify possible proofs must therefore be deductively inferable from certain last, immediately evident principles, so that even the principles of the deduction in question all themselves occur among such principles. (LI I, 116 / H XVIII, B 85)

All structures require an ultimate ground on which to stand.

It should be clear from the above that, for Husserl, an isolated bit of knowledge, no matter how evident, does not count as scientific knowledge. To be scientific, it must be incorporated into a unified system of grounds (LI I, 62 / H XVIII, B 14–15). “No truth,” Husserl maintains, “is … isolated in science: it occurs in combination with other truths in theoretical connections bound by relations of ground and consequent” (LI I, 173 / H XVIII, B 162). Any judgment that is to count as scientific must have its place in the order of grounds that pertain to a specific discipline (LI I, 63 / H XVIII, B 15). “The essence of science,” Husserl writes, “involves unity in the whole system of grounded validation: not only isolated pieces of knowledge, but their grounded validations themselves … must achieve systematic unity” (LI I, 62 / H XVIII, B 15). The type of systematic unity that is displayed in the structure of science is the “unity of demonstration” (LI I, 227, 229 / H XVIII, B 231, 233). And what constitutes this unity is the one basic proposition, or homogeneous set of propositions, from which all other propositions belonging to that science can be deduced. What makes science science, then, is an “ideal interconnection” (LI I, 225 / H XVIII, B 228) that is established through the systematic derivation of a body of propositions from one and the same proposition, or set of propositions (LII, 228 / H XVIII, B 232).4

Again, it must be emphasized that for Husserl, as well as Aristotle, these basic propositions are not to be accepted as hypotheses for subsequent testing, or postulated on the basis of purely methodological considerations. Rather, their truth must be self-evident. They must be certain, if the foundations of the sciences are to be secure. And the certainty that is located in the foundations must be relayed throughout the entire system by relations of entailment if that which is established within the sciences is to be lasting and stable. This is the fundamental requirement of the strong foundationalist conception of scientific knowledge. “Propositions that are immediate objects of insight lead, in evident elementary arguments, to propositions that become evident therewith as consequent truths” (FTL, 42 / H XVII, 37). A genuine scientific theory, that is, a deductively ordered one, is a complex built entirely with “steps of insight,” thus making up a “unity of truth” (FTL, 42–43 / H XVII, 37).

3. THE PROBLEM OF EMPIRICAL SCIENCE: LOCKE

Aristotle claimed, and Husserl would surely concur, that scientific knowledge concerns “necessities” (PA, 89a10). It is insight into these necessities, either immediate or mediate, that gives certainty to scientific knowledge: “When a man thinks a truth incapable of being otherwise he always thinks that he knows it” (89a6–7). Thus the proper object of science will never be a contingent states of affairs: “There are things which are true and real and yet can be otherwise, scientific knowledge clearly does not concern them.… It is opinion that is concerned with that which may be true or false, and can be otherwise” (88b30–89a2). For this reason, in Ideas I, Husserl expressly reserves the classical idea of science for the sciences of eidetic necessities, the sciences of essence, as opposed to the sciences of matters of fact. Geometry, as a regional eidetic science of space, does not deal with what is actually the case in the world of shapes, but with “ideal possibilities” (ID I, 16 / H III 1, 21). Thus the mental act in which geometry is founded is not the experiencing of a factual state of affairs, but the “seeing” of essences (ID I, 16 / H III 1, 21). So it is, Husserl claims, with all eidetic sciences:

Grounded on the predicatively formed eidetic states of affairs [Wesensverhalte] (or the eidetic axioms), seized upon in immediate insight, are the mediate, predicatively formed eidetic states of affairs which become given in a thinking with mediated insight—a thinking according to principles, all of which are objects of immediate insight. Consequently each step in a mediate grounding is apodictically and eidetically necessary. The essence of purely eidetic science thus consists of proceeding in an exclusively eidetic way; from the start and subsequently, the only predicatively formed states of affairs are such as have eidetic validity and can therefore be either made originarily given immediately (as grounded immediately in essences originarily seen) or else can become “inferred” from such “axiomatic” predicatively formed states of affairs by pure deduction. (ID I, 16–17 / H III 1, 21–22; translation modified)

The classical idea of science as a system of propositions derived from self-evident first principles is thus duly restricted in its application to the formal and material eidetic sciences (the sciences of logic and geometry, for example). For the laws—even the basic laws—of the sciences of matters of fact are not true by necessity. It is logically possible that the physical universe run according to laws that are wholly different from the ones that in fact hold. For that reason the truth of such laws, being contingent, cannot be established through “immediate insight.” The high probability of the truth of such laws may be established through certain inductive procedures, but their truth will never in this way become certain. The empirical sciences are not about that which “cannot be otherwise.” They do not concern self-evident necessities. But if scientific knowledge is to be distinguished by the certainty of its claims, in what sense can the empirical sciences count as science? Are they really nothing more than well-organized bodies of opinion?

It was precisely these questions, precipitated by the classical idea of science, that John Locke took up in book IV of his Essay Concerning Human Understanding. His treatment of them, together with his position on the epistemic status of the empirical sciences, is especially instructive given our present systematic concerns.

In line with the Western philosophical tradition since Plato, Locke consistently expresses his theory of knowledge in the metaphor of vision. We know that, and only that, which we can see. All else is a matter of surmise and presumption—or faith. In line with the modern philosophical tradition since Descartes, Locke maintains that what we see are “ideas” in our own mind, the immanent contents of consciousness, which function as “images” or “signs” of realities external to our minds. Presumably these realities exert a causal influence on our minds in such a way that they give rise to ideas that resemble them to some degree. But what gives rise to knowledge in the propositional sense is our ability to see the way in which our ideas agree or disagree with one another. Thus knowledge, according to Locke, is the perception of the relations between our ideas (Essay IV, i, 2).

But this definition of knowledge, although true to Locke’s initial formulation in the opening sections of book IV, needs to be qualified in the light of his subsequent exposition together with his insistence that knowledge be attended by certainty. Knowledge, it turns out, is not just the perception of connections between ideas, but the perception of necessary connections between abstract ideas. For necessity is the objective correlate of certainty, as Aristotle already pointed out in book I of the Posterior Analytics. I see that certain ideas are related thus; and if I can also see that they cannot be related otherwise, then I am certain that they are thus related. I can then claim to know that they are thus related. But if the relations in question are contingent, I can never be sure that they might not be related otherwise. Hence the relations that form the proper object of genuine knowledge are necessary relations. And since necessary relations can obtain only between abstract ideas, the range of ideas that can give rise to genuine knowledge must be restricted to those that are abstract. There are no necessary relations that obtain either between or within concrete, complex ideas other than those that are merely nominal. The only exception to this restriction of knowledge to necessary relations between abstract ideas is our knowledge of the existence of ourselves, God, and external things—all of which, Locke assures us, we can be certain.

Knowledge, then, for Locke, is a matter of perception. As such it admits of two degrees, as perception is either immediate or mediate. Immediate perception is simply the direct intuition of relations between our ideas. It is the immediate grasp of what lies directly before our minds. This “intuitive knowledge,” as Locke calls it, “is certain, beyond all doubt, and needs no probation” (Essay IV, xvii, 14). Furthermore, “it is upon this intuition that depends all the certainty and evidence of all our knowledge” (IV, ii, 1).

Although all knowledge ultimately depends upon the immediate perception of the relations between ideas, it does not follow that all relations between ideas are immediately perceived. In some, indeed, in many cases, the perception of the relation between ideas will be mediated by the perception of the relation between other ideas. The relation between two ideas will be established only through the “intervention” of other ideas. For most human beings, for instance, the relation of equality between the idea of two right angles and the idea of the interior angles of a triangle is not immediately apparent. Such a relation must be demonstrated in order to be seen; that is, the interior angles of a triangle must be perceived to be equal to other angles that are in turn perceived to be equal to two right angles. Thus the relation is mediated by relations to other ideas—although each step of the demonstration takes place on the basis of an immediate perception of some relation between ideas. And so, by an unbroken chain of inference, each link forged in direct intuition, the relation of ideas asserted in the conclusion becomes evident (Essay IV, ii, 1). Such knowledge, gained through mediate perception, Locke calls “demonstrative knowledge.”

Although knowledge in its first degree represents a stronger form of evidence, and is epistemically preferable for a number of reasons, Locke admits that the circle of ideas the relations of which admit of direct intuition is very small indeed. Thus the extension and establishment of human knowledge will depend upon the exercise of human reason in its discursive capacities—the discovery and deductive ordering of intermediate ideas (Essay IV, iii, 3). Locke equates the body of demonstrative knowledge so constructed with scientific knowledge, as evidenced by his interchangeable use of the modifiers “scientifical” and “demonstrative.” The curious implication of this position for the epistemic status of the “natural sciences” will be pointed out presently. But here it should be noted that, thus far, Locke and Husserl are in agreement with respect to the formal structure of scientific knowledge. Both subscribe to the main tenets of the classical idea of science, even if they disagree with respect to what science is about—for Locke, necessary relations between abstract ideas; for Husserl, eidetic states of affairs.

Locke’s description of scientific knowledge rounds out the core of his theory of knowledge in general. For science and knowledge are, in Locke, coextensive: “These two, viz. intuition and demonstration, are the degrees of our knowledge; whatever comes short of one of these, with what assurance soever embraced, is but faith, or opinion, but not knowledge” (Essay IV, ii, 14). Yet, out of consideration for the temporal limitations of the human understanding, Locke is compelled to widen the concept of knowledge by allowing for “habitual” as well as “actual” knowledge. Actual knowledge consists in the present perception of the relations of ideas, as described above; whereas habitual knowledge consists of all those propositions once perceived but now “lodged in the memory” and available for recall (IV, i, 8). Thus we may say that a person knows that 7 + 5 = 12, even if that person is not presently perceiving the relation of equality between the constituent ideas of the proposition. This departure from the principle of intuition strictly conceived is motivated by the fact that “our finite understandings are able to think clearly and distinctly but on one thing at once” (IV, i, 8). Hence, “if men have no knowledge of any more than what they actually thought on, they would all be very ignorant: and he that knew most would know but one truth, that being all that he was able to think on at one time” (IV, i, 8). We come by our ideas in succession, not all at once. It is possible, of course, that there exist forms of propositional consciousness that contemplate many true propositions at once. Such possible forms of consciousness may be arrayed in a hierarchy of intellectual power culminating in a consciousness that thinks all true propositions at once, that is, God as the philosophers are wont to conceive of him (II, x, 9). Only God, then, would know all things in the strict sense. That Locke allows for a nonintuitive form of knowledge represents a concession on his part to the temporal structure and finite capacities of the human mind. Although it must be acknowledged here that the nonintuitive form of knowledge is nonetheless conditioned by an act of intuition, since it comprises only those propositions lodged in the memory that have once been perceived.

Locke then proceeds to draw a distinction between two degrees of habitual knowledge: first, those cases where, upon recall, the mind actually perceives the relation between the ideas in question; and second, where the mind no longer perceives the relation, but remembers that it did, at one time, perceive that relation. Presumably, in all those cases of intuitive knowledge where the relation between ideas is to be perceived immediately, habitual knowledge will be of the first sort. However, in what Locke calls demonstrative knowledge, where the perception of the relation between ideas depends upon the perception of the relations between other ideas in a proof, it may be that one remembers the conclusion, and remembers that one proved the conclusion, but cannot remember the details of the proof itself—especially if the proof was long and complicated. Such cases, Locke maintains, are still to count as knowledge, not out of undue sympathy for those with deficient memories or who lack the requisite sagacity, but rather because a new proof can be constructed taking the memory that one had proved the conclusion as a premise: Necessary relations between abstract ideas are immutable; if I had proved a certain relation to hold at one time, it follows that this relation still holds. Hence, if I have proved a proposition to be true, where that proposition represents a necessary relation between two abstract ideas, then I can know that that proposition is still true (Essay IV, i, 8). The truth of the proposition in question has been proved again, though not in the original manner.

Intuitive knowledge and demonstrative knowledge, in both their actual and habitual forms, then, constitute the whole of Locke’s theory of knowledge. But we have yet to touch upon his theory of belief and the rationality of belief. For although human knowledge can be extended by way of deduction, the domain of the possible extension of knowledge in this fashion is considerably smaller than the domain of ideas in general. Deduction will be restricted to the set of necessary relations between abstract ideas. But the bulk of our lives as human beings is spent in commerce with concrete substances—complex ideas—whose constituent simple ideas are, as far as we can tell, only contingently related. The exigencies of human life and our practical circumstances often demand that we act on the basis of something decidedly less than knowledge in its intuitive or demonstrative form (Essay IV, xiv, 2). Hence we must act on what we take to be the probable relations between ideas, “for the state we are at present in, not being that of vision, we must in many things content ourselves with faith and probability” (IV, ii, 6). Locke does not recommend that we entirely flee the world of sense and opinion to live only for the intelligible world of intellectual insight and genuine knowledge. Such a calling is too wonderful for us mortals. Indeed, as Locke states, man “would be at a great loss if he had nothing to direct him but what has the certainty of knowledge” (IV, xiv, 1). We must live to a large degree on the basis of opinion, where intuitive insight into necessary relations is lacking.

But this is not to excuse us, in this regard, from the claims of reason. It is not the case that in matters of opinion “anything goes.” There are rational guidelines for the governance of one’s beliefs and opinions, which can be summarized in the following general rule: one ought to apportion one’s assent to a proposition in accordance with the probability of that proposition’s being true. “The Mind, if it is to proceed rationally, ought to examine of the grounds of probability, and see how they make more or less for or against any proposition, before it assents to or dissents from it; and upon a due balancing of the whole, reject or receive it with a more or less firm assent proportionably to the preponderancy of the greater grounds of probability on one side or the other” (Essay IV, xv, 5). Hence, on the Lockean view, one ought to believe a particular proposition only if, on all the available evidence, it is more probable than not.

As mentioned earlier, Locke’s definition of scientific knowledge as a body of propositions demonstrated on the basis of the intuitive apprehension of the necessary relations between abstract ideas has at least one striking implication for the epistemic status of the so-called “sciences of nature.” We are now in a position to see what that implication is: given the current limitations on the intuitive powers of the human mind, the sciences of nature can never become genuinely scientific. They will never count as bodies of knowledge in the strict sense, although, as bodies of belief, they may be perfectly rational.

The main reason why the natural sciences fall short of knowledge is that natural bodies are, for Locke, collocations of simple ideas between which we can intuit no necessary relations. This is because the simple ideas of which the complex idea of a natural substance is composed—secondary qualities for the most part—are dependent upon the primary qualities of the imperceptible material parts of the natural substance in question. In addition to this, the mechanism by which the primary qualities produce secondary qualities is hidden to us. Hence, Locke concludes that “natural philosophy is not capable of being made a science” (Essay IV, xii, 10). In fact, Locke writes, we are “so far from being capable of such a thing [a perfect science of natural bodies] that I conclude that it is lost labour to seek after it” (IV, iii, 29).

Because of Locke’s restriction of knowledge and science to the domain of certainty that can be achieved only through insight into that which cannot be otherwise, it turns out, on his view, that there can be no natural science in the strict sense, only more or less justified bodies of opinion concerning the natural world. Furthermore, “our knowledge concerning corporeal substances will be very little advanced by any of them [such opinions] till we are made to see what qualities and powers of bodies have a necessary connexion or repugnancy one with another” (Essay IV, iii, 16). But such insight is denied to us.

4. THE PROBLEM OF EMPIRICAL SCIENCE: HUSSERL

The extended review of Locke’s general theory of “scientifical knowledge” is motivated by more than purely systematic questions concerning the epistemic status of the empirical sciences. It may also throw some light on the text-historical background of Husserl’s Logical Investigations (1900–1901). The order of the exposition of Husserl’s own theory of knowledge and science in section 6 of the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic” bears a striking resemblance to Locke’s treatment of the same issues in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Husserl begins with intuitive knowledge, which is then extended through demonstration (LI I, 63 / H XVIII, B 16). He proceeds to broaden the concept of knowledge to include what is remembered (“habitual knowledge”), making reference to the argument from memory in elliptical form (LI I, 61 / H XVIII, B 13). Finally, he takes up probable knowledge (LI I, 61–62 / H XVIII, B 13–14). Such a resemblance is not entirely fortuitous. At the beginning of his work on the Logical Investigations around 1890, Husserl made an intensive study of Locke’s, Berkeley’s, and Hume’s epistemologies.5 In the winter semester of 1891–92, Husserl conducted a seminar on Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding as a Privatdozent at the University of Halle.6 This seminar was repeated in the winter semester of 1898–99, a year before the publication of the Logical Investigations. It is entirely likely, then, that Husserl formed his position on epistemological matters in dialogue with Locke.

But to whatever degree a similarity exists between the order of exposition in Locke’s and Husserl’s theories of science, there is not an agreement on all points of substance. While Locke’s commitment to the classical idea of science compels him to discount the scientific pretensions of “natural science,” Husserl claims that “empirical science is also a science” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). Yet Husserl was fully cognizant of the contingent character of the objects of empirical science and the implications this has for the epistemic status of its claims. The sciences of nature are sciences of matters of fact. They deal with real individuals that, in certain respects, could have been otherwise. “Individual existence of every sort is, quite universally speaking, ‘contingent.’ It is thus; in respect of its essence it could be otherwise” (ID I, 7 / H III 1, 12). Furthermore, it is not only individuals within nature that are contingent. So are the laws of nature. “Even though definite laws of Nature obtain according to which if such and such real circumstances exist in fact then such and such definite circumstances must exist in fact, such laws express only de facto rules which themselves could read quite otherwise” (ID I, 7 / H III 1, 12). Given, then, that the empirical sciences do not deal with necessities, and, for precisely this reason, cannot achieve certainty in their foundations through direct insight, to what degree can they count as science? Must Husserl, like Locke, banish the natural sciences from the domain of science; or will he make it lie down on a Procrustean bed built to the specifications of the classical idea of science?

In his work on Husserl’s philosophy of science, Christopher Prendergast claims that Husserl took the latter route: Husserl’s conception of the structure of scientific theory—both eidetic and empirical—is decisively and exclusively shaped by the classical idea of science.7 This interpretation of Husserl in turn serves as the basis for Prendergast’s major criticism: in maintaining that all science is ultimately founded on the intuitive apprehension of essences, Husserl betrays his reactionary and dogmatic inclinations, shoring up the status quo and protecting the established sciences from the major conceptual revisions that are often demanded on empirical and methodological grounds if any genuine theoretical progress is to be made. A similar criticism is made by the Dutch philosopher Cornelius van Peursen: “His [Husserl’s] analysis of the rectilinear process of critical methodology cannot cope with the new shift in the philosophy of science that stresses the fundamentally transformative character of methodological renewal.”8

In essential agreement with Karl Popper and the critical rationalist school, Prendergast claims that what makes science scientific is not the certainty of its foundations, secured once and for all through direct intuition of essence or insight into supposedly self-evident propositions. Rather, what makes science scientific is its openness to testing and empirical falsification at all levels.9 Theories are one and all of a hypothetical nature, to be evaluated on primarily logical and methodological grounds.10 Definitions are not established once and for all on the basis of the intuition of essences, but represent linguistic proposals that can be abandoned or revised if they yield theoretically undesirable results. In effect, Husserl’s philosophy of science, rooted in the classical idea of science, has been rendered untenable by recent work in the philosophy of science, which has shown that, as Wilfrid Sellars puts it, science “is rational, not because it has a foundation but because it is a self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim in jeopardy though not all at once.”11

In what follows I will attempt to show that the Husserl whom Prendergast, van Peursen, and others attack is but a flimsily constructed straw person. The “real” Husserl made a sharp distinction between the sciences of the ideal and the sciences of the real and restricted the classical idea of science to the former. There is a residual sense in which empirical science is founded upon essential intuition, but only in the sense that the empirical sciences are constrained by the a priori framework established by the relevant formal and material eidetic sciences (ID I, 18 / H III 1, 24). In themselves, however, the empirical concepts and theories of the sciences of nature are tentative and revisable, grounded not in intuition but in such methodological criteria as empirical adequacy, consistency, simplicity, and the like. Thus, unlike phenomenology and other eidetic disciplines, the methods of the empirical sciences are “indirect” (PRS, 147 / PSW, 71); they are not deductive, but hypothetical-deductive. Moreover, in his later work, Husserl holds that “evidence” had by way of direct insight is never to count simply as a fait accompli but rather as an ideal standard for ongoing criticism of existing science. This is so even for the eidetic disciplines.

5. THE UNITY OF THE EMPIRICAL SCIENCES

The “Prolegomena to Pure Logic” could easily give the impression that the classical idea of science as a system of deductively interconnected necessary truths derived from self-evident axioms comprises Husserl’s general theory of science. But such is not the case. The “Prolegomena” is, after all, about pure logic, which, as a formal eidetic discipline, is not only itself a deductively ordered eidetic science but a theory of any deductively ordered eidetic science. It is not until the very end of the “Prolegomena,” in section 72, that Husserl turns his attention to the empirical sciences as such. There he explicitly limits the competence of pure logic as a theory of science to those sciences that are of a purely deductive character, sciences whose unity is a “deductive unity” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255).

Now any science, insofar as it involves explanation, will display a deductive order. For, as we noted earlier, Husserl subscribes to something like the hypothetical-deductive model of scientific explanation (LI I, 229 / H XVIII, B 233). In that respect, every explanatory empirical science will fall under the province of pure logic as a theory of deductive systems. Nonetheless, “logic so regarded does not include, as a special case, the ideal conditions of empirical science in general” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). But lest we draw any Lockean conclusions about the nonscientific character of the empirical sciences, Husserl immediately proceeds in the next sentence to assert that “empirical science is also science, and naturally falls, in regard to its theories, under the laws of the sphere delimited above [the sphere of pure logic]” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). There is, then, some respect in which empirical science falls under the classical idea of science, and some respect in which it does not. With respect to its theories, it falls under this idea. But, Husserl claims, “empirical science cannot be reduced to its theories” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). What is it, then, that belongs to the empirical sciences in addition to their theoretical content that distinguishes them in principle from the purely deductively ordered eidetic sciences?

Husserl’s answer: their method. The key to Husserl’s answer to this question lies in the epistemic status of the basic laws or propositions of the empirical sciences. Because these laws are contingent, their truth cannot be established through direct insight. Their truth is only probable, and must therefore be established in a different manner. Rather than being set up once and for all on the basis of their self-evidence, they must be formulated as hypotheses, have their empirical consequences deduced from them, and be submitted to a process of testing, modification, and verification (Umänderung und Verifikation) (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). In the standard terms of contemporary philosophy of science, the empirical sciences are not deductive but “hypothetical-deductive.” For in purely deductive systems, the axioms are not only more general but better known than the theorems. Truth and certainty are communicated downward through the process of deduction. But in the empirical sciences the reverse is generally the case. The “axioms” are but theoretical proposals. They are in question. What is “better known” are the experimental reports that correspond to the “theorems,” the observable implications of the axioms under consideration. If the implications clash with what in fact is observed, then, assuming that the antecedent is not complex and that all the relevant variables are accounted for, the theory is falsified, modus tollens (see IP, 14 / H II, 17–18). If, on the other hand, the implications are consistent with what is observed, then the theory has been in some sense and to some degree confirmed. It has not, of course, by that token been “verified” in the deductive sense. To think so would be to commit the fallacy of affirming the consequent, as has been pointed out in the logical criticism leveled against the verificationist school of scientific methodology.

What this state of affairs signifies for Husserl is that the “whole complex apparatus of knowledge-processes in which the theories of the empirical sciences arise” are subject to ideal laws and norms that are not contained in or to be derived from the “Idea of Theory” germane to pure logic (LI I, 247 / H XVIII, B 257). Rather, they are to be located under the “Idea of the Empirical Unity of Explanation” or the “Idea of Probability” (LI I, 247 / H XVIII, 257). It follows, then, that the unity of the empirical sciences is different from the unity of the eidetic sciences. The unity of the eidetic sciences is purely logical. Everything follows from the axioms, which are themselves self-evident. But the unity of the empirical sciences is methodological. The laws and theories of the empirical sciences are established through the methodical procedures of empirical testing. With regard to their theoretical content, statically conceived, the empirical sciences are indeed deductively ordered. But the basic laws are established not by virtue of their inherent epistemic merit, but through the “indirect” methods of the science in question. Over time, the basic concepts and laws of the empirical sciences are changed, modified, and sometimes replaced wholesale. For “inductive science can never construct an adequate world-picture [Weltvorstellung], however far it may carry us” (LI II, 831 / H XIX 2, B2 200). What, if anything, remains constant and provides an enduring unity to a science is the set of methodical procedures by which the laws and theories are evaluated. Furthermore, these procedures stand under ideal norms specified by the Idea of the Empirical Unity of Explanation. What this means, Husserl maintains (somewhat optimistically), is that for theories of a certain type there is but one proper methodical procedure for evaluating them; and on any given body of evidence, the proper methodical procedure will justify only one theory (LI I, 247 / H XVIII, B 256–57). Insofar as the empirical sciences are scientific, many of the theoretical difficulties that arise within them can be resolved through purely logical criticism—the detection of equivocations, fallacious inferences, and so forth. But insofar as the empirical sciences are empirical, many of the theoretical issues must be resolved through an appeal to the facts (IP, 15–16 / H II, 18).

It should be pointed out in this connection, however, that in espousing something like the hypothetical-deductive model of empirical scientific rationality, Husserl is not under the naive impression that the base of observed facts against which theories are to be tested is itself theory-neutral. As theories change, Husserl notes, “the facts themselves do not remain quite unchanged; they too change as the process of knowledge progresses” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). It is not as if our understanding of the “true nature” of sensuously perceived facts remains a constant while the theoretical hypotheses are gradually adjusted to them through the process of empirical testing. Rather, within this very process the theories that we come to accept change our original understanding of the facts. In this brief passage Husserl clearly anticipates by some sixty years the critique waged against the logical empiricist philosophy of science by the likes of Norwood Russell Hanson, Thomas S. Kuhn, and Paul K. Feyerabend.

6. EXPLANATION IN THE EMPIRICAL SCIENCES

The hypothetical character of the empirical sciences with respect to the epistemic status of laws and theories in the context of justification carries over into Husserl’s concept of empirical scientific explanation as well. We recall that, for Husserl, to explain a given fact is to deduce it from general laws and antecedent conditions: “Every explanatory interconnection is deductive” (LI I, 229 / H XVIII, B 233). Now the explanandum, according to Husserl, may be of two sorts. It may be an individual proposition, which pertains to the “actual existence of singular individuals,” or it may be a general proposition stating a law that itself holds for individual existence (LI I, 228 / H XVIII, B 232). Individual propositions—and general propositions, if they state laws discovered a posteriori—are, however, contingent. But to “explain” them is to show how they are necessary (LI I, 227 / H XVIII, B 231). How can such propositions be explained? How can contingent propositions be shown to be necessary? Only by presupposing certain antecedent conditions from which the proposition in question necessarily follows. For “if the interconnection of one fact with others is one of law, then its existence, resting on the laws which govern interconnections of the sort in question, and on the assumption of the pertinent circumstances, is determined as a necessary existence” (LI I, 228 / H XVIII, B 231).

But the question naturally arises here: In what sense can that which exists contingently exist necessarily after it has been explained? Or, to give the question a de dicto formulation: In what sense can a proposition that is only contingently true become necessarily true once it has been deduced? Is the contingency of the natural world merely an appearance, which science dispels once it has explained everything? Do the empirical sciences, by virtue of their deductive structure, deal only in necessary truths after all?

The most plausible—and most charitable—construal of Husserl’s claim here is, to use a Scholastic distinction, to maintain that the necessity referred to is one of the “consequence” and not of the “consequent.” That is, to explain a contingent fact is to show that it necessarily follows from certain “presupposed circumstances.” It is not to show that the fact itself is necessary, but only that it necessarily follows from certain antecedently given conditions. What is necessary is not the consequent, but the consequence. The diagonal between the opposite corners of my desk just happens to be of a certain length. It could have been otherwise. Its being that length is a wholly contingent matter. But, given that the corners of my desk are right angles together with the length of its sides, it necessarily follows that the length of the diagonal is precisely what it happens to be. It does not follow, however, that the diagonal is necessarily that length. To draw that conclusion would be to misconstrue the scope of the necessity operator. Thus, even though the deductive inferences in a scientific explanation are necessary, the explanandum retains its contingent status. The laws together with the antecedent conditions of the explanans are hypothetically assumed.

In any case, to explain an individual proposition, a contingent matter of fact, is to show how it necessarily follows from certain laws and antecedent conditions. But in addition to individual propositions there are also general propositions (LI I, 228 / H XVIII, B 231). These general propositions have the character of laws in that they apply to all facts that fall under them. Such laws, if they are not basic, must also fit into the deductive scheme of the science of which they are a part, not as an individual falls under a law, but rather as a special case of a more general law (LI I, 228 / H XVIII, B 232). In this way the laws that govern a certain range of facts can themselves be explained by recourse to more general laws under which they are subsumed. This process of explanation is to be reiterated until one arrives at those laws that are basic to the entire science and at the same time most general. They are by their own nature—not due to any incapacity on the part of human nature—indemonstrable. They are the first principles, the axioms, of the science. These laws, Husserl writes, “are called the basic laws. The systematic unity of the ideally closed sum total of laws resting on one basic lawfulness as their final ground, and arising out of it thorough systematic deduction, is the unity of a systematically complete theory” (LI I, 228 / H XVIII, B 232).

Basic laws, as explanatory principles, comprise the unity of the sciences insofar as they are theoretical. In the abstract, theoretical, nomological sciences, interest is focused upon the construction of a science as a deductive order of grounds resting upon such laws. Although such sciences are capable of explaining empirical states of affairs, such is not their overarching aim. In a strictly theoretical context, empirical states of affairs function only as instances or examples of laws and concepts (LI I, 231 / H XVIII, B 236). But there is another group of sciences whose unity is constituted not by the theoretical order of the explanans, but by the empirical character of the explanandum. Such a unity is “extra-essential”; it is external to the sciences as sciences. Nonetheless, it provides the unity for the so-called concrete or descriptive sciences like geology, astronomy, and anatomy. These sciences achieve their focus by virtue of being directed toward “one and the same individual object, or to one and the same empirical genus” (LI I, 230 / H XVIII, B 234). As such they are free to draw upon a number of the theoretical sciences for the sake of explanation. Furthermore, their aim, unlike the theoretical sciences, is not the construction of a science unified on the basis of law, but rather the explanation of the actual features of an empirical object or range of empirical objects within the same genus or species (e.g., the topological characteristics of the floor of the Atlantic Ocean, or the mating habits of the scissor-tailed flycatcher). Their aim is not to contribute to the building up of a theoretical structure that could in turn be used for the explanation of empirical matters, but the actual employment of the relevant theoretical structures for the explanation of empirical matters.

In addition to the unities that can be established on the basis of law or object, there is the unity a science can achieve by virtue of being directed to one and the same value (LI I, 231 / H XVIII, B 236). Such is the case with the normative disciplines, as Husserl understands them. Ethics, for instance, organizes itself around the value of the good, deriving its basic norm from the definition of the good and arranging all other ethical norms under that basic norm by way of derivation or specification. Again, such unity is considered to be extra-essential to science conceived as a deductive system of laws; and the science constituted on the basis of such a unity will again be dependent upon the theoretical sciences for its specifically theoretical content.

7. THE LAWS OF EMPIRICAL SCIENCE

As we have seen, the basic difference between the sciences of the ideal and the sciences of the real is based upon the difference in the epistemic status of their respective laws: ideal laws are necessarily true; real laws are only contingently true. Thus the former can be known and justified a priori on the basis of direct insight; the latter can be known only a posteriori on the basis of “induction from the singular facts of experience” (LI I, 99 / H XVIII, B 62). Strictly speaking, what can be known of the laws of the natural sciences is not their truth or validity in the straightforward sense, but only the probability of their truth. “Instead of absolute knowledge which is denied us, we use our insight on individual and general facts of experience, and from these first work out those apodictic probabilities (so to speak) in which all attainable knowledge of the real is comprehended” (LI I, 106 / H XVIII, B 72). In the domain of the natural sciences, then, knowledge in the strict sense is available only on the level of second-order propositions pertaining to the probabilities of laws. “The probability, and not the law, is justified by insight” (LI I, 99 / H XVIII, B 62). Newton’s law of gravitation, for instance, has itself never been proved in the demonstrative sense; “what has been proved is a proposition of the form: our knowledge up to date serves to found a probability of the highest theoretical dignity to the effect that, insofar as experience yields to the instruments at hand, either Newton’s law, or one of the endlessly many conceivable mathematical laws within the limits of unavoidable experimental error is true” (LI I, 106 / H XVIII, B 72). However, in a “wider, modified sense,” Husserl is prepared to allow for beliefs in laws that have acquired a high probability also to count as knowledge (LI I, 62 / H XVIII, B 14). In this respect he is more generous than Locke, who reserves the title of knowledge only for those beliefs that are certain. Probable beliefs may be more or less rational, but for Locke they will never count as knowledge.

Within the domain of the laws of nature Husserl distinguishes between exact and inexact laws. An inexact law is a roughly stated correlation of succession and coexistence. Its extension is vague and indefinite. It states general patterns of regularity without precision. By contrast, an exact law, expressed in the language of mathematics, has a precise extension. But for this very reason exact laws must be viewed, from an epistemological standpoint, as “idealizing fictions” (LI I, 106 / H XVIII, B 72). Newton’s law of gravitation can again be taken as an example. Although it is well grounded in fact, in its exact form it represents nothing more than an “ideal possibility,” since many other mathematical formulations of that law can be given that fit well within the limits of experimental error. Exact laws make such disciplines as theoretical mechanics, acoustics, and optics possible, but they do not exclude other possible systems of laws. They are mere “approximations” of genuinely valid laws that are, for us, unattainable (LI I, 100 / H XVIII, B 63). All available inductive evidence does not serve to uniquely justify one particular formulation of the law, but rather a range of formulations from which one will be selected. Newton’s law of gravitation, then, cannot be taken as “absolutely valid,” for (using a somewhat outdated example) “Weber’s basic law for electrical phenomena could quite well function as the basic law of gravity. The differentiating factor in both formulae conditions differences in calculated values not exceeding the field of unavoidable observational error … hence we know a priori that endlessly many laws could and must do the same work as the Newtonian law of gravitation” (LI I, 100 / H XVIII, B 63). In the light of the fact that the empirical evidence will never force the selection of a unique formulation of an exact law, Husserl recognizes that the final choice of a law will be based on other methodological criteria, such as simplicity (LI I, 100 / H XVIII, B 63).

8. EMPIRICAL SCIENCE AS SCIENCE

Due to the contingent character of the laws of empirical science, the open-ended character of the inductive process by which they are confirmed, and the ineluctable margin of error in all observation, the laws of the empirical sciences are not only tentative, but approximate. The kind of knowledge they afford, when compared to knowledge in the strict sense defined by the classical idea of science, is knowledge only in a “wider, modified sense” (LI I, 62 / H XVIII, B 14). But is it not a piece of equivocation to call the empirical sciences “sciences” when they lack the distinguishing characteristics of scientific knowledge? In precisely what respect do the empirical sciences count as sciences? According to Husserl’s account, there are at least two respects in which they do. One, as we already noted, is that they consist of a deductively ordered unified system of laws (LI I, 65 / H XVIII, B 18–19). In their formal structure, statically conceived, they are like the eidetic disciplines. Second, although their laws will never be more than probable, yielding knowledge in the wide but not the strict sense, knowledge in the strict sense is the ideal goal toward which they strive. “Knowledge in the precise sense—its being quite evident that S is P—then counts as the absolutely fixed, ideal limit which the graded probabilities for the being-P of S approach asymptotically” (LI I, 62 / H XVIII, B 14). The laws are never more than probable, but there is a constant attempt on the part of the empirical sciences to raise the probability to 1 through further induction, experimentation, and adjustment. There is a constant attempt to improve instrumentation by which the margin of observational error can be reduced. In this way the empirical sciences are ever converging on the idea of science in the classical sense. They prove themselves to be sciences not so much by what they are as by what they aim to be. Hence Husserl’s concept of science remains univocal, in spite of the difference in the epistemic status of the sciences of the ideal and the sciences of the real.

9. THE IDEALIZATION OF THE IDEA OF SCIENCE

It should be pointed out, however, in bringing this chapter to a close, that the difference in epistemic status between the eidetic and empirical sciences was significantly diminished as a result of Husserl’s further inquiry into the nature of evidence given the temporal structure of experience. In fact, the whole sense of Husserl’s foundationalist account of science was significantly altered in his later works. In his earlier works, Husserl often gave the impression through his use of the term “intuition” (Anschauung) in connection with the apprehension of essences that the certainty of the foundation of the eidetic disciplines could be secured once and for all through some momentary vision (ID I, 8 / H III 1, 13). But as the intuition of essence was later developed into a method of eidetic variation, it became clear that the apprehension of eidetic states of affairs is not achieved in an instant; rather, it is an open-ended process involving the imaginative variation of endless possibilities (PP, 53–65 / H IX, 72–87). The method of eidetic variation is in principle inductive. It is an induction not over individual facts, but over imagined possibilities. For this reason, as Elisabeth Ströker has pointed out, the method of eidetic variation can never establish eidetic claims once and for all. For the actual number of variations carried out will always be finite.12 Thus the claims of the eidetic sciences, like the claims of the empirical sciences, will acquire a measure of tentativity, and necessarily remain open to future modifications in the light of new evidence. In addition to this, Ströker contends that Husserl’s eventual discovery of the horizonal structure of all experience “convinces Husserl that even evidence first conceived of as adequate can still implicitly contain unfulfilled intentions, indeed, must contain them, so that adequate evidence and its objective correlate, truth, become an idea lying in infinity.… Husserl thereby established that all evidence—far from offering absolute certainty and security against deception and error—has an irrevocably presumptive character.”13 This position on the relativity of all evidence becomes explicit in Formal and Transcendental Logic, where Husserl openly admits that “the possibility of deception is inherent in the evidence of experience.… This too holds for every evidence, for every ‘experience’ in the amplified sense. Even an ostensibly apodictic evidence can become disclosed as deception and, in that event, presupposes a similar evidence by which it is ‘shattered’ ” (FTL, 156 / H XVII, 139–40).

Thus, with the idealization of the strong foundationalist idea of science, the “absolute” foundations of even the eidetic sciences are delivered from the lingering spirit of dogmatism. For at no time and in no discipline can one claim with certainty to be in final possession of the truth. The strong foundationalist requirement of absolute certainty and, correlatively, perfectly adequate evidence, to be located at the foundations of all genuine science is no longer a statement of accomplished fact on the part of some sciences, but postulated as the enduring aim and final goal of all the sciences (CM, 8 / H I, 49). According to Husserl’s position in Formal and Transcendental Logic, it is but an unvarnished piece of naïveté to suppose that there is such a thing as “truth-in-itself” that can be grasped once and for all on the basis of evidence. Such truth would then be “possessed” when seen with “evidence,” evidence here being construed as a quality or characteristic of a mental act.14 But, Husserl maintains, truth is an “Idea” in the Kantian sense, lying at infinity (FTL, 250–51 / H XVII, 221; see also C, 111 / H VI, 113). Thus every truth-claim in practical as well as scientific life is relativized to truth as an ideal. It is always exposed to the future course of experience and subsequent evidence.15

This does not mean that all truth is relative, in the sense that one truth-claim is just as good as any other. For although all truth-claims necessarily fall short of the ideal of adequate evidence, the ideal of adequate evidence remains as criterion for the criticism of extant truth-claims. At every level of inquiry there is a question of evidence, of what is actually given. And this question can and ought to be pursued in keeping with the “spirit of self-responsibility” (FTL, 279 / H XVII, 246):

The peculiar formal stamp of the intentionality ruling throughout the unity of scientific living and the formations it produces determines the peculiar stamp of scientific reason, as a reason that actualizes “genuine” cognition by an unremittingly concomitant criticism of cognition. Accordingly the systematic product of scientific reason—science, as a theory to be further developed ad infinitum—has the peculiar sense of being a system of judgments that, while undergoing an incessant criticism, are consciously made adequate to an evidential giving of the categorial objects themselves and that are, in this sense, truths: originally correct judgments, adjusted to the truly and actually existent itself, ideally embracing and (with their “complete” system) exhausting all the true being of the province. (FTL, 128–29 / H XVII, 114)

Adequate evidence, whether actual possession or infinite goal, remains the criterion.

In Husserl’s later view, what is characteristic of scientific knowledge is not so much the security and finality of its cognitions as the openness of its cognitions to criticism in the light of further evidence. Ever falling short of an “actualization of a system of absolute truths” science must, in following the idea of absolute truth, surpass itself ad infinitum (CM, 12 / HI, 53). This holds not only for the formal and material eidetic sciences, but even for phenomenology itself, which, as a transcendental material eidetic science of pure consciousness, would provide an absolute foundation for all the other sciences. Thus, the “inherently first critique of knowledge” would be, Husserl writes, “the transcendental self-critique of phenomenological knowledge itself” (FTL, 288 / H XVII, 294; emphasis deleted).

10. SUMMARY

Husserl’s philosophy of science has often been faulted as dogmatic, unduly informed by a foundationalist epistemology. I have argued that such charges are unjustified on two counts. First, although Husserl was throughout his philosophical career an adherent of the strong foundationalist account of science, he limited the validity of that account to the purely eidetic sciences. Such sciences display a deductive unity derived from their axioms. Being both self-evident and indemonstrable, axioms form their “foundations.” But in section 72 of the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic,” Husserl clearly states that the empirical sciences, including the physical sciences, do not find their unity in their deductive structure. Nor are they founded, once and for all, upon certain self-evident axioms and concepts. Rather, their unity is to be located in the idea of empirical explanation. Their laws are not certain, but only more or less probable on a given body of empirical evidence. The theories of the empirical sciences are thus “frequently modified in the course of scientific progress”; as the “process of knowledge progresses,” we “progressively correct our conceptions” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 256).

Second, the strong foundationalist idea of science was itself idealized as a direct consequence of Husserl’s later theory of evidence. Even the eidetic sciences could now no longer claim to have final insight into necessary states of affairs. For once the method of the eidetic sciences was developed as a form of induction over imagined possibilities, all de facto eidetic claims were relativized to future evidence. Furthermore, due to the ineluctably temporal structure of experience, even the reflective apprehension of mental processes within consciousness could no longer claim to lay hold of adequate evidence. Phenomenological claims as well were relativized to the course of future evidence.

Husserl’s foundationalism—if one can still speak of such—is thus functional rather than substantial. While priority relations in the order of cognitions are still recognized, at each level the achievement of certainty through adequate evidence is referred to as an Idea in the Kantian sense—something approached but never acquired. The cognitions of the eidetic sciences still lie at the foundations of the empirical sciences; but this is not to say that such cognitions have been secured, or can be secured, once and for all. Similarly, the cognitions of phenomenology are intrinsically prior to those of the positive sciences; but this is not to say that they have been, or could be, secured once and for all.


CHAPTER TWO

……………………………..

HUSSERL’S PHENOMENOLOGY AND THE FOUNDATIONS OF SCIENCE

In the preceding chapter I argued that Husserl appropriated the classical idea of science from the tradition and that he retained this idea throughout the course of his philosophical development. We noted, however, that in the course of that development Husserl converted the idea of science from a universal in the traditional sense to an Idea in the Kantian sense. The former would admit of genuine instantiation on the part of some sciences; the latter can only be approximated sub specie aeternitatis by any science.

To locate Husserl’s conception of scientific knowledge within the classical tradition of reflection on the nature of science is not to challenge Husserl’s self-understanding of the matter. Nor is it to posit a hidden conceptual dependence upon the tradition where Husserl claimed originality. In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl explicitly takes up “the old Platonic idea” of science, “the idea of genuine science as science grounded on an absolute foundation,” as the guiding idea of philosophy (FTL, 7 / H XVII, 6). Similarly, in the Crisis Husserl represents phenomenology as the fulfillment of the ancient ideal of philosophy as a universal science, initiated by Plato and renewed by Descartes (C, 7–16 / H VI, 5–14). As such, phenomenology is to fulfill the sense of philosophy’s “primal establishment as the universal and grounding science” (C, 112 / H VI, 114–15). Thus Husserl holds that beneath the modern conflict of interpretations over the proper aim and method of philosophy lies a deep teleological unity that was fixed in the founding of philosophy during the ancient period (C, 113 / H VI, 115). The originality of phenomenology lies not in the proposal of a new idea of genuine science, but in the provision of the methodological prerequisites by which the traditional idea can be properly approached for the first time. The discipline of phenomenology is to make good on “what was originally and always sought in philosophy” (C, 17 / H VI, 16).

Although Husserl makes no reference to specific passages from Plato’s dialogues in Formal and Transcendental Logic or the Crisis, it is quite natural to assume that he had in mind the classic treatment of the relation between the sciences of hypothetically based discursive reasoning (dianoia) and dialectically achieved philosophical insight (noesis) in the image of the divided line at the end of book VI of the Republic. In the lower section of the intelligible segment of the line, the soul “is compelled to investigate from hypotheses, proceeding from these not to a first principle but to a conclusion” (Republic, 510b). For the deductive sciences that belong to this section of the line—geometry and the like—the hypotheses function as unexamined assumptions. The practitioners of such sciences “do not deem it necessary to give any account of them either to themselves or to others as if they were clear to all” (510c). Thus, “because they do not go back to a first principle but proceed from hypotheses,” they do not have any “clear understanding of their subjects” (511c).

The sciences, then, by virtue of their deductive structure, are based upon theoretical foundations that remain, in practice, obscure. This lack of clarity means that they do not have a complete and perfect understanding of their own subjects. They stand in need of a thoroughgoing examination of their foundations. Such an examination cannot, however, proceed deductively. For the process of deduction always begins with a set of hypotheses that it assumes to be valid and perspicuous. Rather, the examination of the foundations must be carried out, according to Plato, dialectically—the dialectic being precisely that method whereby previously unexamined assumptions are made thematic and subjected to criticism. Thus we have the initial division of intellectual labor between philosophy and the sciences, and at the same time a specification of the method and task of philosophy: utilizing the dialectic, it is to make its way to “the first principle of all that exists” (Republic, 511b), in terms of which the subject matter of the sciences is to be rendered completely intelligible (511c).

This theme is echoed in Husserl’s repeated emphasis on the theoretical “naiveté” of the sciences and their need of completion through a philosophical clarification of their foundations. In the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic” of the Logical Investigations, for instance, Husserl claims that the sciences are theoretically “incomplete” in that “they cannot claim to have demonstrated all the last premises in their syllogisms, nor to have explored the principles on which the success of their method reposes” (LI I, 58 / H XVIII, B 10). What Husserl means by the “incompleteness” of the sciences is not that they stand in need of additional truths produced according to their standard operating procedures, but that they lack an “inner clarity and rationality” that is independent of their lateral expansion (LI I, 58 / H XVIII, B 10). Although the sciences have provided us with a “formerly undreamt of mastery over nature, they cannot satisfy us theoretically. They are, as theories, not crystal-clear: the function of all their concepts and propositions is not fully intelligible, not all of their presuppositions have been exactly analyzed, they are not in their entirety raised above all theoretical doubt” (LI I, 59 / H XVIII, B 10). That the sciences stand in need of such a clarification is amply demonstrated by the fact, Husserl later claims, that in every science there is a controversy about “the true sense of its fundamental concepts” (FTL, 16 / H XVII, 15).

The final clarification of the foundations of the sciences is not, however, to be carried out by the sciences themselves. The basic concepts and principles of the sciences will always function as the assumptions, not the objects, of their research. Rather, the investigation of the ultimate sense of their basic concepts is the exclusive task of philosophy, or, in this case, phenomenology as the fundamental philosophical discipline. Carrying out such investigations, Husserl writes in the Cartesian Meditations, “would have to lead to all the concepts which, as unexplored, function as fundamental in all positive sciences, but which accrue in phenomenology with all-round clarity and distinctness that leaves no further room for any conceivable questioning” (CM, 154 / H I, 180–81; translation modified). In his article “The Method of Clarification,” Husserl states that “the first work to be undertaken is obviously concerned with the conceptual material with which science operates, and first of all, the primitive concepts.”1

As we noted in the last chapter, however, concepts that are primitive or basic to a science are those that can no longer be defined by recourse to other concepts. They are “logically simple” and hence “indefinable.” Clarification will not take place through definition. “What one can do in such cases,” Husserl indicates in the Philosophy of Arithmetic, “consists only in pointing to the concrete phenomena from or through which the concepts are abstracted, and laying clear the nature of the abstraction process involved” (POA, 125 / H XII, 119). Here Husserl follows the empiricist strategy of clarifying concepts by tracing them back to the concrete experiences from which they were drawn (compare Hume, Enquiry, section 2). In the phenomenological clarification of the foundations of the sciences, then, “the point is to lead the sciences back to their origin, which demands insight and rigorous validity, and to transform them into systems of intuitive knowledge through work which clarifies, makes distinct, and grounds ultimately, and to reduce the concepts and statements of the sciences to conceptual essences (themselves apprehended in intuition) and objective data themselves, to which they give appropriate expression insofar as they are actually true.”2 Phenomenology is to keep the entire superstructure of the sciences in touch with its generative base in experience.

In thus specifying the structure of science, the foundationalist conception of scientific knowledge at the same time marks out the peculiar task of the philosophy: scientific knowledge is ultimately founded upon certain primitive concepts; philosophy is to clarify those primitive concepts. Science is founded research; philosophy is foundational research. The philosophical approach to the clarification of basic concepts will, of course, vary from one philosophy to the next. The phenomenological clarification of primitive concepts of the sciences, as evidenced from the quotations above, is not a matter of dialectical examination, purely logical analysis, or stipulative definition, but rather of bringing the referents of those concepts, the things themselves, to intuitive givenness. As Theodore De Boer points out, the phenomenological clarification of a concept takes place through a description of the phenomena from which the concept has been abstracted.3 Thus, “proceeding from the existing sciences, Husserl proposes to go back to the sources, the phenomena from which the very first concepts arise.”4

This, at least, was the initial working concept of what it would mean to carry out a phenomenological clarification of the sciences. But it is commonly recognized that Husserl’s concept of the ultimate foundations of the sciences, and what would count as an appropriate phenomenological clarification of those foundations, underwent a radicalization with the invocation of the transcendental reduction and the subsequent exploration of its methodological implications.5 In this chapter I will argue that in Husserl’s phenomenology there are in fact two distinct dimensions to the problem of the foundations of the sciences. The first dimension has already been indicated. It concerns the “conceptual foundations” of the sciences, to be secured through the phenomenological clarification of concepts. This dimension is “first” both in the sense that it represents Husserl’s initial idea of the foundations of the sciences and what would count as their clarification, and in the sense that it represents the first level of problems encountered in foundational research. But as we will see, it was precisely the pursuit of a phenomenological clarification of such basic concepts as “knowledge,” and the “objectivity” of knowledge, that led Husserl to novel methodological moves, which in turn disclosed the ultimate foundation of all knowledge: transcendental consciousness. For the purposes of this chapter, I will call this more basic dimension the “transcendental ground” of the sciences, to be clarified through the self-explication of transcendental subjectivity, in which the world constantly presupposed by the sciences and all the objectivities found in it are actively or passively constituted. To follow the metaphor of foundation, I will maintain that Husserl eventually came to see that the ultimate clarification of the sciences would have to take into account the transcendental ground (Boden) on which their conceptual foundation (Unterlage) is laid.

The systematic basis for the division and stratification of the problem of the foundation of scientific knowledge is provided by an ontological distinction Husserl makes in the Logical Investigations between three different orders of connections that pertain to scientific knowledge. First are the psychological connections between the cognitive experiences in which knowledge is realized in the mind of the knower; second, the material connections between the matters known; and third, the logical connections between those judgments in which the unity of scientific knowledge is constituted. “In the case, e.g., of physics we distinguish between the pattern of connections of the mental states of the physical thinker from that of the physical nature that he knows, and both from ideal patterns of connection of the truths in physical theory” (LI I, 186 / H XVIII, B 179). Three separate but related domains: the mental, the material, and the logical; the knower, the known, and knowledge.

The logical and material connections make up the two sides of the conceptual foundations of the sciences. Taking physics again as an example, Husserl states that the basic material concepts used and presupposed by such a science—like existence, space, time, causality—need to be clarified by investigations of a “metaphysical” sort (LI I, 59–60 / H XVIII, B 11). These “metaphysical investigations,” as Husserl calls them in the Logical Investigations, are destined to become the regional ontologies of the Ideas I and II. In the Crisis, such regional ontologies are set within an all-embracing ontology of the lifeworld, the given practical world of perceptual experience from which all scientific activity takes its point of departure. On the other hand, as ideal systems of propositions connected by the relations of ground and consequent, the sciences require certain “epistemological investigations” into the basic logical concepts of truth, proposition, concept, and the like. These epistemological investigations are carried out in the pure logic of Husserl’s Logical Investigations, Formal and Transcendental Logic, and Experience and Judgment.

The “psychological connections” mentioned in this passage of the Logical Investigations contain the mundane correlate of what was to become, under the aegis of the transcendental epoché, the transcendental subjectivity of Husserl’s later period. Insofar as they belong to a mundane subjectivity, however, psychological connections can in no way be construed as the basis of the sciences. Ever wary of the problem of psychologism after Gottlob Frege’s stinging review of his Philosophy of Arithmetic, Husserl points out that the propositional content of the sciences “is quite independent of the scientist’s subjectivity” (LI I, 173 / H XVIII, B 162). Nonetheless, the psychological connections of the Logical Investigations represent a placeholder for Husserl’s later concept of the transcendental ground of the sciences.

The initial tripartite ontological distinction between the ideal realm of concepts and propositions, the world of nature, and the sphere of consciousness also provides the systematic framework in which the thematic progression of Husserl reflections on the foundations of the sciences takes place. First, the pure logic of the Logical Investigations as a Wissenschaftslehre; then the regional and lifeworld ontologies of the Ideas and the Crisis, establishing the formal and material a priori conceptual foundations of the sciences; and finally, transcendental subjectivity as the hidden ground of the sciences in Formal and Transcendental Logic and the Crisis.6

1. PURE LOGIC AS A WISSENSCHAFTSLEHRE

In the introduction to Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl claims that not just any activity guided by a theoretical interest automatically qualifies as genuine science. Rather, only the theoretical activity that is accompanied by a reflective justification of its own method with reference to pure principles derived from insight into the idea of genuine science can count as science in the precise sense. Science in this sense had its start with “Plato’s grounding of logic, as a place for exploring the essential requirements of ‘genuine’ knowledge and ‘genuine’ science and thus for setting forth norms, in conformity with which a science consciously aiming at thoroughgoing justification, a science consciously justifying its methods and theory, might be built” (FTL, 1 / H XVII, 1; translation modified). A genuine science must be so constructed that it is able to justify every step it takes according to principles (FTL, 1 / H XVII, 1). For that reason, a necessary condition of the possibility of genuine science is the insight into those principles by which the method and results of a science might be ordered and justified (FTL, 1 / H XVII, 1). Science must measure up to norms that are derived from an insight into the essence of science. The discipline, then, which is conceptually prior to science and makes genuine science possible, is logic, which Husserl takes to be equivalent to a “theory of science” (Wissenschaftstheorie) (FTL, 2 / H XVII, 2).7 By working out in detail the essence of genuine science, logic as a theory of science gives to existing science “its norm and guidance” (FTL, 4 / H XVII 4). Logic, then, will have a purely theoretical component (reine Logik) and a practical component (Kunstlehre), insofar as it involves not only insight into the essence of scientific knowledge elaborated in pure principles, but also the specification of norms for the actualization of scientific knowledge within specifically human theoretical activity.

In recent times, however, a lamentable reversal in the priority relation between the existing sciences and the theory of science has taken place. According to Husserl, this event occurred in the nineteenth century when the proliferating special sciences became ostensibly “self-sufficient,” “no longer caring about logic—indeed, thrusting logic aside almost scornfully” (FTL, 3 / H XVII, 3). Logic qua theory of science was then construed as an a posteriori discipline, taking the existing sciences, especially the natural sciences, to be normative in themselves. Insofar as logic was guilty of complicity in this reassignment of its theoretical status, it abdicated its normative role, its true “historical vocation” (FTL, 4 / H XVII, 4). Instead of a leader, it became a follower. “Instead of seeking out the pure essential norms of science in all its essential formations in order to give the sciences fundamental guidance and to make it possible for them to be genuine sciences in shaping their methods and in rendering an account of every step, logic has been pleased to let itself be guided by the de facto sciences, particularly the much-admired natural sciences, in conceiving its ideal of science and in setting its own problems” (FTL, 3 / H XVII 3; translation modified).

But logic, Husserl maintains, it not an a posteriori science, generalizing over past and current practices of scientists. Rather, it is an a priori science, with an irrevocably normative component. It establishes criteria by which good and bad arguments, methods, and theories may be distinguished. In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl makes clear his understanding of the task and research domain of logic:

As a theory of science concerned with principles, logic intends to bring out “pure” universalities, “apriori” universalities … it does not intend to conduct an empirical investigation into so-called sciences that are given beforehand—cultural formations that have in fact come into existence and go by that name—and abstract their empirical types; on the contrary, free from every restriction of the factual (which supplies it only with points of departure for a criticism of examples), it intends to make completely clear the final ideas that hover dimly before us whenever we are actuated by a purely theoretical interest. Constantly investigating the pure possibilities of a cognitive life, as such, and those of the cognitional formations, as such, attained therein, logic intends to bring to light the essential forms of genuine cognition and genuine science in all their fundamental types, as well as the essential presuppositions by which genuine cognition and genuine science are restricted and the essential forms of the true methods, the ones that lead to genuine cognition and genuine science. (FTL, 28 / H XVII, 25; translation modified)

The research domain of logic is not nature and human psychology, nor culture and human history, but the ideal realm of concepts, propositions, and their relations.

Those who insist upon the relevance of the history of science for the philosophy of science, however, might raise the following objection: If logic does not take its point of departure from the de facto sciences, how can it posit evaluative criteria for the sciences without being arbitrary? In the Logical Investigations, Husserl answers this question in the following way: Logic, as a theory of science, takes its point of departure not from what the sciences are in fact, but from what they in fact aim to be. That is, the sciences are to be evaluated in terms of the goal that they set for themselves, in terms of what Husserl calls the “Idea of science.” For “sciences are mental creations which are directed to a certain end, and which are for that reason to be judged in accordance with that end” (LI I, 70–71 / H XVIII, B 26). In other words, the standards for the evaluation of science are internally generated by the scientific project itself. Although they have an a priori basis (the aim is an Idea in the ideal sense), they are not imported outside of actual scientific practice. “Whether a science is truly a science, or a method a method, depends on whether it accords with the aims that it strives for. Logic seeks to search into what pertains to genuine, valid science as such, what constitutes the Idea of science, so as to be able to use the latter to measure the empirically given sciences as to their agreement with their Idea, the degree to which they approach it, and where they offend against it” (LI I, 71 / H XVIII, B 26). Rather than simply comparing the existing sciences to find out what is typical of them, or attempting to explain them by reference to the cultural and scientific context from which they arose, logic as a normative discipline will seek to formulate general propositions that capture those characteristics a science, theory, or method must possess if it is to measure up to the standards implied in the goal to which it is directed. “Its [logic’s] formal cognitions are the standards for measuring the extent to which ostensible science conforms to the idea of genuine science” (FTL, 31 / H XVII, 27).

The evaluative criteria set forth by logic, however, must never be merely general, but always specific. For what is being evaluated are the methods and theories put forth by human beings. Thus logic, in its normative application, must take into account the actual constitution of the human mind (LI I, 71 / H XVIII, B 27). The science being evaluated is a human endeavor; the Idea of science is being pursued by beings with a specific set of mental capacities and limitations. Nevertheless, the criteria of evaluation must be rooted in the a prirori principles that follow from the Idea of science itself.

In Husserl’s estimation, part of the “tragedy of modern scientific culture” is the direct result of a widespread scorn for the question of “first principles.” This tragedy is not to be located in the fact that it is no longer possible for any one person to assimilate and appreciate the vast domain of scientific knowledge as it spreads rapidly out in all directions with the development of the special sciences, but rather in the fact that the special sciences themselves are not unified according to the pure principles that flow from the essence of science as such (FTL, 3 / H XVII, 3). Uprooted in this way, the sciences have become much more a matter of technique, picked up through practical experience in the actual conduct of science, than a matter of genuine insight. In this sense, modern science has abandoned the “ideal of genuine science” and the “radicalness of scientific self-responsibility” (FTL, 3–4 / H XVII, 3). “No longer,” Husserl writes, “is its inmost driving force that radicalness which unremittingly imposes on itself the demand to accept no knowledge that cannot be accounted for by originary first principles, which are at the same time matters of perfect insight” (FTL, 4 / H XVII, 3–4).

Such, then, are what might be called the “existential” motivations behind Husserl’s interest in pure logic as a theory of science. The turn away from the question of first principles and the project of rigorous grounding through evidence signals for Husserl nothing less than a weakening of the will to science on the part of Western humanity. “At bottom,” Husserl laments, “these sciences have lost their great belief in themselves, in their absolute significance,” for the possibility of “a truly satisfying life, an individual and social life of practical reason” (FTL, 5 / HXVII, 4). The overarching Enlightenment project of providing a rational basis for human life hangs in the balance.

It should be clear at this point that Husserl considered the development of a pure logic to be essential for the actualization of the sciences. In this section I will indicate the task and structure of logic as a theory of science, as a Wissenschaftslehre, especially as it was set forth by Husserl in the Logical Investigations.

Since the aims of science are realized only by way of theories, the theory of science will be a theory of theory (i.e., a theory of the conditions of the possibility of theory in general). In Husserl’s book, theories are, by definition, bodies of deductively interconnected truths (LII, 232 / H XVIII, B 236–37). Thus, an account of the conditions of the possibility of theory will necessarily be an account of the conditions of the possibility of truth and deductive unity (FTL, 5 / H XVII, 4).

The question pertaining to the possibility of science in this sense can, Husserl points out, be understood in two ways: subjectively or objectively. Subjectively, the question pertains to the possibility of knowledge on the part of a knowing subject, human or otherwise. It would require an answer that would specify those conditions that must be satisfied if there are to be genuine cases of knowing. Those conditions are of two sorts, real and ideal. With respect to human beings, the real conditions are the causal psychological conditions upon which our thinking depends (FTL, 5 / H XVII, 4). The ideal conditions, in turn, are of two kinds, noetic and logical. The noetic conditions are derived from an analysis of the Idea of knowledge itself. From such an analysis would flow the requirement, for instance, that the knowing subject must be able to perform those acts in which knowledge is realized. Thus, to know that q follows from p, the subject must be able to see that q follows from p. An internalist when it comes to the theory of epistemic justification, Husserl holds that knowledge just is evident true judgment. To know that q follows from p, it is not enough to judge that q follows from p when q in fact follows from p. One must also be able to see that q follows from p. The judgment, if it is to count as knowledge, must be accompanied by evidence understood as seeing that something is the case.

Although the simple fact that q follows from p is not a sufficient condition for the knowledge-status of any judgment that asserts that q follows from p, it is a necessary condition. Thus the inquiry into the noetic conditions of knowledge leads directly to the logical conditions of knowledge. Such conditions comprise the logical relations that obtain between propositions—in this case, the logical relation of entailment. The move from the noetic to the logical conditions of knowledge, however, represents at the same time a move from the subjective to the objective conditions of the possibility of theory. For “it is also evident that truths are what they are, and that, in particular, laws, grounds, principles, are what they are, whether we have insight into them or not. Since they do not hold insofar as we have insight into them, but we can have insight into them only insofar as they hold, they must be regarded as objective or ideal conditions of the possibility of our knowledge of them” (LI I, 233 / H XVIII, B 237).

Thus a second group of conditions can be specified on the basis of the analysis of concepts that pertain to the ideal contents of knowledge—the concepts of truth, proposition, entailment, and the like. Furthermore, Husserl maintains, this analysis can take place wholly without reference or relation to the Idea of subjectivity. “The laws in question have a meaning-content which is quite free from such a relation, they do not talk, even in ideal fashion, of knowing, judging, inferring, representing, proving, etc., but of truth, concept, proposition, syllogism, ground and consequent, etc.” (LI I, 233 / H XVIII, B 238–39). These conditions pertain not to the possibility of acts of knowledge on the part of the knowing subject, but to the possibility of the objective ideal content of knowledge. By “objective content,” Husserl means what is known in the act of knowledge, a content that stands as an ideal unity over and against that particular act and all other possible acts in which that knowledge is realized in a knowing subject. A theory is the objective ideal content of possible acts of scientific knowledge (LI I, 234 / H XVIII, B 240). More specifically, a theory consists of true propositions (the ideal elements) bound together in the relation of ground and consequent (the ideal form) (LI I, 234 / H XVIII, B 240).

In what sense will an analysis of concepts establish the conditions of the possibility of theory? The concepts in question are those that are essential to the concept of a theory—assuming that the concept of theory is complex and can be broken down into primitive concepts. If it is the case that a theory is a body of deductively interconnected truths, then the concepts that bear analysis will be, among others, “truth” and “proposition,” together with the concepts that are relevant to deductive logical relations. On the basis of this conceptual analysis, certain laws, certain a priori analytic judgments, will follow. If a theory is to count as a genuine theory, it must “accord” with these laws (LI I, 235 / H XVIII, B 241). To evaluate a theory, to see if it does in fact accord with the laws that constitute the conditions of theories in general, is what Husserl calls the “logical justification” of the theory (LI I, 235 / H XVIII, B 241).

In the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic” of the Logical Investigations, Husserl distinguished three tasks that together define the proper province of pure logic. The first is the identification and clarification of those “primitive concepts” that serve as the necessary conditions of theories as deductively interconnected systems of true propositions. As we have seen, such concepts would include the concept of truth, proposition, concept, and various forms of logical relations between propositions—hypothetical, disjunctive, conjunctive, and the like. These concepts fall under the general category of meaning. Correlated with them are concepts falling under objective categories, such as object, property, state of affairs, number, and relation. These concepts, too, must be identified and clarified. Thus a pure logic will include not only a formal logic, but a formal ontology (cf. FTL, 72–148 / H XVII, 63–132).

By the “clarification” of concepts, Husserl has in mind an insight achieved into their corresponding essences through an ideational abstraction (that is, the isolation of an essence) performed on the basis of an adequate presentation of one or more of their instances, and the fixation of an unambiguous terminology by which the concepts in question are expressed (LI I, 238 / H XVIII, B 244–45). If the concept is complex, then it must be broken down to its constituent concepts so that the essence of each can be grasped together with the form of their combination (LI I, 238 / H XVIII, B 244). The goal here is to establish clear and distinct concepts and a univocal theoretical vocabulary.

The second task of logic as a theory of science is the formulation of laws, grounded in the clarified primitive concepts, which regulate both the complication of concepts, propositions, and theories, and, on the objective side, objects, states of affairs, and fields of research. These laws will themselves constitute what could be called a “metatheory,” a theory of the forms of theories, and, on the objective side, a theory of the forms of research domains. The laws that comprise the metatheory are to have their foundation in basic laws that are in turn rooted in the relevant primitive categorical concepts (LI I, 239 / H XVIII, B 246). By virtue of their formal universality, these laws will embrace the content and objects of all scientific knowledge and thus lie at the basis of all the particular sciences. All sciences, if they are to count as sciences, must conform to these laws (LI I, 239 / H XVIII, B 246).

The theory of science, then, is to be derived from the basic, categorial concepts pertaining to the structure of the ideal content of science. As such, this theory is adequate for an account of theories in general. But the task remains to specify the different logically possible types or forms of theories. This is the third task of the theory of science as articulated by Husserl. On the basis of the formal logical laws developed in accordance with the second task, a truly comprehensive theory of science will then proceed to lay out the full range of possible forms of theories. In other words, it will internally differentiate the Idea of Theory (LI I, 239–40 / H XVIII, B 247). The objective correlate of the theory of possible theories is, according to Husserl, the mathematical theory of manifolds, where a manifold is understood to be “a field which is uniquely and solely determined by falling under a theory of such a form, whose objects are such as to permit certain associations which fall under certain basic laws of this or that determinate form (here the only determining feature)” (LI I, 241 / H XVIII, B 248–49). A field of objects is here characterized in a purely formal manner, without regard to the material genus under which its objects might fall.

As it turns out, the great proportion of the work in pure logic as described by Husserl will be carried out not by the philosopher, but by the mathematician. For “the construction of theories, the strict, methodical solution of all formal problems, will always remain the home domain of the mathematician” (LI I, 244 / H XVIII, B 252). Those who object to the “takeover” of pure logic by the mathematicians do so on the basis of the prejudice that the essence of mathematics has to do with number and quantity in particular. On the contrary, Husserl maintains that mathematics is actually a theory of formal relations in general. Number and quantity are not the only matters that admit of formal treatment. For this reason the “mathematical form of treatment” of formal logical problems is “the only scientific one, the only one that offers us systematic closure and completeness, and a survey of all possible questions together with the possible forms of their answers” (LI I, 244 / H XVIII, B 253).

At this point we might well wonder whether Husserl, after having outlined the tasks of a pure logic, has not proceeded forthright to hand over the entire discipline to the mathematicians. Indeed, at this point Husserl himself asks, “What is left over for philosophers, if the development of all true theories falls in the mathematician’s field?” (LI I, 244 / H XVIII, B 253). As it turns out, there is a division of theoretical labor reserved for the philosopher. But what it is exactly, and how it is to be distinguished from that of the mathematician, is not entirely clear in the Logical Investigations.

That there is something left over for the philosopher in the domain of pure logic follows immediately from the fact that the mathematicians are primarily engaged in the construction of theories. Husserl likens their activity to that of mechanics, who build machines without insight into the theoretical principles upon which machines operate. Husserl then makes two points on the basis of this analogy: one, that practicing mathematicians have practical rather than theoretical interests at heart; and two, that practicing mathematicians are unreflective with respect to the basic concepts and laws upon which their own theory is founded. Although, as mathematicians, they have the distinction of working on a general theory of science, as special scientists they fail to thematize the fundamental ideas pertaining to their own discipline (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, B 254).

Let us examine these two claims in turn. First, that the interests of the mathematician are not primarily theoretical. Presumably, a discipline is of a practical sort if its primary focus is not the truth about the nature of things, but the empirical results that follow from the application of a theory. If the theory yields the desired results, then it is considered useful and worthy of acceptance. The theory in question may be imperfectly understood, but that is of no concern to the one who uses it, as long as it “works” and thereby facilitates a greater measure of control over a certain segment of empirical reality. Now the “special sciences,” Husserl maintains, are all characterized by this attitude, for they are “more concerned with practical results and mastery than with essential insight” (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, B 253).

Leaving aside for the moment the question of whether the special sciences are more practically than theoretically motivated, it is not clear that mathematics is itself a special science. For earlier Husserl had stated that the theory of deductive forms ranges over all the special sciences, since it deals with that which makes science science. If mathematics is itself a special science, it is a peculiar one in that it is also a general theory of science. If the general theory of deductive systems is itself a deductive system, then it includes itself within its own domain.

Furthermore, since mathematics deals with laws and complications of laws that derive from concepts alone, it is not clear to what degree or in what sense it is directed toward practical results in the empirical world of real events, objects, and processes. Its primary interest would seem to be directed toward the ideal world, or worlds, of possibility and necessity. From the possibility of utilizing metaphors drawn from the practical arts in the characterization of what mathematicians do—“constructing” theories—it does not follow that their activity is or can be straightforwardly characterized as practical. Presumably those with purely theoretical interests will also engage in the “construction” of theories. But that does not mean their activity is on par with and has essentially the same goals as the activity of a mechanic. Without a more detailed and explicit definition of what it means to be a “practical” discipline, and without an argument for including mathematics under the rubric of the special sciences, it is not clear in what respect the work of the mathematician can be cordoned off from that of the philosopher in connection with the development of a pure logic.

To find out what Husserl himself might mean by a “practical discipline” in this connection we must turn to a later text, the Cartesian Meditations. In section 38 of that work, Husserl claims that even the “logical” or theoretical disciplines can be seen as works of practical reason insofar as they actively constitute their objects on the basis of the material ultimately supplied in passive constitution (that is, roughly, perception). Here “practical reason” does not mean the branch of philosophy that ascertains and grounds the principles of human action, nor does it mean the “applied” sciences, but rather those sciences within the theoretical disciplines that are constructive, which constitute new objectivities on the basis of the old. In this figurative sense only is mathematics a practical discipline.

Second, is it the case that the practicing mathematician is unreflective, that “the mathematician constructs theories of number, quantities, syllogisms, manifolds, without needing to have ultimate insight into the essence of theory in general, and that of the concepts and laws which are its conditions” (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, B 253)? It would seem that this is not necessarily the case. A theory, on Husserl’s own account, is a deductively organized system of laws ultimately derived from certain primitive concepts. The theory of number, for instance, is based upon the concept of number. Now it is entirely possible that a mathematician could develop a theory of number without having inquired into the nature and essence of theory itself. And the same could be said for any mathematical theory that is based upon concepts of the objective sort—the first, second, and fourth examples of mathematical theories in the passage quoted above. But the third example, the theory of syllogisms, the theory of deductive forms of inference, is quite different. It is based upon a concept that pertains to the form of the ideal content of any theory, including itself. It is a concept that belongs to the category of meaning. Here mathematicians are dealing with those very laws that constitute the conditions of theory as such. It is difficult to see how, in this case, they are oblivious to the conditions of theory, since these conditions are the subject matter of their own theory.

But perhaps a closer reading of the above quotation and some attention to Husserl’s positive description of the specific interests and tasks of the philosopher will give us a more precise idea of where the division between the labor of the philosopher and that of the mathematician lies. Strictly speaking, it is not that mathematicians fail to deal with the concepts and laws that serve as the condition of the possibility of theory, but that they lack final insight into the essence of such concepts and laws. As the physicist Hermann Weyl put it, “inasmuch as the mathematician operates with concepts in a strict and formal fashion in constructing science, he must be reminded from time to time that origins in their dim and distant depths refuse to be grasped by his methods.”8 Even if it is the case, then, that mathematicians are busy constructing a theory of deductive inference, which in turn counts as a general theory of theory, they can do so qua mathematicians without insight into the essence of those concepts from which the laws of deductive inference are derived and upon which they are ultimately based. Since these concepts lie at the very basis of the discipline, to the degree that they remain unclear the entire discipline is not entirely transparent to itself. It is not theoretically complete in the sense described above.

It is precisely here that the philosopher comes into the picture. Taking his example from the natural sciences, Husserl says that the scientist is content to have established laws on the basis of which we can predict the future course of real events, or reconstruct the course of real events in the past. But the philosopher “wants to clarify the essence of a thing, an event, a cause, an effect, of space, of time, etc.” (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, B 254). If it is the case that the natural scientist is interested, or primarily interested, only in prediction, then it may be that his interests are practical rather than theoretical. But the difference that is relevant here also covers the difference between the mathematician and the philosopher, even if both of them maintain primarily theoretical interests. The natural scientist constructs a deductively organized nomological system, while the philosopher investigates the concepts presupposed by the natural scientist in the construction of that system. Likewise, while the mathematician is busy with the construction of formal systems, the philosopher is in the business of clarifying the concepts presupposed in the construction of those systems. Hence, in terms of the three tasks of pure logic as delineated by Husserl, the work of the philosopher is largely limited to the first: the clarification of primitive concepts. As such, “philosophical research so supplements the scientific achievements of the natural sciences and the mathematician, as for the first time to perfect pure, genuine, theoretical knowledge. The ars inventiva of the special investigator and the philosopher’s critique of knowledge, are mutually complimentary scientific activities, through which complete theoretical insight, comprehending all relations of essence, first comes into being” (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, B 254).

Earlier I mentioned that logic as a theory of science has both a strictly theoretical and a normative component. The normative component, however, admits of a further differentiation. In the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic,” Husserl draws a methodological distinction between norms and rules (LI I, 171 / H XVIII, B 158–59; see also C, 92 / H VI, 94–95). This distinction coincides with, and is in fact based upon, the ontological distinction between the ideal and the real domains of being. Purely logical norms for human thought are not based upon empirical research into the real patterns of human thinking. Rather, they are “normative transformations” of theoretical laws that are rooted in the concepts of truth, proposition, entailment, and the like (LI I, 172 / H XVIII, B 160). Such laws, then, are a priori, analytic, and self-evident once the meaning of the relevant concepts has been clearly grasped. But these laws are, in themselves, not of a normative character. They simply state ideal logical relations that obtain between propositions (e.g., that q is entailed by the conjunction of p and p→q). But they do have normative implications, such as: it would be valid for an intelligent being to conclude q given p and p→q; or, given p and p→q, an intelligent being should conclude q. Thus the theoretical laws of pure logic can be normatively transformed into forms of valid inference (i.e., “purely logical norms”). Such norms have their roots in the objective side of science. Again, “objective” signifies the ideal propositional content of a science. “Purely logical” refers to the ideal form of such content.

In addition to these norms, there are also technical rules for human thought. Such rules pertain to the “production and criticism of scientific knowledge” and are developed with an eye to the specific real constitution of the human mind (LI I, 171 / H XVIII, B 162). Based upon empirical considerations germane to psychology, they consist of a collection of “human devices” for acquiring, defining, and elaborating a particular theoretical domain. All of these devices, or “methods,” are “adapted to the human constitution as it at present normally is” (LI I, 173 / HXVIII, B 162). If our sensory apparatus were differently organized, our empirical methods of data collection might also be different, just as our methods of mathematical calculation might be different if our mental capacities were much stronger, or significantly weaker. The majority of humans cannot immediately see what 1,411 divided by 17 is. So we have invented the method of long division. If we could immediately see that 1,411 divided by 17 is 83 (as a few savants can), we wouldn’t need the method of long division in that case. If we could immediately see the solution to all problems in division, we wouldn’t need the method at all. Thus logic “can also be included in a logico-practical technology and perhaps combined with an empirical anthropological component” (FTL, 31 / H XVII, 27).

Science, then, admits of two kinds of treatment. One takes its point of departure from the array of methods by which human beings produce and criticize scientific knowledge; the other takes its point of departure from the ideal propositional content of science. The former pertains to the “subjective” side of science, the latter to the “objective” side. In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl speaks of a logic “whose two-sided theme is all possible forms of the actions productive of and cognitive of scientific cognitional formations; on the Objective side, these formations themselves” (FTL, 108 / H XVII, 96). This thematic two-sidedness will be reflected in the normative domain, as he already noted in Logical Investigations. “Norms accordingly fall into two classes. One class of norms regulates all proof and all apodictic connection a priori; it is purely ideal, and only relates to our human knowledge by way of self-evident application. The other is empirical [corresponding to “rules”], and relates essentially to the specifically human side of the science. It has its roots in our general human constitution” (LI I, 174 / H XVIII, B 167).

On Husserl’s taxonomy of the tasks of the discipline of logic as a theory of science, the bulk of contemporary Anglo-American philosophy of science falls within the category of the “subjective normative,” insofar as the center of recent discussion has been the question of scientific rationality (i.e., the rules by which scientific knowledge is to be generated and appraised, given the structure of scientific theories together with psychological, social, and historical constitution of human beings). By way of contrast, the older, logical empiricist philosophy of science was “objective normative” insofar as it focused upon the logical structure of the propositional content of finished scientific theories to the exclusion of the question of how they are actually produced and criticized within their own historical context. Husserl’s position is that both sides of the normative question must be developed in tandem if a full account of science is to be given.

2. REGIONAL ONTOLOGY

As we have seen, pure logic consists of both a formal logic and a formal ontology. Formal logic is a theory of the formal structure of the ideal propositional content of scientific theories. As such, it is a strictly theoretical discipline. But it also admits of a normative transformation, whereby the laws of formal logic are converted into criteria governing the realization of scientific knowledge on the part of a knowing subject. Given these normative criteria, the rules for scientific practice on the part of a particular kind of knowing subject (e.g., the human knowing subject) can be specified. Understood both as a human practice and as a deductively unified system of true propositions, science will thus exhibit a conceptual dependence upon formal logic. Furthermore, insofar as science is about something, it will also be subject to the conceptual constraints of a formal ontology. A formal ontology is a theory of the formal structure of any object whatever.

A special science, however, will not be about any object whatever, but about objects of a particular kind. A special science is specialized by virtue of the fact that it restricts its investigation to a certain domain, or region, of objects within the world. The basic regions of the world, Husserl contends, are delimited by a unified nexus of generic essences. Insight into these essences will generate a fund of material a priori truths that hold unconditionally for all objects within the region defined by those essences. These truths will, in turn, constitute an eidetic science of a generically defined region of being, or, what Husserl will call a “regional ontology.” “Any concrete empirical objectivity finds its place within a highest material genus, a ‘region,’ of empirical objects. To the pure regional essence, then, there corresponds a regional eidetic science, or, as we can also say, a regional ontology” (ID I, 18 / H III, 23–24). Every empirical science, then, will fall under the province of some regional ontology. “Any sciences of matters of fact (any experiential science) has essential theoretical foundations in eidetic ontologies. For … it is quite obvious that the abundant stock of cognitions relating in a pure, an unconditionally valid manner to all possible objects of the region—in so far as these cognitions belong partly to the empty form of any objectivity whatsoever and partly to the regional Eidos which, as it were, exhibits a necessary material form of all objects in the region—cannot lack significance for the exploration of empirical facts” (ID I, 18 / H III, 24; emphasis deleted). For this reason, the “empirical sciences must be grounded on the regional ontologies which are relevant to them and not merely on the pure logic common to all sciences” (ID I, 32 / H III, 39; emphasis deleted).

In this section I will briefly outline the task and structure of regional ontology as set out in part 1 of Husserl’s Ideas I. But I will not endeavor to examine the actual content of the regional ontologies of the natural and the historical worlds as executed by Husserl in Ideas II. Such would take us beyond the introductory scope of this chapter.

The “experiential sciences” (Erfahrungswissenschaften), or empirical sciences, are sciences of matters of fact. They are founded upon acts that posit real individual existence in space and time. Individual existence—with the possible exception of God—is contingent. For any existing individual object, it is true that it could have been otherwise than it happens to be (ID I, 7 / H III, 12). But the contingency of existing things is correlated to a necessity, a necessity rooted in their essence, or Eidos. Every individual object has its essence, and every essence has its possible individual instantiations (ID I, 15 / H III, 21). Thus, for any contingently existing thing, there is a stock of truths that necessarily hold for it, truths that are stratified according to different levels of generic universality (ID I, 8 / H III, 12–13).

The ontological relation between individual objects and their essences serves as the ground of the conceptual relation between the empirical and eidetic sciences (ID I, 15 / H III, 21). This relation is characterized by a one-sided dependence. While the eidetic sciences are independent of the factual findings of the empirical sciences, being based not on the experience of individuals but rather on the seeing of essences (Wesensanschauung), the empirical sciences are dependent upon the eidetic sciences (ID I, 17 / H III, 23). This dependency manifests itself in three respects, the first two of which have already been discussed in the preceding section:

1. Insofar as empirical science engages in acts of mediate grounding, it “must proceed according to the formal principles treated by formal logic” (ID I, 18 / H III, 23).

2. Insofar as empirical science deals with objects, “it must be universally bound by the laws that belong to the essence of anything objective whatever. It thereby enters into a relation with the complex of formal-logical disciplines ” (ID I, 18 / H III, 23).

3. Insofar as any object belongs to a material genus, “any eidetic truth belonging to the pure essences comprised in that [materially essential] composition must yield a law by which the given factual singularity, like any other possible singularity, is bound” (ID I, 18 / H III, 23).

Every regional ontology will have its own generic-specific structure. For every material essence has its place within a hierarchy of essences, ranging from the most general to the most specific. The hierarchy will be bounded by the highest genus at the top and the infirmae species—or “eidetic singularities”—at the bottom. The highest genus is such that there are no genera above it; the eidetic singularities are such that there are no essential particularities below them. Within this hierarchy Husserl distinguishes between self-sufficient and non-self-sufficient essences. A non-self-sufficient essence is one that is essentially related to another essence such that together they constitute the unity of an essence. For example, the non-self-sufficient essence visible “sensuous quality” is essentially bound up with the essence “extension.” This means that any object instantiating visible “sensuous quality” will necessarily co-instantiate “extension.” Any sensuously appearing visible quality must have some extension. Any essence where this is not the case is self-sufficient. A non-self-sufficient essence is called an “abstratum”; a self-sufficient essence is called a “concretum.” An individual object falling under a concretum is called an “individuum” (ID I, 29 / H III, 35–36). A region is then defined as the highest generic unity belonging to a concretum (ID I, 18 / H III, 23).

The development of a regional ontology is a necessary condition for the complete “rationalization” of an empirical science. A science is rational when every particular appearing within that science is completely determined with respect to the hierarchy of eidetic universalities ranging over it (ID I, 19 / H III, 24). Such a rationalization took place, in part, with the application of geometry at the inception of the modern physical sciences. For it was at that point the “people made clear to themselves that the material thing is essentially res extensa and that geometry is therefore the ontological discipline relating to an essential moment of material thinghood, namely the spatial form” (ID I, 19 / H III, 24; emphasis deleted).

The sorting of objects into their appropriate ontological regions, and the development of the eidetic disciplines of the various abstracta within those regions, will have an impact upon not only the content of the corresponding empirical sciences, but their conduct as well. This point is brought out most clearly in Ideas III. There Husserl claims that the norms for the methods of the empirical sciences must be drawn from regional ontology. For in all science, methodical grounding and ultimate justification lead back to certain experiences in which the objects ostensibly known are given in intuition (ID III, 20 / H V, 23). But as there are essentially different types of objects, so there are different ways in which objects are given. Hence, “the method of every science must be determined by the sort of originarily bestowing intuition, or the basic sort of originary apprehension, essentially belonging to the object-category to which it is related” (ID III, 20 / H V, 22). The different ways in which objects are typically given is determined by their universal essence, which is theoretically articulated in the corresponding regional ontology (ID III, 21 / H V, 23). Thus the methodology of the empirical sciences is to be determined not only from the side of formal logic, through the development of rules for the production of knowledge in keeping with the principles of logic, but also from the side of regional ontology, which determines the mode of evidence appropriate to each object-domain.

3. TRANSCENDENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS AS THE GROUND OF THE SCIENCES

In the previous sections of this chapter on pure logic and regional ontology, we have been discussing the relation of phenomenology to what I have called the “conceptual foundations” of the sciences. In the development and construction of theories, the sciences constantly presuppose and make use of certain basic concepts. As a form of foundational research, phenomenology is to clarify those concepts by recourse to those mental processes in which the referents of those concepts are intuitively given.

A number of concrete examples of Husserl’s method of phenomenological clarification can be found in the Logical Investigations. As a science, logic is based upon the primitive concepts of truth, proposition, relation, and the like. In especially the Sixth Logical Investigation we find Husserl’s initial attempts at clarifying a number of these primitive concepts. Truth is clarified by recourse to the act of identifying synthesis where truth is actually given, where truth is experienced as the identity of the state of affairs as meant and the state of affairs as intuited. Such logical relations as conjunction, disjunction, and the like are clarified by recourse to those acts where such categorical objectivities are given, acts of “categorial intuition.” These clarifications will also work together ultimately to show how logic as a science is possible. For logic claims to be a deductively organized body of knowledge; but knowledge, according to Husserl, can occur only in those contexts where the states of affairs judged are at the same time intuitively given. For any science, then, it is the task of phenomenology to disclose precisely the sense in which it can claim to count as knowledge by clarifying the manner in which its objects are given in the course of experience.

The phenomenological clarification of the conceptual foundations of the sciences remains one of the stated tasks of Husserl’s phenomenology. But, as I indicated earlier, Husserl’s concept of the ultimate foundations of the sciences underwent a process of radicalization as the question regarding the possibility of knowledge became global and as the implications of the ideal of philosophy as a rigorous foundational science became more apparent to him. In this section I will point out how a new dimension to the problem of the foundations of the sciences was disclosed in this process of radicalization. I will also attempt to indicate the shape the task of a phenomenological clarification of the foundations of the sciences was to take within this dimension. I will call this new dimension the “transcendental ground” of the sciences.

Husserl’s turn to the transcendental dimension of the problem of the foundations of the sciences came about as a result of his reflections on the necessary prerequisites for any theoretical inquiry into the conditions of the possibility of scientific knowledge. All sciences are sciences of the world, or, at least, some part of it. Furthermore, the world, as given in prescientific experience, is constantly presupposed as a source of confirmation for theories in the empirical sciences. In both these ways the sciences presuppose, then, not only certain primitive concepts and indemonstrable propositions, but also the existence of the world. The presupposition of the existence of the world as the ultimate horizon for all possible objects of positive scientific research constitutes what Husserl identifies in Ideas I as the fundamental thesis of the “natural attitude.” The natural attitude, however, is not the exclusive property of the sciences. It is shared with nontheoretical activity as well. The world is the arena not only of scientific research, but of practical life.

The aims of both theoretical and practical life are always specified in terms of the world, which is presupposed as simply “there.” “Objective science, too,” Husserl notes in the Crisis, “asks questions only on the ground of this world’s existing in advance through pre-scientific life. Like all praxis, objective science presupposes the being of this world” (C, 110 / H VI, 112–13). But the world serves not only as the presupposition of the sciences, it serves as their object as well. “To cognize ‘the’ world more comprehensively, more reliably, more perfectly in every respect than naive experiential cognizance can, to solve all the problems of scientific cognition which offer themselves within the realm of the world, that is the aim of the sciences belonging to the natural attitude” (ID I, 57 / H III, 63; emphasis deleted).9 Although prescientific experience may be considered naive when compared to the sophisticated explanations and methodological apparatus of the sciences, the sciences themselves are also naive insofar as they, like prescientific experience, are based upon the natural attitude. “In respect of its point of departure all natural science is naïve. The nature that it means to explore is for it simply there. Without question physical things exist, exist as at rest, moving, changing, in infinite time. We perceive them, we describe them in pure and simple experiential judgments. To cognize these unquestioned data in an objectively valid, strictly scientific manner is the aim of natural science” (PSS, 19 / PSW, 18).10

In a discussion of science, it is difficult to circumvent the negative connotations of words like “naive” and “naïveté.” But Husserl is not ascribing a naïveté to the positive sciences as if it were a fault, a theoretical defect. On the contrary, it is wholly appropriate, and perhaps even necessary, for the sciences to assume the existence of that which they seek to know. The assumption of the existence of the world becomes a defect—a fatal flaw, in fact—only when the epistemological question of the possibility of knowledge of the world is raised. For any answer to the question that itself presupposes the existence and knowledge of the world necessarily begs the question. The naïveté of the sciences is not so much a defect in the sciences of the world as it is an indication that such sciences are themselves in principle incapable of solving the basic epistemological problem. They need to be supplemented by another science that, in raising the question of the possibility of the scientific knowledge of the world, no longer presupposes the existence of the world or any scientific knowledge of it. Such a science Husserl calls “transcendental phenomenology.”

The “transcendental turn” in Husserl’s thinking, signaled by five introductory lectures delivered at Göttingen in 1907 and published under the title The Idea of Phenomenology, was executed for precisely the kind of epistemological reasons mentioned above. And it is to these lectures we will turn to see precisely how the global epistemological question of the possibility of knowledge of the world necessarily leads to the disclosure of pure consciousness as the transcendental ground of science.

In the opening lecture Husserl argues that epistemology, in the critical sense, is possible only as phenomenology. That is, it is only from the standpoint of the phenomenological attitude and through the use of phenomenological methods that the global question of critical epistemology pertaining to the relation of cognition to the world can be answered without presupposing precisely that which is to be made problematic by the question. The answer to the question of the possibility of knowing the world cannot presuppose knowledge of the world without begging the question. “If the very sense and value of positive knowledge as such, with all its methodological arrangements, with all its exact groundings, has become problematic, then this effects every principle drawn from the sphere of positive knowledge that might be taken as a point of departure as well as every ostensibly exact method of grounding” (IP, 21 / H II, 25). Any answer given to the global question of critical epistemology on the basis of the natural attitude already assumes the fact of knowing, the existence of the object of knowledge, the possibility of cognitive access to that object, and the correspondence of the cognition to that object (IP, 17 / H II, 20). In particular, any epistemology based upon explanatory psychology assumes that in this branch of scientific cognition we are in touch with the human mind as an object existing in the world, related to other objects in the world by way of causality. But the question of critical epistemology is directed to the possibility of cognition of the world on a global scale. To answer that question on the basis of a particular cognition of the world is, again, to assume the validity of precisely that which one is proposing to make problematic. Critical epistemology, then, cannot be conducted on the basis of the natural attitude. To think that this is possible, Husserl maintains, is to betray one’s confusion as to the proper level of epistemological questioning (IP, 21 / H II, 26). This is the critical thesis that Husserl would direct to all forms of naturalized epistemology.

Up to this point, however, Husserl has assumed that the basic question of critical epistemology—the question of the possibility of knowledge per se—is both legitimate and coherent. But is it possible to answer this question without at the same time begging the question? Presumably any theoretically satisfying answer to the question of the possibility of knowledge must itself count as a piece of knowledge. But if this is the case, it looks as though the entire project of critical epistemology is misconceived from the outset.

In the second lecture Husserl takes up the problem of the point of departure for a critical epistemology that is truly consistent with its own level of questioning. Is it actually the case that “epistemology cannot get underway because it places knowledge as such in question and so must place any knowledge with which it begins in question as well” (IP, 26 / H II, 34)? Husserl’s rejoinder to this objection—the Hegelian objection to critical epistemology—employs the Cartesian strategy of distinguishing within the domain of cognition those cognitive claims that are questionable from those that are not. The “global” epistemological question is then restricted to the former, while the answer is to be given on the basis of the latter. For although critical epistemology must begin with the resolve to question and to doubt all cognitions with respect to their claims to transcend themselves and make contact with an external object, it will nonetheless eventually discover a class of cognitions that is not questionable, that is indubitable. Cognitions that belong to this class possess the property of indubitability because their objects are not external to consciousness. Their objects are not transcendent, but immanent. By “immanent” Husserl means here that they are wholly given within the experience of them. Such objects are encountered in acts of reflection upon mental processes. Whereas the cognitive claims pertaining to transcendent objects exceed what is actually given in the experience of them, and so may turn out to be mistaken, the cognitive claims pertaining to immanent objects do not venture beyond available evidence. Mental processes are wholly given within the reflective apprehension of them. Here, “nothing that is meant fails to be given” (IP, 45 / H II, 61). In the face of such givenness, such evidence, it would be “absurd to persist in universal doubt” (IP, 23 / H II, 30). The reflective apprehensions of mental processes now count as “primary knowledge” (IP, 23 / H II, 29). Together they form the “absolute ground” for a theory of knowledge (IP, 24 / H II, 31). Being “first in themselves,” they “can support the whole storied edifice of universal knowledge,” as Husserl later puts it in Cartesian Meditations (CM, 14 / H I, 54). Here the “epoché,” the “epistemological reduction,” abstaining from the use of any knowledge of transcendent objects for the sake of accounting for the possibility of the knowledge of transcendent objects, reveals another kind of knowledge, a knowledge whose objects are wholly “immanent” (IP, 30 / H II, 39). Such knowledge is therefore free of the problem of transcendence (IP, 45 / H II, 60).

Thus the resolve to refrain from utilizing any straightforward cognition of the world brings to the fore the reflective cognition of consciousness. This latter cognition would include cognition of the acts of cognition that make up in part a “highly ramified sphere of being that can be given to us absolutely” (IP, 24 / H II, 30). In this way the project of critical epistemology avoids universal skepticism by marking off a domain of cognition that is indubitable by virtue of the absolute givenness of its objects (IP, 27 / H II, 34). But now the account of the possibility of cognition of transcendent objects will have to be given solely on the basis of the reflective apprehension of the acts of cognition themselves if it is not, once again, to presuppose the cognition of transcendent objects. That is, the account of the possibility of a relation between cognition and its transcendent object will have to be developed on the basis of what is given within the act of cognition itself. If Husserl’s strategy for critical epistemology is to be successful, there must be something essentially contained within the act of cognition by which it relates itself to its object. But what is it that belongs to the essence of the act of cognition such that the act makes contact with an object?

Husserl takes the central and basic question of critical epistemology to be the question of the possibility of knowledge as such, that is, the problem of the relation between cognition and its object (IP, 16–17 / H II, 19–20). This question is subsequently articulated into three subquestions: “How, then, can knowledge be sure of its agreement with the known objects? How can knowledge go beyond itself and reach its objects reliably? … How do I, the knowing subject, know—and how can I know for sure—that not only my experiences, these acts of knowing, exist, but also what they know exists?” (IP, 17 / H II, 20). These questions represent the three basic systematic problems of critical epistemology: (1) the problem of correspondence; (2) the problem of transcendence; and (3) the problem of objective existence.

Of these three problems, the problem of transcendence has a conceptual priority: “Transcendence remains both the initial and the guiding problem for the critique of knowledge. It is the riddle that stands in the way of positive knowledge and the impulse behind these new investigations. One could at the outset characterize the task of the critique of knowledge as one of providing a solution to the problem of transcendence” (IP, 28 / H II, 36). Husserl’s solution to the problem of transcendence lies in the interposition of a third term—the sense (Sinn) of an act—which makes the reference of an act of cognition to an object possible. “Knowledge is, according to its essence, knowledge of objectivity, and it is such by virtue of the sense that is immanent to it, the sense by which it relates itself to objectivity” (IP, 16 / H II, 29). An act of consciousness refers to its object by way of its resident sense. And it is the task of the theory of knowledge “to solve the problems pertaining to the correlation of knowledge, its sense, and its object by inquiring into the essence of knowledge” (IP, 18 / H II, 22). Here we have the programmatic answer to the question posed above pertaining to the possibility of accounting for the possibility of cognition of a transcendent object through an exclusive examination of what’s involved in the act of cognition itself. The act of cognition contains within itself a sense whereby it achieves a reference to an object. One need not go beyond what is phenomenologically available in the act itself in order to give an account of how it is related to an object. An act relates itself to its object by virtue of its own sense. The sense of an act can be reflectively captured, analyzed, and described. In this way an answer to the global question of critical epistemology with respect to the possibility of the cognition of transcendent objects can be given without presupposing the cognition of transcendent objects. The answer can be given solely on the basis of the cognition of immanent objects (i.e., the reflective apprehension of the acts of cognition together with their sense).

As Husserl was to emphasize repeatedly throughout his career subsequent to 1907, the reflective turn to consciousness through the adoption of the phenomenological attitude and the abstention from all judgments of worldly existence carry with them decisive implications for the status of consciousness. Within the phenomenological attitude, consciousness can no longer be considered to be a part of the world, in causal interaction with other parts of the world. For all judgments that posit the existence of the world and its causal relations have been suspended. Consciousness, then, can no longer be accepted as one entity among others in the world. It is nonworldly—yet the world appears “within” it. In this sense, consciousness is transcendental: it is the all-embracing horizon within which the world presents itself.

Transcendental consciousness is not in the world; but the world is in some sense “in” consciousness. Of course, the world cannot be in consciousness in any spatial or material sense. Rather, what Husserl means here is that the presumably existing world is now converted into a world-phenomenon. Within transcendental phenomenology, the world will be considered only insofar as it appears to consciousness by virtue of the sense-laden acts of consciousness that intend the world as such (IP, 55 / H II, 75). As phenomenon, the world is, in Husserl’s language, “constituted” within transcendental consciousness (see, for instance, FTL, 268 / H XVII, 237). That is, the experience of the world, such that we are entitled to claim that the world is “there,” is based upon the continuous and harmonious syntheses of mental processes within consciousness whereby the world appears to us.11 “The world, as a ‘phenomenon,’ lies within me, and acquires its sense of being from me. Thus in transcendental subjectivity, lies the absolute pre-supposition [Voraus-Setzung] which gives sense to all presuppositions [Voraussetzungen]: the antecedent positing of my transcendental ego” (FTL, 276 / H XVII, 244). Any straightforward, objective claims we make about the existence of the world, or its disposition, presuppose the constitution of the world within transcendental consciousness.12 This holds for the straightforward, objective claims of the positive sciences as well. In both cases, the final presupposition of transcendental consciousness must be explicated if cognition is to be completely clarified. For “every already existing thing,” whether it be posited in natural life or in the context of scientific theory, “is a ‘prejudice,’ in the non-pejorative sense, and requires transcendental criticism, constitutive analysis, which only then can furnish knowledge and science in the strict sense” (FTL, 277 / H XVII, 244).

The transcendental basis of experience remains hidden, however, in the straightforward experience of the world. Only from the standpoint of the reflective phenomenological attitude does it become clear that “natural, objective world life is only a particular mode of the transcendental life which forever constitutes the world, [but] in such a way that transcendental subjectivity, while living on in this mode, has not become conscious of the constituting horizons and never can become aware of them. It lives in ‘infatuation,’ so to speak, with the poles of unity without being aware of the constituting multiplicities belonging to them” (C, 175–76 / H VI, 179). Thus we see that the sciences not only presuppose certain primitive concepts and first principles that reside in the foundations of their theoretical enterprise, but also the constitution of their research domains—the world together with all its regions and objectivities—within transcendental consciousness. “What science has before it as a province, given in advance for theoretical work, is, in respect of its sense and being, a province for the investigators (singly and in communion) by virtue of sources belonging to the (likewise separate and communalized) productivity of the investigators’ own consciousness” (FTL, 15 / H XVII, 13). For “any straightforwardly constituted objectivity (for example: an Object belonging to Nature) points back, according to its essential sort (for example: physical thing in specie), to a correlative essential form of manifold, actual and possible, intentionality (in our example, infinite intentionality), which is constitutive for the objectivity” (FTL, 246 / H XVII, 217; emphasis deleted).

In all straightforward acts of experience and cognition, this universal a priori of intentional consciousness necessarily remains hidden. It is the ultimate presupposition of all experience, yet it remains unthematic in natural life and in the sciences based upon the natural attitude.

While the corresponding intentionality is being executed, while it is flowing in this manner as an Objectivatingly productive living, it is “unconscious”—that is to say: it makes thematic, but it itself is, for that very reason and as a matter of essential necessity, non-thematic. It remains hidden, as long as it has not been uncovered by a reflection and has not thus itself become a theme, the theoretical theme of that logical research which is directed to the subjective. The subject which is straightforwardly judging or thinking in any manner … has “consciously” before him, thematically, only the formations undergoing production at that time. (FTL, 34–35 / H XVII, 30)

Because of the exclusive interest of the positive sciences in some particular objective field of research, their practitioners do not consider the subjective intentional correlate by which the field is constituted. “Thus the geometer,” Husserl writes, “will not think of exploring, besides geometrical shapes, geometrical thinking” (FTL, 36 / H XVII, 32). “Intentional life,” with all its goals and accomplishments, is taken for granted by all thinking (C, 113 / H VI, 115). This systematic disregard for the constitutive activity of transcendental consciousness amounts to the “transcendental naïveté” of the sciences.

Because of this ineluctable naïveté, the objective sciences “lack precisely the knowledge of what could procure the meaning and validity for the theoretical constructs of objective knowledge and thus gives them the dignity of knowledge which is ultimately grounded” (C, 119 / H VI, 121). With the disclosure of this previously hidden transcendental foundation of the sciences, then, comes the task of phenomenologically clarifying this foundation in the interests of making the sciences wholly perspicuous. “After all,” Husserl states in the Crisis, “accomplishments can be understood only in terms of the activity that accomplishes them” (C, 117 / H VI, 119). Here lies the uniquely phenomenological mode of explanation: “Intentionality is the title which stands for the actual and genuine way of explaining [Erklaren], making intelligible. To go back to the intentional origins and unities of the formation of meaning is to proceed toward a comprehension which, once achieved (which of course is an ideal case), would leave no meaningful question unanswered” (C, 168 / H VI, 171). If the sciences are to be made fully intelligible, then, Husserl claims in Formal and Transcendental Logic, “we must rise above the self-forgetfulness of the theorizer who, in his theoretical producing [Leisten], devotes himself to the subject-matter, the theories, and the methods, and accordingly knows nothing of the inwardness of the producing—who lives in producing, but does not have the productive living itself as a theme within his field of vision. Only by virtue of a fundamental clarification, penetrating to the depth of inwardness that produces cognition and theory, the transcendental inwardness, does what is produced as genuine theory and genuine science become understandable” (FTL, 15–16 / H XVII, 14; typography corrected).13 This is Husserl’s phenomenological take on the Delphic injunction: “Know thyself!”

A similar programmatic statement can be found in the Crisis, where the locution “accomplishing life” is used to refer to the transcendental ground of the sciences. In this sense, accomplishing life is the “apodictically necessary and ultimate ground” of all scientific objectivity and makes the latter ultimately intelligible (C, 114–15 / H VI, 117). Thus, “one must fully clarify, i.e., bring to ultimate evidence, how all the evidence of objective-logical accomplishments, through which objective theory (thus mathematical and natural scientific theory) is grounded in respect of form and content, has its hidden sources of grounding in the ultimately accomplishing life, the life in which the evident givenness of the life-world forever has, had attained, and attains anew its pre-scientific ontic meaning” (C, 128 / H VI, 131; translation modified).

Up to this point we have followed Husserl in his acquisition of the concept of transcendental consciousness as a necessary prerequisite for a noncircular critical epistemology of objective knowledge drawn from pure evidence. As that within which the appearance of any objectivity is constituted, transcendental consciousness forms the ultimate presupposition of any objective cognitive claim, including the claims of the objective, or positive, sciences. As Joseph J. Kockelmans remarks, “It is only when we arrive at consciousness as the universal medium of access to whatever exists, including the life-world itself, that our search for foundations reaches its final destination.”14 If the foundations of the sciences are to be made fully transparent, the intentional processes upon which they are founded must be clarified. Such a clarification is the specific task of transcendental phenomenology.

But we have yet to indicate what form this clarification will take. According to Husserl, the judgments, or propositions, of science, as the “meanings” or “senses” of assertive acts, are themselves the complex products or results of intentional processes. Inscribed within them are the “sense-implications” of a genetic order by which they were produced on the basis of simpler, more original forms of experience. “Judgments as senses accordingly have a sense-genesis” (FTL, 207 / H XVII, 184; emphasis deleted). The phenomenological clarification of such judgments will then be a matter of uncovering “the hidden intentional implications included in judging and in the judgment itself as the product of judging” (FTL, 207 / H XVII, 184). Every judgment “points back” to the noetic activity by which it was produced and the noematic material (the sense material) from which it was compounded. A judgment, as a sense, refers back to prior senses upon which it was produced and the intentional act by which it was produced. The question of the intentional sense-implication can be traced back until one reactivates the original experience upon which the judgment in question is ultimately founded. In this way the judgment is to be made “materially evident” (FTL, 207 / H XVII, 184). This leads, quite naturally, to the notion that each intentionally founded judgment bears within itself a “sense-history,” which is to be retraced in the process of clarifying it. “Judgments, as the finished products of a ‘constitution’ or a ‘genesis,’ can and must be interrogated with respect to their history. The essential peculiarity of such products is precisely that they are senses that bear within them, as a sense-implicate of their genesis, a sort of historicalness; that in them, level by level, sense points back to original sense and to the corresponding noetic intentionality; that therefore each sense-formation can be asked about its essentially necessary sense-history” (FTL, 208 / H XVII, 184). Here the search for foundations leads to an inquiry into origins—for Husserl, a genetic phenomenology of sense.

This form of clarification is to provide more than just an interesting account of the intentional career of a particular proposition. It is also a form of criticism. For the unraveling of the sense-moments of a proposition is guided by the question of the evidence for that judgment, that is, the question of the genetically first intentional experience where the state of affairs that corresponds to the proposition is itself given, and how it is given (FTL, 209 / H XVII, 185–86). Only when the intentional history of a judgment is analytically disclosed can the overall sense and justification of the judgment be assessed.

The phenomenological clarification of science as the intentional analysis of transcendental consciousness, then, has as its goal the step-by-step regressive inquiry into the genetically ordered layers of sense and corresponding intentional processes in transcendental consciousness by which science is built up and now appears as a “finished product.” The phenomenology of science then becomes a kind of intentional archaeology, digging down through the sedimented layers of sense formations in order to recapitulate the intentional history of science so as to understand it and complete its reflective justification. This form of phenomenological excavation was carried out by Husserl himself in his justly famous “Galileo analysis” in section 9 of the Crisis, and in Beilagen III to that section, which was published in 1939 by Eugen Fink under the title “Die Frage nach dem Urspung der Geometrie als intentional-historisches Problem” (The question of the origin of geometry as an intentional-historical problem).15

It would be inappropriate at this point, however, to launch into a detailed examination of Husserl’s execution of the phenomenological clarification of the sciences in this genetic sense. The purpose of this section is only to review the philosophical considerations that led to Husserl’s specific formulation of the task of phenomenological clarification of science. The Crisis text will be considered later, in chapter 5.

4. PHENOMENOLOGY AS THE ALL-EMBRACING FOUNDATIONAL SCIENCE

In the introduction to the Cartesian Meditations, Husserl represents the basic aim of Descartes’s Meditations as the “complete reforming of philosophy into a science grounded on an absolute foundation” (CM, 1 / H I, 43). This project implied for Descartes a corresponding reforming of all the sciences because he conceived of the sciences as but “non-self-sufficient members of the one all-inclusive science, and this is philosophy” (CM, 1–2 / H I, 43–44). Husserl takes over the Cartesian project of establishing philosophy as an all-embracing foundational discipline, but rejects the Cartesian method for achieving it. Descartes’s fundamental mistake, in Husserl’s estimation, was to model the method of philosophy on one of the special sciences, namely mathematics (C, 73–78 / H VI, 74–80). The Cartesian reformation of philosophy was to take place by transforming it into a strictly deductively ordered discipline, taking its point of departure from self-evident axioms. But it was precisely here that Descartes failed to appreciate the methodological requirements for a truly foundational discipline. A foundational discipline cannot be deductive, for any deductive science is itself founded upon certain primitive concepts and axioms (C, 181 / H VI, 185). The attempt on the part of a deductive discipline to secure the validity of its own foundations through deduction will necessarily succumb to a circularity of first principles, as Antoine Arnauld was quick to point out.16 Consciousness, as the domain of adequate evidence, cannot be taken as an axiomatic point of departure for the demonstration of its own validity. Rather, taking adequate evidence as the unquestionable principle of all rational discourse, a foundational discipline must proceed descriptively within the domain of consciousness and give an account of the possibility of genuine knowledge “from within” (IP, 43 / H II, 58). For this reason, “it is naturally a ludicrous, though unfortunately common misunderstanding, to seek to attack transcendental phenomenology as ‘Cartesianism,’ as if its ego cogito were a premise from which the rest of knowledge … was to be deduced, absolutely ‘secured.’ The point is not to secure objectivity but to understand it” (C, 189 / H VI, 193).

It should be pointed out, however, that although phenomenology is not Cartesian in its method, it remains Cartesian in its ideal. It means to become a foundational discipline that embraces all the other sciences within itself. As Husserl represents it, phenomenology is the foundational discipline in the sense that one cannot meaningfully get behind the evidence offered in the reflective apprehension of transcendentally purified mental processes, mental processes considered strictly with respect to what is directly given in them. Because of its restriction to adequate evidence, it need not presuppose anything that would be in need of further clarification at a deeper level. It presupposes nothing that is not also given. “Accordingly, the realization of this philosophical self-examination that sees in everything given beforehand as existing an index for a system of uncoverable constitutive performances, is indeed the most extreme radicalness in striving to uproot all prejudice” (FTL, 276 / H XVII, 244; emphasis deleted). Moreover, it is a foundational discipline that bears its own foundation within itself. “Thus it must begin without any underlying ground. But immediately it achieves the possibility of creating a ground for itself through its own powers, namely, in mastery, through original self-reflection, of the naive world as transformed into a phenomenon or rather a universe of phenomena” (FTL, 276 / H XVII, 244).

Since all scientific cognition is carried out in acts of consciousness, phenomenology, as the science of the acts of consciousness, also includes all scientific cognition within its object domain. “It is the distinctive peculiarity of phenomenology to embrace within its sphere of its eidetic universality all cognitions and sciences” (ID I, 142 / H III 1, 133). Moreover, it is an all-embracing discipline in the sense that for every objectivity one could claim to know, there is necessarily correlated with it the intentional activity by which its givenness is constituted within consciousness (C, 114–15 / H VI, 117). Since the rationality of any claim to know is ultimately based upon the way in which the objectivity ostensibly known is given within consciousness, phenomenology is in the unique position of “carrying out every possible critique of reason” (ID I, 148 / H III 1, 136). For within each science, Husserl claims in the Revue Internationale de Philosophie, consciousness plays “le rôle de source de justification ultime.”17 In this way phenomenology sets philosophy on the road to the realization of the Cartesian ideal, for it is phenomenology as “the all-embracing science of transcendental subjectivity” that “gives a legitimate sense, and indeed the only conceivable sense, to the ideal of grounding cognition with an absolute freedom from presuppositions” (FTL, 272 / H XVII, 240–41; emphasis deleted). Understood in this way, “the whole of phenomenology is nothing more than the self-examination on the part of transcendental subjectivity” (FTL, 273 / H XVII, 241–42; emphasis deleted). Yet, in the exclusive turn to transcendental subjectivity, the existing world is not annulled so much as it is understood through the analysis and description of the acts by which it becomes available to us. “And in the same manner,” Husserl writes, “positive science, as achieved by labors in common, becomes understood” (FTL, 275 / H XVII, 243). Transcendental phenomenology, in Husserl’s book, counts as the ultimate self-elucidation of reason in all its applications.


PART TWO

……………………………………………..

Evidence and the Positing of Existence in Husserl’s Phenomenology


CHAPTER THREE

……………………………..

TRUTH, EVIDENCE, AND EXISTENCE IN HUSSERL’S PHENOMENOLOGY

The first two chapters of this study provided a general orientation in Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy of science. In this and the following three chapters, I will address the more specific question of the compatibility between Husserl’s phenomenology and a robust appreciation of the theoretical dimension of the physical sciences. I will pose this question in terms of the distinction that has been drawn between the empirical and theoretical components of the physical sciences. On this distinction, empirical science remains within the domain of the observable. It seeks to identify and determine exact functional covariations of observable physical phenomena. The formulations of such functional covariations count as laws. In the ideal gas laws, for instance, pressure within a container is represented as directly proportional to temperature and inversely proportional to volume. Such laws, however, only state that a correlation exists and specify what that correlation is. They do not explain why such a correlation exists. The explanation of functional dependencies within the empirical domain calls for the development of a theory. And theories typically fulfill their explanatory task by postulating unobservable entities that tie the variables in question together by way of causality. As Stathis Psillos puts it in his study of scientific realism, scientific theories “explain and predict observable phenomena by reference to unobservable phenomena.”1 In the case of the ideal gas laws, for instance, we make use of the explanatory powers of kinetic theory. Positing the existence of molecules as the unobservable constituents of a gas, kinetic theory proceeds, under the standard Maxwell-Boltzmann interpretation, to understand temperature in terms of the average kinetic energy of the molecules and pressure in terms of the change of momentum as the molecules strike the inner surface of the container. As an increase in temperature represents a rise in the average kinetic energy, so the change in momentum increases, assuming the volume remains relatively constant. Hence the theoretical explanation of why pressure is directly proportional to temperature.

The move beyond what is observable in order to explain the behavior of what is observable distinguishes theoretical science from empirical science. Empirical science seeks to ascertain the lawlike regularities of observable phenomena; theoretical science seeks to explain why such lawlike regularities obtain. In doing so, it typically posits the existence of hidden, unobservable entities. Unobservable entities postulated by theoretical science are known as theoretical entities. To raise the question of whether such entities really exist is to raise the question of theoretical existence.

I will not claim that this bi-level account of the structure of scientific theories sketched out above is entirely unproblematic. The line between the observable and the unobservable, for instance, is notoriously difficult to draw. In addition, the lawlike behavior of theoretical entities often calls for additional levels of explanation. Thus the law/theory divide is not limited to the observable/unobservable divide. But I will employ the bi-level account because it has formed the conceptual frame for the debate between instrumentalist and realist interpretations of scientific theory.

Because phenomenology restricts itself to phenomena, to what is open to direct intuition, and because it ties knowledge to what is given in direct intuition, it might appear that phenomenology by its very nature is incompatible with a realistic interpretation of scientific theories. In the next three chapters I will argue that this is not the case. In this chapter I will take a line of approach to the question of theoretical existence afforded by Husserl’s theory of truth. The connection between a theory of truth and the question of theoretical existence can be briefly formulated in terms of the necessary correlation Husserl recognized between truth and being. In section 62 of the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic” of the Logical Investigations, Husserl states that “nothing can be without being thus or thus determined, and that it is, and that it is thus and thus determined, is the self-subsistent truth which is the necessary correlate of the self-subsistent being” (LI I, 225–26 / H XVIII, B 228). “For the world,” Husserl already claimed in section 36, “is merely the unified objective totality corresponding to, and inseparable from, the ideal system of all factual truth” (LI I, 143 / H XVIII, B 121). Thus there is, Husserl insists, an “a priori togetherness” of Wahrheiten and Sachverhalten, of truths and states of affairs (LI I, 225–26 / H XVIII, B 228). In section 6 of Ideas I, Husserl makes the same point in connection with eidetic truths and eidetic states of affairs. The latter are the necessary “correlates” of the former (ID I, 14 / H III 1, 16; see also C, 126 / H VI, 129 and C, 304 / H VI, 282).

We may formulate Husserl’s thesis in the following way:

A proposition is true if and only if the corresponding state of affairs obtains.

Thus, if a scientific theory postulates the existence of theoretical entities and that theory is true, then those entities exist. Conversely, if the propositional component of a scientific theory that postulates the existence of theoretical entities is not true, then those entities, as postulated, do not exist.

The correlation between truth and being carries over into the context of justification as well. If we are justified in believing that the base assumption of a scientific theory that postulates the existence of certain theoretical entities is true, then we are justified in believing that those entities exist; if we are not justified in believing that base assumption is true, then, absent any other grounds, we are not justified in believing that those theoretical entities exist. The latter formulation can be quantified in different ways. It also admits of modal variation. The most interesting variant, anticipating the results of this chapter, is this one: if it is not possible for us to be justified in believing that any base assumption of a scientific theory that postulates theoretical entities is true, then it is not possible for us to be justified in believing that any theoretical entities exist. Obviously this statement holds true only if scientific theory is the only possible source of justification for belief in the existence of theoretical entities. For the purposes of this discussion, I will take this to be the case.

There is, then, a necessary correlation between truth and existence. If a proposition is true, then the corresponding state of affairs obtains; if a state of affairs obtains, then the corresponding proposition is true. “Truths do not, of course, produce the corresponding facts or things,” Dallas Willard points out in commenting on the Husserl doctrine of truth, “but given the truths, those facts and things must exist; and conversely, given the facts (and things) the corresponding truth must obtain.”2 But there is also in Husserl’s phenomenology a close connection between truth and evidence. Some commentators have maintained that this connection is also one of necessary correlation, and that Husserl rendered this correlation necessary by simply reducing truth to evidence. Günther Patzig, for example, claims that Husserl posits “a relation of identity between evident and true propositions and between evidence and truth in general,” by “melting truth down into the medium of evidence, so to speak.”3 Similarly, Donn Welton takes Husserl’s theory of truth to amount to the following: “What makes a statement (about the world at hand) true is not a magical union between two masses—a meaningful sentence and a thing—but a more or less adequate fit between the meaning intended in and through speech-acts and what is given in and through perceptual acts.”4 What is given through acts of perception counts as evidence for the meaning of a speech act, that is, a proposition. Contrary to what we had just established concerning Husserl’s position on the necessary correlation between true propositions and existing states of affairs, Welton holds that what “makes” a statement true is the agreement, the “fit,” between the proposition asserted in that statement and the perceptual givenness of the state of affairs to which that statement corresponds.

Now if the only thing that makes a proposition true is the fit between that proposition and the perceptual givenness of the corresponding state of affairs, then the necessary and sufficient condition of the truth of a proposition is an act of consciousness in which the corresponding state of affairs is perceptually given. If the state of affairs is not given, the proposition in question cannot be true, since what makes a proposition true is the fit between that proposition and the givenness of a corresponding state of affairs. The necessary correlation between truth and consciousness comes into play once we realize that Husserl defines evidence as an act of consciousness in which a state of affairs is itself given. On Welton’s interpretation, then, a proposition is true if and only if there is a relevant case of evidence (i.e., an act of consciousness in which the corresponding state of affairs is perceptually given). On this view, evidence not only indicates that a proposition is true, it makes that proposition true. The domain of true propositions is thus restricted and determined by the scope of the states of affairs that are given in perceptual acts of consciousness, that is, in acts of evidence. Truth and evidence are made equivalent by reducing truth to evidence.

Theories that hold that some positive epistemic feature of a belief or proposition makes the belief or proposition true are known as epistemic theories of truth. The positive epistemic feature may range from warranted assertibility, to ideal consensus, to being evident. Those inclined to give an epistemic version of Husserl’s theory of truth focus on being evident. We may summarize Patzig’s and Welton’s epistemic interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth in this way:

For any proposition p, p is true if and only if p is evident.

The phenomenological gloss on “p is evident” reads as follows:

p is evident if and only if the state of affairs to which p corresponds is given in an intuitive act of consciousness.

Thus the truth of p is not correlated here with the existence of the state of affairs to which p corresponds, but the occurrence of an act of consciousness in which the state of affairs to which p corresponds is intutitively given. In essential agreement with this line of interpretation, Louis Dupré maintains that, according to Husserl, “truth depends upon the fulfilling of a meaning-intention”; that is, “truth is constituted by the real presence of the object.”5

This interpretation quite clearly commits Husserl to the position that truth is dependent upon states of consciousness. For if the truth is “constituted” by the presence of the object in perceptual consciousness, if propositions are “made” true by the perceptual givenness of the corresponding state of affairs in consciousness, then, apart from a consciousness in which an object is presented or a state of affairs given, there can be no truth.

Furthermore, this interpretation commits Husserl to a form of idealism, if we understand by idealism the claim that the existence of things is somehow dependent upon states of consciousness. The idealistic implication of the theory of truth here ascribed to Husserl becomes clear once we add the necessary correlation between evidence and truth to the necessary correlation between truth and existence earlier discussed. Let “A” stand for a state of affairs, and “p” for the corresponding proposition. According to Husserl’s position on the necessary correlation between truth and existence:

A obtains if and only if p is true.

But, on the above interpretation, Husserl is committed to the view that there is a necessary correlation between truth and evidence. Thus:

p is true if and only if p is evident.

On Husserl’s theory of evidence:

p is evident if and only if A is intuitively given to consciousness.

Biconditional relations are transitive. Thus, bringing together the left hand of the first biconditional with the right hand of the last, on the assumption that p corresponds to A,

A obtains if and only if A is intuitively given to consciousness.

There is, then, a necessary correlation between existence and evidence. If evidence is construed as an act of consciousness, then, on this interpretation, not only truth but also existence is dependent upon consciousness.

A number of Husserl commentators have drawn precisely this conclusion. A consideration of the relation between truth and evidence in Husserl, Henry Pietersma writes, will inevitably “involve the idealism of the Husserlian position: the scope of the mind defines reality.”6 Husserl’s metaphysics “is determined by his epistemology … the being of something is defined by the ideal epistemic situation for asserting it.”7 According to Patzig, the attempt to effect an identity between true and evident propositions by reducing truth to evidence is an essential part of Husserl’s “turn to idealism.”8 On Husserl’s view of truth, “it is obvious,” Dupré claims, “that if one defines epistemological realism as the independence of the object from the act [of consciousness], Husserl can no longer be called a realist.”9

I am inclined to reject these interpretations of Husserl’s position on the relation between truth and evidence as both crude and unlovely—crude because they fail to make certain distinctions Husserl in fact makes; unlovely because they commit Husserl to a position with counterintuitive implications. Taking my cue from Pietersma’s suggestion that “Husserl’s views on the evident are to be understood in the context of a theory of justification,”10 I will develop what I take to be a more sophisticated and philosophically attractive interpretation. On this interpretation, evidence will not be construed as a necessary and sufficient condition of the truth of a proposition, but rather as the necessary and sufficient condition for justified belief in the truth of a proposition. This interpretation of Husserl’s theory of evidence makes his theory of truth compatible with the realist intuition that the truth about things, together with their existence, is generally independent of any consciousness of them. Evidence does not make a proposition true. But it does make us justified in believing that it is true. At least for any internalist theory of justification it does. Likewise, existence does not depend upon consciousness; rather, the justification with which we posit existence depends upon consciousness.

How are the preceding considerations related to the question of theoretical existence in the sciences? Given his position on the necessary correlation between truth and existence, Husserl would hold that theoretical entities exist only if it is true that they exist. On the crude interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth, it can be true that theoretical entities exist only if it is evident that they exist. But it can be evident that they exist only if they can be given in an intuitive act of perception. However, as long as theoretical entities are by definition unobservable, it could never become evident, in the required phenomenological sense, that they exist. It follows that it could never be true that they exist. Hence they do not exist. On the crude interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth, phenomenology is incompatible with a realist construal of scientific theories.

On the interpretation I propose, the question of theoretical existence in the context of Husserl’s theory of truth and evidence must be recast in terms of justification. Thus, if it is the case that theoretical entities could never be given to perceptual consciousness, if it could never become evident in the phenomenologically preferred way that they exist, then we could never be justified in believing that they exist. On this account, it is still possible that such entities exist. But it would not be possible for us to be justified in believing that they exist.

This conclusion assumes, however, that for Husserl direct intuition is not only the ultimate but also the only source of justified belief in science. That is, ultimately, we are justified in believing only that which we can in some sense directly see to be the case. I will challenge this assumption in the next chapter. Granting this assumption for the moment, however, the strongest antirealist claim that could be made on the sophisticated interpretation is that we are not justified in believing that theoretical entities exist. In this way the sophisticated interpretation takes us from the question of whether it is true that theoretical entities exist to the question of whether we are justified in believing that it is true that they exist. In the next chapter I will lay out Husserl’s theory of justification. In this chapter I will stay focused on his theory of truth.

1. KNOWLEDGE, EVIDENCE, AND TRUTH

Intentionality, Husserl claims, is the general heading for all problems taken up within the discipline of phenomenology (ID I, 199–201 / H III 1, 168–70.). Phenomenology is the descriptive eidetic science of transcendentally purified consciousness (ID I, 167 / H III 1, 156); and intentionality names the most general structure of all acts of consciousness (ID I, 199 / H III 1, 187).11 To claim that all acts of consciousness are intentional is to claim that every act of consciousness is directed toward some object (ID I, 200 / H III 1, 188). Being directed toward an object is an essential property of all acts of consciousness (ID I, 73 / H III 1, 73–74). Every act of perception has an object perceived; every act of love has an object loved; every act of hate has an object hated; every act of thought has an object thought; every act of imagination has an object imagined. Name any act of consciousness—it will refer to some object or state of affairs.

Although all acts of consciousness are directed toward an object, they are not all directed toward an object in the same manner. In merely thinking of an object, or speaking of it, I intend that object “emptily.” In such a circumstance, the object is not intuitively present. I have referred to the object in thought or speech, but there is no intuitive content to the act that refers to it. If, on the other hand, I were to imagine that object—say, the Taj Mahal—then that act would contain a degree of intuitive content or “fullness.” The Taj Mahal is not merely referred to, but to some degree intuitively given, although in an act of imaginative representation the Taj Mahal is not given as “bodily present.” An intuitive presentation of the latter kind for a physical object like the Taj Mahal is achieved only in an act of perception.

There are, then, different ways in which acts intend objects. In acts of thought or speech, the object is emptily intended. In acts of imagination or perception, there is a measure of intuitive content whereby the object is presented. Acts can also enter into various relations with one another. The most important, for our present purposes, is the relation of “fulfillment” (see LI II, 675–706 / H XIX 2, B2 8–47). When an act of empty reference to an object is accompanied or followed by an act of imaginative or perceptual presentation of that same object, then the latter act is said to fulfill the former. Having read about the Taj Mahal, I may form the belief that the tomb chamber, where the body of Mumtaz Mahal resides, is octagonal in shape. In itself, however, such a thought would be devoid of intuitive content. If I were then to imagine an octagonal tomb chamber, the thought would be more or less intuitively fulfilled. If I were to travel to Agra and enter the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal, then the thought would be more or less intuitively fulfilled through the perceptual presentation of the tomb chamber itself as bodily present.

The fulfillment relation is of utmost importance for Husserl’s theory of knowledge. In essential agreement with the tradition, Husserl holds that knowledge is a matter of justified true belief (LI I, 135 / H XVIII, B 110; LI I, 61 / H XVIII, B 13–14). The mere belief that the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal is octagonal does not count as knowledge, even if that belief is in fact true. The truth of the proposition believed, although a necessary condition, is not a sufficient condition for knowledge. The person to whom the belief in the proposition belongs must also be justified in holding that belief. In keeping with the internalist tradition of epistemology,12 Husserl maintains that a person is justified in holding a belief just in case the belief in question is accompanied by evidence. An act of believing p on the part of a person S, then, will count as knowledge if and only if the truth of p is evident to S (LI I, 61 / H XVIII, B 13–14). Evidence marks off baseless opinion from genuine knowledge (LI I, 61 / H XVIII, B 14). It is the “crown of knowledge” (LI II, 777/ H XIX 2, B2 133). Since evidence, for Husserl, is a mental act that provides intuitive fulfillment for an empty intention, “all talk of knowledge refers to a relationship between acts of thought and fulfilling intuitions” (LI II, 837 / H XIX 2, B2 204). “Knowledge always has the character of a fulfillment” (LI II, 777–78 / H XIX 2, B2 134).

But precisely what is “evidence” on Husserl’s account? What would it mean for the truth of a proposition to become “evident”?13 It can be argued that Husserl has two distinct concepts of evidence: monothetic and synthetic.14 In the former, evidence is represented as an act whereby an object or state of affairs is intuitively given as bodily present. It is a “mode of consciousness that consists in the self-appearance, the self-exhibiting, the self-giving, of an affair, an affair-complex (or state of affairs), a universality, a value, or other objectivity, in the final mode: ‘itself there,’ ‘immediately intuited,’ ‘given originaliter’ ” (CM, 57 / H I, 92). Evidence, for Husserl, is not in the first place a belief that supports another belief; rather, “evidence is, in an extremely broad sense, an ‘experiencing’ of something that is, and is thus” (CM, 12 / H I, 52). It is a “seeing” in which the object itself is given (IP, 44 / H II, 59). In other words, evidence is an act of perception. For “the primitive mode of the giving of something-itself is perception” (FTL, 158 / H XVII, 141; emphasis deleted). By “perception” here, Husserl not only means sensuous perception of physical objects. For mental processes and ideal objects can also be perceived, that is, immediately intuited.

With respect to physical objects, the evidence afforded by perception will, of course, admit of degrees. For the perception of any transcendent object is always and necessarily partial, one-sided, adumbrated, less than fully adequate, and therefore open to revision in the light of subsequent experience. A perception where the entire object is given at once, where the evidence is wholly adequate, remains an ideal. This ideal serves as the “epistemologically precise” sense of evidence (LI II, 765 / H XIX / 2, B2 121). It is the “adequate self-givenness of the object” (IP, 44 / H II, 59). The Husserl of the Ideas will claim that this ideal can be realized in the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness (ID I, 95–96 / H III 1, 92–93). Being nonspatial, the acts of consciousness bear within themselves no hidden sides or dimensions. As “immanent objects,” they are completely given in the act that apprehends them—hence the epistemologically privileged position of the phenomenological science of consciousness. Its claims, and only its claims, can be grounded in adequate evidence (cf. LI II, 866 / H XIX 2, B2 240; IP, 48 / H II, 60; and CM, 36 / H I, 74). The Husserl of the Ideas will make similar claims for essences. Being nonspatial, they, too, can be adequately given in an act of intuition. For that reason phenomenology can be a science of the essence of the acts of consciousness—an eidetic science—and remain entirely within the realm of complete evidence and certainty.

The synthetic concept of evidence, on the other hand, represents evidence as a complex act that combines an act of empty reference with an act of perception in such a way that the object as referred to is seen to be in agreement with the object as perceived. Here evidence is construed not as a simple act of perception, but as a “synthesis of fulfillment” (LI II, 765 / H XIX 2, B2 121–22). In the Sixth Logical Investigation, Husserl characterizes evidence in the epistemologically precise sense as “that act of most perfect fulfillment,” where “the object is not merely meant, but is the strictest sense given and given as it is meant” (LI II, 765 / H XIX 2, B2 122). Evidence is an act of consciousness that takes place when an act that emptily intends an object is combined with an act in which the object itself is intuitively given in such a way that the latter “fulfills” the former. In such an act the object as emptily intended is seen to be the same as the object as intuitively given (LI II, 765 / H XIX 2, B2 121–22). For that reason, Husserl calls evidence a synthetic act of identification:

In general, when judging goes right ahead naturally, the process will be such that the judger goes on accepting the accepted objectivity, even while he is being guided by his need to verify; so that, when he ends with the evidently seen object “itself,” he says: “The object is actual, is actually qualified thus, stands actually in these relationships,” and the like. With the transition, there takes place here as an identifying coincidence between, on the one hand, the objective affair (and ultimately the total judgment-complex, the syntactically formed affair complex, or state-of-affairs) that was already believed in previously and, on the other hand, the objective affair now given—as it itself, the fulfilling actuality—in the believing with evidence, the believing that fulfils the intention aimed at cognition. Thus it is, in the case of successful verification. (FTL, 122 / H XVII, 109)

The synthetic version of the act of evidence, then, involves at least three acts: the act of empty intention, the act of intuitive fulfillment, and the act of identifying the state of affairs intended in both of those acts as the same.

It should be pointed out here, however, that the state of affairs that serves as the object of the act of evidence, understood as the synthetic act of identification, is not the original state of affairs emptily intended. It is rather the complex state of affairs of the state of affairs emptily intended being identical with the state of affairs intuitively given. The conceptual significance of this fact will become apparent once we relate the synthetic concept of evidence to the necessary correlation between truth and being.

On the basis of the synthetic concept of evidence, the Husserlian analysis of our example of the Taj Mahal would take the following form: Upon reading about the Taj Mahal, I form the belief that the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal is octagonal. That is, I emptily intend the state of affairs: the being octagonal of the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal. If I now travel to Agra and enter the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal, I will have a more or less adequate perceptual presentation of the state of affairs: the being octagonal of the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal. When these two acts are brought together in a synthesis of fulfillment by a synthetic act of identification, a new state of affairs is experienced, to wit: the being octagonal of the tomb chamber as emptily intended being identical with the being octagonal of the tomb chamber as intuitively given. This act of identification is what Husserl calls “evidence” in the synthetic sense. When the tomb chamber is intuitively presented in agreement with the way in which it was emptily intended, I can then judge with evidence that the tomb chamber is octagonal. The truth of the proposition that the tomb chamber is octagonal is evident. I am now justified in the belief that the tomb chamber is octagonal. I can now claim to know that the tomb chamber is octagonal. Or so it would seem.

What precisely is the relation between evidence, thus understood, and truth? In section 38 of the Sixth Logical Investigation, Husserl introduces truth as the objective correlate of the synthetic act of evidence. “Truth,” Husserl writes, “as the correlate of an identifying act is a state of affairs, as the correlate of a coincident identity it is an identity: the full agreement of what is meant with what is given as such. This agreement we experience in evidence, in so far as evidence means the actual carrying out of an adequate identification” (LI II, 765 / H XIX / 2, B2 122). On this conception, truth is just that complex state of affairs to which we alluded above. It is the being identical of the state of affairs as emptily intended with the state of affairs as intuitively given. This complex state of affairs is an ideal entity, an “Idea” in the language of the Logical Investigations. It is the “Idea” of the identity between said states of affairs. We can experience this Idea in and through the act of identification. Hence there is a sense in which we can experience the truth (LI I, 195 / H XVIII, B 190). Truth is not a hidden relation of agreement between thought and being, between a proposition and a state of affairs; it is rather the phenomenon of agreement between the state of affairs as emptily intended and that same state of affairs as directly intuited.

We should be careful to note that here truth is not construed as a property of a proposition. It is rather a state of affairs in which an identity relation holds between a state of affairs under two different modes of givenness (LI II, 765 / H XIX 2, B2 122). It is the being identical of a state of affairs as emptily intended with a state of affairs as intuitively given. This new, complex state of affairs, however, is not identical with the state of affairs identified, but with the identity of that state of affairs. The proposition asserted in the judgment “The tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal is octagonal” corresponds to the state of affairs: the being octagonal of the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal. The complex state of affairs—the being identical of the tomb chamber as emptily intended with the tomb chamber as intuitively given—corresponds to the proposition that would be asserted in the judgment “The tomb chamber as emptily intended is the same as the tomb chamber as intuitively given.” If the complex state of affairs obtains, then the latter proposition is true. But the latter proposition is not identical or equivalent to the former proposition. The former proposition predicates a property of the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal, namely, being octagonal. But the latter proposition asserts an identity relation between two states of affairs.

Husserl himself recognizes this distinction when he claims that the “being” expressed in an affirmative categorial judgment is not the same as the “being” experienced as the truth. “For we must observe that in the case of an evident judgment, i.e. of an evident predicative assertion, being in the sense of truth is experienced but not expressed, and so never coincides with the being meant and experienced in the ‘is’ of the assertion” (LI II, 767 / H XIX 2, B2 124; translation modified). In terms of our example, the being octagonal of the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal is not the same as the being identical of the tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal as emptily intended and as intuitively given. Precisely for this reason the latter “being” experienced in the act of evidence does not serve to verify the proposition originally expressed, namely, “The tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal is octagonal.” Rather, it is the verifying state of affairs for the unexpressed proposition that corresponds to it. This proposition, of course, could in turn be expressed. But if a second-level act of evidence were to be carried out with respect to this new intention, the objective correlate of this act would not verify the expressed proposition, but an even more complex unexpressed proposition—“und so weiter,” Husserl adds (LI II, 767 / H XIX 2, B2 124).15

This is a significant conceptual problem. It turns out that the concept of truth as the objective correlate of a synthetic act of identification will not help us if we set out to capture the relation between evidence and the truth of any particular proposition under explicit consideration. For the synthetic act of evidence carried out with respect to that proposition will never present the verifying state of affairs for that proposition. It will never present the truth of that proposition, but rather the truth of a more complex, unexpressed proposition. In each experience of the truth, the proposition originally up for verification gets left behind. Although the synthetic concept of the act of evidence has often been hailed as Husserl’s unique phenomenological contribution to the theory of truth, this conceptual problem is alone enough to render it a nonstarter.

What is it, then, that makes a proposition under consideration true? To answer that question we must turn to the third and fourth concepts of truth discussed in section 39 of the Sixth Logical Investigation. In that section Husserl lists four concepts of truth (and he rejects none of them): (1) the state of affairs consisting of the identity of what is meant with what is given; (2) the ideal unity of the corresponding acts of meaning and givenness; (3) the object that is given in the fulfillment of a meaning intention; (4) the correctness of the propositional content of a judgment. The fourth concept of truth is the traditional concept of truth as a property of a proposition. It is the “correctness” (Richtigkeit) of a proposition. “The proposition ‘directs’ itself to the thing itself, it says that it is so, and it really is so” (LI II, 766 / H XIX 2, B2 123). The third concept of truth pertains to the object as intuitively given in the act of evidence. This object, Husserl claims, can also be called “true,” or the “truth.” Furthermore, as the “ideal fullness” for an intention, it is experienced as that which makes the corresponding proposition, as the epistemic essence of an intention, true (LI II, 766/ H XIX 2, B2 123). The object given is that by virtue of which the truth conditions of the corresponding proposition are satisfied. If we follow Husserl’s monothetic formulations of the concept of evidence, then here we can say that it is the object given in the act of evidence that makes the corresponding proposition true. For this object is not the complex states of affairs of the synthetic act of evidence, but the state of affairs as intended by way of the proposition under consideration. It is the tomb chamber given in the act of perception that makes the proposition asserted in the judgment “The tomb chamber is octagonal” true.

But the “object given,” which makes the relevant proposition true, can itself be given two significantly different interpretations. On the one hand, we might take it that Husserl means to claim that it is the object that is given that makes the proposition true. This interpretation refers us back to the necessary correlation Husserl posited between truth and being, and to the fourth definition of truth as simply a matter of getting the world right. If a proposition is true if and only if the state of affairs to which it corresponds obtains, then there is some sense in which the object for which the state of affairs obtains makes the proposition true. The tomb chamber’s being octagonal makes true the judgment: “The tomb chamber is octagonal.” On the other hand, we might take Husserl to be asserting that it is the givenness of the object that makes the relevant proposition true. This refers us back to the crude interpretation, which posits a necessary correlation between truth and evidence. For here it is not the existence of the object, but its givenness in an act of consciousness that bestows truth upon the corresponding proposition.16 The former interpretation is consistent with realism; the latter commits Husserl to some form of idealism, as indicated above.

In what follows I will argue that the correlation in fact posited by Husserl between the truth of propositions and monothetic acts of evidence is not a correlation between truth and occurrent cases of evidence, but rather between truth and the ideal possibility of evidence. This is the distinction overlooked by the crude interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth. Furthermore, I will show that, with respect to occurrent cases of evidence, there can be no necessary implication from evidence to truth. This follows from the later Husserl’s insistence on the essential inadequacy of all occurrent cases of evidence. I will then suggest that the relation between truth and occurrent cases of evidence must be understood in a justification-theoretic (“j-theoretic”) context. Finally, I will indicate why Husserl takes it that the lack of a necessary connection between truth and occurrent cases of evidence does not lead us down the path of skepticism.

2. EVIDENCE AS AN IDEAL POSSIBILITY

Proponents of the crude interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth are given to such locutions as the following: the real presence of the object constitutes the truth; or, the fit between the object as emptily intended and the object as given in an act of perception makes the relevant proposition true. It seems most natural to take such proponents as making claims about the relation between truth and occurrent cases of evidence. But such claims commit Husserl to a philosophically unlovely position. For if it is the case that the occurrent perceptual givenness of the object makes the relevant proposition true, then the relevant proposition is not true (i.e., it is false), when the object is not perceptually given. When evening comes, and the Taj Mahal is closed up for the day, and the last attendant walks out of the tomb chamber, it is suddenly no longer true that the tomb chamber is octagonal. The tomb chamber is not being perceptually given to some consciousness. Hence, on the crude interpretation, it cannot be true at that time that the tomb chamber is octagonal. If I am reading about the Taj Mahal, and the author claims that the tomb chamber is octagonal, and if, at the same time, the tomb chamber is not being perceptually given to some consciousness, then the author has misled me. If, several hours later, someone chances to glance at the tomb chamber, the author’s veracity is suddenly restored. Things would get even more counterintuitive if we indexed evidence to my experience alone. Nothing I read about could be true if that thing was not at the same time being given to me in an act of perception. Surely no self-respecting philosopher would want to hold such a position.

In the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic,” Husserl explicitly rejects the premises that would lead to such counterintuitive conclusions. In section 51 he states that “as in the realm of perception, the unseen does not at all coincide with the non-existent, so lack of evidence does not amount to untruth. The experience of the agreement between meaning and what is itself present, meant, between the actual sense of an assertion and the self-given state of affairs, is evidence: the Idea of this agreement is truth, whose ideality is also its objectivity” (LI I, 195 / H XVIII, B 191–92; translation modified). Here Husserl denies that the truth of a proposition is necessarily tied to the act of evidence in which the state of affairs to which that proposition corresponds is perceptually given. In fact, in this passage, it is not tied to evidence at all. Truth is here defined as the Idea of the agreement between a proposition and a state of affairs, what is itself present.17 This agreement can be experienced in the act of evidence, but the Idea of truth is not the Idea of this experience. Later, I will suggest that the experience of the agreement between a proposition and the corresponding state of affairs is what makes us justified in believing that the proposition is true. But clearly Husserl here holds that it is not the experience of evidence that makes the proposition true. The lack of evidence does not make for a lack of truth on the part of the proposition.

Nonetheless, Husserl does make the claim elsewhere that truth and evidence are “correlates” (CM, 12 / H I, 52). What can this mean? In the light of Husserl’s statements above, it cannot mean that truth is correlated with actual cases of evidence. For then, in the absence of an occurrent case of evidence, a proposition would not be true. What he has in mind, rather, is a correlation between truth and the possibility of evidence. For every case where there is an agreement between a proposition and a state of affairs, it is possible that such an agreement be perceptually given (LI I, 190–91 / H XVIII, B 185). Ernst Tugendhat brings this point out clearly in commenting on this facet of the relation between truth and evidence in Husserl: “Of course every proposition to the effect that ‘A is true’ can be transformed into the proposition ‘It is possible that anyone can judge with evidence that A is the case.’ But this gives expression only to an ideal condition, namely, that the possibility of evidence essentially pertains to all judgments. From this it does not follow that every true proposition must be evident to some real person (my translation).”18 Dallas Willard concurs when he states that “so far as cognition is concerned, to each truth there corresponds the possibility of an evident judgment. It is true that P if and only if it is (‘in principle’) possible for there to be an evident judgment that P.”19

Furthermore, the possibility of evidence correlated to truth must not be construed as a real possibility for specifically human consciousness. There is no reason to think the domain of true propositions should be limited by the factual constraints on the perceptual powers of a particular species inhabiting this planet. Rather, truth is necessarily correlated to the ideal possibility of evidence. Husserl makes this point in his argument against psychologism in the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic.” There he admits that any true proposition can be converted into an equivalent statement about the possibility of evidence. Thus p is true if and only if it is possible that p is evident. But the possibility of evidence must be construed in the ideal sense, as the possibility for some consciousness, not as a possibility tied to human beings—for “such possibilities of inner evidence are, however, real ones, and what is psychologically impossible may very well be ideally possible” (LI I, 191 / H XVIII, B 185). Husserl makes a similar point with respect to the possible truth of a proposition. A proposition is possibly true if and only if it is possible that the corresponding state of affairs be given in an act of imagination. But again, he is careful to say that this is the case, “whether we ourselves, as particular empirical individuals, succeed in thus realizing it or not” (LI II, 760 / H XIX 2, B2 116).

The necessary correlation between truth and evidence, then, obtains only between truth and evidence as an ideal possibility. The truth of a proposition is not dependent upon the actual occurrence of evidence in some existing consciousness. Nor is it dependent upon the real possibility of an occurrence of evidence in some existing kind of consciousness, be it human consciousness or otherwise. It is dependent upon only the ideal possibility of the actual occurrence of evidence in some possible consciousness. In this sense the equivalence relation between truth and evidence is almost entirely nonrestrictive.

3. THE FALLIBILITY OF OCCURRENT CASES OF EVIDENCE

Contrary to the crude interpretation of Husserl’s theory of truth, I maintain that Husserl ties truth to the possibility of evidence, not the actuality of evidence, or even the possibility of evidence for some actual consciousness. It could be false that p is in fact evident and nonetheless true that p is true. Nonetheless, if p is true, then it must be the case that it is ideally possible that p is evident. We now turn to the question of the relation between actual cases of evidence and truth. Does Husserl hold that if p is in fact evident, then p is true? In the light of Husserl’s mature theory of evidence, the answer is negative. For Husserl holds, in the final analysis, that all occurrent cases of evidence are fallible.

The fallibility of evidence makes its debut in Husserl’s phenomenology in connection with the experience of transcendent objects. By a necessity rooted in the essence of the experience of transcendent objects, such objects are only partially given. There is always more to the object than is given in any particular experience of it. For that reason, the evidence available in the experience of transcendent objects is always and necessarily inadequate. The future course of experience may reveal that the position taken on the existence or the character of the object was mistaken. It may reveal that the preceding evidence was illusory or deceptive. Thus, Husserl states, “any experience [of a transcendent object], however extensive, leaves open the possibility that what is given does not exist in spite of the continued consciousness of its own presence ‘in person.’ According to eidetic law it is the case that physical existence is never required by the givenness of something physical” (ID I, 102 / H III 1, 97). I may take myself to be perceiving a transcendent object. But because the evidence involved in the perception of that object is inadequate, it is always possible that the object itself does not exist. Given the necessary correlation between truth and existence, it follows that if the object in question does not exist, then the proposition p that claims or presupposes it exists is not true. Thus it is possible for p to be evident—inadequately evident—and at the same time fail to be true.

With respect to adequate evidence, however, the situation is entirely otherwise. In an act of adequate evidence, the object is wholly given. Thus the positing of the existence of an object on the basis of adequate evidence cannot be mistaken. Here the existence of the object given is guaranteed by its givenness (IP, 65 / H II, 8). If a state of affairs is adequately given, then the corresponding proposition cannot fail to be true. It would appear, then, that the question of the relation of occurrent cases of evidence to truth must be divided into the question pertaining to inadequate evidence and the question of adequate evidence. With respect to inadequate evidence, it does not follow that if p is evident, then p is true; with respect to adequate evidence, it does.

The Husserl of the Ideas claims that there are in fact cases of adequate perceptual evidence. Such are to be found in the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness. An act of consciousness is wholly given in the reflective apprehension of it. It is given “absolutely.” In this sense the act of consciousness is “immanent.” There is nothing more to the act that is not given in the reflective apprehension of it. For this reason, the positing of the existence of an act of consciousness on the basis of the reflective apprehension of it cannot be mistaken. Upon the occurrence of a tree perception, it is possible that the tree fails to exist. The “givenness” of the tree does not guarantee the existence of the tree. But with the reflective apprehension of the tree perception, it is not possible for the tree perception to fail to exist, even in the existential absence of the tree perceived. Hence the epistemic privilege of a science based upon the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness. For here can adequate evidence be found. Here states of affairs can be given in such a way that the corresponding propositions must be true.

As we pointed out in chapter 1, however, Husserl came to deny the real possibility of adequate evidence. Even in the Ideas Husserl admitted that, strictly speaking, the evidence involved in the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness could not be adequate. This is not because acts of consciousness are spatial, but because they are temporal. “It is the case also of a mental process that it is never perceived completely, that it cannot be adequately seized upon in its full unity. A mental process is, with respect to its essence, in flux which we, directing the reflective regard to it, can swim along after it starting from the Now-point, while the stretches already covered are lost to our perception” (ID I, 97 / H III 1, 93). Acts of consciousness may not be spread out in space, but they are spread out in time.

Although in the passage immediately following the above Husserl claims that lack of adequacy in the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness is essentially different from the lack of adequacy in the perception of transcendent objects, he does not explain why the former lack of adequacy does not introduce that same measure of fallibility into the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness as it does into the perception of transcendent objects (ID I, 97 / H III 1, 93). As Elisabeth Ströker has shown, however, subsequent attention to the temporal horizon of all experience led Husserl to conclude that even the ostensibly adequate evidence contained in the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness contains “unfulfilled intentions.”20 “Husserl thereby established,” Ströker maintains, “that all evidence—far from offering absolute certainty and security against deception and error—has an irrevocably presumptive character.”21 As a direct consequence, Tugendhat points out, “adequate evidence remains, in the widest sense, barred to all. In all concrete cases it is only a regulative idea” (my translation).22

The lack of adequacy on the part of evidence is to be found in the context not only of assertoric claims, but of apodictic claims as well. Once the method of ideation was developed into a process of imaginative variation over possibilities, the evidential grounds for apodictic claims became open-ended and subject to revision. Thus evidence, in all it forms, is never to be achieved in a single flash of intellectual insight (FTL, 157 / H XVII, 140). Rather, it is built up through the course of harmonious experience—in perception or imagination—of a certain object or state of affairs. It is always open to revision; it is always possible that some new evidence will contradict the old. “This holds for every evidence,” Husserl claims in Formal and Transcendental Logic, “even an ostensibly apodictic evidence can be disclosed as deception and, in that event, presupposes a similar evidence by which it is ‘shattered’ ” (FTL, 156 / H XVII, 140).

In Husserl’s later theory of evidence, then, adequate evidence is converted into “an Idea lying at infinity.”23 It can be approximated, but never achieved. This holds for evidence in the context of claims pertaining to essence as well as existence. Thus, even if it were true that in cases of adequate evidence, p is evident entails p is true, it turns out, on Husserl’s analysis, that for us there can be no real occurrent cases of adequate evidence. Given that every occurrent case of evidence is necessarily inadequate, it is not true that if p is evident, p is true.24 Once the idea of adequate evidence is idealized, the identity of truth and evidence is, as Edward G. Ballard aptly put it, “infinitely postponed.”25

4. EVIDENCE AND JUSTIFICATION

Given that all occurrent cases of evidence are fallible, what is to be made of the connection between occurrent cases of evidence and truth? I contend that the connection is indirect. We have established the fact that, for Husserl, actual cases of evidence do not guarantee the truth of the corresponding proposition. They do not make the corresponding proposition true. Nonetheless, evidence is the only indication we have that a proposition is true. Thus, although an occurrent case of evidence does not make the relevant proposition true, it does make us justified in believing that it is true. The connection between evidence and truth can be made only by way of a theory of justification.

In her article on Husserl’s principle of evidence, Elisabeth Ströker chides those who take Husserl to claim that “truth can be derived from the experiences of evidence” for having failed to take into account the specific sense in which Husserl raises the issue of truth. Husserl is not proposing a theory of truth simpliciter; rather, he is conducting a phenomenological clarification of the sense of truth.26 The question of the sense of truth is the question of how, in the course of experience, a proposition comes to acquire the status of being true for us. It is the question of how the truth of a proposition is commended to us within experience. On Husserl’s phenomenological account, a proposition acquires the status of truth for us when the corresponding state of affairs is perceptually given. In Ideas I he writes, “Truth can only be given in an actual evidential consciousness” (ID I, 335 / H III 1, 323). For evidence is “the experience in which the correctness [truth] of his judgment is brought home to a judging subject” (LI I, 191 / H XVIII, B 186). Husserl’s phenomenological account of truth, then, is not a theory of truth conditions for a proposition, but of conditions under which a proposition comes to acquire the sense of truth “for us” (CM, 59 / H I, 94). That is, it does not state the conditions under which a proposition is true, but the conditions under which we are justified in taking a proposition to be true. Thus, in a j-theoretic context, “it is clear that truth or the true actuality of objects is to be obtained only from evidence, and that it is evidence alone by virtue of which an ‘actually’ existing, true, rightly accepted object of whatever form or kind has sense for us.… Every rightness [in the sense of being justified: every Recht] comes from evidence” (CM, 60 / H I, 95). Likewise, Husserl claims that without evidence, and the possibility of returning to evidence, no world—real or ideal—would exist for us: “Both of these exist for us thanks to evidence” (CM, 60 / H I, 96). Here again, Husserl is not stating existence conditions for objects, but pointing to the conditions under which objects acquire the sense of existing for us. He is formulating the conditions under which we are justified in believing that an object exists, not the conditions for the existence of that object (cf. CM 65 / H I, 99). For this reason, Husserl refers to evidence as the original source of justification, as a Rechtsquelle (ID I, 338 / H III1, 326, and ID I, 44 / H III 1, 51; cf. FTL, 159 / H XVII, 142). Evidence is connected to truth by way of justification.

5. THE RATIONAL INDUBITABILITY OF THE PRINCIPLE OF EVIDENCE

At this point we have established that, for Husserl, what I believe with justification to be true on the basis of inadequate evidence may be false. We have also seen that, for the mature Husserl, all actual cases of evidence are inadequate. It follows that anything I believe on the basis of evidence may be false. But as soon as we foreswear the idealist identification of truth with occurrent cases of evidence, do we not open ourselves up to the threat of skepticism? After all, the only way we can tell if a proposition is true is by way of evidence. If it is not necessarily the case that evident propositions are true, then some evident propositions may be false. It follows that we might be justified in believing that which is false. Moreover, if there is no necessary connection between truth and evidence, it may be the case that all evident propositions are false. Remember Descartes’s evil genius. The principle of evidence as a source of justification for belief may be, for all we know, systematically misleading. How, then, could we claim to know that something is true if it is possible that the sole basis for that claim—evidence—is in all respects deceptive? In allowing this chasm to open up between truth and evidence, has Husserl not opened the door wide to skepticism? If evidence does not make a proposition true, then what guarantee do we have that what we are justified in believing to be true on the basis of evidence is in fact true? What guarantee do we have that evidence is a reliable indicator of truth?

Husserl has no answer to these questions. But that does not mean he has no response. He simply rejects them as philosophically malformed. In this section I will show why Husserl, rather than attempting to assuage such skeptical worries with a philosophical demonstration of the reliability of evidence, rejects them as “rationally unmotivated” and, moreover, why he takes any skeptical denial of the epistemic reliability of evidence to be self-referentially incoherent. Thus the lack of a necessary connection between truth and evidence does not, in itself, constitute a reason for doubting the general epistemic reliability of evidence. Here Husserl steers a steady realist course between idealism and skepticism.

Husserl’s argument runs as follows: When one asks for a guarantee for the reliability of evidence, one is in effect asking for what evidence we have for the reliability of evidence. Any answer to this request would necessarily presuppose what it seeks to demonstrate. For if we were to oblige the questioner by providing evidence for the epistemic reliability of evidence, we would already be depending upon the epistemic reliability of evidence.

But if we cannot, as a matter of principle, demonstrate the epistemic reliability of evidence without reasoning in a circle, are we obliged to doubt the epistemic reliability of evidence? If evidence is the source of all justified belief, and we have no evidence for the reliability of evidence that does not already presuppose the reliability of evidence, is our belief in the reliability of evidence then unjustified? Are we rationally compelled to doubt the reliability of evidence in general? By no means, Husserl would reply. For it is not possible to doubt rationally the principle of evidence. Of course, it is possible that what I believe in any specific case to be true on the basis of evidence is in fact false. But it would be irrational for me to doubt the truth of what I believe on the basis of evidence for that reason alone. For although I have reason to believe that it is possible that what I believe on the basis of evidence is false, apart from any concrete evidence to the contrary I have no reason for believing that it probably is false. (Here I take it that to doubt p means to believe that p is probably false.) It would be irrational, if not psychologically impossible, for me to believe that what I take to be true on all available evidence is in fact probably false. Rational doubt, Husserl maintains, must be motivated by some form of specific counterevidence (ID I, 332 / H III 1, 320). If I have no evidence that would lead me to believe that a certain proposition is false, then it would be wholly irrational for me to believe that that proposition is probably false.

If rational doubt must be motivated by some form of evidence, then clearly it would be impossible to doubt rationally the principle of evidence in general. The rational doubt of the epistemic reliability of evidence in general would require some evidence for thinking that evidence is unreliable. But such a requirement is clearly incoherent, for it presupposes the reliability of that which it seeks to discredit. It would be self-defeating, then, to argue or claim that evidence is unreliable, for the only thing that could speak for the truth of such a claim is evidence (cf. IP, 49 / H II, 61). Evidence is all we have to rely on for the rationality of our beliefs. Hence it would be irrational to doubt the principle of evidence. “To deny self-givenness [i.e., evidence] in general,” Husserl writes in The Idea of Phenomenology, “is to deny every ultimate norm, every basic criterion that lends sense to knowledge … and thus get involved in the absurdity of skepticism” (IP, 45 / H II, 61). When I have evidence, Husserl states in the Logical Investigations, “all doubt would be mistaken. I therefore find myself at a point which I have either to recognize as the Archimedian point from which the world of doubt and unreason may be levered on its hinges, or which I give up at the peril of sacrificing all reason and knowledge” (LI I, 159 / H XVIII, B 143; translation modified).

As the source of all justified belief and rational assertion, evidence can be argued neither for nor against. To argue for it is to presuppose the reliability of that which one is seeking to establish—and that is to beg the question; to argue against it is to discredit the basis of one’s own argument—and so to refute one’s self. As the Scottish philosopher Thomas Reid put it in his Inquiry: To reason against evidence is absurd, and to reason for evidence is absurd. For evidence is a first principle.27 It is, according to Husserl, the ultimate condition of rational discourse (ID I, 338 / H III 1, 326). For precisely that reason it must be simply accepted as trustworthy, “for if we no longer trust in evidence, how can we continue to make and maintain assertions rationally?” (LI I, 166 / H XVIII, B 152; my translation). Once we doubt the epistemic reliability of evidence, we “should have to pack in all rational striving for truth, all assertion and all demonstration” (LI I, 159 / H XVIII, B 143).28

6. SUMMARY AND TRANSITION

Theoretical science postulates the existence of unobservable entities in order to explain the lawlike behavior of observable objects. Such theoretical entities cannot be directly given in a perceptual act of human consciousness. Do we nonetheless have good reasons for thinking that the theoretical entities postulated by a well-confirmed theory really exist? To answer this question in the affirmative is to advance a realist interpretation of scientific theories.

Is Husserl’s phenomenology compatible with a realist interpretation of scientific theories? On the crude version of Husserl’s concept of truth, the answer would have to be negative. Husserl, this version holds, reduces truth to evidence. Given Husserl’s concept of evidence, this means that a proposition is true if and only if the corresponding state of affairs is given in a perceptual act of consciousness. If theoretical entities cannot, by definition, be given in a perceptual act of consciousness, then any propositions corresponding to such states of affairs cannot be true, including existential propositions. Hence it cannot be true that theoretical entities exist, since the existence of theoretical entities cannot be given in the required sense. But if it cannot be true that theoretical entities exist, they cannot exist. It follows, then, on the crude version of Husserl’s concept of truth, that the realist construal of scientific theory is incompatible with Husserlian phenomenology.

I rejected the crude version of Husserl’s concept of truth for having failed to appreciate the specific modal qualification of Husserl’s claims about the relation between truth and evidence. The necessary correlation between truth and evidence holds not between truth and occurrent cases of evidence in human consciousness, nor does it hold between truth and possible cases of evidence in human consciousness. Rather, it holds between truth and possible cases of evidence in some possible consciousness. The correlation between truth and evidence, then, must be formulated in the following way:

p is true if and only if it is possible that the state of affairs corresponding to p be given to some possible consciousness.

More briefly:

p is true if and only if it is ideally possible that p is evident.

When it comes to occurrent cases of evidence, the principle “If p is evident then p is true,” holds—if at all—only for cases of adequate evidence. But the later Husserl held that all occurrent cases of evidence are necessarily inadequate. Thus, whenever p is in fact evident it does not follow that p is true, since inadequate evidence is fallible. I then suggested that the relation between truth and occurrent cases of evidence must be set in a justification-theoretic context. Hence, although it does not follow that if p is evident to S, p is true, it does follow that if p is evident to S, then S is justified in believing that p is true.

In this way the question of theoretical existence in connection with Husserl’s concept of truth and evidence led us to Husserl’s theory of justification. It does not follow from the fact that theoretical entities cannot be given to human consciousness that theoretical entities do not exist. But if theoretical entities cannot be given to human consciousness, can human beings be justified in believing that they exist? From the principle cited above—if p is evident to S, then S is justified in believing that p is true—it does not follow that if p is not evident to S, then S is not justified in believing that p is true. To be entitled to that conclusion, we would have to draw upon a stronger formulation of the principle, namely: S is justified in believing that p is true if and only if p is evident to S. Nor does it follow from the principle that if p can be evident to S, then S can be justified in believing that p is true, that if p cannot be evident to S, then S cannot be justified in believing that p is true. Again, we would need a stronger formulation of the principle, namely: S can be justified in believing that p is true if and only if p can be evident to S. If Husserl’s theory of justification commits him to the stronger formulations of these principles, then his phenomenology would be incompatible with the realist construal of scientific theories. Not that it is in a position to deny the existence, or the possibility of the existence, of theoretical entities. But it would be constrained to deny that we are justified, or ever could be justified, in believing that theoretical entities exist.


CHAPTER FOUR

……………………………..

EVIDENCE, RATIONALITY, AND EXISTENCE IN HUSSERL’S PHENOMENOLOGY

In the preceding chapter on evidence and truth, I suggested that while an occurrent case of evidence does not make the corresponding proposition true, it does make us justified in believing that the corresponding proposition is true. Evidence is that experience whereby a proposition can acquire the sense of being true such that we are justified in making it the object of our assent. Thus a consideration of Husserl’s conception of the relation between evidence and truth leads us directly to a consideration of the relation between evidence and justified belief.

The major statement of Husserl’s theory of justification is to be found in part 4 of Ideas I, titled “Reason and Actuality” (Vernunft und Wirklichkeit), especially in the second chapter of that part, “Phenomenology of Reason” (Phänomenologie der Vernunft). There Husserl lays out a phenomenological theory of rationality. The general task of a theory of rationality is to specify those conditions under which a belief is justified. More precisely, for any proposition p, a theory of rationality is to specify the conditions under which a person, S, is justified in believing p. It is persons who are justified in having beliefs. In our examination of part 4 of Ideas I, I will distinguish between a weak and a strong statement of the rationality condition. I will then indicate why the weak statement is so weak as to make it practically useless as a condition for person rationality. I will then argue that the strong statement—which is very strong indeed—is not intended as a statement of a rationality condition that is to hold for all cognitive subjects in general. Rather, it is a statement of the condition for philosophical rationality. It holds only for some cognitive subjects at some times, namely, philosophers when they philosophize. Although it appears as if Husserl is developing here a general theory of rationality, there are indications in his other works that what he has in mind here is something quite specific.

Expanding on such indications, I will argue that Husserl’s concept of rationality is differentiated with respect to epistemic project. I will then show why the strong statement of the rationality condition is not binding in the domain of positive scientific research. Thus, while it may be the case that if p is evident to a practicing empirical scientist, that scientist is justified in believing p, it does not follow that a scientist is justified in believing p if and only if p is evident. Such a restriction on justified belief holds, if at all, only for the philosopher in pursuit of philosophy as a rigorous science. If justified belief in the context of positive scientific research is not restricted to what is evident in the Husserlian sense, then it is least possible that the practicing scientist is justified in believing in the existence of entities that cannot be directly given in an intuitive act of evidence. I will argue, then, that on Husserl’s own account, such a scientist—together with the scientifically educated—may be justified in believing in the existence of theoretical entities even if such entities cannot be given in the phenomenologically required sense.

1. HUSSERL’S THEORY OF RATIONALITY: IDEAS I

In part 4 of Ideas I, the problem of rationality is initially posed in terms of the question of the relation between the noetic-noematic components of experience and the putative object of experience. In part 3 Husserl sketched out the major contours of the correlation between the noetic and noematic dimensions of consciousness. The ontological identity of the noema is a matter of huge disagreement in Husserl scholarship. I will have more to say about it in chapter 6. Here suffice it to say that every intentional act of consciousness (noesis) intends its object in a particular way, under a particular description (noema). Every element in the act by which an object is presented will find its correlate in the noema of that act. In part 4 Husserl takes up the issue of the relation between the noetic-noematic complex of consciousness and the object intended by consciousness. He begins by reasserting the point that consciousness and reality represent two distinct “realms of being, which are radically opposed and yet essentially related to one another” (ID I, 307 / H III 1, 295). He also claims that noemata are not to be found on the side of reality: all noemata fall under a unique genus, different from the genera of real objects (ID I, 307 / H III 1, 295). Now the question arises: How does consciousness achieve a relation to an object that is ontologically distinct from the act of consciousness and its noema? (ID I, 308 / H III 1, 295–96; ID I, 310 / H III 1, 299). Husserl contends that the answer to this question is to be given in terms of the core component of the noema, known as its “sense” or “content,” by which an act achieves a reference to an object. “Every noema has a ‘content,’ namely its ‘sense,’ and through it directs itself upon ‘its’ object” (ID I, 309 / H III 1, 297; my translation). Again: “The noema bears within itself an objective reference by virtue of the ‘sense’ which belongs to it” (ID I, 308 / H III 1, 296; my translation). On the noetic side of an act of consciousness we find the claim (die “Prätention”) to be actually related to an object, to be in touch with reality. The task of the phenomenological theory of rationality is to investigate the noetic-noematic conditions under which such a claim is justified (ID I, 308 / H III 1, 297).

It is important to appreciate from the outset the specific sense of a phenomenological inquiry into the conditions for justified belief. Consciousness of an object is achieved in and through the synthetic unity of the acts of consciousness. For “no object is conceivable without there also being conceivable multiple intentional experiences, connected in continuous or in proper synthetical (polythetical) unity—processes in which ‘it,’ the object, is intended to as an identical object” (ID I, 314 / H III 1, 302; translation modified). The core of the noema makes such a synthetic unity possible. In such a synthetically unified course of experience, an object is “constituted.” That is, the flux of mental processes is synthetically unified such that there is a coherent experience of a selfsame object. Does it follow, however, that an object so constituted actually exists? Upon the unified and harmonious experience of an object, does it follow that there is an object such that the experience is actually related to it? Husserl asks precisely this question at the end of the first chapter of book 4: “There is necessarily consciousness of the X [the object] as the same in the different acts or act-noemas furnished with differing ‘determination-contents.’ But is it actually the same? And is the object itself ‘actual’? Can it not be non-actual while the manifoldly harmonious and even intuitionally fulfilled posita—posita of any essence-content—still flow off in the way peculiar to consciousness?” (ID I, 324 / H III 1, 312). More succinctly, does the unified and harmonious consciousness of an object guarantee the posited actuality of that object? (ID I, 325 / H III 1, 313).

In response to these questions, Husserl makes the striking concession that, in one sense, an object can be constituted in the synthetically unified concatenations of consciousness “whether or not it is actual” (ID I, 325 / H III 1, 313). Under what conditions, then, Husserl asks, does the object referred to as actually existing actually exist? He does not undertake to answer the question immediately. Rather, he postpones the question until after a discussion of the various forms of evidence and the conditions of justified belief (see below). At that point the question is posed in terms of the relation between the rational positing of an object as actual and the actuality of the object. Husserl’s answer: the “object to be rationally posited” and the “truly existing object” are equivalent. We may put the claim this way: for any object x, x truly exists if and only if x is to be rationally posited. In the following paragraph, Husserl explicates the “to be” (zu) locution. “Of essential necessity … to every ‘truly existing’ object there corresponds the idea of a possible consciousness in which the object itself is seized upon originarily and therefore in a perfectly adequate way. Conversely, if this possibility is guaranteed, then eo ipso the object truly exists” (ID I, 341 / H III 1, 329).

It does not follow from this principle, however, that if an object is in fact rationally posited, it truly exists. The principle holds only for cases where the positing is motivated by adequate evidence. But, as we have seen, the later Husserl converted adequate evidence into a Kantian Idea, admitting that all occurrent cases of evidence only approximate this Idea. Of course, positing existence on the basis of inadequate evidence can be rational to some degree. But positing on the basis of inadequate evidence does not count as rational positing in the sense specified in the principle, where Husserl speaks of seizing upon an object in a “perfectly adequate way.” The idea of a possible consciousness where the object is adequately given is an ideal that any actual finite consciousness can only approximate. In any actual finite consciousness the evidence of existence will always be inadequate; hence the actual positing of existence will always be fallible. The necessary correlation between existence and evidence, then, holds only for adequate evidence as an ideal possibility.

Furthermore, we must be careful to mark the specific sense of “actual” and “truly existing” within the discipline of phenomenology. At the end of chapter 1 of part 4, Husserl says that in one sense the synthetically unified concatenations of consciousness have the power to make the actuality of the object necessary. In another, broader sense, there can be such concatenations of consciousness, bringing about a consciousness of an object, whether or not that object is actual (ID I, 325 / H III 1, 313). I will take it that in the broad, ordinary sense, the actuality of the object refers to a mode of being of the object. If an object is actual, it exists. In the narrower, phenomenological sense, however, “actuality” refers to a noematic component by which an object is intended as actual. Thus we must make a distinction between actuality as a mode of being of the object that is intended and “actuality” as a noematic characteristic of the object as intended. It is then entirely possible that the object as intended acquire the noematic characteristic of being “actual” (in the narrow sense), and yet fail to be actual (in the broad sense) (ID I, 325 / H III 1, 313). There is no necessary relation between being rationally posited as “actual” and being actual. The only necessary relation here is in fact a species of the necessary correlation between noesis and noema, between positing an object as actual and that object having the posited noematic characteristic of being actual. Within the discipline of phenomenology, within “the limits of the phenomenological reduction” (ID I, 345 / H III 1, 334), one never goes beyond the noetic-noematic correlation. To do so would be to go beyond what is, strictly speaking, given within the reflective apprehension of the acts of consciousness. The question of the actuality of the object must become the question of how an object “shows itself” (erweist sich) as actual within consciousness (PSS, 25 / PSW, 21). Thus the speculative question of the relation between the noema and the object is converted into the phenomenological question of the internal structure of the noema. “Everywhere ‘object’ is the name for eidetic concatenations of consciousness; it appears first of all as noematic X, as the subject of sense pertaining to different essential types of sense and posita [existential status, for example, actual, possible, probable]. Moreover, it appears as the name, ‘actual object,’ and is then the name for certain eidetically considered rational concatenations in which the sense-conforming, unitary X inherent in them receives its rational position” (ID I, 347 / H III 1, 336). Here it is no longer the existence of the object in the straightforward sense that is the necessary correlate of rational positing, but the sense of existence; no longer the actuality, but the sense of actuality. “Phenomenology actually encompasses the whole natural world and all of the ideal worlds which it excludes: phenomenology encompasses them as the ‘world sense’ by virtue of the eidetic laws connecting any object-sense and noema whatever with the closed system of noeses, and specifically by virtue of the eidetic connections of rational positing the correlate of which is the ‘actual object’ which, thus, on its side, always exhibits the index for the wholly determined system of teleologically unified formations of consciousness” (ID I, 347–48 / H III,1 336–37; translation modified). I will have more to say about Husserl’s use of quote marks around such words as “actual” and “object” in chapter 6. Here suffice it to say that they convert references to objects to references to noemata by which objects are intended.

A phenomenological theory of rationality, then, sets out to identify the noetic and noematic conditions under which one is justified in positing an object as actual. But those conditions are not, at the same time, the conditions for the actuality of the object. Rather, they are the conditions under which the object acquires the sense of actuality in the course of experience. There is not, nor can there be, a necessary correlation between an object being rationally posited as actual and the actuality of that object in the broad sense outlined above. The lack of such a necessary correlation in itself, however, is no warrant for doubt in the existence of an object when we are justified in positing it as existing. For if, on balance, one were justified in positing an object as existing, it would be irrational to doubt that it exists. This is a variation of the point we made at the end of the previous chapter.

Taking all this into consideration, precisely what are the noetic-noematic conditions of justified belief? In the opening paragraphs of chapter 2 of part 4, Husserl lays down a rationality condition: “If one speaks simply of objects, one normally means actual, truly existing objects.… No matter what one says about such objects, that which is meant and stated must—if one speaks rationally—be something which can be ‘grounded,’ ‘shown,’ directly ‘seen,’ or mediately seen ‘intellectually’[muss sich … “begrunden,” “ausweisen,” direckt “sehen” oder mittelbar “einsehen” lassen]” (ID I, 326 / H III,1 314).

The first thing to note in the formulation of this condition is that it pertains to person rationality, not proposition rationality. It is important to take this into consideration because there may be many true propositions that are perfectly rational, in the sense of being supported or entailed by other true propositions, which nonetheless could not be rationally believed or asserted by a given person. That person may have no cognitive access to the propositions from which the proposition in question follows. For most people, most of the theorems of S5 modal logic probably fall into this category. Given the axioms of S5, the theorems of S5 are perfectly rational in the sense that they follow from those axioms, yet it would be safe to say that most people have no access to the relevant evidence for these theorems. For these people, simply asserting the theorems of S5 modal logic without further ado would be wholly gratuitous and irrational, although the theorems themselves may be perfectly rational. In part 1 of Ideas I, Husserl speaks of the rationality of sciences as systems of propositions apart from the persons who might believe them (ID I, 17 / H III 1, 21–22). But in part 4 he is addressing himself to the question of the rationality of persons.

Let us formulate the first statement of the rationality condition (RC) in the following way:

RC1: A person, S, is justified in believing a proposition p if and only if p can either be evident or be demonstrated on the basis of what is evident.

Here we take “grounded,” “shown,” and “directly seen” to be appositives captured by the term “evident,” followed by the disjunct “mediately seen intellectually,” which we will take to mean demonstrated by way of logical inference. For the purposes of this discussion, we also take it that the conditions of rational belief are identical with the conditions of rational assertion.

The second thing to note about this formulation is its modal qualification. It does not assert that a person, S, is justifed in believing p if and only if p is evident or has been demonstrated by S on the basis of what is evident. Rather, the justification of the person’s belief is tied to the question of whether p can be evident or demonstrated on the basis of what is evident (“sich … direckt ‘sehend’ oder mittelbar ‘einsehen’ lassen” [ID I, 326 / H III 1, 314]). Thus the rationality of believing p does not depend upon an act or any accomplishment on the part of the person who believes. It depends, rather, on a property of the proposition believed. It must be possible that this proposition be evident or demonstrated on the basis of what is evident.

Third, it is important to note what kind of possibility for evidence or demonstration a proposition must possess. Husserl does not claim that if a proposition is to be a candidate for justified belief it must be possible that the proposition be evident to or demonstrated by the person who believes it. Neither does he claim that it must be possible that the proposition be evident to or demonstated by some other existing person. He states only that it must be capable of being evident or demonstrated. In fact, he explicitly states that “the possibility of the rational showing referred to here should be understood, not as empirical, but as ‘ideal,’ as an essential possibility” (ID I, 326 / H III 1, 314). Thus the possibility of evidence or demonstration with respect to the proposition in question must not be limited by any empirical considerations pertaining to the historical situation, education, mental capabilities, or perceptual faculties of any particular person.

Construed in this way, the first statement of the rationality condition would seem to be exceedingly weak. For a person, S, to be justified in believing a proposition, that proposition need not be evident to S, nor need it be possible that it be evident to S, nor need it be possible that it be evident to any existing person belonging to the same historical community or even the same species as S. It need only be possible that it be evident to or demonstrated in some possible consciousness. Thus the first formulation of the rationality condition can be explicated in this way:

RC1*: S is justified in believing p if and only if it is ideally possible that p is evident or demonstrated on the basis of what is evident.

If we invoke the principle we established in the last chapter, which posits a necessary correlation between truth and the ideal possibility of evidence, it follows that, on this statement of the rationality condition, S is justified in believing p if and only if p is true. That is, a person is justified in believing any proposition, just as long as that proposition is true. But this allows for the rational belief in a proposition apart from any evidence the person who believes the proposition actually has or could ever hope to have. The only condition on the rationality of the belief is that the proposition believed can be evident; and the possibility of its evidence is not to be limited by any empirical considerations, for Husserl insists that he is here speaking only of ideal possibility.

A clue as to why Husserl states the rationality condition in such a weak form can be found in the opening paragraph of chapter 2. There he states that “in the logical sphere, in the sphere of statement, ‘being truly’ or ‘actually’ and ‘being something which can be shown rationally’ are necessarily correlated” (ID I, 326 / H III 1, 314). That which actually or truly exists and that which is “rationally showable” stand in necessary correlation. Otherwise stated: a state of affairs A obtains if and only if A can be given in an act of evidence or demonstrated on the basis of what can be given in an act of evidence. Invoking the equivalence relation between existence and truth established in the last chapter, we can reformulate the principle in this way: p is true if and only if it is possible that p be evident or demonstrated on the basis of what is evident.

The possibility of evidence and demonstration here, however, must be understood as an ideal possibility. If the possibility of evidence in this principle were tied to a particular empirical person, S, then it would turn out that a proposition p could be true if and only if p could be evident to S or demonstrated by S on the basis of what is evident to S. But this would yield entirely unacceptable results. For instance, if the proposition that Edmund Husserl was born in 1859 could not be evident to S, it would not be true that Edmund Husserl was born in 1859. Likewise, if S received a poor education or was mentally deficient in some important respect and, as a result, could not prove that the sum of the interior angles of a triangle is equal to 180 degrees, then it would not be true that the sum of the interior angles of a triangle is equal to 180 degrees.

But we should want to reject any principle that leads to such conclusions, as does the early Husserl, who asserts in the Logical Investigations, “What is true is absolutely true, true ‘in itself’: truth is one and the same, whether men or non-men, angels or gods apprehend it in judgment [or not] … [truth is an] ideal unity, set over against the real multiplicity of races, individuals and experiences” (LI I, 140 / H XVIII, B 117–18; my translation). When the possibility of evidence is correlated with truth as a property of propositions, that possibility must be construed in the ideal sense. “The solution of the generalized ‘3-body problem,’ or ‘n-body problem’ may transcend all human cognitive capacity, but the problem has a solution, and the evidence which relates to it is therefore possible” (LI I, 191 / H XVIII, B 185). Thus the principle in question must be read as follows: p is true if and only if it is ideally possible that p is evident or demonstrated on the basis of what is evident.

So far, so good. The problem arises when the ideal possibility of evidence and demonstration is laid down not only as a necessary and sufficient condition for the truth of a proposition but also as a necessary and sufficient condition for the justified belief in a proposition. The resultant rationality condition is far too weak, I maintain, for it holds, in the last analysis, that any belief is justified just in case the proposition believed is true. On this condition, a person may be justified in believing a proposition in the absence of any actual evidence; more paradoxically, a person may be justified in believing a proposition contrary to all available evidence. For the only condition on the rationality of the belief is that the proposition believed is true. Given the fallibility of all occurrent cases of evidence, it is entirely possible, on RC1, that a person holds a justified belief contrary to all available evidence. Once evidence is construed as an ideal possibility, it can no longer serve as a sufficient condition for person rationality. For, presumably, the conditions under which a person is justified in holding a belief will incorporate a number of contingent and experiential factors that pertain to that person.

While the rationality condition stated in the opening paragraph of chapter 2 appears to be overly permissive, the rationality condition implied in the section immediately following—section 136—is exceedingly strong. There Husserl undertakes to indicate precisely what “rational showing” (vernunftige Ausweisung), or “rational consciousness” (Vernunftbewusstsein), amounts to. He does so by introducing a number of eidetic distinctions. For both essential and individual states of affairs, there is a difference between the consciousness in which those states of affairs are originally presented and the consciousness in which they are not. With respect to an individual state of affairs, say, a particular landscape, there is a difference between perceptual and memorial consciousness. With respect to an essential state of affairs, for example, “a + b = b + a,” there is a difference between judging that state of affairs with “insight” and judging it “blindly.” Within these different forms of consciousness, the core “sense” (Sinn) remains the same. The difference pertains to the question of whether the sense is fulfilled by a corresponding act of intuition. In addition, there are differences to be noted in the way the sense is intuitively fulfilled, perceptually or nonperceptually (ID I 327 / H III 1, 315).

With such distinctions firmly in hand, Husserl then claims that the noematic moment of intuitive fulfillment serves as the basis (Unterlage) for the noematic posited being-characteristic. Thus the perception of the landscape, in which the landscape appears “in person,” serves as a basis for the posited characteristic of the landscape’s “being actual” (ID I 327 / H III 1, 315). Moreover, the posited characteristic acquires its rational character (Vernunftcharacter) “if and only if it is a position on the basis of a fulfilled, originarily presentive sense and not merely on the basis of just any sense” (ID I 327 / H III 1, 315–16). Here the rationality condition is given a strict formulation: it holds that the posited being-characteristic is rational not only if the sense to which this characteristic is attached can be intuitively fulfilled, but also only if it is actually so fulfilled.

It must be pointed out here, however, that this formulation of the rationality condition does not immediately concern the rationality of a person. Rather, it bears upon the rationality of the positional characteristic of the noema. As such it deals with the question of rationality prior to the level of belief and assertion. It might seem, then, that the strong and the weak forms of the rationality condition do not conflict or stand in tension with each other, since they are posed at different levels, the prepredicative and the predicative.

But this way of reconciling the formulations would be ill-advised. For in Experience and Judgment, Husserl holds that predication, the act of judging, is drawn from the prepredicative sphere of experience where the state of affairs judged is already given in a polythetic act (EJ, 197–215 / EU, 231–55). It follows, then, that if the posited being-characteristic lacks the property of being rational, then the act of belief or judgment in which that characteristic is asserted also lacks that property. Moreover, given the correlation between the noetic and noematic dimension of consciousness, if the posited characteristic lacks the property of being rational, the noetic act by which that characteristic is posited would also lack that property. But if the prepredicative act of positing that characteristic is not rational, then neither is the predicative act that asserts that characteristic rational.

The way Husserl characterizes the situation in the passage under consideration supports this interpretation. For here he places the act of predication in apposition to the act of positing. Both are “motivated” by evidence (ID I, 328 / H III 1, 316). Hence, if a state of affairs A is given in an act of perception, the positing of A as actual is rational. But if the positing of A as actual is rational, the belief in the proposition corresponding to A is also rational. If this is indeed the case, then the strong form of the rationality condition, initially set forth on the level of prepredicative experience, entails the strong form on the predicative level.

The second formulation of the rationality condition can then be represented in the following manner:

RC2: A person, S, is justified in believing a proposition p if and only if p is evident to S.

It should be immediately apparent that RC2 is stronger than RC1 in a number of respects. For it holds that a person is justified in believing a proposition not only if the corresponding state of affairs could be evident to some person, not only if the corresponding state of affairs could be evident to that person, and not only if the corresponding state of affairs has been evident to that person, but only if the corresponding state of affairs is evident to that person. While the weak formulation allows for the rationality of asserting any true proposition, the strong allows for the rationality of asserting only one proposition, namely the one for which the corresponding state of affairs is being intuitively given to the one asserting it. On the strong formulation, I am not justified in believing in the vast majority of propositions, which I normally take myself to be justified in believing—that Edmund Husserl was the founder of the phenomenological movement, that President Gerald R. Ford came from the city of Grand Rapids, Michigan, that there is such a country as China, that I had oatmeal for breakfast this morning, that my membership in the Funky Buddha Yoga Hothouse is about to expire, or the like. It would seem, then, that the weak formulation is too weak, while the strong formulation is too strong—at least if the strong formulation is intended as a statement of a general rationality condition, holding for all persons at all times.

Sensing, perhaps, the stringency of the strong formulation, Husserl proceeds to dilute it. Although it remains the case that originary presentation is the privileged form of evidence, states of affairs not presented in this fashion can take on “secondary” rational characteristics (ID I, 328 / H III 1, 316). Husserl does not attempt, at this point, to give an exhaustive list of such secondary rational characteristics, but he does mention the re-presentation (Wiedervergegenwartigung) of an essential cognition as an example. Thus, believing that the square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the sum of the square of the other two sides not on the basis of current intellectual insight into the corresponding eidetic state of affairs, but rather on the basis of a memorial modification of that insight, counts as a rational noetic act in the derivative sense. In this way Husserl brings those propositions that have been evident, or demonstrated on the basis of what was evident, into the circle of possible objects of justified belief.

I have been formulating the second statement of the rationality condition in terms of person rationality. In this passage, however, Husserl stresses that the kind of rationality under discussion is the rationality of the noetic act of positing and, correlatively, the noematic positum. A noetic act of positing is rational, in the primary sense, if and only if it is motivated by the intuitively fulfilled sense of its noematic correlate. Likewise, that which is posited is rational in the primary sense if and only if it is “based” upon the fulfillment of the sense to which it is attached. Thus the entire discussion of rationality takes place within the scope of the two eidetically correlated dimensions of consciousness, with no reference to a “factually existing ego” (ID I 333 / H III 1, 322). By tying the question of rationality to the eidetic relations that hold for consciousness, and not to actual persons, Husserl severs any dependency relation between the rationality of an act and the contingent circumstances pertaining to a particular person. The form of the rationality condition is not, “A person, S, is justified in believing p if and only if …,” but, “A noetic act of positing x as actual is justified if and only if …”

But are there not person rationality implications embedded in the act rationality formulation? It would seem that there are. The act rationality formulation is more general than the person rationality formulation. For the act rationality formulation does not state that the act in question must occur in a human, or any other specific form of consciousness. But the person rationality formulation can be seen as a specification of the act rationality formulation. The latter states a necessary and sufficient condition for the rationality of an act. But if that condition is to be met, it must be met by an occurrent act in some consciousness. And that act may be the act of a person. Where this is the case, it follows that if the act is rational, the person to whom the act can be ascribed is, eo ipso, rational. What else could person rationality be other than a specific case of act rationality?

Furthermore, the person rationality formulation also makes no reference to existing persons and their contingent circumstances. It states only the necessary and sufficient condition that must be met if a person is to be rational in his or her belief. The contingent circumstances of a particular person come into play only with respect to the question of whether that person is justified in his or her beliefs (i.e., whether a state of affairs is or can be given to that person such that the person is or can be justified in believing the corresponding proposition). Although the term “person” appears, suitably enough, in the person rationality formulation, it still makes no reference to existing persons and their contingent circumstances. The latter become relevant only in the application of the rationality condition to particular cases.

The second statement of the rationality condition, in either its act or its person rationality formulation, remains exceedingly strong and restrictive. It allows for rational positing, believing, or asserting only with respect to those states of affairs that are being, or have been, originarily presented. Where such givenness is absent, the rational characteristics are also lacking. It would seem, then, that only the proto-doxa, only belief with certainty motivated by evidence, counts as rational belief. Yet Husserl maintains that other modalities of belief, although not themselves rational, can partake of rationality (an der Vernunft Anteil hat). This is the case when the proto-doxa “speaks on their behalf” (ID I, 334 / H III 1, 322; cf. CM, 58 / H I, 93). Although a certain state of affairs may not present itself in consciousness such that we would be justified in taking it to be actual, it is possible that the probability, or the likelihood, of the actuality of the state of affairs could be so presented. The assertion “It is likely that p” could partake of rationality if it were evident that p is likely. Here the straightforward assertion of “p” would not be rational. But, if the likelihood of p is originarily presented to consciousness, the assertion “It is likely that p” would, at least, have a share of rationality.

At this point Husserl does not discuss, describe, or explain how likelihood, or probability, is to be given in an act of evidence. His intent here is programmatic rather than analytic. But clearly the idea is that the rationality of all other modalities of belief is to be ultimately referred back to the proto-doxa—“the unmodalized primal form of the mode of believing” (ID I, 251 / H III 1, 240)—where what is posited is based upon evidence in the sense of originary presentation (ID I, 334 / H III 1, 324). The phenomenological concept of evidence, then, admits of differentiation according to the modalities of belief and, correlatively, the modalities of being (ID I, 250 / H III 1, 239).

2. THE STRONG FORMULATION AND PHILOSOPHICAL RATIONALITY

Statements of the strong formulation of the rationality condition can be found in other passages of Ideas I as well. In part 1 Husserl states that “immediate ‘seeing,’ not merely sensuous, experiential seeing, but seeing in the universal sense as an originarily presentive consciousness of any kind whatever, is the ultimate legitimizing source of all rational assertions” (ID I, 36 / H III 1, 43). One can also find similar statements in other works. For instance, in Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl maintains that “anything that we intend to state rationally should be drawn from evidence” (FTL, 201 / H XVII, 179). Such statements, in themselves, carry no qualifications. It appears as if Husserl is laying down a general condition of rationality that is to hold for all cognitive subjects at all times. But if we examine the context in which these statements are made together with other, similar statements, it becomes clear that what Husserl has in mind is a specific form of rationality, namely, “philosophical” rationality.

In the introduction to the Cartesian Meditations, Husserl sets the strong formulation of the rationality condition in the context of the decision, on the part of a cognitive subject, to become a philosopher. According to Husserl, the decision to become a philosopher is the decision to become personally and wholly responsible for one’s beliefs. I am not to accept beliefs on the say-so of others; neither am I to hold beliefs that go beyond the evidence I have for them. Rather, all my beliefs must be grounded in and restricted to the evidence that I myself have achieved. In my life qua philosopher, reason is to become wholly autonomous, accepting only that which it has seen for itself. “Must not the demand,” Husserl asks, “for a philosophy aiming at the ultimate conceivable freedom from prejudice, shaping itself with actual autonomy according to ultimate evidences it has itself produced, and therefore absolutely self-responsible—must not this demand, instead of being excessive, be part of the fundamental sense of genuine philosophy?” (CM, 6 / H I, 47). This is indeed a tall order for mere mortals, but if it is the case, then “anyone who seriously intends to become a philosopher must ‘once in his life’ withdraw into himself, to overthrow and build anew all the sciences that, up to then, he has been accepting. Philosophy—wisdom (sagesse)—is the philosopher’s quite personal affair. It must arise as his wisdom, as his self-acquired knowledge tending toward universality, a knowledge for which he can answer from the beginning, and at each step, by virtue of his own absolute insights” (CM, 2 / H I, 44).

A similar passage can be found in the Crisis. There Husserl refers to Descartes’s strong foundationalist concept of philosophical knowledge: “Philosophical knowledge is, according to Descartes, absolutely grounded knowledge; it must stand upon a foundation of immediate and apodictic knowledge whose evidence excludes all conceivable doubt. Every step of mediate knowledge must be able to attain the same sort of evidence” (C, 75 / H VI, 77; translation modified). Given that Descartes’s received beliefs do not measure up to this rigorous standard of philosophical knowledge, he is compelled to begin with a radically skeptical attitude—and so must anyone else, Husserl adds, “who seriously seeks to be a philosopher.… Once in his life every philosopher must proceed in this way” (C, 75–76 / H VI, 77).

It is important to note that in each of these passages, the strong formulation is given out on the antecedent condition that one has decided to be a philosopher. If one commits oneself to the ideal of philosophy, then the strong formulation of the rationality condition holds: I ought not to accept any belief apart from direct evidence. Husserl does not say that the strong formulation holds for everyone who would attain knowledge, but only for those dominated by the will to philosophical knowledge. This qualification is judiciously included in Dorion Cairns’s statement of the phenomenological rationality condition, the “fundamental methodological principle of phenomenology”: “No opinion is to be accepted as philosophical knowledge unless it is seen to be adequately established by observation of what is seen as itself given ‘in person.’ ”1 Here the rationality condition is specified with respect to a particular kind of knowledge. It represents the condition that must be met if one is to claim to be in possession of philosophical knowledge. It is not set forth as a necessary condition for knowledge in general.

The same point can be made in connection with Husserl’s discussion of science and scientific rationality. Here science is to be understood in the traditional, philosophical sense, as scientia, as “the idea of genuine science grounded on an absolute foundation” (FTL, 7 / H XVII, 6). If one takes up the idea of science as an ideal for epistemic striving, then one will resolve “not to accept any cognition unless it is justified absolutely” (FTL, 7 / H XVII, 6). For the “first methodological principle” to be analytically derived from the idea of science is “that I, as someone beginning philosophically, since I am striving toward the presumptive end, genuine science, must neither make nor go on accepting any judgment as scientific that I have not derived from evidence, from ‘experiences’ in which the affairs and affair-complexes in question are present to me as ‘they themselves’ ” (CM, 13 / H I, 54). The scientist qua scientist in this particular sense “intends to let no judgment be accepted by himself or others as ‘scientific knowledge,’ unless he has grounded it perfectly and can therefore justify it completely at any time by a freely actualizable return to his repeatable act of grounding” (CM, 11 / H I, 51). For “genuine science and its own genuine freedom from prejudice require, as the foundation of all proofs, immediately valid judgments which derive their validity from originally presentative intuitions” (ID I, 36 / H III 1, 42).

Phenomenology, in its direction and method of research, represents Husserl’s attempt to set philosophy on the path toward the realization of the idea of genuine science (cf. C, 113 / H VI, 115). In its turn to consciousness and adoption of the phenomenological attitude, phenomenology seeks to establish itself as a foundational discipline based on the only domain where adequate evidence can be found (IP, 48 / H II, 60; CM, 36 / H I, 74). Thus the norm for phenomenological rationality is but a specification of the genuine sense of the norm for scientific rationality. In section 59 of Ideas I, Husserl expresses this norm as follows: “To avail ourselves of nothing but what we can make essentially evident to ourselves through consciousness itself in its pure immanence” (ID I, 136 / H III 1, 127; emphasis deleted; my translation). But again, this norm applies to us “as phenomenologists” (ID I, 136 / H III 1, 127).

Thus does the phenomenological theory of rationality turn out to be a theory of phenomenological rationality. It does not claim to be a statement of a rationality condition for cognitive subjects in general. Rather, it lays down a condition that is to serve as a norm for belief on the part of the cognitive subject that has taken up the ideal of a particular kind of knowledge—“genuine science” or “philosophical knowledge.” The conditions of justification for that particular kind of knowledge will not, however, hold for all kinds of knowledge. In other contexts persons may be justified in their beliefs apart from direct evidence. Yet the phenomenologist remains in a position to describe the noetic-noematic conditions under which others, in these contexts, are justified in holding beliefs from which the phenomenologist qua phenomenologist must abstain. Thus the phenomenologist can identify and delimit those conditions under which a person would be justified in believing in the existence of transcendent objects, even though the phenomenologist does not participate in such beliefs due to the inadequacy of their evidence (ID I, 331 / H III,1 319).2 This is precisely what Husserl does in section 138 of Ideas I. Moreover, he holds that the phenomenologist is in the unique position to develop a critique of all forms of rationality—theoretical, axiological, and practical (ID I 333–36 / H III 1, 289–92).

Knowledge in general is justified true belief (Gettier problems aside). But if it is the case that there are different kinds of knowledge—philosophical knowledge as opposed to other kinds of knowledge—then the conditions of justified belief may vary according to the kind of knowledge being sought. That Husserl’s statement of the strong formulation of the rationality condition is always given in connection with a particular kind of knowledge—“philosophical knowledge,” “scientific judgment,” “genuine science”—serves as an indication that he has a specific, not a general, condition of rationality in mind.3 His concept of rationality is differentiated with respect to epistemic project.

3. RATIONALITY IN NONTHEORETICAL CONTEXTS

In the first of his Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes claims that Reason persuades him that he should withhold his assent “from opinions which are not completely certain and indubitable.”4 In his letter to Hyperaspistes of August 1641, however, Descartes states that there are times when one ought to believe that which is not completely certain and indubitable. To make his point, he asks Hyperaspistes to consider the following hypothetical situation:

Suppose that a man decided to abstain from all food to the point of starvation, because he was not certain that it was not poisoned, and thought that he was not bound to eat because it was not clearly established that he had the means of keeping alive, and it was better to wait for death by abstaining than to kill himself by eating. Such a man would be rightly regarded as insane and responsible for his own death. Suppose further that he could not obtain any food that was not poisoned, and that fasting was beneficial to him; none the less, if the food appeared harmless and healthy, and fasting appeared likely to have its usual harmful effects, he would be bound to eat the food and thus follow the apparently beneficial course of action rather than the actually beneficial one. This is so self-evident to all that I am surprised that anyone could think otherwise.5

Is Descartes being inconsistent here? Is he privately retracting what he publicly put forward elsewhere? By no means. For in the First Meditation, Descartes states that “reason now leads me to think that I should hold back my assent from opinions which are not completely certain and indubitable.”6 When is the “now” that Reason leads him to think such things? The context makes it clear: when he undertakes to demolish his opinions in order to establish a firm foundation for the sciences.7 That is, the strict rationality condition laid down in the Meditations is not intended as a general condition governing belief in all contexts, but as a condition that holds for one who endeavors to establish philosophy as a genuine science. It obtains only in a highly specific context of theoretical activity. In practical life, as indicated by the letter, it would be absurd to put such strictures on justified belief. As Descartes cautions in the opening articles of the Principles of Philosophy, the will to doubt everything that might possibly be false should be “employed solely in connection with the contemplation of truth. As far as ordinary life is concerned, the chance for action would frequently pass us by if we waited until we could free ourselves from our doubts.”8 One who holds that we are justified in believing only that which is certain would have to acknowledge, as Hume points out in his Enquiry, “that all human life must perish, were his principles universally and steadily to prevail” (Enquiry, section 12, part 2). For human beings “must act and reason and believe; though they are not able, by most diligent enquiry, to satisfy themselves concerning the foundation of these operations, or to remove the objections, which may be raised against them” (Enquiry, section 12, part 2). Beliefs function not only in theoretical contexts in which the cognitive value of certainty may predominate, but in practical contexts as the basis of actions that are directed toward values other than truth and certainty. In such contexts decision and action are often called for before the truth of the relevant beliefs can be made entirely evident. On the basis of prior experience and present appearances, I could claim to know that the bread before me is healthy and nutritious, even if I were not certain, in some scientific sense, that it is. A belief justified in this context would also count as knowledge—not scientific or philosophical knowledge, but “practical” knowledge. Such knowledge would not be absolutely certain, Descartes admits, but it would be “morally” certain—that is, its certainty would be “sufficient to regulate our behavior.”9

Husserl makes similar concessions when it comes to belief, and the justification of belief, in nontheoretical contexts. In “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science,” he writes that “in the urgency of life that in practice necessitates adopting a position, man could not wait until—say, after a thousand years—science would be there, even supposing that he already knew the idea of rigorous science” (PRS, 138 / PSW, 63–64). For, as he explains elsewhere, “life, after all, consists in decisions of the ‘moment,’ which never has time to establish anything with scientific rationality” (FTL, 6 / H XVII, 5). What has been scientifically established can have an impact on practical life. But the practical exigencies of life require that decisions be made and actions carried out on the basis of beliefs that often fall outside the pale of what has been established with the certainty of science. At any point in its development, science cannot speak to the full range of present human concerns. The idea of science is an “infinite idea.” That is, it functions as an Idea in the Kantian sense, regulating theoretical activity of successive generations, eternally approximating the idea but never arriving at it (PRS, 136 / PSW, 61).

In the meantime, practical life requires answers to vital questions. It cannot wait for science (PRS, 139 / PSW, 65). It requires a form of wisdom, as opposed to science, which is suitable for the regulation of practice in the present. The idea of wisdom, then, is a finite idea. It can be and is achieved by various human communities. And within those communities there are wise individuals who represent the considered wisdom of the community. They know how to assess, weigh, deliberate, and decide within the manifold practical orientations of life. But their wisdom, for the most part, is not based upon, or derived from, science. The theoretical articulation of such wisdom is what Husserl calls a Weltanschauung philosophy, as opposed to a rigorously scientific philosophy (PRS, 132–33 / PSW, 58–59). Such a philosophy gives expression to the wisdom of the age, and, in the absence of a fully developed scientific philosophy, provides immediate practical guidance in the affairs of life.10

Husserl does not reject this practical form of philosophy on the basis of its unscientific character: “The value of Weltanschauung stands with utmost firmness on its own foundations” (PRS, 143 / PSW, 68). Even philosophers stand in need of thinking, deciding, and acting where scientific philosophy has, as yet, nothing to say. “It is certain that we cannot wait. We have to take a position, we must bestir ourselves to harmonize the disharmonies in our attitude to reality—to the reality of life, which has significance for us and in which we should have significance—into a rational, even though unscientific, ‘world-and-life-view.’ And if the Weltanschauung philosopher helps us greatly in this, should we not thank him?” (PRS, 141 / PSW, 66). Weltanschauung philosophy has its independent source of value and its distinct function. In its own sphere, it is both necessary and legitimate (PRS, 143 / PSW, 68). As Gary G. Gutting points out, “in addition to the rigorous descriptions of phenomenology, there is room and need for more speculative world-views that are developed on the level of the natural attitude and hence do make existential commitments.… The important point for us to realize is that such speculation has its own, less rigorous, methodology and must not be confused with truly scientific philosophy—i.e. phenomenology.”11

Non-scientifically justified belief in the practical context has its own integrity. It is not merely a deficient form of science. For it does not set out to do what science does. “For prescientific life … this type of acquaintance [practical knowledge] suffices, as does its manner of converting the unknown into the known, gaining ‘occasional’ knowledge on the basis of experience … and induction. This suffices for everyday praxis” (C, 124 / H VI 126). Such knowledge, when compared to science, is often disparaged, acquiring the status of “mere opinion,” “the disdainful coloring of the doxa” (C, 124 / H VI 126). But, Husserl maintains, “in prescientific life itself, of course, it has nothing of this; there it is a realm of good verification and, based on this, of well-verified predicative cognitions and of truths which are just as secure as is necessary for the practical projects of life that determine their sense” (C, 125 / H VI, 127–28). It is a form of knowledge that “the scientist himself must be satisfied with … whenever he has recourse, as he unavoidably must have recourse, to it” (C, 125 / H VI, 127–28).12 Again, Husserl’s concept of rationality is differentiated with respect to epistemic project.

4. POSITIVE SCIENTIFIC RATIONALITY

In practical life, then, we are not only required but often justified in going beyond what is, strictly speaking, evident to us. But, Husserl maintains, this is not only the case in practical life. It is also true in the pursuit of positive science. For positive science is also a form of human activity (C, 118 / H VI, 120; C, 133 / H VI, 135). Similar concessions must be made to human finitude. Practicing scientists do not have time to conduct a regressive inquiry into the foundations of their discipline prior to getting on with positive research. If practicing scientists were required, qua scientists, to recapitulate and justify the entire development of their discipline for themselves step-by-step, science itself would surely come to a grinding halt. Neither does a practicing scientist need to conduct such an inquiry. For “even the mathematician, the physicist, and the astronomer need not understand the ultimate grounds of their activities in order to carry through even the most important scientific performances” (LI I, 58 / H XVIII, 25). “Simple positivity,” Husserl writes in Formal and Transcendental Logic, “as a naive devotedness, not only of the practical but also of cognitive living, to the world that is indeed given beforehand, has in it a legitimacy—unclarified, to be sure, and therefore still undelimited, but nevertheless a legitimacy” (FTL, 226 / H XVII, 200).

As we noted in chapter 2, Husserl recognized a division of intellectual labor between science and philosophy. While the positive scientist begins with the discipline as given and seeks to carry it forward into new developments that presuppose the old, the philosopher is to make a regressive inquiry into the ultimate foundations of the discipline in particular and into the possibility of knowledge in general. There are both positive and critical directions of theoretical inquiry. But the scientist need not engage in critical reflection prior to positive research. Nor need the scientist wait until those engaging in critical reflection deliver wholly secure results. There is something entirely appropriate about the “dogmatic,” epistemologically unreflective attitude of the practicing scientist, about “that position which sets aside with full awareness all skepticism together with all ‘natural philosophy’ and ‘theory of knowledge,’ and takes cognitive objectivities where one actually finds them—no matter what difficulties an epistemological reflection on the possibility of such objectivities may always point out afterwards” (ID I, 47 / H III 1, 54; emphasis deleted). Thus, “in the present situation, and as long as there is indeed lacking a highly developed cognitive critique which succeeds in perfect rigor and clarity, it is at the least right to close the boundaries of dogmatic research to ‘critical’ modes of inquiry” (ID I, 48 / H III 1, 54–55; emphasis deleted).13

As in practical life, so in positive science: justified belief cannot be restricted to what is directly evident. The practicing scientist qua scientist need not inquire into the ultimate conditions of the possibility of science in general, nor into the specific conceptual and theoretical foundations of his or her own discipline. As a matter of fact, scientists typically do not acquire the bulk of their scientific belief on the basis of evidence personally achieved, but rather on the basis of authority in the context of formal education and apprenticeship. Physicists are not individually required, qua physicists, to reinvent the discipline of physics from the ground up. They are not required to overthrow all their scientific beliefs and readmit them only on the condition that they are wholly evident, certain, and indubitable. This is not only a matter of fact, but also a matter of propriety. For if scientists are to make a contribution to their own field, they simply do not have the time to establish the foundations of their discipline together with the conditions of the possibility of science in general. Taking things on the say-so of others is a positive condition for progress and development within a given research tradition. If each scientist were required to become autonomous in the philosophical sense, science itself would be placed in permanent abeyance. Science is a social enterprise.14

The scientist is justified, then, in going beyond what is actually evident. This is not only the case for what a scientist is entitled to assume from the tradition, but also in the context of current work. For “the de facto course of our human experience is such that it constrains our reason to go beyond intuitionally given physical things … and base them upon the ‘truth of physics’ ” (ID I, 105 / H III, 1, 99). Here what is given serves as a basis for forming beliefs about what is not given. What cannot be observed by human beings can nonetheless be detected on the basis of what is observed by human beings. “When engaged in natural science we effect experientially and logically ordered acts of thinking in which these actualities [experienced physical things], being accepted as they are given, become conceptually determined and in which likewise, on the basis of such directly experienced and determined transcendencies [external objects], new transcendencies are inferred” (ID I, 114 / H III 1, 107). The empirical scientist is therefore justified in making methodological use of hypotheses (PRS, 139 / PSW, 64), and in drawing inferences from what is directly experienced to what is not experienced (IP, 13 / H II, 17). Through the use of symbolic means, science goes far beyond the narrow confines of the intuitable (LI I, 201 / H XVIII, 201–2), given the fact the “objects are certainly possible, that in fact lie beyond the phenomena accessible to any human consciousness” (LI I, 428 / H XIX 1, B 219). “We in fact know only too well,” Husserl writes in the Logical Investigations, “that the overwhelming majority of general statements, and in particular those of science, behave meaningfully without any elucidation from intuition, and that only a vanishing section, even of the true and the proven, are and remain open to complete intuitive illumination” (LI II, 777 / H XIX 2, B2 133).

Yet, Husserl maintains, “should intuition fall wholly away, our judgment would cease to know anything” (LI II, 777 / H XIX 2, B2 133). Knowledge in the strict sense, for Husserl, is always a matter of the intuitive fulfillment of an empty intention. “Ohne Einsicht kein Wissen” (Without insight, no knowledge) (LI I, 166 / H XVIII, B 152). It would seem, then, that if empirical science were a purely theoretical enterprise aiming at knowledge and knowledge only, it should strictly adhere to what can be presented directly in intuition. If science, in its laws and hypotheses, goes beyond what is intuited and intuitable, can it be said that it still strives for knowledge? Is it that science has some goal other than knowledge in the strict sense? Does it seek to realize some other value?

To answer these questions, we turn to Husserl’s Galileo analysis in section 9 of the Crisis. In his phenomenological inquiry into the foundations of modern mathematical physics, Husserl also characterizes the aims that are being sought in and through its development. The idealization of natural shapes into geometrical figures, the development of methods for the exact quantitative measurement and determination of physical events and processes, the postulation of a correlation between the idealized world of pure physical events and real qualitative appearances—in short, the conversion of the natural world into a “mathematical manifold”15—carried with it something of decisive significance for practical life. The covariation between idealized quantities could be determined with mathematical precision; these quantities can also be correlated with sensuous qualities and events in the intuitively given lifeworld. Following the mathematically determined functional covariations, one could bring the corresponding intuitions vividly “to mind” (C, 43 / H VI, 42). One can also, given the appropriate values for the variables of a particular formula, determine the remaining unknown quantity. “Thus one can outline the empirical regularities of the practical life-world which are to be expected. In other words, if one has the formula, one already possesses, in advance, the practically desired prediction of what is to be expected with empirical certainty in the intuitively given world of concretely actual life, in which mathematics is merely a special praxis. Mathematization, then, with its realized formulae, is the achievement which is decisive for life” (C, 43 / H VI, 43).

The mathematization of nature, its conversion into a quantitatively determinable manifold, makes it possible to develop “formulae,” mathematically exact statements of functional covariation within the physical world. Such formulae, in turn, make prediction of events in the perceptual world possible to a greater degree than without them. In this context, however, predictive success functions as a nonepistemic value; it is a value located in practical life; it is “practically desired.” The practically motivated desire for the means of more accurate and farther-reaching prediction is what gave rise to the “passionate interest of the natural scientist” in developing such formulae and the proper method of acquiring and grounding them in a rationally compelling manner (C, 43 / H VI, 43). What is developed by the mathematical techniques of modern physics is “nothing but prediction [Voraussicht] extended to infinity,” Husserl writes (C, 51 / H VI, 51). Here Husserl shows his solidarity with the then-dominant positivist understanding of science and its tendency to limit the physical sciences in particular to the formulation of laws that govern observable phenomena and enhance the powers of prediction. “What every scientist seeks, and seeks alone,” writes Moritz Schlick in his 1932 essay “Positivism and Realism,” “are … the rules which govern the connection of experiences, and by which alone they can be predicted.”16

Thus it would seem that, on Husserl’s view, the primary value sought in the development of modern mathematical physics and allied disciplines is not the theoretical values of truth and certainty, but the practical values of predictive success and the control of nature. The law that states that the rate of acceleration for a free-falling body at or near the surface of the earth is 9.8 meters per second squared is valuable not primarily because is true that free-falling bodies undergo this rate of acceleration. After all, as we saw in chapter 1, exact laws in the empirical sciences are but “idealizing fictions” (LI I, 106 / H XVIII, B 72). In reality, there are no free-falling bodies. But this formula is nonetheless valuable because it, in conjunction with other formulae, enables us to predict and control with a high degree of accuracy such things as the point of projectile impact. Such laws are valuable as devices, or instruments, of prediction and control.

What Husserl offers here is clearly an instrumentalist interpretation of the laws of empirical science. The cardinal virtue of scientific laws is not truth, but predictivity. Technically false because they are “idealizing fictions,” they are nonetheless to be valued as instruments of prediction. In Ideas I he writes, “Any cognition in physics serves an index to the course of possible experiences with the things pertaining to the senses and their occurrences found in those experiences. It serves, therefore, to orient us in the world of actional [practical] experience in which we all live and act” (ID I, 85 / H III 1, 83). Laws and formulae in science are not about real, actually existing objects, processes, or events. Rather, they are means, methods, or instruments by which more or less accurate predictions about real, actually existing objects, processes, and events can be made. What is of epistemic import is the prediction produced, not the means of producing it. Nonetheless, Husserl claims that the predictions about perceived states of affairs generated by science count as knowledge (ID I, 85 / H III 1, 83). His instrumentalism does not “negate” the truth-claims of the sciences en bloc, as Hans Wagner suggests.17 It only limits them. The apparatus by which such knowledge is produced is itself denied epistemic status. Laws are not about the real world, but they can produce more or less accurate knowledge about the real world.

The question we want to pursue is whether the grounds that led Husserl to adopt an instrumentalist interpretation of empirical science also committed him to an instrumentalist interpretation of theoretical science. Is it also the case that theoretical science is just a more powerful way of making predictions about occurrences in the perceivable world? Granted, the idealized objects of empirical laws do not exist. Is it also the case that the entities postulated in scientific theories do not exist? Are they also convenient fictions that serve only to facilitate prediction and control? To answer these questions, we must turn to Husserl’s ontological analysis of physical objects. This we do in the next chapter.
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The Problem of Theoretical Existence in Husserl’s Philosophy of the Physical Sciences
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PHYSICAL THINGS, IDEALIZED OBJECTS, AND THEORETICAL ENTITIES

Henry Pietersma once remarked that much of the secondary literature on Husserl is both confused and confusing.1 This is especially the case with respect to Husserl’s alleged “instrumentalism.” As I pointed out in the introduction, there is little agreement on the question of whether Husserl was an instrumentalist. Moreover, scant attention is paid to the particular sense of his instrumentalism on the part of those who hold that he was an instrumentalist. As an unfortunate but inevitable result, Husserl’s stated position on the epistemic nature and status of the physical sciences has been subject to one misunderstanding after another.

In this chapter I will attempt to sort out some of the basic ontological issues underlying this confusion. I will claim that Husserl was indeed an instrumentalist. But I will also claim that he was an instrumentalist only in a restricted and relatively nonstandard—if not uncommon—sense. Furthermore, I will claim that his version of instrumentalism is entirely compatible with a realist interpretation of scientific theories.

In the contemporary Anglo-American philosophy of science, instrumentalism is typically set forth and debated as an interpretation of scientific theories.2 Roughly speaking, the instrumentalist position holds that scientific theories are nothing but highly sophisticated syntactical machinery for generating new and scientifically interesting predictions concerning observable events.3 Theories should not be taken as straightforward statements about unobservable entities. Rather, they are tools for generating conditional statements about relations between observable states of affairs. Consequently, theoretical entities ostensibly postulated in scientific theories are to be understood as convenient fictions that merely serve to enhance the predictive scope and power of empirical science. Theoretical terms by which such concepts are expressed are to be countenanced in science only if they can be given at least a partial interpretation in a language that refers only to observable states of affairs by way of correspondence rules.4 Thus, to assign a straightforward semantics to scientific theories would represent a serious misreading of their nature and intent. They themselves are not true or false. They are only more or less empirically adequate, more or less reliable.5

Instrumentalism, then, is a form of antirealism with respect to theoretical entities. It holds that they do not exist—or, at least, that the theoretical component of science provides us with no reasons for thinking that they do. In this chapter I intend to show that while instrumentalism in Anglo-American circles is an interpretation of scientific theories, Husserl’s instrumentalism is an interpretation of scientific laws. For when he turns to the physical sciences, he is primarily concerned with the epistemic status and existential import of their laws. The primary impetus behind the development of the empirical sciences in general is, according to Husserl, the practical interest in the ability to predict and control the future course of natural events (C, 43 / H VI, 43). Empirical science is “more concerned with practical results and mastery than with essential insight” (LI I, 245 / H XVIII, 255). The laws of empirical science, then, are to function as finely honed instruments of prediction. Physics, with its statements of lawlike regularities, “serves as an index to the course of possible experiences with the things pertaining to the senses and their occurrences found in those experiences. It serves, therefore, to orient us in the world of current experience in which we all live and act” (ID I, 85 / H III 1, 73; translation modifed).

Moreover, like Stephen Toulmin, Husserl maintains that when laws are given a mathematically exact formulation, they hold only for idealized objects—free-falling bodies, frictionless planes, incompressible fluids, perfectly elastic bodies, ideal gases, ideally efficient engines, and the like.6 But these objects, Husserl contends, do not exist in the physical sense. That is, they do not exist in the real causal nexus of space and time. Idealized objects are abstract constructs that serve to make an exact, but always approximate, knowledge of real objects possible. The original aim of empirical science was to develop precise, objective, and predictive knowledge about the real physical world. The construction of a world of idealized objects and relations is a necessary step in the attainment of that epistemic goal. But the idealized world will never be more than a convenient fiction, a device, for making scientific knowledge of the real world possible. As Gary G. Gutting put it, “idealizations are employed only as instruments for achieving, by a series of increasingly accurate approximations, a precise description of the world.”7

Husserl’s brand of instrumentalism, thus construed, is not intended as a form of antirealism with respect to theoretical entities. It does not intend to deny the existence of a certain class of real objects whose existence is in question. More specifically, it does not amount to the denial of the existence of such theoretical entities as atoms, protons, quarks, strong and weak nuclear forces, and the like. Husserl’s instrumentalism is, if anything, an “anti-reificationism.” Opposed to treating idealized objects as if they were real, its point is not so much existential as categorical. It seeks to remind us that ideal objects are not real physical objects, and therefore do not and cannot constitute the real world of nature. It therefore also opposes the Platonizing tendency to reduce perceptually given real objects to the status of mere appearances of ideal objects represented in the discipline of mathematics.

If the exact sciences of nature are, strictly speaking, about the world of ideal objects, it follows that they are not about the real world.8 But this analysis does not mean that Husserl’s instrumentalism “negates” the truth-claims of the natural sciences, as Hans Wagner suggests.9 Rather, it means that the claims of the exact sciences of nature will always be indirect and only approximately true of the real world. In order to achieve a mathematically exact and objective representation of the real physical world, the physical sciences first resort to ideal cases, and then proceed to approach real cases through a process of “successive approximation.”10 One begins with a free-falling body as an ideal case, and then adds in the resistance of the medium. One begins with frictionless planes, and then adds the coefficient of friction. Through abstraction and idealization there is an initial movement away from real objects and processes, and then a return to real objects and processes by way of application (cf. C, 32 / H VI, 30).11 Exact knowledge is possible only by a passage through the ideal; but precisely for that reason, it will never be more than an approximate knowledge of the real.12

Husserl’s chief concern in the Crisis is that the idealized representation of nature in the modern physical sciences has been effectively substituted for the real world—the world given to us in perceptual experience (C, 48–49 / H VI, 48–49). True to Platonic form, the real world, the world that we perceive, is then degraded to the status of mere subjective appearance. The world as conceived in the exact science of physics now counts as the objective world that “really” exists; the world as perceived in everyday life—the lifeworld—is the subjective world that doesn’t really exist at all.13 The temptation to commit such a category mistake presents itself once the idealized version of the physical world has been established in the tradition and thereby takes on a semblance of self-subsistence. The initial processes of abstraction and idealization, constantly presupposed in the present practice of the exact physical sciences, have already been accomplished and thus, to a large degree, forgotten. Their results have been passed down through the modern scientific research tradition. The idealized natural world now serves as a presupposition, a point of departure, for the scientific representation and explanation of the real world. As long as the intentional origins of the idealized natural world remain hidden, however, the tendency will be to take this world as the real, objectively existing world, independent of any human activity, while the real world is reduced to the status of mere subjective appearance.

In line with this ontological reversal, the epistemic roles of real and ideal worlds are also exchanged. The real (now only “apparent”) world then functions as the means for developing scientific knowledge about the ideal (now “objective”) world governed by mathematically exact laws (C, 48 / H VI, 48). The constant tendency, Husserl warns, in the development and use of such laws is to take them and their “formula meaning” for the “true being of nature itself” (C, 43 / H VI, 44). Here “we take for true being what is actually a method—a method which is designed for the purpose of progressively improving, in infinitum, through ‘scientific’ predictions, those rough predictions which are the only ones originally possible within the sphere of what is actually experienced and experienceable in the life-world” (C, 51–52 / H VI, 52). Thus what is in fact only a means or a method for predicting real events and occurrences in the world is taken to express something of the true nature of the world. In this way there comes about the “surreptitious substitution of the mathematically substructed world of idealities for the only real world, the one that is actually given through perception, that is ever experienced and experienceable—our everyday life-world” (C, 48–49 / H VI, 48–49). What began as a method for providing predictive knowledge of this world—by which Husserl means the perceivable world—has now turned into a science of some other, imperceptible world, which, Husserl claims, does not exist in the physical sense. In opposition to this development, he insists, “all knowledge of laws could be knowledge only of predictions, grasped as lawful, about occurrences of actual or possible experiential phenomena” (C, 50 / H VI, 50).

The contribution Husserl thought phenomenology could make in rectifying this situation consists in showing how what is usually taken as the objectively existing physical world was constituted in and through the mental processes of abstraction and idealization, mental processes that take their point of departure in the perceptual givenness of the lifeworld. After this phenomenological elucidation, it would then be clear that the original aim of science, in its passage to the ideal, was knowledge of the real, perceivable world. The idealized or “mathematicized” nature of physical science would then be exposed as the construct it always was—not the final object of knowledge, but the means for knowledge (C, 48 / H VI, 48).

This, however, represents a phenomenological strategy based upon Husserl’s late position on the nature of modern mathematical physics, the position of the Crisis. In the period surrounding the composition of the Ideas, he did not take mathematics to be a science of a separate world of idealized objects; nor did he see the employment of exact methods in general within the physical sciences as opening up the possibility of the ontological reversal he sought to expose in the Crisis. Rather, in the Logos article of 1910, “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science,” Husserl saw the scientific concept of the objective “physical thing,” as opposed to the physical thing as it appears to the subject, as entirely in keeping with the perceptual “sense” and experience of physical objects (PSS, 41 / PSW, 34–35). In Ideas I he argues that the physical thing of science, moreover, is not other than, or hidden behind, the apparent object of everyday perception. That is, physical science posits no imperceptible thing beyond the object of everyday perceptual experience. Later I will argue that the shift in Husserl’s conception of the primary referent of the physical sciences is a result of a shift in his analysis of the categorial status of geometrical objectivities. In Ideas I, they represent the eidetic spatial forms of real material things; in the Crisis they are exact ideal objects. But first we turn to his earlier conception of the physical thing and its relation to the perceived object.

1. THE PHYSICAL THING

In the section of “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science” devoted to naturalism, Husserl addresses himself to the distinction between physical and mental being with respect to the way in which they are given in experience, their “modes of givenness.” Unlike mental processes, the physical thing is always given in and through a series of appearances. Thus we can distinguish between the thing that appears and its appearances. The appearances of a thing can change as the spatial orientations of the thing and the percipient vary with respect to each other, as the sensory apparatus of the percipient varies, or as the real conditions of the perceptual situation vary. Yet, through the multiplicity of its changing appearances, the physical thing is experienced as one and the same. It is given as a unity “throughout changes in its appearances” (PSS, 47 / PSW, 35). What a physical thing is “in itself,” then, must be distinguished from its appearances. It is not to be identified with any one of its phenomenal properties, or even with the unity of the totality of its phenomenal properties. It retains its identity through its shifting phenomenal properties, and is intersubjectively accessible as the same because, Husserl says, it is a unity of real, causal properties in one all-embracing space and time (PSS, 47 / PSW, 35). Its appearances, its phenomenal properties, are not objective, if we mean by “objective” belonging to the object itself, but subjective insofar as they are relative to the orientation and sensory constitution of the perceiving subject.

Following up on this distinction, already available in reflection upon the everyday perceptual experience of physical things, the physical sciences seek to penetrate the “vague medium of appearances” in order to make an exact determination of what the physical thing is “in itself” (PSS, 47 / PSW, 35). Such a determination will always be carried out on the basis of the way the physical object appears, but in such a way as to leave the appearances behind (PSS, 48 / PSW, 36). “Physics eliminates the phenomenal in order to seek for the Nature that presents itself therein” (PSS, 42 / PSW, 31). Every consistent inquiry into the nature of the physical thing “necessarily leads over into causal complexes and terminates in the determination of corresponding Objective properties subject to law. Natural science, therefore, only follows up consistently the sense of what the physical thing itself as experienced, so to speak, ‘claims’ to be; and it calls this, obscurely enough, ‘elimination of secondary qualities,’ ‘elimination of the merely subjective moment in the appearances’ while ‘retaining the qualities that are left, the primary ones’ ” (PSS, 47 / PSW, 34–35).14

This understanding of the physical sciences as moving through the appearances of a thing to determine its real properties, as opposed to its phenomenal properties, is echoed in a later text. In the “Preparatory Considerations” of Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl states that the physical sciences restrict themselves to a determination of those properties that belong to the physical object as such. In their pursuit of a wholly objective representation of the thing, they will eliminate many subject-relative factors that initially appeared, in prescientific experience, as objective. This will include the sensuous qualities of a thing, which are variously determined by the sensory constitution of the perceiving subject and its relation to the object:

This plane of theory delimits the themes of science, and does so to such a degree that the positive sciences make a conscious effort to frame the concept of theoretical objectivity even more rigorously: in such a manner that the positive sciences will exclude, as merely subjective, many a thing that the pre-scientifically experiencing and thinking subject finds as an Objective theme. In this manner the scientific investigator of Nature excludes “sensuous qualities.” The single experiencing subject finds natural Objects as sensuously qualified, but nevertheless as Objects, as existing in and by themselves, not affected in their existence by the reflectively apprehensible acts of experiencing and of experiential thinking, neither determined nor determinable by the contents of those acts. Yet, with the effecting of an intersubjective communion of experiencing and thinking, the contents of sensuously experienced Objectivity and the descriptive concepts fitted to its contents show a dependence on the experiencing subjects; though the identity of the Objects in question nevertheless remains intersubjectively cognizable and determinable. A purely Objective science aims at a theoretical cognizing of Objects, not in respect of such subjectively relative determinations as can be drawn from direct sensuous experience, but rather in respect of strictly and purely Objective determinations: determinations that obtain for everyone and at all times, or in respect of which according to a method that everyone can use, there arise theoretical truths having the character of “truths in themselves—in contrast to mere subjectively relative truths.” (FTL, 37-38 / H XVII, 33)15

The physical sciences, then, seek to determine the object with respect to those properties it has “in itself,” not with respect to properties it has only in relation to perceiving subjects. If an object appears green to us, it is not because it is green, but because it is of such a nature (that is, possesses a reflectance property) as to appear green to the likes of us. To say that such an object is green is to express what Husserl calls a “subjectively relative truth,” that is, the truth that the object typically appears green to a standard perceiving subject of a certain kind under conditions that have been inter-subjectively established as normal. Physical science seeks to determine the “objective truth” about the thing, the truth that holds irrespective of the way the thing appears to a particular subject or subjects of a particular kind.16 In the physical sciences, then, the so-called secondary qualities are taken to be mere appearances. They are not determined by the object itself, but in its relation to a perceiving subject whose sensory apparatus just happens to be constituted in a certain way (ID III, 53 / H V, 62). In seeking to determine the object “objectively,” the physical sciences countenance only those determinations of the object that would hold for all subjects at all times. Such objective determinations, then, will be “intersubjectively valid.”

But if the intersubjective community for which these determinations are to hold is construed as the community of human beings, the physical sciences have yet to achieve the form of objectivity to which they aspire. For while this form of intersubjective validity will overcome the subjectivity of the human individuals, it does not transcend the subjectivity of the human species as a whole. As Husserl indicates in Ideas III, the scope of the intersubjective community that constitutes the sense of objectivity in the physical sciences must be expanded to include not only all actual human percipients, but all possible percipients of whatever sensory constitution. Although the objective properties of the thing will always be determined on the basis of some specific form of sense experience, the properties themselves must be independent of all sense experience (ID III, 54 / H V, 63).17

Thus the objectivity of nature, as conceived in natural science, is essentially correlated to an ideal plurality of all possible perceiving subjects (ID III, 55 / H V, 64). What objectively belongs to the physical object is what “any possible subject of the pre-delineated ideal community can bring out and determine in rational experiential thought on the ground of his ‘appearances’ and the communications of others concerning their ‘appearances’ ” (ID III, 55 / H V, 64). The world as perceived by human beings then receives the status of an appearance of “objective nature exclusively determined by ‘exact’ mathematical-physical predicates, absolutely not intuitable, not experienceable ” (ID III, 56 / H V, 65). In this way there arises a “unique physical nature, with the one objective space and the one objective time, consisting of nothing but physical things that are characterized purely by concepts having the exactness ascribed in physics” (ID III, 56 / H V, 65).

The physical thing as conceived in the physical sciences is thus distinguished from the perceived object. The perceived object is a “mere appearance” of the thing of physics. The thing of physics is, in some important sense, never perceived (ID III, 58 / H V, 68). This distinction between the “physical thing” and the “perceived object” quite naturally leads to the question of the relation between the two. Is it the case that the thing as conceived in the science of physics represents a “hidden entity” behind the perceived thing? Must the physical thing then be construed as the hidden cause of the perceived object? Husserl addresses himself to these questions in section 52 of Ideas I, titled “The Physical Thing as Determined by Physics and the ‘Unknown Cause of Appearances.’ ” We now turn our attention to Husserl’s conception of the physical thing in this section.

The exposition of the essential differences between consciousness and reality in the sections immediately preceding section 52, by which Husserl sought to establish the ontological priority and absolute character of consciousness, took into consideration only the reality of the objects of direct perceptual experience. At the beginning of the exposition Husserl explicitly excludes any reference to things as they are determined by the physical sciences—things conceived of quite differently than they are perceived. In section 41 he writes, “Let us therefore exclude the whole of physics and the whole domain of theoretical thinking. Let us remain within the limits of simple intuition and the syntheses belonging to it, among which perception is included” (ID I, 86 / H III 1, 84). The initial burden of the exposition is to establish the fact that even the thing as it appears in perception, the appearance of which is considered to be “subjective,” is nonetheless transcendent to consciousness; it is not a real part or component of the mental processes by which it appears; therefore, it is not to be identified with the subjectively immanent sensations by which it appears.

At the end of the exposition, however, Husserl returns to the question of the thing as it is determined by the physical sciences. Is it transcendent not only with respect to subjective mental processes, but also with respect to the appearing thing of sensuous intuition? If so, if it is removed from the reach of consciousness by a kind of double transcendence, does it then exist independently of consciousness? Could it then be construed as the hidden cause of the appearances, as the hidden cause of the consciousness of the perceived object? In section 41 Husserl demonstrated that the appearing physical thing is not identical with the subjective mental process by which it appears; in section 43 he argued that it would contradict the sense of the perceived thing to conceive of it as an internal picture, image, or even a sign of the objective physical thing as determined by the science of physics. Granting all this, could we nevertheless take it that the appearing thing is an appearance of something else that is ontically distinct from it? If y were the appearing thing, could it count as the appearance of another thing, x, where y is not identical with x? Furthermore, would the existence of y justify, in a scientific context, the belief in the existence of x, which does not directly appear, but is hypothetically postulated in order to explain the appearance of y—that is, postulated as the hidden cause of the y-appearance?

But we must be precise in the formulation of this question. For what Husserl has in mind here is not the question of whether x causes y, but whether x causes the appearing of y (i.e., the mental processes by which y appears). The question, then, is not whether the physical thing x exerts a causal agency on the perceived object y in any straightforward manner, but rather whether x exerts its causal agency upon a percipient S such that S perceives y, and y is not identical with x. If this were the case, then y would count as an appearance of x only in the indirect sense. For what is directly perceived is not x, but y. But since the perception of y is caused by x, y would function as an image or, at least, an indicative sign of x. It would seem, then, that as long as we hold to the nonidentity of x and y, we are committed to some version of the representational theory of external perception. X is hypothetically postulated in order to explain the course of mental processes whereby y appears; y then counts as a representation of x, not by virtue of its identity with x, but by virtue of some causal linkage to x.

In section 52 Husserl rejects this way of setting up the relation between the perceived object and the physical thing. It not only conflicts with the manifest sense of the perceived object together with the essence of the experience of physical things, it also leads to an infinite regress. His argument takes the following form: if the hidden physical thing, x, exists, then it must, by essential, de re necessity, be perceivable—if not by us, then by some other possible subjects with more suitably adapted sensory apparatus (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 111). But, if x is perceivable, it must, in turn, be perceivable by means of its appearances. If x were to appear, then, it would require the postulation of some other hidden entity, say, z, which, as a hidden cause, would account for the appearance of x. But if z exists, it, too, must be perceivable. And if z is perceivable, it must be so by means of its appearances, which would require the postulation of another hidden cause (even though, in this case, we’re at the end of the alphabet), and so on. Thus, Husserl concludes, if we posit x as a hidden cause of its own appearances, “we should fall into an inevitable infinite regress” (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 111).

But is Husserl’s argument as cogent and effective as we might hope it could be? I will argue that it is not, and that it trades on an ambiguity in the term “perceivable.”

If we claim that an object, x, is perceivable, then, presumably, it is precisely that object that we can perceive. If we say that x is perceivable by means of its appearances, then, presumably, it is still x that we perceive—albeit by means of its appearances. Let us call this the “direct” form of perception. On the other hand, if we maintain that there is a distinction to be made between the apparent object and the object that brings about its appearance, then we have something quite different in mind. For now we are dealing with two objects: the one that appears, y, and the one “behind” the appearance, x. Here it is not x that is directly perceived. Only y is. But if x is the cause of the appearance of y, we may say, nonetheless, that x is perceived in an indirect sense. That is, on the basis of the direct perception of y, there is an indirect perception of x.

Here the indirect perception of x ought to be understood as a propositional attitude (i.e., as a belief directed toward a proposition). Accordingly, we would say that on the direct perception of y, we have some propositional attitude concerning x. Such an expanded sense of perception is reflected in everyday speech when, for instance, we say that we “see that” something is the case. We see that a person is in pain. What we see directly is not the pain, but a certain facial expression, say, a wince. But, against the background of repeated experiences of a correlation between physical winces and the sensations of pain, the direct perception of the wince serves as the occasion for the indirect perception of the pain—we see that a person is in pain when we see him wince. Thus the distinction between direct and indirect perception is roughly parallel to the distinction between seeing and seeing that. Indirect perception involves a direct perception plus a propositional attitude.

Now the position that Husserl seeks to refute takes the perception of physical things to be a case of indirect perception: perceiving a physical thing x is actually a matter of directly perceiving the apparent object y, where the perceiving of y is the result of the causal agency of x upon a percipient S such that S forms some propositional attitude concerning x. I look out my window. I see that there is a tree outside. But what I see directly is the tree-appearance (the perceived object) brought about by the causal agency of the tree (the physical thing) upon my sensory apparatus. I do not see the tree itself, the physical thing; rather, I see the tree-appearance. The tree itself is the hidden cause of the tree-appearance. And the former is what gets determined by the physical sciences, since the physical sciences deal with the “hidden cause” of appearances.

But if this is what the analysis of indirect physical thing perception comes to, it does not inevitably lead to an infinite regress. For, on this analysis, it will never be the case that x, the physical thing itself, is directly perceived. Only an x-surrogate, that is, some other object that counts as an appearance of x, will be directly perceived. So, for any percipient S, x will only be indirectly perceivable. As percipients are differently constituted with respect to sensory apparatus, they will indirectly perceive x on the basis of different appearances of x—if not of the y sort, then, say, of the z sort. Here the same entity, x, appears differently to differently constituted percipients by way of different appearances. What is directly perceived are appearances y and z. In both cases the selfsame x remains the hidden cause of the course of mental processes whereby y and z appear. But here there is no regress. For in both cases, and in all relevantly similar cases, it is the same entity, x, which is being perceived in the indirect sense—that is, on the basis of an apparent object that is ontically distinct from it. There may be multiple appearances of x, perhaps infinitely many appearances of x. But these appearances do not form a regressive chain because there is, and can be, on the indirect analysis, no instance where x itself is converted into the apparent object that would in turn require the postulation of another hidden cause in order to explain or account for its appearance.

To make the regress work, one must deny the premise that one was initially willing to grant in order to derive the regress, namely, that things are indirectly perceived on the basis of the direct perception of appearances that are ontically distinct from them. Husserl makes this move when he asserts that if the hidden cause of our perceptual mental processes exists, it must be possible for other subjects differently constituted with respect to sensory apparatus to perceive x. Here, however, he means “perceive” in the direct sense where x itself is that which appears. But this is to give the direct, rather than the indirect, analysis of perception. Immediately reinstating the indirect analysis in order to initiate the regress, he then says that if x were perceived, then it, too, would be perceived by means of appearances ontically distinct from it. But this instance of indirect perception would then require the postulation of a new hidden cause. This hidden cause, in turn, would have to be (directly) perceivable by some other perceptual subjects, which would be a matter of (indirect) perception by way of appearances and thus require the postulation of a new hidden cause, and so on ad infinitum. But when he insists that the perception of the hidden cause must also be by way of appearances, he reinvokes the indirect analysis that he temporarily suspended in order to allow for a direct perception of x on the part of other perceptual subjects. Thus the infinite regress depends upon the alternating affirmation and denial of the major premise of the indirect analysis. But each time the premise is denied, the question of whether the physical thing is being directly perceived is begged. Stated otherwise, the regress argument depends on the ambiguity between the direct and the indirect senses of the term “perceive.”

Even if Husserl had shown the absurdity of taking the physical thing to be the hidden cause of its own appearance, he has not developed a case against the postulation of hidden entities in general. Nor has he shown why the postulation of hidden entities is inappropriate in the explanation of perception. For even if it is the case that the physical thing is what is perceived by means of its appearances such that what one sees is the physical thing itself and not some intermediate object, the postulation of hidden entities in order to explain the appearance of the physical thing is not ruled out of hand. In such explanations it is not the physical thing itself that is taken to be the direct cause of its own appearance for the perceptual subject, but some third entities, like Locke’s imperceptible corpuscles or the photons of modern physics. These third entities themselves do not appear, neither are the appearances that they bring about appearances of them. Rather, the appearances that they bring about are the appearances of the physical thing to which they are causally related. This leaves open the possibility that it is the physical thing itself that is perceived by means of its appearances, and nevertheless its appearances are brought about by hidden causes. Here x is not the hidden cause, for it is precisely x that is perceived. But those entities that bring about the appearance of x such that it is perceived are hidden. They are postulated in order to explain the appearance of x, while x is neither hidden nor postulated. I look out my window. I see the tree. But I do not see the entities or processes that bring about the appearance of the tree whereby I see it.

The postulation of hidden entities in order to explain the perception of a physical thing does not entail that the physical thing itself is hidden. Furthermore, while the hidden entities are hidden to us, it does not follow that they are necessarily hidden. In fact, Husserl holds that if they exist, then they must be perceivable in the ideally possible sense (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 111). Now if they were in fact perceived by subjects differently constituted than us, it may be necessary to postulate other hidden entities in order to explain their appearance. If these hidden entities are in turn to be perceived, then other hidden entities may be postulated, and so on. But this state of affairs does not lead to an infinite regress. Such a regress would require an identity on the part of the perceptual subject. But here we are speaking of different perceptual subjects. For any one of them there is no question of perceiving hidden entities, which would require the postulation of a second round of hidden entities, for the hidden entities with respect to any one kind of perceptual subject are, and will remain, hidden. Thus there is no need to explain the perception of them through the postulation of other entities.

Whatever our assessment of his argument may be, it is clear that in rejecting the notion of the physical thing as the hidden cause of its own appearance, the Husserl of Ideas I wants to maintain the identity of the physical thing and the perceived object. The physical thing itself is given in “sensuous modes of appearance” (ID I, 120 / H III 1, 112). Moreover: “The physical thing which he [the physicist] observes, with which he experiments, which he continually sees, takes in his hand, puts on the scales or in the melting furnace; that physical thing, and no other, becomes the subject of the predicates ascribed in physics, such as weight, temperature, electrical resistance, and so forth” (ID I, 120–21 / H III 1, 113). According to Husserl in the Ideas, then, the physical thing as determined by the physical sciences is identical with the physical thing as perceived in everyday life. “The perceived physical thing itself is always and necessarily precisely the thing which the physicist explores and scientifically determines following the method of physics” (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 111–12; emphasis deleted). Although the physical thing as exclusively determined by the physical sciences is not perceivable, it is in fact identical with a perceivable object. The sensuous intuition of a thing delivers a “mere This,” an “empty X,” which then “becomes the bearer of the exact determinations ascribed in physics which do not themselves fall within experience proper” (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 112). The exact determinations ascribed to a physical thing cannot themselves be perceived, but they are nonetheless determinations of a perceivable thing; although the thing is determined quite differently in the physical science than in straightforward sensuous intuition, the determinations are of the same thing and, moreover, “quite compatible” (ID I, 120 / H III 1, 112).18

As such, these statements represent a reaffirmation of Husserl’s position as indicated already in section 40 of Ideas I, where he claims that “the experienced physical thing proper provides the mere ‘This,’ an empty X, which becomes the bearer of mathematical determinations” (ID I, 85 / H III 1, 83). The perceived object and the physical thing are not two ontologically distinct objects, the latter causing the appearance of the former. Rather, they are one and the same thing with categorically distinct, but nonetheless compatible, sets of determinations. It would simply be a mistake to assign ontically distinct objects to the differing sets of determinations and then relate the two objects by way of causality such that the sensuously intuited object becomes the mere sign of the physical thing (ID I, 120 / H III 1, 112). Rather, the causal relation is not between two different objects, but between two different sets of determinations of one and the same object. In a sense, then, the object becomes a “sign for itself” (ID I 121 / H III 1, 113). That is, “the physical thing appearing with such and such sensuous determinations under the given phenomenal circumstances is, for the physicist … an indicative sign of a wealth of causal properties belonging to one and the same physical thing which, as causal properties, makes themselves known in phenomenal dependencies of various sorts” (ID I, 121 / H III 1, 113).

The determinant physical properties of a thing make themselves known through an ordered array of appearances under changing physical conditions (PP, 77 / H IX, 101). The thing reveals itself as a unity of properties that manifest themselves in their causal environment according to a rule. Thus, Husserl claims, we can speak of the objective color of a thing, which manifests itself in a variety of hues, shades, and tones according to its causal environment. The series of color-appearances is regulated by the identical color property (ID II, 45 / H IV, 42). Real properties are “unities with respect to manifolds of schematic [appearance] regulations in relation to corresponding circumstances” (ID II, 46 / H IV, 43). Appearances do not hide the property, they manifest it. Without appearances we would not be aware of the property. There are “real properties” of the physical object, and there are “manifest properties” (appearances) functionally dependent upon the real properties (ID II, 59 / H IV, 54).19

Husserl’s position on the identity of the perceivable and the physical thing is itself both manifest and clear. But it can be given two different interpretations. One way to construe Husserl’s claim is as follows: When the physical sciences seek to determine the physical properties of a perceived thing, they are not positing another thing, hidden behind the perceived thing, as the bearer of those exclusively physical properties. Rather, they are determining the physical properties of that perceived thing. It does not follow from this claim, however, that the physical sciences deal only with perceivable things. Rather, what is being asserted here is that when the physical sciences deal with perceivable things, it is precisely those things they determine. The example Husserl uses in section 52 of Ideas I is a case in point. There he speaks of the physical thing as that which the physicist handles, weighs, places in the furnace, and the like. The claim concerning the identity of the perceivable and physical thing is made with respect to a molar physical object that is also perceivable. On this construal, the claim is ontologically nonrestrictive—it does not limit the domain of the physical sciences to the humanly perceived or perceivable.

On the other hand, in his insistence upon the identity of physical and perceivable things, Husserl might be taken to be making the claim that the physical sciences deal only with those objects that are at the same time perceived or, at least, perceivable. Although the physical determinations of the perceived thing are not themselves perceivable, the physical thing that is determined is always perceivable. Under no circumstances do the physical sciences posit imperceptible entities that serves as hidden causes of perceivable objects, events, and processes. Let us call this the “restrictive construal” of Husserl’s claim.

Although the restrictive construal is not forced by the considerations Husserl brings to bear on the question of the relation between the perceived object and the physical thing, there is some textual evidence that it is indeed close to his intent. In section 52, for instance, we find Husserl referring in passing to what are usually taken to be imperceptible physical entities—atoms and ions—not as imperceptible physical entities, but as imperceptible determinations of perceivable things (ID I, 121 / H III 1, 113 and ID I, 123 / H III 1, 115). Now atoms and ions are classical examples of theoretical entities postulated by the physical sciences in order to explain the lawlike behavior of observable objects. But they are posited not as imperceptible determinations, or properties, of perceivable things, but as imperceptible parts or constituents of perceivable things. Yet here Husserl refers to atoms and ions as “determinations” of perceived physical things, or, more precisely, as theoretically constructed categories (kategorialen Denkbestimmungen)—like mass, temperature, moment, and so on—by which physical objects and processes are determined (ID I, 121 / H III 1, 113). By categorically reinterpreting imperceptible entities as imperceptible properties of perceivable things, Husserl then makes it possible to claim that the physical sciences deal only with perceivable things. Theoretical entities are not themselves things, but only determinations of physical things that can, in turn, be given in perception. But on this point he is just plain wrong.20

Further evidence for the restrictive construal of Husserl’s claim is provided by the fact that he seems to think that the preceding considerations of the physical concept of the thing show conclusively that the physical sciences do not deal with imperceptible things. In section 52 he asserts that “even the higher transcendency characterizing the physical thing as determined by physics does not signify reaching out beyond the world which is there for consciousness” (ID I, 121 / H III 1, 113; emphasis deleted). Again: “The transcendency belonging to the physical thing as determined by physics is the transcendency belonging to a being which becomes constituted in, and tied to, consciousness” (ID I, 123 / H III 1, 115). In maintaining the identity of the thing as determined by the physical sciences with the thing as given in straightforward perceptual experience, Husserl takes himself to be demonstrating that not even the science of physics deals with things that are beyond the ken of perceptual consciousness. We have shown, he states, that “the thinking pertaining to physics establishes itself on the foundation laid by natural experiencing (or by natural positings which it effects). Following the rational motives presented to it by the concatenations of experience, it is compelled to effect certain modes of conception, and to effect them for the theoretical determination of sensuously experienced things” (ID I, 212 / H III 1, 113). The physical sciences seek to determine the imperceptible causal properties of things given in perceptual experience. But in doing so they do not posit a hidden world of imperceptible things. Rather, the imperceptible determinations remain determinations of perceptible things.21

Given the underlying identity between the object of perceptual experience and the object as determined by the physical sciences, it would be a colossal mistake, Husserl holds, to convert the totality of objects as determined by the physical sciences into a hidden world of a separate physical reality, hypothetically postulated for the sake of explaining the perceived world (ID I, 121 / H III 1, 114). This mistake would be seriously compounded if, in addition, the perceived object was identified with the subjective mental processes by which it is perceived (ID I, 121 / H III 1, 114), thereby converting the supposed causal relation between the physical thing and the perceived thing into a “mythical bond” between reality and consciousness, between the objective physical world and the subjective world of mental contents.

But this is precisely what has taken place in the modern tradition, Husserl maintains. By making such a move, the moderns transformed the relation of causality from a relation that holds between the objective correlates of consciousness to a relation between things transcendent to consciousness and mental processes immanent to consciousness. Thus they have “absolutized” the world as conceived in the physical sciences, and “relativized” consciousness to that world (ID I, 122 / H III 1, 114). But such a move is absurd, Husserl claims. For in the preceding sections of Ideas I (41–49), he had demonstrated that consciousness is absolute and that the physical world, in its existence, is relative to it. Consciousness is that region of being “to which, according to their essence, they [all other regions of being] are relative and on which they are therefore all essentially dependent” (ID I, 171 / H III 1, 159). To “absolutize” the physical world is to take that which is relative and dependent in its existence upon something else as if it were independent; to “relativize” consciousness is to take that which is absolute and independent in its existence as if it were dependent upon something else.

The thesis of identity between the perceived thing and the physical thing may then be seen as a tactical move in the overall strategy Husserl employs in his argument for the absolute character of consciousness. It serves to defuse any objections that might be brought against this argument by a reference to those things that the physical sciences ostensibly posit beyond the constitutive reach of perceptual consciousness. Our purpose in this section, however, is to examine Husserl’s pre-Crisis ontology of the physical object irrespective of its text-specific tactical significance. In the next chapter I will take up the question of the absolute character of consciousness and the relative character of all physical things. There I will argue that the phenomenological sense of the absolute character consciousness is entirely consistent with the belief in the independent existence of physical things, both perceptible and imperceptible.

My main concern here, however, is to underscore the fact that, in the Ideas, Husserl takes the exact determinations delivered by the physical sciences to be determinations of real, perceivable, physical things existing in space and time. In the Crisis, on the other hand, Husserl takes the exact determinations of the physical sciences to be determinations not of perceivable real objects, but of imperceptible ideal objects—objects that do not exist in physical space and time, and which, therefore, have no real physical existence. What accounts for this shift in conception? As I indicated at the outset of this chapter, this shift is tied to a change in Husserl’s conception of the ontological status of geometrical objects.

2. GEOMETRY AND THE PHYSICAL THING

In part 1 of Ideas I, Husserl treats the relation between geometry and physical science as a special case of the relation between eidetic and empirical science in general. It is a matter of principle, Husserl claims, that every empirical science is founded upon those eidetic disciplines that pertain to the essence of the abstract genera to which the objects of its research domain belong. In fact, the realization of the ideal of a completely rational empirical science, where “every particular included in it has been traced back to that particular’s most universal and essential grounds” (ID I, 19 / H III 1, 24), depends upon the development of the relevant eidetic disciplines. Thus the completion of the empirical sciences of nature depends upon the development of the regional ontology of nature. The more “rational” a science becomes, the more it approximates the ideal of an exact nomological science, the greater its scope and power will be (ID I, 19 / H III 1, 25). Moreover, the rationalization of a science is directly proportional to the degree to which the foundational eidetic disciplines have been developed and utilized. “This is confirmed by the development of the rational natural sciences, the physical sciences of Nature. Their great era began in the modern age precisely when the geometry which had already been highly developed as a pure eidetics in antiquity (and chiefly in the Platonic school) was all at once made fruitful in the grand style for the method of physics. People made clear to themselves that the material thing is essentially res extensa and that geometry is therefore the ontological discipline relating to an essential moment of material thinghood, namely the spatial form” (ID I, 19 / H III 1, 25). In Ideas I Husserl refers to geometry as an eidetic science pertaining to the abstract genus “space.” Since space, together with time and causality, is a constituent of the unified concrete genus “material thing,” the science of space—geometry—is the science of the spatial essence of material things. Geometrical objects, then, are to be construed as universals that admit instantiation on the part of real, material individuals. The exact determination of physical things gained through the employment of geometry and allied mathematical disciplines provides access to the determinations of real physical things.

Husserl gives the same analysis in Ideas III: the science of geometry deals with the essence of the spatial forms of empirically intuitable material things. “[The geometer] turns usual empirical intuition of spatial things into the eidetic, whether it be figures on the board or even models that he gets out of the model closet. His interest is directed to the spatial shape, but not the experienced shape or the shape quasi-experienced in his phantasy, but rather the ‘pure’ spatial shape, i.e. the shape-essence to be grasped in the eidetic attitude on the ground of empirical apprehension. To the extent that shape is a basically essential moment of the material thing as the res extensa, the geometrician, the essence-investigator of possible thing-shapes, is ep ipso simultaneously a rational physicist” (ID III, 36–37 / H V, 42). Although the science of geometry attends to “pure” shapes, and not to shapes as perceived, they are nonetheless the shapes of possible material things. They pertain to the essence of material things. For that very reason, “physics was raised to a new level when it took geometry as a regional ontology of the material thing, expressing a priori truths which hold unconditionally of all physical things” (ID III, 37–38 / H V, 43). Modern mathematical physics, on the analysis given in the Ideas, yields exact determinations of the essential structure of the physical world.

In Husserl’s later works, Formal and Transcendental Logic and The Crisis of European Sciences, we find a markedly differently analysis. The exact determinations of the physical sciences are not determinations of real, physical things, but of idealized objects. Here the physical sciences posit imperceptible objects, not just imperceptible forms of perceptible objects. In Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl discusses the difference between the world as straightforwardly perceived in everyday life and the world as conceived in the exact physical sciences. There he makes it quite clear that the physical sciences do not deal with perceivable objects at all, but rather with idealized objects:

As a level founded on the logos of the aesthetic world, there rises the logos of the Objective worldly being, and of science, in the “higher” sense: the logos of the science that investigates under the guidance of the ideas of “strict” being and strict truth, and develops correspondingly “exact” theories. As a matter of fact, there grows up—first in the form of exact geometry and then in the form of exact natural science (Galilean physics)—a science with a consciously new style, not a science that reduces “observable and describable” (that is: aesthetic) formations, data of pure intuitions, to types and comprehends such formations in concepts, but an idealizing-logicizing science. Historically, we all know this science first took shape as, and was afterwards guided by, the Platonizing geometry, which talks, not about straight lines, circles, and the like in the “aesthetic” sense, not about “their” Apriori, the Apriori of what appears in actual and possible appearances, but rather about the (regulative) idea applying to a space that so appears, about “ideal space” with its “ideal straight lines” and the like. The whole of “exact” physics operates with such “idealities”; thus, beneath actually experienced Nature, beneath the Nature dealt with in actual living, it places a Nature as an idea, as a regulative ideal norm, as the logos, in a higher sense, belonging to actually experienced Nature. (FTL, 292–93 / H XVII, 257)22

In the Crisis, Husserl asserts that the “objective” world as conceived by the physical sciences is exclusively populated by idealized objects (C, 129 / H VI, 132), and, for that very reason, is in principle imperceptible. “The contrast between the subjectivity of the life-world and the ‘objective,’ the ‘true’ world, lies in the fact that the latter is a theoretical-logical substruction, the substruction of something that is in principle not perceivable, in principle not experienceable in its own proper being, whereas the subjective, in the life-world, is distinguished in all respects precisely by its being actually experienceable” (C, 127 / H VI, 130). While in the Ideas Husserl wanted to underscore the identity of the thing as determined in the physical sciences and the perceived thing, in the Crisis he emphasizes their difference and assigns them to ontologically distinct camps. “The bodies familiar to us in the life-world are actual bodies, but not the bodies in the sense of physics” (C, 139 / H VI, 142). For the bodies in the sense of physics are “theoretical idealizations,” “hypothetical substructions” (C, 140 / H VI, 143).

The basis of the shift in Husserl’s concept of the ontological status of the referents of the modern mathematical physical sciences lies in his analysis of the mental processes and correlative objectivities that lie at the basis of their founding mathematical disciplines—especially geometry. In the Ideas geometry was represented as an eidetic science of space. On the basis of an ideating abstraction performed on the empirical intuition of material bodies, geometry seizes upon the essential spatial structures and relations of the physical world (ID III, 36–37 / H V, 42). But in the Crisis, Husserl maintains that the science of geometry is not based upon an ideating abstraction, an eidetic reduction from spatial fact to spatial essence, but on the process of idealization. This shift is of crucial significance. For the two processes in question here yield categorically different objectivities: one, a universal; the other, an ideal object. Moreover, to the degree that modern physics is mathematical, this shift has direct consequences for Husserl’s position on what, precisely, modern mathematical physics is about.

Already in the Logical Investigations, Husserl makes a distinction between the process of ideation and that of idealization, together with their distinct objects. Here he anticipates his later position on the status of geometrical objectivities: “Plainly the essential forms of all intuitive data are not in principle to be brought under ‘exact’ or ‘ideal’ notions, such as we have in mathematics. The spatial shape of the perceived tree as such, taken precisely as a ‘moment’ found in the relevant percept’s intentional object, is no geometric shape, no ideal or exact shape in the sense of exact geometry.… The essence which direct ideation elicits from intuitive data are ‘inexact essences,’ they may not be confused with the ‘exact’ essences which are Ideas in the Kantian sense, and which … arise through a peculiar ‘idealization’ ” (LI II, 450–51 / H XIX 1, B1 245).

While ideating abstraction produces a consciousness of an essence that admits of instantiation on the part of real individuals, idealization yields an ideal object, or “Idea” in the Kantian sense. As a matter of principle, the latter cannot be instantiated by real individuals. It can only be approximated. Thus ideas, or ideal objects, will never be given to sensuous intuition. “For a figure understood geometrically is known to be an ideal limit incapable in principle of intuitive exhibition in the concrete” (LI II, 777 / H XIX 2, B2 133). On the basis of sensuous intuition of round objects, ideating abstraction delivers the concept of the inexact essence “roundness,” which is, in turn, instantiated by round objects. But round objects are always more or less circular. The extension of the concept of roundness is thus inexact and therefore open to difference in subjective interpretation. What counts as round to one person may not count as round to another. And there seems to be no exact method that in principle could be performed by all persons that would decide the issue. Inexact concepts—“fuzzy predicates”—then, are not “objective” in the strict sense. They cannot produce or compel intersubjective agreement with respect to their precise extension.

Idealization, by contrast, delivers an exact concept. Its extension is not a cluster of real objects bound together by mutual resemblance, but the unique ideal object constituted in the act of idealization. In idealization, empirically given and imaginable real objects are aligned in a series converging on an ideal limit where real variation in one respect or another is reduced to zero. The idealized object, then, emerges at infinity as the limit of the series. This idealized object, it must be emphasized, is not real, but ideal. As a limit, it differs qualitatively from the series that converges upon it. To refer back to our example of round objects, the process of idealization aligns more or less round objects in a series converging on an ideal limit where the variation in distance between center and all points on the circumference is reduced to zero. Thus there arises a consciousness of the circle in the geometrical sense. But the circle as an idealized object is not the spatial essence of real round objects. It is not instantiated by them. Nor could it be. Real objects are always round, that is, more or less circular. But they are never circles in the mathematically exact sense. In the world of actual perceptual experience, “we find nothing of geometrical idealities, no geometrical space or mathematical time with all their shapes” (C, 50 / H VI, 50). The exact concept of the circle has a perfectly definite extension: the circle, an ideal object, an Idea in the Kantian sense (cf. ID I, 166 / H III 1, 155). Real objects may approach the circle by way of approximation, but never instantiate it (cf. ID I, 167 / H III, 1 156). Being exact, the concept of the circle is also objective in the scientifically preferred sense: one can always tell whether an object is a circle or not; its extension is clear-cut.

Thus we have two very different conceptions of the nature of geometry, the mental processes by which its objects are constituted, and the ontological status of those objects. If geometry is based upon the mental process of ideation, then its objects count as the essences of real, material things given in perception. If geometry is based upon the mental process of idealization, then its objects are Ideas in the Kantian sense (i.e., ideal objects), which are incapable of instantiation on the part of real, material things. It would be, therefore, a mistake to run these two conceptions together as Joseph J. Kockelmans does in his exposition of Husserl’s concept of the mathematization of nature. There he states that pure mathematics is interested “only in the abstract forms of spatio-temporal reality which furthermore are to be taken as pure and ideal limit-poles.”23 Robert Sokolowski makes a similar error when he refers to the products of idealization as “exact essences,” and then speaks of things as instances of exact essences.24 As I have endeavored to make clear, if the objects of pure mathematics are the forms of real objects in space and time, they cannot be ideal limit-poles, or Ideas in the Kantian sense. And if they are ideal objects, then they cannot be the essences or forms of real things. For Kantian Ideas cannot be instantiated in the real world. They can only be approximated. And for precisely that reason, they will never be the forms of real physical objects in space and time.

3. GEOMETRY AND PHYSICAL SCIENCE

The putative object of physical science is the physical world. And yet, the later Husserl claims, to the degree that physical science is a mathematical science it is not about the physical world, but about an idealized world of its own device. This could be taken as a devastating immanent critique of modern mathematical physics: while physics aims at objective knowledge about the real physical world, the methods it has adopted in order to achieve such knowledge mean that it can never be about the real physical world. Alternatively, this could be taken as an indication that there is something desperately amiss in Husserl’s understanding of physical science. For the physical sciences are, quite obviously, about the physical world. Any position that is led to deny this point should reexamine its premises.

In this section I will show that we need not adopt either conclusion. For Husserl, physical science is, indeed, about the real world. According to its original bestowal of sense, its method “has the sense of achieving knowledge about the world” (C, 47 / H VI, 46–47). Yet it does so indirectly and by way of approximation. It approaches the real by way of the ideal. The ideal gas laws hold for ideal, not real, gases. But such laws can be modified to approximate the behavior of real gases through the incorporation of empirical constants. In this way physical science retains its exact character and at the same time counts as knowledge of the real world. But such knowledge, as long as it is exact, will only be approximate. In the mathematical physical sciences, the real world, to use Husserl’s metaphor, is measured for a “well-fitting garb of ideas” (C, 51 / H VI, 51). This garb of ideas is not itself the real world, but it fits the real world to a greater or lesser degree. It is therefore informative. One can tell the height and proportions of a man by examining his suit. Something similar holds for nature’s suit.

On this point Husserl’s phenomenological assessment of physical science, circa 1935, resembles and anticipates Frederick Suppe’s semantic conception of the structure of scientific theories, developed during the 1970s in reaction to the epistemological oversights of the logical positivist philosophy of science. Rejecting the notion that scientific theories are tested against the results of direct observation, and that the theoretical language of science can be reduced to and expressed in a language of pure observation, Suppe contends that science tests its theories not against a directly observable phenomenal system, but against a highly abstract, theoretically defined “physical system.” The physical system is abstract because it is constructed of only a few selected elements to be found in the phenomenal system. “A science does not deal with phenomena in all their complexity, but rather is concerned with certain kinds of phenomena only insofar as their behavior is determined by or characteristic of a small number of parameters abstracted from those phenomena.”25 In the science of classical mechanics, for instance, falling bodies will be treated solely in terms of mass, velocity, distance over time, and the like. Their color, taste, texture, value, and beauty, or the lack of it, are systematically ignored.

Not only is a physical system highly abstract, it is also idealized. For “the process of abstraction from the phenomena goes one step further—we are not concerned with actual velocities, etc., but rather with velocity under idealized conditions, (e.g. in a frictionless environment, with the mass one object would have if it were concentrated at an extensionless point, etc.). Thus, for example, classical particle mechanics is concerned with the behavior of isolated systems of extentionless point-masses which interact in a vacuum, where the behavior of the point-masses depends on their position and momenta at a given time.”26 The laws of classical mechanics, then, directly characterize the behavior of the physical system. But they do not directly characterize the system of actually observed phenomena. Being highly abstract and idealized, the physical system only represents “how the phenomena would have behaved had the idealized conditions been met.”27 “Thus,” Suppe points out, “in classical particle mechanics our data do not represent, e.g. the velocity with which the milk bottle actually fell, but rather the velocity with which it would have fallen had it fallen in a vacuum, had it been a point mass, etc.”28 For this reason the laws of an empirical science, if true of the physical system within its scope, are only counterfactually true of the observed phenomenal system. The gas laws, as a case in point, “describe the behavior of ideal gases, not real gases; yet they are used to work with actual gases.”29

Suppe’s semantics for scientific theories bears a close resemblance to the “simulacrum” account more recently developed by Nancy Cartwright.30 Cartwright claims that a proper analysis of scientific theories will involve not just two elements—theories and reality—but three: theories, models, and reality. Theories are not true of reality; rather, they are true of abstract and idealized models of reality.31 “My basic view,” she writes, “is that fundamental equations [of a theory] do not govern objects in reality; they govern only objects in models.”32 Models, however, do bear a likeness to reality, and can be applied to reality by way of ceteris paribus clauses, the composition of causes, and a series of approximations.33 Alternatively, reality can be made to approximate a model by way of experimental control over various complicating factors, for instance, by eliminating the resistance of the medium for falling bodies through the artificial creation of a vacuum.34 Thus models and reality can be made to meet halfway either through the de-idealization of the model or through the idealization of reality. But, “in general, nature does not prepare situations to fit the kinds of mathematical theories we hanker for. We construct both the theories and the objects to which they apply, then match them piecemeal onto real situations, deriving—sometimes with great precision—a bit of what happens, but generally not getting all the facts straight at once.”35 No Cartesian rational geometer, God—Cartwright asserts—possesses the untidy mind of the English. He created not the exact universe portrayed in the physical sciences, but rather the “dappled world” celebrated in the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins.36 Our mathematical theories, then, can at best only capture a highly reduced and schematized version of reality, not the “blousy situations” of reality itself.37

To point to the disparity between model and reality, however, is not the same as to make an antirealist case for the interpretation of scientific theories. Here, Cartwright cautions, we must distinguish between the laws formulated within a theory and its causal principles. Granted, the laws, couched in the exact language of mathematics, falsify reality; granted, the objects they describe are ideal constructs. But the causal principles proposed by a theory make basic claims about the way reality is put together. If we have reason to believe the claims are true, then we have reason to believe that the theoretical entities they posit exist—even if we can only construct models of such entities when we try to capture their behavior by way of exact formulations.38 Causal principles are informal ideas about the basic constituents of the world and how they relate to one another. If such principles are to be accepted, we must have reason to believe they are true. The laws of the physical sciences, on the other hand, are almost always false, but acceptable if they yield predictions that are “close enough.”39 Causal principles proposed by theories demand the falsehood of principles incompatible with them; models projected by laws are more tolerant, allowing for the use of alternate models for specific purposes. In the case of quantum damping, where atoms de-excite and emit photons describing a spread of line frequencies, Cartwright identifies six distinct mathematical treatments. Although they yield the same results, they make use of different laws and equations. Yet all are acceptable.40 Cartwright is an instrumentalist when it comes to scientific laws, but a realist when it comes to scientific theories.

In essential agreement with the thrust of recent Anglo-American model-theoretic accounts of scientific theories, the burden of Husserl’s critique was to expose nature as conceived by the physical sciences as a highly abstract and idealized construct by recourse to its phenomenological origins in the mental processes of abstraction and idealization, which take their point of departure from the perceptually given lifeworld. If we follow Husserl’s account to this point, however, we might wonder why modern physics has chosen to know the real world only indirectly and by way of approximation. Would not direct methods be preferable? Not for the kind of knowledge science seeks to establish. For knowledge of the real world on the basis of perception, without passage to the ideal, would not achieve the status of objective knowledge. Such knowledge would remain “subjectively relative.” As we saw in section 1 of this chapter, the physical sciences must, in their pursuit of objectivity, abstract from all subject-relative properties of the real object in order to determine the object as it is “in-itself.” But even the quantitative shape characteristics of the real object are not exact, but only typical, and therefore cannot be determined with an exactness that excludes all subjective interpretation. It is here that Galileo, the founder of modern mathematical physics, took his cue for the already well-established science of geometry (C, 29 / H VI, 27). Through the process of idealization, geometry has produced exact ideal objects that admit of univocal determination. They can therefore be known objectively.

But the science of geometry not only makes objective knowledge of ideal objects possible. In its applied form, it also makes objective knowledge of real objects possible through the application of the ideal to the real by way of approximation. Pure geometry affords objective (and exact) knowledge of ideal objects; applied geometry affords objective (but approximate) knowledge of real objects. That is, applied geometry represents a method whereby the real can be known (C, 33 / H VI, 31). Ideal objects, which do not exist in reality, then, can serve as the means by which real objects can be objectively known.

In its imitation of the methods of pure and applied geometry, modern mathematical physics will generally follow a two-step process in preparing the natural world for representation through the exact formulae of empirical laws. First: the step of idealization, which produces an ideal case. Unlike real cases, the ideal cases will admit of an exact and uniform determination. Second: the ideal case will be applied to real cases through a process of successive approximation. As an example of this method as practiced in the early period of modern physics, we can take Galileo’s paradigmatic treatment of free-falling bodies in the Two New Sciences.41 In our common, everyday experience of falling bodies, we see that the rate of fall varies with respect to a number of real factors—the weight and shape of the falling body, the density of the medium, and so on. A bowling ball falls faster through the air than a feather. A stone falls faster through the air than in does through water. With respect to real, observed cases of falling bodies, Galileo notes that “the inequality of speeds is always greater in the more resistant mediums of different resistances.”42 This suggests a convergent series: “Movables of different weight differ less and less in speed as they are situated in more and more yielding mediums; and that finally, despite extreme difference in weight, their diversity of speed in the most tenuous medium of all … is found to be very small and almost unobservable.”43 On the horizon of such a series there then arises the ideal limit, where the resistance of the medium is reduced to zero: “In the void all speeds would be entirely equal.”44 As a void exists nowhere in nature, there are, strictly speaking, no free-falling bodies. The free fall is an ideal case. But precisely because it is an ideal case, where the rate of acceleration is uniform, it can be expressed in terms of an exact empirical law that holds irrespective of the variations that inevitably crop up in real cases. This law can, in turn, be applied to real cases of falling bodies through successive complication (i.e., adding in the resistance of the medium and the like).

As Ernst Mach pointed out in The Science of Mechanics, Galileo’s thought experiments with inclined planes led to the law of inertia in the same way: by abstracting from real factors that were considered to be accidental—in this case, by reducing friction and the resistance of the medium to zero. Pressing real cases of physical processes on to the limiting case draws upon what Mach calls the “principle of continuity.”45 The same kind of analysis holds for other idealized objects for which the empirical laws of the physical sciences hold—incompressible fluids, perfectly elastic bodies, ideal heat reservoirs, and the like. In each case they are the constructs brought about by mental processes of idealization performed on real cases converging on a limit. They themselves are not real objects, but they are used in the exact scientific determination of real objects.

This, briefly, is Husserl’s conception of the basic method of the empirical component of modern mathematical physics: first the generation of an idealized object that admits of exact—and therefore objective—determination; then the application of the ideal case to the real by way of successive approximation. This method affords knowledge of the real that is exact, objective—and approximate. Idealized objects are posited as means by which real objects receive an exact determination. Given this understanding of the method of modern physics, Husserl’s chief concern in the Crisis is the ontological interpretation that typically accompanies it.

Following the Platonistic interpretation of Galileo,46 Husserl holds that modern physics tends to identify the correlate of objective knowledge as that which exists objectively (C, 29 / H VI, 27). The ideal objects take on a sense of independent existence, while the real, apparent objects of straightforward perception are demoted to the status of “mere appearances,” appearances that are subject-relative. This ontological position is not entailed by the method. But, nonetheless, “some were misled into taking these formulae and their formula meaning for the true being of nature itself” (C, 43–44 / H VI, 43). The “essential principle” of Galilean physics, insofar as it takes itself to be directly about nature, is that nature is, in itself, mathematical (C, 53 / H VI, 53). Mathematical physics gets at the true being of nature. Of this Platonizing tendency Nancy Cartwright says, “It would be wrong to say, as a first easy description might have it, that these philosophers are not interested in what the world is like. Rather they are interested in a world that is not our world, not the world of appearances but rather a purer, more orderly world, a world which is thought to be represented ‘directly’ by the theory’s equations.”47 Yet both Cartwright and Husserl could contend that the purer and more orderly world is but a reified product of mathematical method. “As early as Galileo himself,” Husserl contends, there was already a “surreptitious substitution of the mathematically substructed world of idealities for the only real world, the one that is actually given through perception, that is ever experienced and experienceable—our everyday life-world” (C, 48–49 / H VI, 48–49). The product of the method of idealization was substituted for that which “is given immediately and presupposed in all idealization” (C, 50 / H VI, 51).48 Thus, under the Platonizing interpretation, mathematical physics not only outfits the world (einkleiden) in a cloak of intelligbility, but disguises it (verkleiden). “Mathematics and mathematical science, as a garb of ideas, or the garb of symbols of the symbolic mathematical theories, encompasses everything which, for scientists and the educated generally, represents the life-world, dresses it up as ‘objectively actual and true’ nature. It is through the garb of ideas that we take for true being what is actually a method—a method which is designed for the purpose of progressively improving, in infinitum, through ‘scientific’ predictions the rough predictions which are the only ones originally possible within the sphere of what is actually experienced and experienceable in the life-world” (C, 51–52 / H VI, 52).

Although this ontological interpretation is not forced by the method itself, it holds sway over the general understanding of the epistemic aims of physical science. For if nature itself is taken to be an ideal mathematical manifold, it would follow that this manifold would no longer be construed as the means of scientific knowledge, but rather as the object of scientific knowledge.49 Thus, Husserl says, the idealized natural world has become the center of interest in all natural scientific inquiry (C, 48 / H VI, 48). As a result, modern physics has lost sight of what he took to be its original purpose, which was to provide predictive knowledge of the actual world as given in intuition. “All knowledge of laws could be knowledge only of predictions, grasped as lawful, about occurrences of actual or possible experiential phenomena ” (C, 50 / H VI, 50). The ontological reversal represents to Husserl a “dangerous shift of meaning,” which will obscure the original sense of the method of modern physics, the sense of “achieving knowledge about the world” (C, 47 / H VI, 47).

Husserl’s critique of modern mathematical physics, then, is a rejection not of its method, nor of its results, but of the platonistic ontology often attached to it. This ontology is rejected as a category mistake: the ideal is taken to be the real. While the method involves only the application of the ideal to the real, the mistaken ontology suggests that the ideal is the real. Here the real is idealized, and nature is forthwith converted into a “mathematical manifold” (C, 23 / H VI, 20).

Husserl’s phenomenological critique of modern mathematical physics was directed at the foundations of what he characterized in the Crisis as “physicalistic rationalism,” or “scientific objectivism” (C, 65–70 / H VI, 66–71). Physicalistic rationalism represented one side of a dualistic tension in modern philosophy, which, since Descartes, took modern mathematical physics as its epistemological model. Its undergirding ontological assumption was that the world was “in itself a rational systematic unity,” and that insofar as its rational structure was mathematical in nature, it could be known through the a priori insights of the human mind (C, 65 / H VI, 66). Thus rationalistic philosophy took itself to be on the road to an infinite extension of its knowledge of the world as it is in itself through the deductive extension of its a priori principles and the inductive subsumption of all empirical data under the relevant categories (C, 65–66 / H VI, 66–67).

To claim that modern philosophical rationalism was epistemologically modeled on mathematical physics is to presuppose, however, a certain interpretation of mathematical physics. We find this interpretation in Husserl’s Galileo analysis in section 9 of the Crisis. It is not unlikely that Husserl based his Galileo analysis, which at the same time represents his critical statement on modern mathematical physics, on the historical work of Alexandre Koyré. A former student of Husserl at Göttingen, Koyré went on to make outstanding contributions to the history of science, not the least of which was his justly famous Etudes Galiléennes, published in 1940. Koyré kept in touch with Husserl throughout his career. In fact, David Carr notes that Koyré paid an extended visit to Husserl in the mid-1930s at the time Husserl was composing the material we now find in the Crisis. Given the similarity in Koyré’s and Husserl’s assessment of Galileo, David Carr writes that “it is interesting to speculate that the Galileo section might have resulted from a reported visit during this period by Husserl’s friend and former student Alexandre Koyré.”50

In the figure and work of Galileo, Koyré sees the victory of the Platonic approach to the science of nature over the Aristotelian. During the Renaissance there was much debate over the applicability of mathematics within the domain of natural science. The Aristotelian tradition had eschewed the use of mathematics, since, in its view, the proper object of physics is motion, while mathematical entities are incorrigibly static. Aristotelian natural science was therefore quantitatively inexact, relying on qualitatively differentiated natures in order to account for the diverse phenomena of motion and change within the physical universe. The burden of Galileo’s project was to convince the predominantly Aristotelian scientific world that the proper approach to the science of nature was exact and quantitative in nature. Physics ought to be conducted in the language of mathematics.

According to Koyré, Galileo’s methodological conviction was predicated on the underlying ontological assumption of the Platonic tradition that nature was in itself mathematically structured. The mathematical approach to nature was entirely appropriate because nature was itself mathematical in essence.51 “The grand book of the universe,” Galileo himself once wrote, “is written in the language of mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles, and other geometric figures without which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it.”52 Thus the mathematical style of Galileo’s science was more than just a theoretically interesting way to represent physical phenomena. It converted physics into “a real science, a science of the real world.”53 For Galileo, Koyré claims, mathematical physics “is a matter of truth about nature and knowledge of the real world. This is the knowledge, the truly ‘philosophical’ knowledge, knowledge concerning the very essence of reality, about which the true Platonist, consciously Platonist, Galileo speaks.”54

The fact that observable phenomena never quite accord with the demands of mathematical treatment, that experimental results do not turn out exactly as mathematical laws predict, does not reflect negatively upon the new physics of Galileo. On the contrary, it is perfectly consistent with the Platonic ontology of Galilean science. It reinforces the Platonic notion that what is perceivable by the senses is but an imperfect visible manifestation of the ideal forms, where true being makes its home. Thus the lack of perfect fit between mathematical theory and observed phenomena serves to indicate to Galileo that sensuously intuited objects only “ ‘imitate’ and ‘approximate’ geometrical entities.”55 The inexact relation between theory and phenomena, then, presents no insurmountable problem to the Platonist, who “accepts that the real is ultimately mathematical in essence.”56 Thus the mathematicization of physical science at the hands of Galileo represents to Koyré a “return to Plato” and the Platonic ontology that identifies true being with the ideal and relegates the perceived world to the status of mere imperfect appearance.57

Koyré’s interpretation of Galileo provides the foundation of his critique of Galilean science. For he holds, contrary to Galileo’s Platonism, that “in the real world, the physical world, there are no straight lines, nor planes, nor triangles, nor spheres. The bodies of the material world do not have regular geometrical forms. Therefore geometrical laws cannot be applied to them.”58 Galilean physics applies not to real material bodies existing in real physical space, but only to idealized mathematical objects in mathematical space. “The bodies of Galilean physics, the bodies of his dynamics, are not real bodies.”59 Clearly, “these bodies moving in straight lines in infinite empty space are not real bodies moving in real space, but mathematical bodies moving in mathematical space.”60 Hence, “Galilean dynamics only holds for the abstract bodies located in geometrical space.”61 For this reason Koyré will claim that modern mathematical physics does not deal directly with the real material world, but with an idealized construct of its own device. “The process which gave rise to classical physics consisted in an attempt to rationalise, in other words to geometricise, space, and to mathematicise the laws of nature.”62

Koyré’s Platonic interpretation of Galileo has not gone uncontested.63 But for our purposes it is important to note that the Platonic interpretation of Galileo, and, by extension, of the sense of modern mathematical physics in general, is what defines the polemic context for Husserl’s phenomenological critique of science. Convinced that the Platonizing ontological assumptions underlying the method of modern physics represent a reversal in the order of being, Husserl sought to expose nature as conceived and projected in the physical sciences as an idealized abstraction by rehearsing the course of its constitution within modern scientific consciousness. In so doing, Husserl takes himself to be challenging the epistemological hegemony of modern physical science together with its pretension to possess exclusive access to the world as it is in itself—all other approaches being summarily dismissed as unscientific or merely subjective.

Although Husserl faults modern physics if it thinks that the objects it posits for purely methodological purposes really exist, his critique is not instrumentalist in the standard sense. For his critique is entirely confined to issues that pertain to the conditions of the possibility of exact laws. What he denies really exist are the idealized objects posited in the course of an exact determination of the real. He is not denying that certain entities posited in theories as real do not, in fact, exist. His critique is primarily categorial, not existential. What he faults modern physics for is taking ideal objects, products of the methods of physics, as if they were original constituents of the physical world.

In this way Husserl’s critique of physics is similar to Kant’s critique of metaphysics. Kant holds that the chief error of traditional metaphysics is to take the subjective conditions of the systematic empirical knowledge of objects as if they were themselves objects. Thus, for example, in traditional metaphysics, the ideal of reason, the idea of the perfect reality, which is a necessary regulatory idea guiding the complete determination of any empirical object, is itself assigned objective status and subsequently determined by the unschematized categories of the understanding.64 So with Husserl, the ideal objects posited by physics in the course of—and as the condition for—the exact determination of the empirical objects are themselves given real standing and hence made into objects of physical inquiry. The very method of modern physics generates a “transcendental illusion” that must be guarded against by the constant reminder of the constitutive origins and methodological purpose of idealized objects.

In his major statement on the physical sciences, then, the existence that Husserl seeks to deny is not that of theoretical entities as they are understood in the contemporary realist-instrumentalist debates in the Anglo-American philosophy of science. As entities postulated by theories in order to explain the lawlike regularities in the behavior of empirical objects, they are not the target of his remarks. Rather, he denies only that the ideal objects that serve as the basis of exact formulation of empirical laws of the physical sciences are real. As I will show in the conclusion, the major deficiency in previous work on the question of Husserl’s instrumentalism, his scientific antirealism, stems from drawing Husserl into the contemporary debate without first ascertaining the specific sense of his claims. His instrumentalism is then asserted or denied with respect to the question of the existence of theoretical entities. But, as we have seen, Husserl did not directly address himself to this question. His instrumentalism is an instrumentalism of scientific laws, not scientific theories. Furthermore, his instrumentalist interpretation of scientific laws is compatible with a realist interpretation of scientific theories. For by claiming that idealized objects are not real, but only posited for the sake of an exact determination of the real, one has not yet determined the possible extent of the real. As Mario Bunge points out, one can hold, as he does, that the representations of the world in the science of physics “are not portraits of reality but that they involve brutal simplifications leading to ideal schemas, or object models, such as those of homogenous field or free particle.” But, he says, “none of this turns physics into a mere fiction.”65

There are, however, other aspects of Husserl’s phenomenology that may have a direct bearing on the question of theoretical existence. In Ideas I, for instance, Husserl claims that the extent of the real is coextensive with the domain of the perceivable (ID I, 106 / H III 1, 100). If theoretical entities are defined as imperceptible, it would appear that, on Husserl’s account, they cannot really exist. We will take up this issue, together with the larger question of Husserl’s idealism, in the next chapter.


CHAPTER SIX

……………………………..

CONSCIOUSNESS, PERCEPTION, AND EXISTENCE

In the preceding chapter I argued that Husserl’s instrumentalism, being an instrumentalism of scientific laws, is entirely consistent with a realistic interpretation of scientific theories. It was not Husserl’s intent in the Crisis to deny that theoretical entities exist, but rather to deny that idealized objects are real. At the conclusion of that chapter, I claimed that Husserl’s law-instrumentalism did not—and could not, in itself—decide the ontological question pertaining to the extent of the real. It merely claims that those ideal objects whereby the real is determined with exactness and objectivity are not genuine members of the physical world. They are not causal players in the material world of space and time. Conceptually, the question of the extent of real existence—given the bounds of human sense perception—is left open.

There are, however, other aspects of Husserl’s phenomenology that speak directly to this question. In the Logical Investigations, Husserl maintains that “the sphere of real objects … is in fact no other than the sphere of possible sense-perception.” For “we define a real object as the possible object of a straightforward percept” (LI II, 791 / H XIX 2, B2 151). Hence, “nothing exists that cannot be perceived” (LI II, 822 / H XIX 2, B2 188). This position is reinforced in Ideas I where Husserl writes, “It must always be borne in mind here that whatever physical things are … they are as experienceable physical things” (ID I, 106 / H III 1, 100). Moreover, “it is inherent in the essence that anything whatever which exists in reality but is not yet actually experienced can become given and that this means that the thing in question belongs to the undetermined but determinable horizon of my experiential actuality at the particular time” (ID I, 107 / H III 1, 101). Such a reference to experience is inherent, Husserl claims, in the meaning of existence claims: “That the unperceived physical thing ‘is there’ means that, from my actually present perception, with the actually appearing background field, possible, and, moreover, continuously harmoniously motivated perception-sequences, with ever new fields of physical things (as unheeded backgrounds), lead to those concatenations of perceptions in which the physical thing in question would make its appearance and become seized upon” (ID I, 99 / H III 1, 96). “Thus,” he concludes, “a transcendency which lacked the above-described connection by harmonious motivational concatenations with my current sphere of actually present perceptions would be a completely groundless assumption; a transcendency which lacked such concatenations essentially would be nonsensical” (ID I 100 / H III 1, 96).

It would seem, then, that although Husserl’s instrumentalism is compatible with a realist construal of scientific theories, there is at least strong prima facie textual evidence for the position that Husserl’s phenomenology is not. For clearly Husserl holds to the following two theses: (a) that real existence is restricted to that which is perceivable; and (b) that it is irrational to assert that something exists if it is not, in fact, perceivable. If theoretical entities are defined as imperceptible, or unobservable, entities, then it would seem that they are, on Husserl’s account, in deep existential trouble: they cannot exist, and it would be irrational to assert that they do.

Edward G. Ballard takes this position and runs with it. According to Husserl, he claims, “the authenticity of any belief about an object is determinable only through immediate or mediate reference to that which perception presents.… Phenomenology thus is a radical empiricism. Any object that is not originally given in perception or is not derived in a determined manner from something originally given in my experience must be suspect.”1 For that reason, Ballard takes it that Husserl’s phenomenology is incompatible with a realist interpretation of the theories of the physical sciences. In fact, he thinks this is one of Husserl’s major shortcomings and suggests that phenomenology be enriched with the concept of “structural evidence,” which would allow for the rationality of positing things beyond what is, or could be, given in perceptual experience.2

In addition, there is the matter of Husserl’s idealism. When Husserl’s idealism is interpreted as a metaphysical idealism,3 it is usually represented in terms of two interrelated core claims. First, the claim that the existence of things is dependent upon, or relative to, consciousness. Such an interpretation gains much plausibility from section 49 of Ideas I, where Husserl apparently takes himself to have shown, on the basis of eidetic considerations alone, that consciousness is an absolute, self-contained sphere of being and that the physical world in space and time is secondary and exists only for a consciousness (ID I, 112 / H III 1, 106). “Reality, the reality of the physical thing,” Husserl there proclaims, “taken singly and the reality of the whole world, lacks self-sufficiency in virtue of its essence” (ID I, 113 / H III 1, 106). Consciousness, in its existence, is not dependent upon the real world; rather, the existence of the real world is dependent upon consciousness. “Thus,” in phenomenology, Husserl claims, “the sense commonly expressed in speaking of being is reversed” (ID I, 112 / H III 1, 106). “Everything outside,” as Husserl restates his idealist position in Formal and Transcendental Logic, “is what it is in this inside [my ego, my life of consciousness], and gets its true being from the givings of itself, and from the verifications, within this inside” (FTL, 250 / H XVII, 221). In short, “all objective being has in transcendental subjectivity the grounds for its being” (FTL, 274 / H XVII, 242).

Second, the metaphysical idealist interpretation will typically ascribe to Husserl the claim that things are nothing other or more than intentional formations of transcendental consciousness. The second claim, in a sense, explains the first. The existence of objective being is grounded in transcendental subjectivity because “something objective is nothing more than the synthetic unity of actual and potential intentionality, a unity belonging to the proper essence of transcendental subjectivity” (FTL, 274 / H XVII, 242). It is a “pole of unity in my … actual and possible multiplicities” (FTL, 250 / H XVII, 221). Reality is not self-sufficient in its existence because it is “only intentional, only an object of consciousness” (ID I, 113 / H III 1, 106). In Cartesian Meditations, Husserl asks himself, “What are others, what is the world, for me?” He answers, “Constituted phenomena, merely something produced within me. Never can I reach the point of ascribing being in the absolute sense to others, any more than to the physical things of nature, which exist only as transcendentally produced formations [Gebilde]” (CM, 52 / H I, 238; translation modified). A physical thing is an identity intuited and determined in and through the multiplicities of appearances in consciousness. Beyond that, Husserl asserts, “it is nothing” (ID I, 112 / H III 1, 106).

The first claim, although idealist in tenor, is not inconsistent with a realist interpretation of scientific theories. For it does not deny that physical things in general or theoretical entities in particular exist. It claims only that their existence is dependent upon consciousness. It does not limit the scope of real existence. It specifies only the grounds of real existence. But the second claim seems to limit the scope of real existence to that which appears, or can appear, to perceptual consciousness. If physical things are nothing more than identities constituted within a coherent multiplicity of appearances, then it would seem that theoretical entities cannot be physical things. They cannot appear; therefore, they cannot exist as an identity of appearances.

In this chapter I will endeavor to show that the aforementioned prima facie evidence for the incompatibility of Husserl’s phenomenology and a realist construal of scientific theories fails to stand up under careful scrutiny of the sense of Husserl’s claims together with the riders that attach to them by virtue of the phenomenological method.

1. PERCEPTIONS AND EXISTENCE

Let us first turn to Husserl’s claim that the extent of the real is limited to the domain of the perceivable. We will construe this claim as an existence condition (EC) for real objects:

EC: For any real object x, x exists if and only if it is possible that x be perceived.

Above, we indicated that theoretical entities are posited as real objects—real yet imperceptible. It would seem, then, that such entities fail to meet Husserl’s existence condition. In this section I will argue that once the sense of the modal operator in the existence condition is made explicit and properly specified, the existential status of theoretical entities remains intact.

Husserl’s phenomenology is an eidetic discipline. All claims Husserl puts forth in the name of phenomenology are to be taken as assertions of necessary and universal truth. Their universal validity is grounded in methodically achieved insight into the essence of things as experienced together with the essence of the experience of things. For this very reason the claims Husserl makes about the possibility of perception should not be taken as factual statements about what happens to be possible for human perceivers. For such claims would then be tied to the contingent constitution of the perceptual apparatus of the human species. To claim, then, that any existing physical thing must be perceivable, must be experienceable, is not to claim that human beings must be able to perceive or experience it, but only that it be perceivable or experienceable by some possible consciousness. “Obviously,” Husserl writes in Ideas I, “there are physical things and worlds of physical things which do not admit of being definitely demonstrated in any human experience; but that has purely factual grounds which lie within the limits of such experience” (ID I, 109 / H III 1, 103). When Husserl posits perceivability as an existence condition for real objects, he is not restricting the extent of real existence to what is humanly perceivable. Thus, when he says that “if there are any worlds, any real physical things whatever, then the experienced motivations constituting them must be able to extend into my experience” (ID I, 109 / H III 1, 103), the ego functioning as the subject of this projected series of possible experiences must be taken as an ego independent of any particular empirical limitations. The ability of the motivations to extend into this ego’s experience must not be inhibited by contingent circumstances. The kind of possibility Husserl has in mind, then, in the formulation of the existence condition for real existence is, again, an ideal possibility, not real possibility. As Karl Ameriks points out in his article on Husserl’s brand of realism, when Husserl ties the existence of things to the possibility of perception, he is asserting nothing more than that “any meaningful claim that a thing exists presumes that it is logically [i.e., ideally] possible for that thing to be in some way perceived.”4 He is not claiming “that things are relative to the physical [i.e., real] possibility of being perceived.”5 When the modal status of the condition has thus been made explicit, it reads:

EC*: For any real object x, x exists if and only if it is ideally possible that x be perceived.

Husserl is not tying the possibility of real existence to the real possibility of human perception.

This interpretation is corroborated by Husserl’s self-explication in connection with the above-cited claim in the Sixth Logical Investigation. There he asserts that “nothing exists that cannot be perceived” (LI II, 822 / H XIX 2, B2 188). But again, the “cannot” here should not be construed in terms of real possibilities for the human species. Rather, expanding on the sense of his claim, Husserl says, “This means that the actual performance of actual acts on the ground of just these straightforward intuitions is in the ideal sense possible” (LI II, 822 / H XIX 2, B2 188; my emphasis). In the same passage, he refers to these possibilities as “ideal possibilities” governed by “ideal laws” (LI II, 822 / H XIX 2, B2 188). Again, the perceivability condition does not restrict the domain of real existence to that which is perceivable on the part of human beings. It simply states, in an ontologically generous way, that anything that exists must be perceivable by some possible consciousness.

Theoretical entities, we have claimed, are by definition imperceptible. They cannot be observed—which is precisely why they are called “theoretical.” They are posited as existing not because they have been observed, but because a theory designed to explain the lawlike behavior of what is observed has been to some degree confirmed. But the impossibility of their perception does not count against their existence on Husserl’s real existence condition. For here the impossibility of their perception is not an ideal impossibility. Rather, it is a real impossibility tied to the factual limitations of human perception. Theoretical entities cannot be observed by us. Thus there is no conflict between Husserl’s contention that only perceivable things exist and the claim on the part of the theoretical component of the physical sciences that there are imperceptible things. Husserl’s statement concerns the ideal possibility of perception, while the claim of theoretical science concerns the real impossibility of perception for human beings. It is entirely possible that an existing thing be imperceivable by a particular species of percipients—or any existing species of percipients—and yet be perceivable in the ideal sense. Such is the case with theoretical entities.

2. CONSCIOUSNESS AND EXISTENCE

We now turn to Husserl’s idealism. I will begin with the first of the two core claims that together constitute Husserl’s idealism, namely, the claim that the existence of things is somehow dependent upon consciousness. Although, as I pointed out earlier, this claim is not technically incompatible with the existence of theoretical entities, it does bear upon a thesis usually associated with a realist construal of scientific theories, namely, that the existence of theoretical entities is independent of our consciousness of them.6 Furthermore, Husserl’s idealism may be taken to be incompatible with realism in general, insofar as realism with respect to a certain range of entities holds that those entities exist independently of our consciousness of them.

It must be emphasized at the very outset of this section that phenomenology is a reflective discipline. It is not about the objects of consciousness. Rather, it is about the consciousness of objects. If it directs its attention to objects, it does so with respect to the manner in which objects are intended by consciousness. For this reason, the claims that Husserl advances in the name of phenomenology must not be taken as straightforward claims about objects—about either their existence or their properties:

In the phenomenology of the consciousness of physical things the question is not how physical things in general are, or what in truth belongs to them as such; but rather how the consciousness of physical things is qualified, what sorts of consciousness of physical things are to be distinguished, or what manner and with what correlates a physical thing as such presents and manifests itself in the manner peculiar to consciousness … to make assertions about what belongs eidetically to these sorts of physical-thing-intentions as such—that is not to explore physical things, physical things as such. A “physical thing” as correlate is not a physical thing; therefore the quotation marks. (ID III, 72 / H V, 84; typography corrected)

In Phenomenological Psychology, Husserl repeats the point with the same typographical gesture. In the phenomenological reduction, interest is restricted exclusively to the domain of experience. “The external object belongs there, but purely as that which is meant in the external perception itself, as its transcendent meaning. In phenomenology we say: the object in parentheses or quotation marks, not the object unqualifiedly” (PP, 145 / H IX, 190). Husserl’s use of quotation marks signals the phenomenological shift in attention from object to sense, from the thing of straightforward perception to the noema by which that thing is intended.

This point has not been lost on some of the more perceptive of Husserl’s commentators. “Given the nature of such a phenomenology,” Aron Gurwitsch writes, “no ontological inquiry [into the question of existence] is to be pursued directly; the inquiry must proceed, so to speak, in an oblique manner.”7 “Raising the ontological problems,” he explains, “therefore, means, on phenomenological grounds, embarking upon investigations of acts of consciousness … through which the object in question presents itself as existing and from which it derives the specific meaning of its existence.”8 He continues: “With respect to the notions of existence and being this demands … inquiry into the intertexture of acts of consciousness through which an object presents itself as existing in a certain mode.”9 Indeed, I will argue that Husserl does not approach the question of existence in a straightforward sense, but that his phenomenological inquiry is directed toward the question of how and under what conditions an object is given and therefore rationally posited as existing. Phenomenology, then, does not deal directly with the question of what exists, but rather with the question of how an object acquires the sense of existing in and through the course of conscious experience (cf. C, 145 / H VI, 148). In short, what depends upon consciousness is not the existence of things, but rather the justification with which we posit the existence of things.10 Under this heading Husserl claims that within the phenomenological account, “the object of perception gains its sense of existence by the sense-bestowal which takes place in the series of appearances, in their motivations; that is, intentionally as sense-bestowal” (PP, 141 / H IX, 184).

This point bears directly on the nature of Husserl’s idealism. On the interpretation I am advancing, an object could acquire the sense of actually existing and yet fail to exist actually; similarly, an object could actually exist and yet fail to have acquired the sense of actually existing.11 Of course it would be irrational to deny the existence of that which has acquired the sense of existing, just as it would be irrational to assert the existence of that which has not acquired the sense of existing. But the conditions for the existence of an object and the conditions for the justification with which we posit the existence of an object are distinct. The metaphysical idealist interpretation of Husserl tends to conflate these conditions, claiming that, for Husserl, an object exists if and only if it is given to consciousness as existing. I will argue that the account of existence in Husserl’s phenomenology deals exclusively with the question of how an object is given as existing and, therefore, the conditions under which we are justified in positing it as existing. I will also contend that Husserl himself recognized the distinction between the conditions of existence and the conditions of givenness and justification. Thus Husserl’s idealism is not a metaphysical idealism.12 It does not posit a real dependence of things upon consciousness. In this section I will contend that Husserl’s idealism—his “transcendental idealism”—is wholly compatible with realism in general and a realistic construal of scientific theories in particular. I will argue that this is the case because of the rider that attaches itself to all of Husserl’s prima facie idealistic claims by virtue of the method and specific subject matter of transcendental phenomenology.

In the light of the above, let us turn to the locus classicus of Husserl’s idealism: part 2 of Ideas I. There, in section 49, Husserl apparently argues for two interrelated theses: first, that the existence of consciousness is not dependent upon the existence of the world of physical things; and second, that the world of physical things is dependent in its existence upon consciousness (ID I, 110 / H III 1, 103–4). The being of consciousness is thus “absolute” in the sense that it depends upon nothing else for its existence; moreover, the existence of everything else is relative to consciousness and, thus, dependent upon it.

Here I will conduct an examination of his argument for these two theses with an eye to the way these theses must be qualified in the light of the proper force of the argument together with its methodological context. In the course of the examination, it should become clear that what first appears as a straightforward claim about the existence of things is in fact a claim about the conditions under which we are justified in believing in the existence of things. That is, what depends upon consciousness is not the existence of things simpliciter, but the justification with which we posit their existence. Moreover, what initially appears as a denial of the independent existence of things with respect to consciousness is nothing of the sort. Rather, it is an affirmation of the necessary dependence of the rational positing of the existence of things upon the consciousness in which those things are given as existing.

But first a word in defense of my approach. It has sometimes been said that in phenomenology “nothing follows”—a striking claim designed not only to shock an audience, but to emphasize that fact that phenomenology is a purely descriptive discipline. As such, phenomenology does not seek to argue for certain conclusions, but only to uncover and exhibit certain states of affairs that are, in principle, open to intersubjective examination and validation. Is it not inappropriate, then, to embark upon an examination of this text as if it were a stretch of argumentative discourse? Is that not to impose upon it standards essentially foreign to its nature? Not at all. For although it is the case that phenomenology is a descriptive discipline and, therefore, that phenomenological claims can properly be criticized only by going back to the “matters themselves,” not everything that Husserl wrote is phenomenology. The better part of Ideas, in fact, is not an exercise in phenomenological research into the “matters themselves.” Rather, it is an introduction to the idea of phenomenology. More specifically, it is a treatise on the nature of consciousness such that phenomenology as a new discipline can be both conceived and pursued. Insofar as this is the case, it is not phenomenology—it is about phenomenology. It is, to use a popular prefix, metaphenomenological.

In the passage we are about to consider, Husserl wants to establish certain claims about the being of consciousness on the basis of inference and argument.13 The results of preceding eidetic findings, in which a number of essential distinctions were made pertaining to the differences in the consciousness of ontologically distinct types of objects, are now to function as “premises” from which certain conclusions follow (ID I, 103–4 / H III 1, 99). What I propose to do is ascertain the sense of the conclusions on the basis of the arguments given for them together with their methodological context.

Let us turn, then, to Husserl’s own formulation of the first thesis: “No real being, no being which is presented and legitimated in consciousness by appearances, is necessary to the being of consciousness itself” (ID I, 110 / H III 1, 104; emphasis deleted). A second formulation immediately follows the first as, evidently, a direct consequence: “Immanental being [the being of consciousness] is therefore indubitably absolute being in the sense that by essential necessity immanental being nulla ‘re’ indiget ad existendum [needs no thing in order to exist]” (ID I, 110 / H III 1, 104; emphasis deleted).

To convince us of the truth of this first thesis, Husserl asks us to perform a simple thought experiment. Imagine a stream of consciousness in which the course of experience is so chaotic, reduced perhaps to nothing more than an amorphous mass of sensations, that physical objects could never become presented, or constituted, within it as transcendent. Clearly the subject of such a consciousness would never be motivated to posit the existence of transcendent physical objects. Such a course of experience is indeed possible, for there is nothing included in the essence of consciousness that makes it necessary that consciousness be so organized as to consistently and harmoniously present a world of enduring physical objects (ID I, 109 / H III 1, 103). But even if experience were such that it did not motivate the positing of the existence of physical things transcendent to consciousness, there would still be consciousness, albeit in a sorry, preintentional state. Consciousness can exist, evidently, even if it presents no objects.14 “Consequently,” Husserl states, “no real being, no being which is presented and legitimated in consciousness by appearances, is necessary to the being of consciousness itself” (ID I, 109 / H III,1, 103; emphasis deleted).

These considerations support the first formulation of the first thesis if they are construed as making the following, relatively weak claim: consciousness, in the broadest sense, need not be intentional. That is, consciousness need not be so organized as to present objects transcendent to it in order to exist and count as consciousness. This weak interpretation of the first thesis is based upon the subordinate clause of the first formulation, which is here construed as limiting those objects from which consciousness is independent to those which might have become constituted within consciousness were it differently organized. This is in fact the only interpretation sustained by the thought experiment. Thus the second formulation, which states that consciousness needs no other thing in order to exist, must be interpreted as claiming only that consciousness need present no other thing in order to exist. Husserl is not claiming that the existence of consciousness is independent of physical things in general. For even if consciousness could exist without presenting physical objects, it does not follow that consciousness does not require a physical substrate for its existence—a physical substrate that perhaps never could, in any straightforward sense, become an object for that consciousness were it differently organized.

Perhaps an analogy would help to clarify the point. Imagine a series of photographs taken while a camera was seriously out of focus. Photographs taken under more congenial circumstances usually present physical objects with more or less clarity. These photographs represent no objects, yet they still count as photographs, however disappointing. Reflecting on this case, we might be led to claim that photographs need not represent physical objects in order to exist. But we would not then be entitled to the conclusion that photographs need no physical objects in order to exist. For they regularly require cameras, sensors, storage devices, displays, and batteries in order to exist—all objects that do not usually appear in the photographs themselves, but nonetheless form the material conditions for the existence of photographs as such.

It may be objected here that there are sufficient disanalogies between photographs and perceptual consciousness to make the example both irrelevant and uninstructive. Surely there are many differences between photographs and consciousness: one is itself a physical object, while the other is a temporal stream of mental processes; one represents things by way of images, the other has the capacity to present the things themselves. But there is enough of a similarity in their representational function to make the point. Just as it does not follow that because photographs need not represent objects in order to exist and count as photographs their existence is independent of physical objects in general, so it does not follow that because consciousness need not present physical objects that its existence is independent of all physical reality. Consciousness may indeed exist independently of all real being, but its existential independence does not follow as a consequence of the proposed thought experiment.

Let us now turn to the second thesis. Husserl gives it the following formulation: “The world of transcendent ‘res’ is entirely dependent upon consciousness ” (ID I, 109 / H III 1, 103; my translation).15 To demonstrate the dependence of the physical world upon consciousness, Husserl proposes another thought experiment, in many ways the reverse of the preceding thought experiment used to establish the first thesis. We are asked to imagine a person who is able to bring about, presumably at will, a regular organization of conscious experience such that it consistently and harmoniously presents a world of physical objects, where “nothing is lacking which is requisite for the appearance of a unitary world.” Husserl then asks the rhetorical question “Is it still conceivable and not rather a countersense [widersinnig] that the corresponding world does not exist?” (ID I, 111 / H III 1, 105). Obviously he expects the reader to reply that it would not be conceivable that such a world would not exist.

It would seem, then, that Husserl’s claim amounts to the following: if a physical world is constituted within consciousness as existing, then, necessarily, it exists. But such is not the case. For Husserl himself admits that it is logically possible that a world other than the one presently constituted within consciousness actually exists (ID I, 108 / H III 1, 102). But, he continues, such a world would be, materially, a “countersense” (i.e., absurd):

The hypothetical assumption of something real outside this world is, of course, “logically” possible; obviously it involves no formal contradiction. But when we ask about the essential conditions on which its [the hypothetical assumption’s] validity would depend, about the mode of demonstration demanded by its sense, when we ask the mode of demonstration taken universally, essentially determined by the positing of something transcendent … we recognize that something transcendent necessarily must be experienceable, not merely by an Ego conceived as a empty possibility but by an actual Ego as a demonstrable unity relative to its concatenations of experience. (ID I, 108 / H III 1, 102)

From this passage it is evident that the absurdity of a world failing to exist even though it has been constituted within consciousness as existing, or the absurdity of the world existing otherwise than it has been constituted within consciousness, must be understood in a justification-theoretic context. For experience is not brought in as a desideratum with respect to the question of existence in the straightforward sense, but rather with respect to the question of the validity of existence-claims. As Karl Ameriks pointed out in commenting on this passage, “the idea [of the world constituted in consciousness failing to exist] is not self-contradictory but it is ‘absurd’ in that it involves a positing which has no justification in experience.”16 Thus, “for Husserl, full harmonious experience does not entail the existence of things, although it does make absurd the denial of their being.”17 Conversely, “were one’s mind suitably impoverished the assertion of transcendent items would be unjustified and without motivation.”18 Again, what depends upon consciousness and the harmonious course of its experiences is not the existence of the physical world per se, but the justification with which we posit the existence of the physical world. It is logically possible that the world is otherwise than it is constituted within consciousness; but we would be unjustified in believing that it was.

To claim that the question of existence in Husserl’s phenomenology must be posed within a justification-theoretic context is to insist that the concept of existence is always a matter of existence “for us.” That is, it is always a question of existence insofar as it could be rationally posited by us. As Wesley Morriston points out, the “for us” qualification, which Husserl does not always append to the terms “being” and “existence,” is “all important.”19 With the phenomenological shift of attention from the object simpliciter to the way in which objects are given in and through the synthesis of consciousness, there is the concomitant disclosure of the “universal accomplishing life in which the world comes to be,” Husserl says, “as existing for us” (C, 145 / H VI, 148; my emphasis). Within this methodologically induced context, it is perfectly consistent with a realist position to claim, as Husserl does in Formal and Transcendental Logic, that “anything that can exist, and be this or that, for him (accordingly, that can have sense for him and be accepted by him as existent and as being this or that) must be something of which he has consciousness in the shape of an appurtenant intentional performance, which corresponds to the particularity of that existent” (FTL, 244 / H XVII, 216; my emphasis). Shifting to the first person singular, Husserl makes the same point in Ideas II. Through phenomenological reflection I attain the essence of a sphere of self-enclosed experience. “To this essence pertains all actual and possible experience by means of which the Objective world is there for me with all the experiential verifications in which it has for me ontological validity, one that is verified even if never scientifically examined” (ID II, 416 / H V, 149, my emphasis). “My phenomenologically self-enclosed proper essence can be posited absolutely, as the Ego (and I am this Ego) that bestows ontological validity on the being of the world of which I speak at any time. It is for me and is what it is for me only insofar as it acquires sense and self-confirming validity from my own pure life and from that of the others who are disclosed to me in my own life” (ID II, 416–17 / H V, 149, my emphasis). Furthermore, in this context, it is perfectly consistent with a realistic position to claim that consciousness “precedes the being of the world.” For the precedence and priority of consciousness holds only “from the standpoint of cognition” (FTL, 228 / H XVII, 202). The priority of consciousness is a priority that is indexed to “everything which conceivably has being for me” (C, 78 / H VI, 79–80; my emphasis). It is the “primitive basis” not of everything that exists, but of “everything I accept as existent” (FTL, 239 / H XVII, 212; my emphasis).

In transcendental phenomenology, existence is always a question of how objects are given as existing such that they have the sense of existing for me. For that very reason, all existence will be referred back to those intentional experiences in which something comes to be constituted as existing. “Whatever I encounter as an existing object,” Husserl writes in Formal and Transcendental Logic, “is something that … has received its whole being sense for me from my effective intentionality, not a shadow of that sense remains excluded from my effective intentionality” (FTL, 234 / H XVII, 207; my emphasis). Again, in Cartesian Meditations, he states that “this world, with all its Objects … derives its whole sense and its existential status, which it has for me, from me myself, from me as the transcendental Ego, the Ego who comes to the fore only with the transcendental-phenomenological epoché” (CM, 26 / H I, 65; my emphasis).20 In the intersubjective context, “an experienced object holds for us as an actuality of experience, as an existing real thing, which we designate afterwards as a member of the real and actually existing world, insofar as it holds for us as something harmoniously experienceable by ever new experience—one’s own and others’, actual or to be made possible—as what is continuously confirmed for us, or possibly, what could have been consistently confirmed” (PP, 71–72 / H IX, 95; my emphasis). Formulations such as these clearly do not entail the claim that objects are metaphysically dependent upon consciousness for their existence.

In his entry on Husserl’s transcendental idealism for The Cambridge Companion to Husserl, however, Herman Philipse argues that Husserl’s transcendental idealism was in fact an idealism of the metaphysical sort. In his analysis of the world destruction passage in section 49 of Ideas I, he claims that Husserl’s argument for idealism can be rendered valid only if one assumes what he calls the “principle of immanence,” the notion that all perceived objects and their properties are nothing but internal mental contents, images on the inner screen of consciousness. Therefore, he argues, this principle must have been Husserl’s assumption. The principle of immanence, however, cannot be read off the face of experience; it is not simply there waiting for theoretically innocent phenomenological description. It was in fact established in the early modern period on the basis of the causal explanations of the relationship between the mind and the world offered by the new physics of Galileo and company. Here Husserl’s “descriptivist ideology” kept him from realizing that he was philosophically dependent on the very tradition from which he thought he had attained critical distance.21

Philipse’s Husserl interpretation deserves a few comments. It is impressively detailed and documented; it is no doubt influential, but it is also completely wrongheaded. To assign the principle of immanence to Husserl is to ignore the distinction Husserl repeatedly and explicitly drew between the immanent contents of consciousness and the transcendent object of consciousness, more specifically, between sensations and perceived physical objects.

Philipse develops his case by enacting a series of reductions on Husserl’s behalf: the putative transcendent object of our awareness is an intended object of consciousness; the intended object is an intentional correlate of transcendental consciousness; the intentional correlate of transcendental consciousness is constituted by way of adumbrations (a series of profiles, of appearances); and adumbrations are to be identified with sensations, immanent components of consciousness, which in the act of perception are simply—and somewhat deceptively—interpreted objectively.22 Hence, Philipse argues, if the transcendent object of our awareness is always an intentional correlate of consciousness, and the intentional correlate is always immanent in consciousness as a collection of sensations, then the “transcendent object” is really immanent in consciousness: “The transcendent ‘thing itself’ is nothing but a complex of objectified sensations.”23 The physical thing is in this way reduced to the contents of consciousness, in which case, of course, it follows that consciousness exists independently of an external physical world (since there is none), and the physical world depends upon consciousness for its existence (since it is part of the contents of consciousness). Thus does Philipse convert Husserl’s position into a kind of transcendental version of Berkeley’s idealism.24

Philipse’s contention that for Husserl physical objects are just objectified sensations is based upon the theory of perception he claims to find in the Logical Investigations (especially the first edition). But it is in fact wholly contrary to Husserl’s emphases in both editions of the Logical Investigations on the distinction between sensations and the physical objects presented by their means. Granted, on Husserl’s account, physical objects and their properties are presented in perception on the basis of an objective interpretation (Auffassung) of sensations; but this is not to make sensations the objects of perception. “Sensations, animated by interpretations, present objective determinations [i.e., objective properties] in corresponding percepts of things, but they are not themselves,” Husserl notes, “these objective determinations. The apparent object, as it appears in the appearance, transcends the appearance as a phenomenon” (LI I, 356 / H XIX 1, B 129). Take the example of the objective determination of the color of a red ball. Typically, that color is perceived as uniform, while the sensations by which this objective color is presented are varied in hue and tone. One will have to recognize, as a descriptive feature of the perceptual experience, “the difference between the red of the ball, objectively seen as uniform, and the indubitable, unavoidable projective differences among the subjective color-sensations in our percept” (LI II, 538 / H XIX 1, B 349). Thus, turning a critical remark toward Berkeley and all who would follow him, “it is the fundamental defect of phenomenalistic theories that they draw no distinction between appearance as intentional experience, and the apparent object (the subject of objective predicates), and therefore identify the experienced complex of sensation with the complex of objective features” (LI II, 546 / H XIX 1, A 338). Again Husserl explicitly states that “sensational content differs from that of the perceived object presented by it, which is not a reality in consciousness” (LI II, 565 / H XIX 1, B 382). For that reason, “it is phenomenologically false to say that the difference between a conscious content in perception, and the external object perceived (or perceptually intended) in it, is a mere difference in mode of treatment, the same appearance being at one time dealt with in a subjective connection … and at another time in an objective connection” (LI II, 538 / H XIX 1, B 349). In a warning that readers of Philipse’s interpretation should take to heart, Husserl issues this statement: “We should not be led astray by the fact that we make an equivocal use of the same words to refer to the sensuously apparent determinations of things, and to the presentative aspects of our percepts, and that we at one time speak of ‘color,’ ‘smoothness,’ ‘shape,’ etc., in the sense of objective properties, and at another time in the sense of sensations” (LI I, 356 / H XIX 1, B 129). The equivocation of which Husserl speaks would not be possible unless sensations, the “presentative aspects of our percepts,” and the perceived properties of objects were two different things. Clearly, if Husserl is an idealist in the metaphysical sense, it is not because he collapses the distinction between sensations and physical objects.

I have been developing a case for the position that Husserl’s transcendental idealism is consistent with the basic claims of realism, that is, that things exist apart from consciousness, and that the existence of such things is not dependent upon consciousness. Of course one would be rationally unjustified in positing the existence of a thing apart from some consciousness of it. But here what depends upon consciousness is not the existence of the thing posited, but the justification with which we posit its existence. Up to this point, my case has been based upon two considerations: (1) The specific methodological context of Husserl’s claims concerning the relation between consciousness and reality. In the phenomenological turn from things to the consciousness of things, from things to how things are given to consciousness, the question of existence simpliciter (Sein) is transmuted into the question of the sense of existence (Seinssinn). What is necessarily correlated to consciousness and dependent upon it is not existence per se, but the sense of existence. This follows directly from the fact that while the object of consciousness is not a part of consciousness, the sense is—it is an intentional component of consciousness by which the act achieves a direction to its object under a certain description. The sense of existence that an object acquires is that intentional component of the act in which the object is intended as existing. The specific justification-theoretic methodological context for phenomenological claims about existence is signaled, as we pointed out, by the “for us” locution often—but not always—employed by Husserl. What is of interest, what is within the proper competence of phenomenology, is the question of the existence of things insofar as their existence achieves validity for us in and through the course of conscious experience—that is, insofar as an object acquires the sense of existence for us. (2) The specific arguments Husserl sets forth for the prima facie idealist claim that the existence of the physical world is dependent upon consciousness demonstrate only that the justification with which we posit the existence of the physical world is dependent upon a consciousness in which the physical world is given as existing.

But our case for the compatibility of Husserl’s phenomenological idealism and the core claims of realism need not be limited to such circumspection. We find corroboration from Husserl himself. In his “Nachwort” to Ideas I, published in 1931, Husserl himself states, “Above all: phenomenological idealism does not deny the actual existence of the real world (in the first place, that means nature), as if it maintained that the world were mere semblance, to which natural thinking and the positive sciences would be subject, though unwittingly.” For phenomenology’s “sole task and accomplishment is to clarify the sense of this world, precisely the sense in which everyone accepts it—and rightly so—as actually existing” (ID II 420 / H V, 152; my emphasis). That the world exists, and that the world is given as existing in experience, is, Husserl claims, completely indubitable (“vollkomen zweifellos”), even though it is always possible (“immerfort denkbar”) that the world does not exist despite the fact that it has been given as existing (ID II 420 / H V, 153). For, “of course, experience does not exclude the possibility that it be annulled by future experience or even that the real be not at all, though it had been given in a concordant way” (ID II, 81 / H IV, 76). With respect to the dependency relation between consciousness and the world, the “relativity” of the real world to transcendental subjectivity, the results of the phenomenological clarification of the manner of existence of the real world show only that the real world can acquire its sense as existing (Sinn als seiende) only as an intentional sense-formation of transcendental subjectivity (ID II, 420 / H V, 153). Again, Husserl’s claim is not that the existence of the physical world is dependent upon consciousness, but rather its sense as existing. That existence and the sense of existence are not equivalent is evidenced by Husserl’s contention that it is logically possible that the world acquire the sense of existence in the course of conscious experience and at the same time fail to exist.

3. THE “EXISTENCE-INDEPENDENCE” OF INTENTIONAL RELATIONS

There is a deeper reason for the fact that, in Husserl’s phenomenology, there is no necessary connection between an object’s existence and its being constituted within consciousness as existing. It stems from what David Woodruff Smith and Ronald McIntyre have called the “existence-independence” of intentional relations—a property of intentional relations that Husserl recognized and enunciated already in the Logical Investigations.25 The existence-independence of intentional relations, once recognized, makes possible the phenomenological reduction in which the question of the actual existence of objects intended is set in abeyance, while at the same time retaining the objects as intended for phenomenological description. It also eliminates any metaphysical idealist implications from Husserl statements concerning the necessary correlation of experience and being qua experienced.

Intentionality, as we have already noted, designates a basic and distinguishing property of consciousness: consciousness is always consciousness of something. This is not to say that all processes occurring in the stream of consciousness are intentional. Sensations are generally taken to be non-intentional mental processes. Sensations are not of an object, even if they were caused by one. But if sensations are taken up into perceptual consciousness, that perceptual consciousness will be of an object. This would seem to suggest that there is something like an “intentional relation,” a relation that holds between consciousness and the object of which it is conscious. Husserl says as much in Ideas I, section 36: “Insofar as they [intentional experiences] are conscious of something, they are said to be ‘intentionally related’ to [‘intentional bezogen’ auf] this something” (ID I, 73 / H III 1, 74; my translation). But here Husserl emphasizes that by “intentional relation” he does not have in mind a specie of real relations, that is, a contingent relation between a real psychological event and a real object. Rather, an intentional relation is essential to the act itself. An act of consciousness is intrinsically related to the object of which it is conscious. And this relation is evidently other than and distinct from whatever real relation may obtain between that act and an actual object (ID I, 73 / H III 1, 74).

If the intentional act is not necessarily related to an actual object, then what is it related to? It would seem that if the intentional relation is like other dyadic relations, it requires the existence of both terms in order to obtain. Both the act and the object must be actual. If I am smaller than the private detective who has been stalking me for the last five months, then presumably there must be a private detective such that I am smaller than him. Otherwise, the relation of “being smaller than” would not hold between me and the private detective. On the other hand, the detective need not exist in order for me to have a fear of a detective. The feared detective may be the product of my paranoia. Nonetheless, my fear has an object—and necessarily so, Husserl would add—namely, the private detective feared. This would be the case even if he did not exist. To what, then, is my intentional act of fear related, if not to an existing object?

One response to this question, construing intentional relations to be like real relations with respect to their existence-dependence, would have it that the direct object of my fear is an “intentional object,” which exists, if nowhere else, in the mind. If the intentional relation is to hold, both terms of the relation must exist. If consciousness is consciousness of an object, then there must be an object of which it is conscious. If this object does not enjoy real existence, then it must at least have an intentional existence, an existence in the mind, an “inexistence.” An object of this unique ontological type would then be the direct and immediate object of all mistaken perceptions and hallucinations, where the objects that the intentional act takes itself to be about fail to exist in reality. The postulation of such entities would also account for the possibility of thinking about or imagining nonexistent external objects, such as fictional characters or mythical beings. All such intentional acts of consciousness would be duly supplied with their own objects, which exist—but only intentionally.

For the sake of consistency, this response generally holds that intentional objects are the direct and immediate objects of all intentional experience, veridical or not. Hence the difference between veridical and nonveridical cases of perception is not that the former have the actual external thing as their direct object, while the latter have nothing but the internal intentional object. Rather, they both have intentional objects as their direct objects. In the case of veridical perception, it just so happens that there is an actual thing in the neighborhood that corresponds to the intentional object. This actual thing, however, is not the immediate object of the perception. Perception of an “external” object is actually a perception of an “internal” object—the intentional object—accompanied by a belief that an external object corresponding to the internal object exists or is determined in a certain way. Such a belief is the result of an instinctual inference procedure, a procedure taught to us by nature, as Descartes would have it, that takes place within us with such ease and with such rapidity that we are rarely aware of its occurrence. For this reason we are inclined to think that the direct and immediate object of our perception is the external object itself. But, as Hume states in his Enquiry, even the smallest dose of philosophical reflection would disabuse us of such a mistake (Enquiry, section 12, part 1). It is also typical of this response to the question of the object of intentional experience to hold that the direct intentional object has the function of representing the putative actual thing. It may do so as either an image, as in Descartes, or a sign, as in Locke.

There are a number of reasons for thinking that Husserl himself does not make this typically modern, representational account of intentional relations his own. One is his explicit rejection of the representational theory of the intentional object. In an act of perception, what is perceived, according to Husserl, is not an ontologically novel type of internal object that serves as an image or a sign of an external object, but rather the external object itself—if, indeed, it exists. When I perceive, in a furtive backward glance, the private detective, it is the private detective himself that I perceive—provided he actually exists—and not an image or a sign of the private detective existing in my mind. Husserl contends in section 90 of Ideas I that it would be tempting to separate the intentional object from the actual object in order to account for cases of being intentionally related to what would otherwise be a nonexistent object. But then, he objects, all cases of perception would involve two existing objects, two “realities,” when in fact there is only one, namely, the actual external thing perceived and not some hypothetically interpolated mental surrogate. “I perceive the physical thing, the Object belonging to Nature, the tree out there in the garden; and that and nothing else is the actual Object of the perceptual ‘intention’ ” (ID I, 219 / H III 1, 207–8). One finds a similar, and equally emphatic statement to the same effect in the appendix to sections 11 and 20 of the Fifth Logical Investigation:

It is a serious error to draw a real distinction between “merely immanent” or “intentional” objects, on the one hand, and “transcendent,” “actual” objects, which may correspond to them on the other. It is an error whether one makes the distinction between a sign or image really present in consciousness and the thing it stands for, or whether one substitutes for the “immanent” object some other real datum of consciousness, a content, e.g. as a sense-giving factor.… It need only be said to be acknowledged that the intentional object [here the object that is intended] of a presentation is the same as its actual object, and on occasion as its external object, and that it is absurd to distinguish between them. (LI II, 595 / H XIX 1, 439; emphasis deleted translation corrected)

Another reason for thinking that Husserl has no truck with the account of the intentional object outlined above is that the postulation of an ontologically unique intentional object as the direct and immediate object of consciousness is altogether unmotivated by his theory of intentional relations. According to Husserl, the intentional relation is unlike real relations in that it does not require the actual existence of its object term in order to obtain. In section 11 of the Fifth Logical Investigation, he states, “Intentional experiences have the peculiarity of directing themselves in varying fashion to presented objects, but they do so in an intentional sense. An object is ‘referred to’ [gemeint] or ‘aimed at’ [abgezielt] in them, and in presentative or judging or other fashion.… If this experience is presentation, eo ipso and through its own essence (we must insist), the intentional ‘relation’ to an object is achieved, and an object is ‘intentionally present’; these two phrases mean precisely the same” (LI II, 558 / H XIX 1, 386). Later on in the Fifth Logical Investigation Husserl writes,

If I represent God to myself, or an angel, or an intelligible thing-in-itself, or a physical thing or a round square etc., I mean the transcendent object named in each case, in other words my intentional object: it makes no difference whether this object exists or is imaginary or absurd. “The object is merely intentional” does not mean, of course, that it exists, but only in an intention, of which it is a real part, or that some shadow of it exists. It means rather that the intention, the reference to an object so qualified, exists, but not that the object does. If the intentional object exists, the intention, the reference, does not exist alone, but the thing referred to exists also. (LI II,596 / H XIX 2, 439)

The intentional act refers to its object, whether that object exists or not. “Relating-itself-to-something-transcendent, to refer to it in one way or another, is an inner characteristic” of the act (IP, 10 / H II, 46). For this reason, Husserl says, “it makes no difference what sort of being we give our object … the act remains ‘directed upon’ its object” (LI II, 587 / H XIX 2, 427).26

In Ideas I Husserl claims that “the perceived as perceived stands over against the perceiving in a way excluding the question of whether the perceived truly exists” (ID I, 232 / H III 1, 221). Although any act of perceiving, or thinking, or remembering will necessarily have its object, this does not mean that there is an object that is perceived, thought, or remembered. Perhaps the private detective referred to above is a mere figment of my troubled imagination. This does not prevent my fear from having its object, namely, the private detective, feared. If I fear a private detective, then my fear has an object, and has it necessarily. Intentional relations, then, have the property of being “existence-independent.” As Roderick M. Chisholm puts it, it appears that “one can be ‘intentionally related’ to something which does not exist.”27 If this is the case, it is not necessary to invent objects of some novel ontological type that could stand in for the intended object just in case the intended object fails to exist in reality.28 It is possible for an act to be intentionally related to a nonexistent object. No tertium quid, no special intermediate intentional object, need be introduced to guarantee that the intentional relation always have an existing object.

Nevertheless, Husserl does make use of the term “intentional object.” At the beginning of section 90 of Ideas I, for instance, he states, “Like perception, every intentive mental process—just this makes up the fundamental part of intentionality—has its ‘intentional object’ ” (ID I, 217 / H III 1, 221). Here everything hangs on precisely what Husserl means by “intentional object.” Fortunately, we do not have to look far to discover what he means, for in the very sentence just quoted, Husserl adds, “i.e. its objective sense” to the phrase “intentional object.” Now the objective sense of an intentional act is not its direct object, but that component of the act whereby it refers to an object (see IP, 17 / H II, 20). As such the objective sense, the central core of the “noema” in Husserl’s later terminology, is, as Smith and McIntyre put it, an abstract intentional entity that can be objectified only in a special act of phenomenological reflection.29 The sense, or intentional object here, of an act, then, is not the object of the act, but that component of an act by which it refers to its object. In straightforward experience it is hidden.

The upshot of Husserl’s position on the existence-independence of intentional relations is that intentional acts have the capacity to present objects in a way that does not presuppose a real relation to the object presented. Smith and McIntyre make this clear when they point out that

even if the intention is unsuccessful—i.e., even if there exists no object as that which the content prescribes—the “prescribing,” or “pointing” character of the content is unaffected; for the act’s being intentional in virtue of having this content is independent of the existence or non-existence of an intended object—indeed, it is independent of the existence of anything not found among the phenomenological, or transcendental, feature of the experience. Accordingly, this “pointing” character of an act’s content must be an intrinsic feature of the content, due to its very own nature alone; and it is therefore not properly analyzable in terms of any natural, or empirical, relations that might happen to obtain between the content (or act) and object.30

It is for this reason that the transcendental reduction can be put into effect with no net phenomenological loss. Even though the question of the existence of the object has been set aside, everything within the intentional act remains the same, but is now open for description with respect to precisely how it intends objects. Thus it is the very existence-independence of intentional relations that makes the key methodological step in phenomenology possible. By the same token, it prevents any metaphysical idealist inference from the consciousness of things to the actual existence of things. For as the intentional relation is independent of the existence of the object intended, so the existence of the object intended is independent of the intentional relation. An object can be constituted within consciousness as existing, and yet fail to exist. Again, what depends upon consciousness is the givenness of the object as existing and hence the justification with which the object is posited as existing.

Since the transcendental reduction represents a radicalization of the internalist standpoint, a deliberate restriction to what is in fact given in experience together with the manners of givenness, the mere possibility of things being otherwise than they are constituted, while a formal possibility, provides neither grounds for doubt in any specific case nor grounds for a global skepticism. The mere possibility of being otherwise than constituted represents no epistemological threat with respect to the justification of a belief. For any rational assertion or denial of existence must be based upon some form of evidence, some form of givenness within consciousness (FTL, 201 / H XVII, 179). Mere possibility provides no rational grounds for assertoric claims, be they affirmations or denials. Thus, all that anyone could ask for by way of an internalist theory of justified belief is already available in transcendentally reduced consciousness. Descartes’s attempt to guarantee the epistemic reliability of consciousness by going outside consciousness, beyond all “egological validities,” by way of an argument for the existence and veracity of God represents a failure, Husserl says, to appreciate this crucial point. For already within the intentional acts of the transcendental ego, “the world has all the ontic meaning it can ever have for him” (C, 82 / H VI, 84).

4. THE ONTOLOGICAL STATUS OF THE NOEMA

We move now to what I characterized at the beginning of this chapter as the second core claim ascribed to Husserl in the metaphysical idealistic interpretation of his phenomenology: the claim that real objects are nothing more than intentional formations of consciousness. In section 2 I considered the claim that for Husserl physical objects are nothing more than objectified sensations. Here I will consider the claim that physical objects are nothing more than unified systems of noemata (unlike Philipse, I do not identify noemata with sensations). On this interpretation of phenomenological ontology, things have no existence independently of consciousness. Indeed, how can they, since they are nothing but intentional components of consciousness? Furthermore, such an interpretation is incompatible with a realistic construal of scientific theories, if we include in this construal the claim that theoretical entities exist independently of consciousness.

In this section I will reject such idealistic interpretations of Husserl as predicated on a misreading of the ontological status and semantic function of the noema. Much philosophical ink has been spilled of late over the question of Husserl’s concept of the noema. I cannot not adequately review and assess all the relevant secondary literature here. But given that I am arguing for the thesis that Husserl’s phenomenology is compatible not only with a realistic construal of scientific theory, but with the general realist claim that things exist independently of consciousness, I am at least obligated to mark out my position with respect to that literature. Here I will argue that in Husserl’s phenomenology, there is no ontological reduction of real objects to systems of noemata. Rather, what one finds is a methodological correlation of real objects that are intended with the systems of noemata by which they are intended.

The idealistic interpretation of Husserl has no lack of proponents. In his work on Husserl’s philosophy of science, Christopher Prendergast claims that “animated by various acts, the object, by virtue of the fundamental achievement of intentionality, ceases to be something ‘transcendent’ to consciousness. It becomes an immanent meaning, a noema.”31 Similarly, Louis Dupré holds that “the object belongs to the act of consciousness itself; it is not outside it. It is not even an independent reality within consciousness itself. Rather it is a moment of consciousness which is constituted as soon as consciousness itself is constituted.”32 Although Aron Gurwitsch distinguishes between the thing as perceived (the perceptual noema) and the thing that is perceived, the relation between the two is one of part to whole. The thing that is perceived is nothing other than the entire system of possible noemata by which it is presented: “The thing cannot be perceived except in one or the other manner of adumbrational presentation. It is nothing besides, or in addition to, the multiplicity of those presentations through all of which it appears in its identity. Consequently, the thing perceived proves to be the group, more precisely put, the systematically organized totality of adumbrational presentations. Both the difference and the relationship between the thing perceived and a particular perceptual noema can now be defined in terms of a noematic system as a whole and one member of that system.”33

A number of Husserl commentators believe that Husserl’s ontological reduction of what is naively taken to be the external thing to an intentionally immanent system of noemata is motivated by the epistemological problem of transcendence. As we already indicated in chapter 2, Husserl took the problem of transcendence—the problem of how subjective acts of cognition can make contact with and correspond to an external object—as the key problem for critical epistemology. Edward G. Ballard formulates this problem as the problem of “how the cognitive subject can possibly get outside itself to gain access to the object.”34 Husserl’s transcendental idealism is then understood as the phenomenological solution to this problem. This solution, as Ballard represents it, amounts to reducing being to consciousness, or, more specifically, to the intentional components of consciousness, the noemata. “Object-noemata,” Ballard explains, “are within the sphere of consciousness—although they are quite naturally assumed to be external to consciousness; consequently, the sphere of conscious being includes all that is; thus the natural world is not separate from subjectivity; and thus, finally, the playing rules of consciousness apply within the natural world.”35 Idealistic phenomenological ontology, then, serves as Husserl’s transcendental deduction of the categories of the understanding. There is a guaranteed fit between consciousness and being because being just is a component of consciousness. There is no being outside consciousness. To make contact with the natural world, consciousness need not reach out beyond itself. Thus the epistemological problem of transcendence is not so much solved as it is eliminated, exposed as a pseudo-problem.

Theodore De Boer takes the same approach. The problem of transcendence as formulated in Husserl’s pretranscendental works, he contends, was “insoluble.”36 Husserl’s turn to transcendental idealism represents a “radical” solution to the problem in that it does not seek to solve the problem on its own level, but to expose it as ill-formulated:

As to the epistemological difficulty, [Husserl’s] idealism amounts to a radical solution of the problem of transcendence, because it undermines the foundations of the presuppositions that defined the problem in the [Logical] Investigations. In the Fundamental Meditation of Phenomenology [section 49 of Ideas I] Husserl shows that the material thing and material nature as a whole do not enjoy an independent existence. They exist as a dependent correlate of consciousness. This means that the presupposition of a naturalistic ontology—i.e. the (hypo)thesis of the natural attitude—has no phenomenological foundation. It is an illusion. The true presupposition (=ground) of the world is consciousness. This is the Copernican revolution in ontology which Husserl desires to bring about by the transcendental reduction.37

As a solution to the epistemological problem of transcendence, the transcendental reduction is, on this view, at the same time an ontological reduction. The object that, in the natural attitude, appeared to exist independently of consciousness, is reduced to an intentional component within consciousness. The object is now, De Boer writes, “the central point of unity in a series of noemata; it is not something behind the noema but an intrinsic feature of it.”38

This reductive claim on the part of the idealistic interpretation of Husserl, as articulated above by its several representatives, is to be rejected for its failure to grasp the nature of the noema in two respects. First, it misconstrues the ontological status of the noema. If I perceive a real object, say, a tree, the object that I perceive is not a noema. Nor is it a system of noemata. Nor does the tree become a noema or a system of noemata within the act of phenomenological reflection. For real objects and noemata, as Husserl repeatedly emphasizes, belong to ontologically distinct categories. The former are real entities; the latter are ideal entities. “The tree simpliciter,” says Husserl, “can burn up, be resolved into its chemical elements, etc. But the sense [i.e., the noematic correlate]—the sense of this perception, something belonging necessarily to its essence—cannot burn up; it has no chemical elements, no forces, no real properties” (ID I, 216 / H III 1, 205). Noema and object have different kinds of properties because they belong to distinct realms of being: “While objects simpliciter (understood in the unmodified sense) stand under fundamentally different highest genera, all object-sense and all noemas taken completely, no matter how different they may be otherwise, are of essential necessity of one single highest genus” (ID I, 307 / H III 1, 295–96). Just as a whole cannot be composed of parts that belong to a fundamentally different ontological realm, so a real object cannot be a whole composed of noemata as its parts. “The tree simpliciter, the physical thing belonging to Nature, is anything but this perceived tree as perceived which, as perceptual sense, belongs inseparably to the perception” (ID I, 216 / H III 1, 205; my translation).39

Yet Husserl does refer to the noema of an act of perception as the “perceived object as perceived.” This would seem to indicate that the noema is indeed the object of the perceptual act, albeit the object under a certain aspect, namely, “as perceived.” But what Husserl actually means by the “perceived as perceived” is something quite different. In section 88 of Ideas I, he speaks of the “perceived as perceived” as the noema of a perception, and then immediately proceeds to identify its core with the “perceptual sense” of the perceptual act. The “perceptual sense,” as the noematic Sinn of the act of perception, is not the object of the act, but the intentional component of the act whereby it refers to its object. When Husserl refers to the “object as perceived,” he is not referring to a determination of the real object, but to the determining sense of the conscious act by which that object is intended. The noema, then, is not the object of a given act, nor even the object of an act under a certain aspect, but rather the sense of an act by which the act refers to its specific object. “Like the Fregean sense,” writes Jitendramath N. Mohanty, “the noema of an act makes reference possible, i.e., makes it possible that the act be directed to this, and such an, object rather that to another.”40

We should remind ourselves at this point that phenomenology is a reflective discipline; what it describes is not the object of consciousness, but the consciousness of the object. The difference is decisive for the very sense of phenomenological claims. As Husserl points out in Ideas III, “as phenomenologists we also execute positings [of existence], actual theoretical position-takings, but they are exclusively directed toward lived-processes and lived-process correlates [i.e., the noetic and noematic components of experience]. In ontology, on the other hand, we perform actual positings that are directed toward the objects pure and simple, instead of toward the correlates and objects in quotation marks … to posit physical things as actually present is not to posit something meant as a physical thing, it is not to posit something posited as a physical thing as such” (ID III, 76 / H V, 88–89). To emphasize the ontological difference between the noema and the object, Husserl underscores the semantic function of the noema by relating it to the linguistic notion of meaning or “signification” (Bedeutung). (Unlike Frege, Husserl thinks of Bedeutung not as the referent of an act but as the specifically linguistic version of Sinn, of sense.) As a speech act achieves reference to an object or state of affairs by virtue of its meaning (Bedeutung), so intentional acts in general achieve reference to objects or states of affairs by virtue of their sense (Sinn), which lies at the core of any noema (see also ID I, 309 / H III 1, 297). Moreover, just as the meaning of a straightforward speech act is not the object of that act, nor the object of that act under a special aspect, so the noema is not the object of a straightforward intentional act, nor the object of that act under a special aspect. The two cases are parallel because “the noema in general is, however, nothing more than the universalization of the idea of [linguistic] signification to the total province of the acts” (ID III, 76 / H V, 89; translation modified).

For any possible object of consciousness there is a system of noemata whereby it may be intended, but the object is not identical with that system. For any given act, the noema functions as its sense, not its referent. This noema can, of course, be objectified within an act of phenomenological reflection, but here the noema is not the object of the act reflected upon under a new aspect, but sense of the act reflected upon such that it refers to that object. The phenomenological reduction, which discloses the domain of transcendental consciousness with its noetic-noematic structure, then, does not involve or require the ontological reduction of the real object to a system of noemata. Rather, it sets up a methodological correlation between the two. For any intentional experience, phenomenology is in the position to describe how the object of that experience is presented in precisely the way that it is. The description rendered is not a description of the object. Rather, it is directed to the intentional component—the noematic correlate—of the act in which the object is intended. Noematic descriptions, which make use of the same terms employed in straightforward descriptions of the object, nonetheless undergo a radical transformation of sense. They no longer refer to properties of objects, but to components of the noema (ID I, 216 / H III 1, 205).41

5. SUMMARY

The major thesis of this study is that Husserl’s phenomenology is wholly compatible with a realistic interpretation of scientific theories. There are, however, a number of claims Husserl is wont to make that provide prima facie evidence to the contrary. In each case, however, I have endeavored to show that the apparent incompatibility between Husserl’s phenomenology and realism is in fact merely apparent. First, we examined the relation between perception and existence. Theoretical entities posited in the explanatory theories of the physical sciences are imperceptible. Husserl limits the extent of real existence to that which is perceivable. Yet we noted that what he meant by “perceivable” was not perceivable by human beings, but perceivable by some possible consciousness. Real existence is thus tied to the ideal possibility of perception, not to the real possibility of perception on the part of a particular species of percipients. The imperceptibility of theoretical entities, however, is a real, not an ideal imperceptibility. Thus the realistic construal of scientific theories and Husserl’s phenomenology are compatible on this score.

Second, Husserl claims in Ideas I that the existence of things is dependent upon consciousness. It would then seem that those things that do not, or cannot, appear in consciousness cannot exist. That is, only those things that are, or can be, given within consciousness as existing can exist. Yet we pointed out that when such claims are considered in terms of the force of the arguments Husserl marshals for them together with their proper methodological context, it turns out that what is dependent upon consciousness is not the existence of things, but the justification with which we posit their existence. Thus it is possible that things exist apart from any consciousness of them, although it is not possible that asserting their existence is justified apart from some consciousness of them.

Third, Husserl will sometimes say that, from the phenomenological standpoint, an object just is the unity of a system of noemata. This would seem to indicate an ontological reduction of real objects to systems of intentional components within consciousness, a form of idealism incompatible with realism in general. Yet we noted that Husserl insists that real objects and noemata belong to radically different categories of being. Furthermore, the semantic function Husserl assigns to the noema means that the noema is not the object of a straightforward intentional act, but rather that component of the act by which the act refers to its object. Given phenomenology’s exclusive direction to the real and intentional components of the acts of consciousness, it follows that what Husserl means by the “object” as a unity of noemata is not the real object, but the central point of the system of noemata whereby the act achieves its reference to a real object. The “noematic object” is not identified with the real object, but correlated with it.

In our examination of issues that pertain to the relation between perception, consciousness, and existence, I have shown that Husserl’s phenomenology allows for the possibility of theoretical existence. It is thus compatible with a realist construal of scientific theories. This is not to say that the phenomenologist, qua phenomenologist, would, or should, participate in the positing of theoretical existence. For the transcendental reduction sets all positing of real existence out of action. But the positing of real existence is set out of action not in order to deny its validity within the natural attitude, which forms the basis for all our lifeworldly activities, both practical and scientific. Rather, it sets such positings out of action both in order to make them thematic and to show under what conditions they are justified without, at the same time, begging the question. Husserl claims that upon the direct and harmonious experience of a real object we, in the natural attitude, are justified in positing its existence. In fact, he says it is impossible not to do so (ID I, 111 / H III, 92).

Husserl also allows for the rationality of positing the existence of real objects that are not directly experienced, as long as such positing is “based” upon experience. In fact, he claims that “the de facto course of our human experiences is such that it constrains our reason to go beyond intuitionally given physical things … and base them on the ‘truth of physics’ ” (ID I, 103 / H III 1, 99). Although Husserl does not specify the various forms of legitimate mediate positing of real existence in any detail, it is at least conceivable that he would have countenanced inference to the best explanation in the physical sciences as a legitimate inferential procedure within the scope of the natural attitude. The physical sciences move beyond the given in order to explain its behavior; phenomenology remains with the given in order to describe its manner of givenness. Although the two disciplines differ in object, goal, and method, they are nonetheless compatible. Any attempt to manufacture an antagonism between the two misconstrues the nature of one, the other, or both. In his 1924 essay on Kant and transcendental phenomenology, Husserl emphasizes precisely this point: in making an inquiry into the modes of objective givenness in the domain of consciousness, which natural life and the life of the sciences presuppose, “no damage of any kind is supposed to be done by that to the proper legitimacy of this life.” Phenomenology is not to play the skeptic, not to cast doubt on the rationality of everyday life, or on the sciences; it is not to reduce the world to a fiction, or to mere subjective appearances, or deprive it of its sense of being actual. “It does not occur to it to deprive the objective truth of positive science of the least bit of the meaning that it really creates in the actual employment of its naturally evident methods and bears within itself as legitimately valid.”42 Phenomenology does not seek to deny or contradict science, but only to understand it (C, 66 / H VI, 67). In the Crisis Husserl delivered a phenomenological analysis of the physical sciences with respect to the development of exact empirical laws and the constitution of idealized objects. There is no reason why a phenomenology of science could not also proceed to give an intentional analysis of the formation of scientific theories and the constitution of theoretical entities.


CONCLUSION

……………………………..

Our study of Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy of the physical sciences has been governed by two overriding considerations: the question concerning the epistemic status and existential import of scientific theories; and the reception of Husserl’s philosophy of science in the anglophone secondary literature. Besides giving a general exposition of Husserl’s phenomenology as it bears upon the question of science through a close examination of the primary texts, we have also addressed specific positions attributed to Husserl in the secondary literature. A number of those attributions to which we devoted most of our attention not only detract from the prima facie plausibility of Husserl’s philosophy of science—they are also seriously mistaken. They were, in brief, that Husserl’s philosophy of science is foundationalist and therefore represents science as a system of rigid dogmatic belief closed to future experience; that Husserl’s philosophy of science is ambiguous with respect to the cognitive value of the scientific enterprise; and that Husserl’s philosophy of science is committed to the instrumentalist interpretation of scientific theories and hence dismisses as mere fictions the entire array of theoretical entities that has been posited in the course of modern scientific explanation. By way of conclusion I will review these allegations and the reasons why they should be rejected.

1. HUSSERL’S “DOGMATISM”

A particularly pointed version of the charge of dogmatism comes from Christopher Prendergast’s work titled “Phenomenology and the Problem of Foundations: A Critique of Edmund Husserl’s Theory of Science.”1 There Prendergast held that Husserl’s commitment to the strong foundationalist conception of scientific knowledge effectively prevented Husserl from grasping the central characteristics of systems of empirical scientific belief, namely, their methodological flexibility and their revisibility in the face of new evidence. Similar criticisms are made by Cornelius van Peursen and Herbert Marcuse.2

We found such charges to be unjustified on two counts. First, although Husserl was throughout his philosophical career an adherent of the strong foundationalist account of science, he limited the validity of that account to the purely deductive sciences. Such sciences display a deductive unity derived from their axioms. Being both self-evident and indemonstrable, axioms form their foundations. But in section 72 of the “Prolegomena to Pure Logic” in the Logical Investigations, Husserl clearly states that the empirical sciences, including the physical sciences, do not find their basis or unity in their deductive structure. Nor are they founded, once and for all, upon certain self-evident axioms. Rather, their unity is to be located in the idea of empirical explanation. Their laws are not certain, but only more or less probable on a given body of empirical evidence (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255). The theories of the empirical sciences are thus “frequently modified in the course of scientific progress”; as the “process of knowledge progresses,” we “progressively correct our conceptions” (LI I, 246 / H XVIII, B 255).

Moreover, the strong foundationalist idea of science was itself “idealized” as a direct consequence of the later Husserl’s theory of evidence. Even the eidetic sciences could now no longer claim to have final insight into necessary states of affairs. For once the method of the eidetic sciences was developed as a form of induction over imagined possibilities, all de facto eidetic claims were relativized to future evidence. Furthermore, due to the ineluctably temporal structure of experience, even the reflective apprehension of mental processes within consciousness could no longer claim to lay hold of adequate evidence. Phenomenological claims, too, are relativized to the course of future evidence. This point has been persuasively argued by Elisabeth Ströker, as we noted in chapter 1.3

Husserl’s “foundationalism”—if one can still speak of such—is thus functional rather than substantial. While priority relations in the order of cognition are still recognized, at each level the achievement of certainty through adequate evidence counts only as an Idea in the Kantian sense, as an ideal to be approached but never attained. The cognitions of the eidetic sciences still lie at the foundations of the empirical sciences; but this is not to say that such cognitions have been secured, or can be secured, once and for all. Similarly, the cognitions of phenomenology are intrinsically prior to those of the positive sciences; but this is not to say that they have been, or could be, secured once and for all.

2. THE “AMBIGUITY” OF HUSSERL’S PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE

The charge of ambiquity is leveled by Hans Wagner in his article titled, appropriately enough, “Husserl’s Ambiguous Philosophy of Science.”4 Although Wagner considers the two major themes of Husserl’s philosophy of science—lifeworld and subjectivity—to be worthy contributions to the discussion within the philosophy of science, he faults Husserl’s approach for its ambiguity with respect to what he takes to be the most important issue in any philosophical reflection on science, namely, the cognitive value of science. On the one hand, Husserl states that the career and current status of the modern physical sciences is legitimate, and even necessary; on the other hand, he maintains that the physical sciences have replaced the real world, the world intuitively given in the everyday lifeworld, with the fiction of an idealized construct.

Wagner then suggests that Husserl’s position is open to two divergent interpretations. One is that, on Husserl’s account, the physical sciences should be taken only as a very complicated and sophisticated technical apparatus for calculating and predicting the future course of events in the intuitable life-world. Thus the physical sciences themselves are not about the “true being” of the world, and their truth claims are “negated.”5 This interpretation would have Husserl as an instrumentalist in the traditional sense. The other interpretation is that the truth claims of the physical sciences are somehow “derived” from the “truth of the life-world.” What is meant by the “derivation” of the truth of sciences from the truth of the lifeworld is left unclear, as Wagner gives no explanation of it. At any rate, although the relevant textual evidence seems to point in the direction of the first interpretation, Wagner claims there is nothing in Husserl’s writings that makes it possible to choose between these two interpretations. That Husserl should have left his philosophy of science ambiguous on this point, Wagner finds “utterly enigmatical.”6

It is my contention that Husserl’s philosophy of science is neither ambiguous nor enigmatic on this score. In chapter 5 we noted that, on Husserl’s account, the methods of the physical sciences produce knowledge about the real world (C, 33 / H VI, 31). But they do so indirectly. In their attempt to establish exact and therefore objective knowledge about the lawful regularities of the real world, they are compelled to posit ideal objects that, unlike real objects, admit of exact determination. These objects are not real; they are not causal players in the world of space and time. If we were to leave the account at this point, we would have to admit that the physical sciences are not about the real world, nor about objects that really exist. But this is only half of the story. The other half is that the ideal objects posited by the physical sciences approximate real objects. They are regarded, as Gary G. Gutting points out, as “imperfect approximations of concrete phenomena.”7 Thus what is exactly true of these ideal objects is approximately true of real objects. The physical sciences may cast a garb of ideas around the real world—but the garb is well-fitting (C, 51 / H VI, 51). Granted, in the formulation of their laws, the physical sciences posit objects that do not really exist, and that serve only as means for the objective determination of what really exists. But this law-instrumentalism in no way negates the cognitive value of the sciences. It only seeks to account for the actual method and real cognitive value of the mathematical component of the physical sciences while at the same time reminding us that the objects they posit as means to achieve their end are devices that aid in the approximating representation of the real world.

3. HUSSERL’S “INSTRUMENTALISM”

Finally, there is the charge that Husserl’s philosophy of science is committed to an instrumentalist interpretation of scientific theories. In chapter 5 I argued that Husserl’s instrumentalism is restricted to an interpretation of scientific laws. His position in the Crisis is that the objects posited in the course of formulating exact empirical laws do not enjoy real, physical existence. This is because these objects are idealized, constructed through the process of idealization operating on real objects whereby variations caused by real factors are reduced to zero. His chief concern there was to counter the tendency of “physicalistic rationalism” to take the world of idealities posited by the physical sciences in this manner as the real, objective world, while the world as it is given in everyday intuition is demoted to the status of mere subjective appearance.

His instrumentalist thesis, however, does not apply to all objects of science, but only to those where exact mathematical laws are formulated. It is for precisely this reason that certain typical ways of representing Husserl’s position on the ontological status of the world of science by some of Husserl’s sympathetic expositors have only limited validity. Kockelmans, for instance, claims that for Husserl, “modern physics since Galileo’s time has almost always overlooked the fact that ‘real and objective nature,’ which physics tries to bring to light (in contradistinction to nature as it manifests itself in our prescientific experience), is not more than an idea in the Kantian sense, toward which a set of human theoretical achievements converge.”8 Because Husserl explicitly addresses himself only to those objects posited by the mathematical component of the physical science in relation to empirical regularities, it is simply misleading to claim that the entirety of nature, on Husserl’s account, is made up of nothing but “ideas.” Evidence of this misunderstanding is also reflected in Ernan McMullin’s claim that for Husserl, “the theoretical constructs of science are reached by a form of idealization.”9 We should remind ourselves that there are two kinds of unobservables: the ideal and the real. Ideal unobservables are in principle unobservable by virute of their ideality. They are not the kinds of things that can be seen, heard, or touched. Real unobservables are not unobservable in principle; they are unobservable in fact to the likes of us because they escape our sensory apparatus by virtue of their size, distance, speed, or physical nature. Husserl challenged only the real existence of the former.

Furthermore, I argued that there is nothing in Husserl’s phenomenology in general that would preclude the possibility of real theoretical existence, of the existence of unobservables in the latter sense. Some might hold that according to Husserl’s “evidence theory of truth,” it could not be true that theoretical entities exist. For on the evidence theory of truth, only those propositions for which the corresponding state of affairs themselves could be given in expereince can be true. As theoretical entities cannot be given in experience, it cannot be true that they exist. In chapter 3 I maintained that the possibility of givenness Husserl has in mind is an ideal possibility. Hence, the domain of possibly true propositions is not restricted, on Husserl’s account, by the empirical limitations of human perception. As there is no reason to believe that theoretical entities, to the extent that they are real, cannot be perceived by some possible consciousness, there is no reason to believe that it cannot be true that they exist. Furthermore, I argued that with respect to all occurrent cases of evidence, being inadequate by nature, the relevant correlate is not the truth of a proposition, but the justification with which one posits that proposition.

Granting this, however, some might hold that although on the phenomenological theory of truth it is possible that it is true that there are theoretical entities, on the phenomenological theory of rationality we could never be justified in asserting that there are. For phenomenology restricts justified belief to that which is given. As theoretical entities cannot be given, belief in the existence of such entities cannot be unjustified. In chapter 4 I argued that such an application of Husserl’s stated rule of rationality is seriously mistaken. For the rule is meant as a rule of phenomenological rationality, not rationality in general. Only a person qua phenomenological philosopher is bound to the rule of phenomenological rationality. Qua person practically engaged in the world, that person is bound by other, less restricive, rules of rational belief. Similarly, the practicing scientist is bound not by the rules of phenomenological rationality, but by rules of scientific rationality—rules that allow for the rationality of explanatory inferences from what is given to what is not given. Thus, while a person living in the natural attitude may be justified in believing in the existence of transcendent objects that are not wholly given in perception, the phenomenologist abstains from such beliefs; likewise, while the scientist may be justified in believing in the existence of theoretical entities that are not given in perception at all, the phenomenologist abstains from such beliefs.

Although phenomenology does not participate in the positing of the natural attitude, it does not take such positing to be, in itself, invalid. Rather, it abstains from such positing in order to make it the theme of phenomenological description and analysis. Husserl’s theory of rationality, then, is differentiated with respect to epistemic project. It is important not to confuse the theory of phenomenological rationality with the phenomenological theory of rationality. For the former is much more restrictive than the latter, and holds only for persons in their calling as philosophers in the strict science. A phenomenologist will not posit the existence of theoretical entities, but this does not mean, even from the phenomenological standpoint, that the positive scientist is not justified in doing so. The projects of phenomenology and empirical science are entirely consistent with each other. Potential tension arises, for the most part, only over the philosophical interpretation of the ontological status of the results of empirical science.

Still, there is Husserl’s claim that the domain of the real is coextensive with the perceivable. Since theoretical entities are not perceivable, some might claim that, given Husserl’s perceivability condition on real existence, theoretical entities cannot exist. In chapter 6 I argued that this is not the case. For what Husserl meant by “perceivable” is perceivable in the ideal sense. Theoretical entities are denominated as such because they are humanly imperceivable. That is, their being perceived is a real impossibility for human beings. But this does not mean that they are imperceivable in principle. Thus, on Husserl’s account, it is possible that theoretical entities are real existents, even if it is not possible that human beings perceive them.

Again, there is Husserl’s claim that the existence of the physicial world is relative to and dependent upon the absolute existence of consciousness. Although he might grant that theoretical entities in the physical world exist, he claims, in classical idealist fashion, that they exist only in relation to consciousness, only as unified systems of mental contents. In chapter 6 I argue that what Husserl claims about the existential dependence of physical objects on consciousness must be understood in a justification-theoretic context; that what Husserl is in fact claiming is that the justification with which we posit the existence of physical objects depends upon consciousness, upon the coherent course of conscious experience. Consciousness here is absolute because, when it comes to the justification of belief, all existence claims must be funneled through it. This view is entirely consistent with realism—here the claim that physical things exist independently of consciousness. I also point out that Husserl repeatedly and explicity denies that physical objects are identical to mental contents, either collections of sensations or collections of noemata. Sensations are real components of consciousness through which physical objects are presented in experience; noemata are ideal components of conscious experience by which physical objects are presented. But sensations and noemata themselves, the sensate matter and the intentional form of experience, are typically not the objects of experience—except in the experience of phenomenological reflection.

4. HUSSERL’S “PROVISIONAL INSTRUMENTALISM”

A kind of hybrid position has also been advanced regarding Husserl’s philosophy of science and the question of theoretical existence. In an article published in Syntheses, Charles W. Harvey maintains that “there is a definite strain in his [Husserl’s] thinking toward an instrumentalistic position in the philosophy of science.”10 But, he contends, Husserl’s instrumentalism is only “moderate” and “provisional.”11 Harvey’s central thesis is that the question of the existence of theoretical entities postulated in the physical sciences cannot be settled once and for all on the basis of a phenomenological analysis of the eidetic structure of consciousness. Husserl’s instrumentalism is nondogmatic and provisional precisely because it is not based upon a priori principles, but upon the current state of human perceptual powers in conjunction with their technological augmentation.

I have already argued that there is no reason to think that Husserl’s phenomenology was committed to an instrumentalist interpretation of scientific theories in any sense—dogmatic or provisional. Harvey will claim, however, that Husserl’s instrumentalism is to be seen in his treatment of the question of the physical thing as the unknown cause of appearances in section 52 of Ideas I.12 There Husserl holds that the imperceptible physical thing as determined by the physical sciences does not exist. Husserl’s “instrumentalist tendencies” receive their impetus from the phenomenological critique of the representational theory of perceptual consciousness.

Harvey’s Husserl interpretation on this point is flawed in a number of respects. Instrumentalist interpetations of scientific theories typically deny that the imperceptible microentities postulated in a scientific theory exist. But in section 52 of Ideas I, Husserl’s attention is directed toward macro physical objects as they are determined by the empirical component of physical science. Furthermore, Husserl’s thesis in section 52 is not that the physical thing as determined by the physical sciences does not exist, but rather that it is identical with the perceived object. There are not two objects—the perceived object and the physical thing—but one object that carries both sensuous and theoretical determinations. It is not as if behind the perceived object there were a physical thing bearing exclusively exact quantitative determinations that causes the appearance of the perceived object within our minds. And it is not as if the perceived object serves as a sign or image of an ontically distinct imperceptible physical thing that brings about its appearance. Rather, the thing as determined by the science of physics—and here Husserl has classical mechanics in mind—is no other than the perceived object. But then it follows that if the perceived thing exists, so does the physical thing.

Husserl holds that to think of the physical thing as distinct from and the cause of the perceived object is to commit oneself to the representational theory of perceptual consciousness, a theory that can be handily refuted by a phenomenological analysis of perceptual consciousness. This point, however, does not commit Husserl to an instrumentalist interpretation of scientific theories since, in the case before us, it is restricted to a consideration of the empirical scientific determination of macro physical objects. It does not show that the macro physical object is not composed of microtheoretical entities, nor does it show that microtheoretical entities are not involved in the appearance of the macro physical object, nor does it show that the physical sciences deal only with macro physical objects.

Harvey is correct, however, when he claims that the phenomenological analysis of sign consciousness, image consciousness, and sensuous thing consciousness does not, in itself, decide the issue of theoretical existence. To refute the sign or image theory of perceptual consciousness does not rule out the possibility of sign or image consciousness. A perceived physical thing can function, under the appropriate conditions, as a sign. As an indicative sign, a perceived physical thing can indicate the existence of another physical thing. That is, as Husserl has it in chapter 1 of the First Logical Investigation, a belief in the existence of a physical thing based on a perception of it can “motivate” the belief in the existence of something else (LI I, 270 / H XIX 1, B1 24). To a person acquainted with the relevant causal regularities, the perception of smoke can motivate the belief in the existence of fire. To that person the perceived smoke can thus serve as an “indicative sign” of fire. But the analysis of sign consciousness does not, in itself, tell us whether what is indicated must itself be a sign, an image, or a physical thing. Neither does it tell us, in those cases where the thing signified is imperceptible, whether the thing signified is imperceptible in fact or imperceptible in principle.

The reference Harvey makes to indicative signs is especially relevant to the discussion of theoretical science and the question of Husserl’s instrumentalism. In physical experiments, perceived objects and events will typically serve as indicative signs of theoretical states of affairs. In Ernest Rutherford’s alpha particle scattering experiment at the beginning of the last century, for instance, the distribution of scintillations on a zinc sulfide screen serves to indicate the mass structure of the gold atom. Against the background of a theory pertaining to the causal interaction of alpha particles, gold atoms, and the screen, the perception and measurement of the distribution of scintillations on the screen motivates beliefs pertaining to the existence and properties of certain theoretical entities.

But there is a significant difference between the perception of smoke motivating the belief in the existence of fire and the perception of scintillations motivating the belief about the mass structure of a gold atom. The fire is itself a humanly perceivable object, whereas the gold atom is not. The gold atom may interact with instruments in an experimental context, yielding perceived results on the basis of which we may “see that” the atom has a certain mass structure. But we never see the gold atom itself. It is imperceivable. Does it follow, then, on Husserl’s perceivability condition for real existence mentioned above, that the gold atom cannot exist?

To answer this question, Harvey turns to a passage in section 52 of Ideas I. There Husserl states that we must make a distinction between those entities that are postulated by a theory and in fact imperceivable, and those that are posited by a theory and are in principle imperceivable. Husserl then gives the following example. On the basis of the perturbations in the orbits of the perceived planets, the existence of the unperceived planet, Neptune, is postulated. Although this planet is not perceivable by us, it is perceivable by “other Egos who see better and further” (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 98). As such, Neptune is to be contrasted with atoms and ions, which Husserl takes to be imperceptible in principle. It follows from Husserl’s perceivability condition that atoms, ions, and the like, do not exist.

Here Harvey claims that Husserl “was victim to the historical contingencies surrounding the vision of egos.”13 For with the invention of scientific instruments such as cloud chambers, it is now possible to perceive what were once posited as mere theoretical entities. Husserl’s instrumentalism is in fact provisional because the perceivability condition on real existence is tied to the empirical question of the current scope of the instrumentally mediated powers of human perception. Thus Husserl’s phenomenology is consistent with a realistic construal of a scientific theory, just in case it is possible to gain perceptual access to the theoretical entities postulated by that theory by way of instrumentation. Since what can and what cannot be perceived by humans with the aid of instruments is an empirical question, and since the answer to this question will change with the development of technology, Husserl’s instrumentalism is provisional and nondogmatic.

This interpretation of the sense of Husserl’s instrumentalism is, however, wholly untenable. For even if Husserl were an instrumentalist, he would not be a provisional instrumentalist on the grounds adduced by Harvey. There are two reasons for this. First, Harvey takes it that what Husserl means by “perceivable in principle” as a real existence condition is “perceivable in principle by human beings.” He states, for instance, that “just what is perceivable in principle is, in many cases, an empirical issue open to further developments in natural scientific investigation.”14 For what is perceivable in principle “is being constantly extended through the development of new instruments and new experiments.”15 But this is to convert what for Husserl was a question of ideal possibility into a question of real possibility. When Husserl claims that if it is “to be,” an entity postulated by an explanatory theory must be perceivable, he is not claiming that it must be perceivable by us either now or in the technologically enhanced future. Rather, he is claiming that it must be perceivable by some possible ego. That is, a real thing exists if and only if it is possible that it be perceived by some possible consciousness. But here the possibility of real existence is not tied to a question of fact, or even to a question of what is within the realm of possibility for some factually existing egos. It is rather a statement of ideal possibility.

That Husserl appears, in the passage in question, to classify atoms and ions among those entities that are in principle imperceivable is based upon categorical, not contingent considerations. It is not as though he thinks that atoms and ions belong to the category of things, but casts them into the outer darkness of nonexistence under the mistaken impression that they could never be perceived by human beings. Rather, he considers them to be imperceivable in principle because he construes them as “physical determinations” of things rather than things. The contrast between the unperceived, hypothetically postulated planet Neptune and unperceived, hypothetically postulated entities such as atoms and ions is a contrast not between two kinds of “Dinglichkeiten,” but between “Dinglichkeiten” and “physikalische Bestimmungen” (ID I, 119 / H III 1, 111). In Ideas I, Husserl takes atoms and ions to be of the same ontological order as the mechanical properties of mass, force, electrical resistance, and acceleration (see ID I, 121 / H III 1, 113). As Harvey points out, there is good reason to think that Husserl is mistaken here. And there is nothing in Husserl’s phenomenology that forces such entities as atoms and ions into the category of physical determinations.16 But it does show that Husserl takes such entities to be imperceptible in principle on categorial grounds rather than contingent considerations pertaining to the real present or future possibilities of instrumentally mediated human perception. The question of the in principle perceivablility of things is not an empirical question, it is a categorical one. If Husserl’s phenomenology had compelled him to be an instrumentalist, he would have been a dogmatic one at that.

Second, Harvey evidently assumes that human perception would still count as a straightforward case of perception no matter how and to what degree it is augmented by way of instruments. New and sophisticated scientific instruments now make it possible for us to perceive what were previously imperceptible theoretical entities. Harvey mentions the cloud chamber as a case in point.17 But in what sense does a cloud chamber make possible the perception of a theoretical entity, in this case, the perception of an ion? In the straightforward and direct sense, what one perceives in a cloud chamber is a line of condensation in a supersaturated atmosphere, that is, one perceives water droplets. It is only on atomic theory and the relevant correspondence rules that one is able to interpret what one sees as evidence for the existence and nature of ions. One by no means perceives the ion itself in Husserl’s sense of perception. For by perception Husserl means the bodily presentation of the thing itself. What we are presented in the cloud chamber is not the ion itself, but a line of condensation, which, against a background of a theory, serves as an indicative sign of the ion’s presence.18 We don’t see the ion, we “see that” the ion made its course through the chamber on the basis of seeing a line of condensation and embracing a whole host of causal/theoretical assumptions.

Commenting on the nature of observation in an experimental context, Bas C. van Fraassen makes the same point: “So while the particle is detected by means of the cloud chamber, and the detection is based on observation, it is clearly not a case of the particle’s being observed.”19 Thus, in the relevant cases of instrumentally mediated “perception,” we are actually dealing with indicative sign consciousness, not straightforward perceptual consciousness. With the advance of scientific instrumentation, the powers of human perception are, in most cases, advanced not one whit. Neither are new and different kinds of entities rendered perceivable in the phenomenological sense. They remain imperceivable (even if they are detected on the basis of what is perceivable). But this does not mean that, for Husserl, such entities cannot exist. For this direct imperceivability signifies only a real impossibility for the human species.

5. SUMMARY AND PROSPECT

It is likely that Peter Kosso expressed a consensus in the circles of contemporary philosophy of science when he wrote that instrumentalism “gives up what is most worth doing in science, namely, understanding what is happening behind the scenes in the realm of unobservables.”20 If Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy of science is committed to instrumentalism in the standard sense, it is unlikely that it has much to contribute to an understanding of science as it is practiced today, a science that has ever since the turn of the last century been operating in a robust and impressive theoretical dimension. In this work I have argued that Husserl’s phenomenology is wholly consistent with a realistic construal of scientific theories and that his “instrumentalism” is limited to an interpretation of scientific laws. What Husserl denies exist as real physical things are such entities as frictionless inclined planes, perfectly elastic bodies, extensionless point-masses, incompressible fluids, and the like. Such idealized objects are the proper objects of the exact and uniform laws of the physical sciences. Expressing the functional correlations between measurable physical quantities, these laws make the prediction of events in the lifeworld possible on a scale unknown to prescientific practical life. Husserl’s phenomenological analysis of the meaning of such laws and the ontological status of their respective objects does not, however, touch upon the entities postulated by scientific theories designed to explain the functional correlations captured in scientific laws. Although the behavior of the entities postulated by theories may in turn be represented in exact mathematical laws, the theories themselves, as Ernan McMullin points out, are not purely mathematical. They possess real physical content, and the entities they postulate (e.g., atoms, ions, strong and weak nuclear forces, and the like), if they exist, exist as real physical entities.21

It is entirely possible that Husserl himself was not inclined to adopt a realistic view of theoretical science. There is some evidence for such a disinclination in section 52 of Ideas I, as we noted in chapter 5. Moreover, in his major works we find very little by way of a phenomenology of theoretical entities as we have defined them. In fact, Husserl’s phenomenological critique of science, coupled with a lack of attention to the theoretical component of science, has led some Husserl commentators to declare that phenomenology is fundamentally opposed to modern theoretical science. Patrick A. Heelan, for instance, accuses Husserlian phenomenology of taking a “negative attitude” toward natural science.22 Furthermore, he claims that “contemporary phenomenology cannot contribute much of value to the philosophy of science unless it is enlarged in some way.”23 Heelan then proceeds to “enlarge” phenomenology by developing a hermeneutically inspired theory of horizon intentionality. I, on the contrary, have maintained that Husserl’s critique of science is not so much directed against science as a particular self-understanding that often accompanies science. That self-understanding mistakenly takes the idealized constructs of science for the real being of nature itself. Nonetheless, having made this point against the platonizers, Husserl continues to see in the physical sciences a method for gaining knowledge about the real world (C, 47 / H VI, 46–47). Furthermore, it is my belief that Husserlian phenomenology possesses within itself the resources for making a genuine contribution to the discussion of the nature of scientific theories in its concept of the indicative sign and the corresponding possibility of investigating indicative sign consciousness within a theoretical context. As such, Husserl’s phenomenology of perception need not receive hermeneutical additions from the outside in order to deal with contemporary theoretical science. The resources are already there. In seed form, they lie in the first chapter of the first of the Logical Investigations.
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19. In a short manuscript written in 1910–11 under the title “Die naturwissenschaftliche Begriffsbildung,” from the convolute D 13 I, Husserl speaks of the development of physics as an enrichment of our empirical experience of the world:

 

Die exakten Begriffe und Feststellungen der Physik, sagte ich, … könnten auch als Indizes für gewisse rein phänomenale Zusammenhänge in der Sphäre der schlichten Erfahrung angesehen werden. Das darf nicht missverstanden werden. Im Laufe der wissenschaftlichen Erfahrung, der absichtlich geordneten, experimentellen und beobachtenden Erfahrung des Naturforschers, gewinnen die Dinge der vorwissenschaftlichen Erfahrung oder der schon wissenschaftlich anderweitig bearbeiteten Erfahrung, immer neue Motivationsbeziehungen, besser gesprochen, sie haben einen reicheren Bestimmungsgehalt, in dem sie sich in universaler empirischer Auffassung darbieten. Jedem neuen Begriff, jedem neuen Naturgesetz entspricht eine Erweiterung der empirischen Auffassung, deren Bereicherung mit der Begründung des Gesetzes zusammenfällt. (D 13 I / 105a)

 

20. Interestingly, in a short manuscript written in 1910–11 under the title “Die naturwissenschaftliche Begriffsbildung,” from the convolute D 13 I, Husserl makes a clear distinction between mechanical properties and theoretical entities, and claims that experience often justifies inferences to the latter:

 

Es gibt nun Begriffe, die gar nichts weiter sein wollen (zunächst wenigstens) als solche Indices für Erfahrungen: z.B. Gewicht, Beschleunigung etc., elektrische Zustände, magnetische Zustände. Andererseits aber, wie steht es mit Begriffen wie Atom, Molekül, Ion etc.? Auch mit all den supponierten Schwingungen, Schwingungen der Luft, unsichtbaren und direkt nicht beschreibaren und erfahrbaren Bewegungsarten? Ebenso Unterschiede der Stoffe, die auf Unterschiede der Atomlagerungen und molekularen Konstellation zurückgeführt werden.
      Natürlich kann aufgrund der Erfahrung Nichterfahrenes interpoliert werden. Das tun wir beständig und mit dem Recht, das Erfahrung uns selbst hier gibt. Fast beständig ist Fortgang der Erfahrung zugleich Interpolation vorgängiger Erfahrungen nach dem, was sie unbestimmt lassen, und offen zu halten ist das Wesen der dinglichen Erfahrung.
      Die Interpolation ist offenbar gebunden an die Bedingungen möglicher Erfahrung, und sie hat genau so weit Recht, als sie motiviert ist. Darüber kann nur durch Kritik der einzelnen Interpolationbegriffe und inhaltlich entschieden werden.
      Eine besondere Frage ist aber die der “Anschaulichkeit” der verwendeten Begriffe und der “Verständlichkeit” welche durch die Anschaulichkeit vermittelt ist. Die Natur des naiven Menschen ist ein ihm verständlicher Zusammenhang.… Auch der Naturforscher macht sich “Bilder” von der Materie, die das Letztseiende im physikalischen Sinne für ihn ist, Bilder in den Gebieten der verschiedenen Energieformen. Er will sich nicht damit begnügen, eine “unanschauliche” Differenzialgleichung zu besitzen, die ihm den Gang des Geschehens vorzeichnet, sondern [er] will diesen auch anschaulich sich “verbildlichen,” wobei dann auch diese Verbildlichung ihren Wert als Instrument der Entdeckung. (D 13 I / 105a–b)

 

21. And, in fact, Husserl asserts in a manuscript titled “Anschauliche Natur bzw. phänomenale Naturlehre und exakte physikalische Naturlehre” (written probably in 1910–11), from convolute D 13 I, that the physical determinations of things have no meaning apart from their intuitive “translation”:

 

Das ist sicher, daß der Physiker die Dinge intuitiv vor Augen hat und in ihren intuitiven Übergängen, in ihrem intuitiven Verhalten die Motive für seine “exakten” Feststellungen findet, wie umgekehrt daß er seine physikalischen Begriffe und Sätze sich wieder übersetzt in die Anschauung. Er versteht seine Begriffe und Sätze erst, wenn er das Verhalten der anschaulichen Dinge, das sie ausdrücken, in sich intuitiv konstruieren kann. Über diese Konstruktion wird in den Lehrbüchern und ihren Theorien nicht gesprochen. Von dem Maße, aber, in dem der Naturforscher selbst diese Übersetzung vollzogen hat, indem er intuitives Verständnis des Exakten in sich erzeugen kann, hängt wesentlich seine Leistung als Forscher ab. Auf der einen Seite kommt es auf “Denken” an innerhalb der exakten Sphäre, auf ‘logische’ Arbeit, auf die anderen Seite aber [geht es] darum, in den intuitiven Zusammenhangen Motive für die Aufstellung von exakten Begriffen, von exakten physikalischen Hypothesen zu gewinnen, wie umgekehrt von den exakten Theorien zur Intuition zurückgehen zu können und an ihr ihren wahren Sinn verstehen zu können. Natürlich auch zu technischen Zwecken. Bloße Theorie ist nichts; sie hat nur Bedeutung für die intuitive Dinglichkeit, sie hat nur Bedeutung dadurch, daß sie Index ist für das geregelte Verhalten der intuitiven Gegebenheiten. (D 13 I / 106b)
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