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c a p í t u l o  v i

NATURAL SUBJECTIVITY:  
AN ETHICAL ISSUE IN THE NATURALIZATION OF THE 

PHENOMENOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF SUBJECT

Lucian Delescu1

Introduction

Classical phenomenology is locked inside a form of transcendentalism and 
so it is the entire tradition which made it possible. This is the reason (some 
think) why it must become object of a systematic criticism meant to convince 
us that phenomenology abandoned the world of facts and construed a nonre-
alistic account of consciousness. This argument must be understood as part of 
a much broader form of criticism philosophical naturalism erected not only 
against phenomenology but against all prephenomenological theories which 
employ themselves to defend nonnaturalistic accounts of consciousness. It was 
first Hume and the logical positivists to address these theories in a critical man-
ner in order for later contemporary naturalists to reinvigorate the same kind 
of argument. But similar replies have been also put forward by those usually 
considered defenders of classical phenomenology (the so-called “postpheno-
menologists”). There is however a third category of philosophers, the so-called 
“transcendentalists”, who defended Husserl and continue to do so. I think some 
of the transcendentalists were onto something but they ultimately failed to do 
justice to classical phenomenology for the same two particular reasons I believe 
the postphenomenologists have failed to convince. 

Ontologically speaking they assume that classical phenomenology continues 
the path of dualism because it turned against philosophical naturalism (em-
piricism and logical positivism) and advocated a “transcendental” account of 
consciousness where that means a consciousness beyond the competence of 
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natural sciences. As a result, much of the contemporary philosophical debate is 
consumed by the impossibility to settle the differences between a transcendental 
phenomenology where consciousness remains beyond realistic analyses and a 
postphenomenology where consciousness is nothing but contextual experience. 
However, Husserl has equally rejected dualism and idealism, and attempted to 
balance the epistemological tension between naturalistic and nonnaturalistic 
prephenomenological theories of consciousness:

Psychic faculties — or, as they later come to be called, psychic dispositions 
— become analogues of physical forces, titles for merely causal proprieties 
of the soul, either belonging to its own essence or arising from its causal 
relationship with the living body, but in any case to such a way that reality 
and causality are understood in the same way on both sides. Of course, right 
away, in Berkeley and Hume, the enigmatic difficulties of such an interpre-
tation of the soul announce themselves and press toward immanent idealism 
which swallows up one of the two parallels. Yet up through the nineteenth 
century this changes nothing about the way in which psychology and phy-
siology, which supposedly follow experience, in fact do their work. It was 
easy to carry the “idealistic” naturalism of the immanent philosophy of those 
successors of Locke over into the dualistic psychology. The epistemological 
difficulties made so noticeable by Hume were overcome — precisely through 
epistemology. Thus the growing acquisition of obviously valuable empirical 
facts took on the appearance of having a meaning which could be understood 
philosophically. (Husserl, 1970, p. 231)

Methodologically speaking these philosophers seem to have never considered 
phenomenology as one of the most significant attempts to actually naturalize 
consciousness where that means doing phenomenological psychology. That is a lo-
gical consequence of their understanding of phenomenological consciousness. 

1. Concern and skepticism regarding a phenomenological psychology

Now, there are various strategies to move ahead the failure of these interpre-
tations. The most direct is to reconnect phenomenology with appropriate applied 
research fields. That is for now a rather distant scenario considering the incredible 
resistance many philosophers still display regarding this particular strategy but 
also because not all agree regarding the future of phenomenology. I guess we have 
to spend more time clarifying why the above interpretations failed, although the 
fundamental problem is not ultimately the meaning of the phenomenological 
theory of consciousness, but rather to understand to what extent the phenomeno-
logical description of consciousness is accurate where that means to actually trying 
to understand consciousness per se. Anyway, when one speaks about naturalizing 
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phenomenological consciousness there seems to be widespread moral concern. The 
way this concern, otherwise legitimate, has been formulated contributes directly 
to the dramatic situation in which phenomenology is today. In an ideal scenario 
it should have triggered a rigorous inquiry into the nature of consciousness. It 
made instead possible radical positions, such as the attempt to deconstruct or to 
maintain it far from a realistic dialogue with psychology. From my point of view, 
naturalizing phenomenology means paving the way to pass from philosophical to 
phenomenological psychology, hence reestablishing the dialogue with psycholo-
gy and eventually, as strange as it may sound, reestablishing the dialogue with 
phenomenology itself. For others, especially for transcendentalists, but also for 
continentals even if they rarely admit it, that is a compromise with philosophical 
naturalism. It is rather unclear how many of these philosophers are willing to ac-
knowledge that there is an objective distinction between experimental psychology 
and natural sciences in general, and phenomenological/ philosophical naturalism 
which are theories of consciousness; and so the debate has to be settled between 
phenomenology and naturalism as two competing philosophical theories. Judging 
by their reaction they seem to remain unshakably skeptical regarding any attempt 
to “unbracket the subject”, even for the sake of the argument so while they put 
forward various interpretations the problem remains unsolved. It is nevertheless 
true that like empiricists in the past, contemporary naturalists have almost entirely 
shielded psychology from any other theory, which explains why for some naturaliz-
ing phenomenology is a window into a traumatizing past. For others this might be 
an opportunity to explore aspects of human consciousness never observed before. 
As Michael Dummett recently argued, philosophy has made possible sciences 
but it got to remain outside experimental research (Dummett, 2010, p. 4). Some 
have engaged an experimental path but there is no experimental phenomenology in 
a large sense, probably because there isn’t enough realistic talk about it. I do not 
argue for a naturalized phenomenology (yet). In spite of my previous optimism 
(Delescu, 2009), that requires to address the many nuances a constructive relation 
between phenomenology and psychology implies. But I’ll try to talk about why an 
experimental phenomenology should exist. Before anything it requires to explore a 
number of fundamental aspects of phenomenological consciousness which cannot 
be discussed here. I shall walk for now with the “bracketing of the consciousness” 
for even if I have very different reasons I too think that the kind of naturalization 
the proponents of philosophical naturalism advocate, is not what we should aim for. 
I explore if there is room for something like a naturalized phenomenology, being 
aware that I will have to face naturalistic and transcendentalist skepticism at the 
same time. That is a widespread concern at least among transcendentalists which 
are to a great extent responsible for the dramatic isolation of phenomenology with 
respect to psychology and natural sciences in general. Except Merleau-Ponty, who 
made a radical attempt to naturalize phenomenology qualifying him in principle 
as a naturalist, most phenomenologists have maintained a skeptical attitude to-
ward any form of naturalism. To sum up, there are not only epistemological and 



112

ontological fundamental difficulties but also ethical aspects one has to overcome 
if willing to elaborate a phenomenological psychology. 

Now, one cannot simply challenge such moral skepticism without justification 
and without providing an alternative. To that extent I think classical phenom-
enology has recognized the intrinsicness of conscious experiences, more precisely, 
that they occur no matter what and they are worldly lived (Husserl, 1970, pp. 
82-83). Let me reformulate this: conscious experience is a fundamental feature 
of the natural world where “natural” does not mean “naturalistic”. After all, if 
something occurs I do not see how it could be recognized without being explored. 
So much about justification. As for the alternative, think of what Husserl means 
by “phenomenological psychology”: that is, roughly, the building up of a psychol-
ogy capable of nonreductively exploring conscious experiences. From that point 
of view we shouldn’t take the critique of empirical psychology to be a rejection of 
psychology as scientific domain but to be a critique of the naturalistic shielding. 
So much about the alternative. As I have already mentioned, to get to a phenom-
enological psychology one needs to overcome moral concerns and skepticism. The 
moral concern has been encrypted to the level of a form of transcendentalism (some 
dualism, some speculative views, and something else) which blocks the elaboration 
of a phenomenological experimental account of consciousness based on the idea 
that a naturalized phenomenology would imply a dramatic (negative) change of the 
way we understand consciousness. This is a matter which requires special attention. 
However, skepticism has a twofold implication. For most transcendental phenom-
enologists, it rather appears to be a good reason to avoid realistic explorations of 
conscious experiences. But one can ask, if indeed such moral concern exists, how 
can be avoided in the future or kept away from psychology and in general from 
realistic inquiries. Instead of preventing the compromise of consciousness, this 
assumption triggers a variety of theoretical reactions which have little in common 
with phenomenology. The “bracketing of the subject” is in good measure the con-
sequence of the following question: how can conscious experiences be nonreductively 
described? The answer Husserl recurrently gives is clear: by putting forward a kind 
of psychology which can describe them — a phenomenological psychology. 

The skepticism is to be found in philosophical naturalism. I have various 
observations with respect to naturalism but let us begin with two of them. 
With the involuntary assistance of transcendentalism, philosophical natural-
ism manufactured a view on phenomenology which, instead of clarifying the 
problem, delivered a radical interpretation of consciousness and perpetuated 
a blurred portrait of the phenomenological consciousness from the moment 
Husserl published his Cartesian Meditations to the present time2. In spite of his 
critique of dualism, some consider Husserl entangled with dualism (Churchland, 

2 The same can be said about the numerous interpretations continental philosophers have 
formulated over the years.
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1988; Flanagan, 2001). The second is that the naturalistic model of ontology is 
reductive and compulsively rigid with respect to alternative ontological models, 
in particular those which are about to emerge from classical phenomenology. 
It is only very recently that affective and cognitive neurosciences reconsidered 
the ontological reality, if not of consciousness in all its complexity, at least 
of the emotional and cognitive processes. But while one can hope to enter a 
new era of the dialogue between phenomenology and psychology, I am not 
sure to what extent the dialogue between phenomenology and philosophical 
naturalism as well as the dialogue between the kind of phenomenologist I have 
in mind and current phenomenologists has the chance to succeed. Husserl 
argued that psychology should be primarily concerned with subjective events 
in the sense that for psychology something existing in a real world must be 
described according to its intrinsic complexity, keeping in mind that its theo-
retical (philosophical) intelligibility is nevertheless a subjective conception (a 
self-reflective reconstruction) not a pictorial description (Husserl, 2008). That 
doesn’t entail that the natural world is an illusion but simply that one cannot 
substitute his feeling of objectiveness to the intrinsicness of natural occurrings 
as well as epistemological subjectivity doesn’t entitle the substitution of a theory 
of consciousness with a theory of the natural (nonsubjective) occurrings. To 
that extent, any experiment is self-reflectively shaped and that makes possible 
the knowing of its object. Naturalists have always considered this a more or 
less relevant epistemological obstacle; yet again without being self-reflectively 
there is no knowledge whatsoever. Experimental psychology should account 
that between conceptualizing something and the intrinsic reality of what is to 
be explained there is only correlation. Thus, empirical analyses are limited, in 
that the experimental framework is in fact a modality to conceive something 
existing, not the objective depiction of something existing per se. This is not 
a reason to think phenomenology and psychology have nothing in common, 
rather to simply point out that psychology is experimental but also reflective. For 
Husserl explaining consciousness means to acknowledge the two indissolubly 
related methodological dimensions of consciousness: the experimental dimension 
which is the scope of psychology and the epistemological dimension which is 
the job of philosophy (Husserl, 1970, pp. 202-203). The distinction between 
them is meant to set out the margins of experimental psychology with respect 
to standard philosophical inquiries. 

From a phenomenological point of view, one is entitled to “doubt” (in a 
phenomenological sense) the validity of the experimental psychology without 
doubting the role of psychology. To doubt is to have a constructive attitude 
toward science, hence ethical, if one aims to attain progress. For this specific 
point of view, phenomenology is that analytic tool which enables one to make 
sense of the results of an experiment for a broader understanding. Put it diffe-
rently, when I have a perceptual experience, I am also “judging” the content of 
my perceptual experience in a sense that in order to make sense of what I see 



114

I have to self-reflectively process what I see. To go back for a moment to the 
transcendentalist interpretation of phenomenological consciousness (and so to 
the transcendentalist resistance regarding a phenomenological psychology), while 
they might be entitled on their own grounds to defend something like a dua-
listic account of consciousness, I am not sure to what extent phenomenological 
consciousness can be assimilated within their general view on consciousness just 
because Husserl criticized naturalism. One of the problems Husserl attempted 
to solve is how to explain one is able to grasp the objects from the natural reality 
without being reduced to objects, and, consequently, how it is possible to know 
something about the natural world without skepticism. Many are inclined to think 
that the core debate between phenomenology and naturalism turns around 
the nature of consciousness. That is true but incomplete. I think we tend to 
overlook the epistemological issues which arise when explaining consciousness.  
Once we decide to move toward a phenomenological psychology, we are able 
to find compatibility between phenomenology and psychology.

2. Inside/outside the bracketing of consciousness: a case to consider 

To understand why some expressed moral concerns regarding the natu-
ralization of phenomenology we must go back to the epistemological roots 
of the problem. I assume readers are familiar with these aspects so let me be 
brief. From Hume to logical positivists and their contemporary followers these 
philosophers assume that perception and sensation (feelings and emotions) 
are the only processes involved in acquiring knowledge. It follows that what 
exists, must be perceived; hence, it is logical to consider “natural” something 
perceptually sizeable. For Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Husserl, perception 
is one of the fundamental processes involved in acquiring knowledge but there 
is also something like making sense of what is perceived in a sense that in order 
to know that something exists one must indeed perceive or feel it but must 
also understand it. For instance, I see something happening in the street — a 
car accident — but if I plan to understand all possible causes of the accident 
in order to preempt future accidents (strategic planning), I have to think about 
before taking any decision. When an agent is involved in strategic planning s/he 
becomes intentional (self-reflectively) and therefore accountable (rewardable or 
punishable). The naturalistic reply is in principle the same: there is no perceptual 
evidence (they say “empirical”) for self-reflectively; hence, there is nothing like 
an intentional agent. Besides the fundamental ontoepistemological problems 
and the mutual mischaracterizations one has also to deal with here, one must 
acknowledge the sharp division between a passive model of consciousness (the nat-
uralistic model) and an intentional model of consciousness (the phenomenological 
model) where the second cannot be dismissed because of Descartes’ association 
of self-reflexive processes with theism, especially once Husserl has detached 
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himself from a number of metaphysical problems which belong to theology. 
To deny the intentional character of consciousness (which is what makes an 
experience properly speaking conscious) in the name of a personal disbelief is 
as simplistic as claiming that something exists only if I can see it especially in 
a scientific contemporary context which has surpassed the perceptual dogma 
of empiricism. But to come to our issue, the concern over the passive model of 
consciousness arises from its concrete implications. It is one thing to have, say, 
a world where most individuals are reduced to a passive (entirely dependent) 
audience and another where individuals are intentional agents. Considering both 
the political and economical implications one can understand why a number of 
philosophers find particularly troubling the attempt to reduce real consciousness 
to the naturalistic model. This is, very roughly, the reason for some to discour-
age a relation between classical phenomenology and naturalistic psychology, 
we must though distinguish between phenomenology having a relation with 
philosophical naturalism and having a relation with psychology. 

In order to make even clearer this distinction I address here some prob-
lematic aspects within both naturalism and interpretations of phenomenology. 
They can be considered either complementary, if naturalism endorses at least 
something like the subjective nonreflectively character of experience, or fun-
damentally incompatible if naturalism evolves into externalism. To search for 
compatibility with naturalistic psychology is today more or less irrelevant since 
that kind of psychology is the experimental extension philosophical naturalism 
vigorously criticized from inside (Nagel, 1965; Putnam, 2002; Chalmers, 1996, 
2010). It is nevertheless necessary to underline that strictly perceptual models 
of consciousness aren’t sufficient for a future comprehensive psychology. The 
distinction between phenomenology and naturalism can be settled in terms 
of the failure versus the success to explain the very nature of the correlations 
humans make when solving basic arithmetical problems (1+1=2). Naturalism 
claims to be able to explain such correlation without involving anything like 
nonnaturalistic accounts of consciousness. Although somehow distant from the 
topic I discuss here, I would like to briefly address the very interesting phantom 
limb experiment (Hirstein & Ramachandran, 1997, 1998) in order to illustrate 
that passive models of consciousness and so passive psychology, which is the only 
kind of psychology one can get from philosophical naturalism, are not realistic. 
The phantom limb is also an excellent opportunity to think about a number of 
questions such as: can self-reflexivity be described in naturalistic terms where 
that means explaining something strictly according to perceptual principles? 
Note that by naturalism I have in mind that philosophical paradigm which 
begins by considering that something exists if perceived. Furthermore, can we 
dismiss the reality of intentional experiences because they have a biological 
function? Although it is not of my competence to unravel the biological dimen-
sion of this kind of experiences but rather to point out that they do occur and 
that they must be accounted for, let me say that it is puzzling why some think 
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that discovering the biological function of intentionality should infirm the fact 
that intentional experiences do occur. I do not envisage here to rediscuss the 
metaphysical problem of consciousness which has been debated since Descartes 
but to make the case for the consistency of self-reflectively. In the phantom 
limb experiment we are presented a patient who lost his hand but continues to 
experience pain in the place of the lost hand years after the unfortunate accident 
occurred and after the wounds have been cured. The patient finally overcomes 
the pain by imagining first the missing hand and then by accepting that the 
lost hand is not there anymore so the brain “understands” the absence of the 
lost hand. There are two questions that came to my mind independently of the 
conclusions the scientific team which performed this experiment has arrived: 
(a) does the patient’s realization of the fact that the hand is not anymore there 
involves minimal self-reflective processes, and if so (b) what kind of functions 
do self-reflectively experiences involve? I will not be dealing with the second 
question. That is a matter which, if we learned something from the contempo-
rary debates, cannot be properly addressed at this stage, in any case cannot be 
addressed from a strictly philosophical point of view. It is however an excellent 
opportunity not only to discuss the relevance of self-reflexive experiences from 
both naturalistic and phenomenological perspectives, but also to reconsider the 
moral concern over the so-called naturalization of consciousness. Now, to cure 
the phantom limb one must intentionally convince the patient that the lost hand 
is lost. That implies to intentionally reset the brain. The possibility to change 
the view regarding an event is not even recognized by traditional naturalism 
for a variety of reasons. The naturalistic theory of ontology runs like that: there 
is a certain phenomenon that must be explained. So the explainer must “look” 
to the phenomenon, to begin to describe it according to the following strategy: 
isolate the phenomenon from others, describe its features and, reintegrate the 
phenomenon in a common class event (this is by the way the procedure that led 
Aristotle to the idea that conceptual discrimination is not strictly perceptual). 
Certainly, between discovering the cause of the phenomenon and describing it 
there is a difference, since not all the time the cause explains the phenomenon 
in itself. In the very moment when I analyze a certain phenomenon I use a strat-
egy that allows me to introduce simple concepts. It is clear that philosophical 
naturalism does not recognize the intentional dimension of cognitive processes. 
Philosophical naturalism does not recognize cognitive processes at all, not even 
natural cognitive processes in a sense that for naturalists (at least for traditional 
naturalists) to admit something exists it must be perceived which is the reason 
why cognition is rather viewed as a subjectivist obstruction to the descriptive 
scientific process — a weakness. 

Methodologically speaking, something like the phantom limb experience 
should be recognizable if searching only from a naturalistic point of view. Keep 
in mind that I discuss the issue from a strictly methodological point of view 
and I do not intend to make any big claims regarding the nature of conscious-
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ness. The phantom limb patient must undertake three stages in order to cure: 
a descriptive level which is meant to identify the problem, a reflective level when 
the patient thinks how to solve the problem, and a reconstructive level when the 
problem is actually solved. During all these levels a minimal self-awareness is 
always involved. If we attempt to explain these stages from both a naturalistic 
and a phenomenological point of view my guess is that the maximum any phil-
osophical naturalism can do is to recognize the most visible processes which are 
involved at the descriptive level. Beyond that we need phenomenological analysis 
to make progress (taken in a methodological sense). For instance, the descriptive 
level is the only one where naturalistic and phenomenological descriptions are 
compatible in a sense that naturalists refer to the same events Husserl consider 
part of the “life-world”. Phenomenological descriptions deal with natural events 
in a direct manner but they provide open-meaning structures. The possibility 
to provide meaning implies that descriptive statements cannot stand alone for 
a scientific psychology (Husserl, 1970, p. 226). Phenomenological and natural-
istic descriptions are both concerned with objective matters. But the difference 
between them arises from the fact that naturalists are satisfied with their criteria 
of objectivity which emerges from a combination between a strong belief in 
the objectivity of perceptual experiences and the direct relation of perceptual 
experience with language (what Hume and later Wittgenstein called “a picto-
rial language”, meaning a language which describes reality the way it is). It is 
obvious they never considered that cognitive processes are reconstructive, not in 
a sense that reality would be an illusion but the interpretation of reality might 
be subjective. The problem with naturalistic descriptions is that they are built 
upon the assumption that language, mind, and matter follow the same rules, 
hence one cannot ultimately be wrong since to speak (think) is to mirror. That 
works if reducing ontological events to the same principle. Physicalism for 
instance as a branch of naturalism is ontoepistemologically speaking the most 
radical attempt to uniformize ontology. 

The problem here is not to claim that conscious experiences are biolog-
ically grounded, as I already mentioned I am not concerned with biological 
functions of self-ref lective experiences, rather with the fact that physicalism 
is not able to methodologically assess consciousness in its inner specificity. 
In short, it does not account for ontological specificity. Overall, strictly de-
scriptive theories must prove that between the content they describe and the 
way they describe such content there is ontological identity. I guess I do not 
have to go into various metaphysical matters in order to prove that ontology 
is characterized by diversity and commonality, not by identity. Consider that 
each brain has a certain number of neurons, and the connections between these 
neurons differ from brain to brain. That is already a fundamental problem, not 
necessarily for science in general but certainly for a science which is guided 
by the assumption that if all things have ultimately the same cause they are 
necessarily explainable in the same terms. 
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By the time the patient gets to the reflective stage he begins to understand 
the need to get out from thinking based only on perceptual rules (yet no con-
tradiction with it) and so to move ahead ontoepistemological unitarism — the 
assumption according to which solving epistemological problems is solving 
ontological problems. To that extent a nonreductive theory of consciousness, 
at least from a methodological point of view, should account for both visible 
events and internal processes such as intentional experiences, or constructively 
assume they are at least co-occurring. If descriptive statements confer maxi-
mal authority to perceptual experiences (seeing is believing), this is to assume 
symmetry, and even unity between formal descriptions and the object they 
refer based on the ontological assumption according to which conscious ex-
periences are entirely and accurately mirroring the external world, hence no 
need to assume something like inside/outside (internal/external) dimension of 
consciousness yet only one dimension: the outside. From a phenomenological 
point of view perceptual experiences are always accompanied by the meaning 
something perceived has for an observer in a sense that one cannot actually 
have a perceptual experience without conferring sense to what is perceived. But 
that is not to say that one has a full understanding of what is perceived. From 
that point of view, a nonreductive theory of consciousness should recognize 
that when describing something one is actually reflecting upon it. Consequently 
having a conscious experience is not simply outputting a certain state of mind 
but subjectively expressing what has been experienced. 

Naturalism explains this matter following an old principle according to 
which all can be known directly (perceptually), but from a phenomenological 
point of view to know something means to consciously experience it, hence 
to intentionally confer meaning to what is perceived. In other words, to 
have the possibility to interact with the content of perceptual experiences. 
Naturalism informs us that consciousness is a response to external stimuli 
but this, again, does not explain why in the moment a subject makes a choice 
among a variety of stimuli there is always at least something subjective 
involved where that does not yet mean there would be something phenom-
enologically intentional but at least something subjective. In the moment I 
move from the understanding of a certain event to another I make a choice 
which means that I can provide a meaning to that certain event which is 
part of a broader set of similar events I can discern in part and in whole. 
I do not have to exclude the other events but I select one of them and that 
makes me responsible of my choice since it is my making that particular 
selection. The choice leads to an action for which I can be held accountable. 
If I consider only the visible actional dimension of the choice I will surely 
not be able to figure its intentional dimension, hence that humans “display” 
their internal understanding of the world to the level of a concrete inten-
tion. To put this back in the context, for the patient to begin the curing 
process he must think about the lost hand not to simply describe a hand.  
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A strictly descriptive approach can at most inform about a hand without 
providing the relation between a hand and the realization of the fact that 
it is his own hand he lost. 

Finally, in order to be able to reconstruct the image of the lost hand (the 
reconstructive stage) in order to understand that the hand is actually gone, 
the patient must actualize the memory of the lost hand but he also must be 
capable of reconfering meaning to something which is not there anymore. In 
short, to think in absentia. For a neuroscientist, the problem is to find the 
part in the brain which is responsible of such experiences. For a philosopher, 
the job is to understand the conceptual implications for a general theory 
of consciousness. In any case for Husserl the reconstruction of past experi-
ences is not only intentional but also specific which is the reason he would 
not hesitate to argue that no analysis is capable of fully describing it — in 
that sense a conscious experience is “transcendental”, namely beyond what 
a theory might assume it is, yet not beyond the realm of nature. However, 
one shall not confound the intentional conferring of meaning with the pow-
er to structure the world according to one’s will (something like a formal 
matrix that structures the natural world). Some of the critics of intention-
ality have expressed this peculiar concern regarding the phenomenological 
intentionality. When the patient reactualizes the lost hand he certainly does 
not produce a second hand which would begin to grow and replace the lost 
one but he reconstructs a model in his mind based on memory, sensation, 
etc. Between the lost hand and the mental model there isn’t ontological 
symmetry although there is a real effect — the pain stops. In order for the 
pain to stop the patient must consciously recreate the meaning of the lost 
hand: “I do not have that hand anymore so my brain must stop sending out 
signals.” In the mind of the patient a model of the absent hand is built and 
made intelligible for the brain.

The phantom limb could be a good illustration of what Husserl meant 
by intentionally (consciously) conferring meaning. A theory of consciousness 
which accounts for the correlation between mental models and ontological 
events is probably the best option we have although highly controversial. If one 
can intentionally (consciously) reset his beliefs regarding a certain event, that 
means the phenomenological theory of consciousness is accurate, which is not 
to say it solves the problem of consciousness in whole. It is at least clear that 
one can intentionally produce fictional objects as well as it is also clear that 
some beliefs can reshape to a certain extent ontology. However, the question 
here is what precisely (biologically) enables a subject to perform higher order 
correlations. Philosophical naturalism cannot solve this problem because it 
refuses to acknowledge the intentional character of experience. For Husserl 
that is certainly the reason, on the one hand, to bracket the consciousness, and, 
on the other hand, to argue for the need of a phenomenological psychology 
which can deal properly with conscious experiences. 
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Conclusion

Although there are similarities, compatibility between phenomenology and 
naturalism is after all less relevant in the current circumstances than bridging 
phenomenology and natural sciences. (We can though hope to find compatibility 
if one recognizes with naturalistic psychology that consciousness is designed 
to deal with general biofunctions of consciousness while specific conscious 
experiences must be analyzed from a phenomenological point of view. Put it 
differently, there can be compatibility between the two theories, provided that 
what should drive psychology is the reality of conscious experiences.) But then 
again few phenomenologists have engaged that path certainly because the way 
they address the relation between phenomenology and natural sciences is still 
based on the idea according to which there is something “transcendental” 
which must be “embodied” instead to recognize there is something already in 
the world which needs a proper theory. It is true, again, that Husserl opposed 
the idea that psychology should be entirely governed by perceptual principles 
but I do not think that precludes the dialogue with natural sciences. Both the 
opponents and the defenders have actually twisted the interpretation of what 
Husserl considered to be a must-follow epistemological condition when engaging 
into a realistic analysis of consciousness. Instead of taking it as the pointing out 
of the need to avoid reductionism, they considered it as a fundamental obstacle 
in the elaboration of a phenomenological psychology. However, the philosophical 
attitude with respect to a phenomenological psychology should change. More 
precisely, those who are inclined to consider that phenomenology is destined 
to argue against natural sciences should probably revise this belief for the sake 
of a future phenomenology. There is no moral concern in here. Certainly, if 
one understands phenomenology only as a critique of naturalism and natural 
sciences at the same time, compatibility with natural sciences is excluded. But 
then he will have to explain why phenomenology is eventually a fundamental 
revision of the traditional theories of consciousness. 

If conscious experiences are real (intentional) they are entitled to maxi-
mal philosophical and scientific relevance, namely to a psychology capable to 
address the psychophysical dimension of experience which means that moral 
concerns come always after and only based upon a nonreductive understanding 
of consciousness. Thus, when searching for compatibility between phenome-
nology and psychology one must keep in mind the epistemological primacy of 
consciousness (that is eventually the only axiom to follow) versus attempts to 
prescribe them. To that extent Husserl’s critique of philosophical naturalism is in 
fact a critique of the prescriptiveness within philosophical naturalism (especially 
within logical positivism). This is to say that naturalism and in general any 
theory (including phenomenology) are not called to decree the nature and the 
character of conscious experiences, rather it is the reality of consciousness that 
prescribes formal attempts. In short, when applying formal models to ontological 
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realities one needs to acknowledge their normative status which does not imply 
one has to dismiss their relevance. Philosophical naturalists and continentals 
seem to have overlooked this very important nuance within Husserl’s criticism. 
From a strictly ethical point of view, it means to dismiss both implicit and 
explicit prescriptive moral theories since that involves ontological claims, and 
to draw a moral theory based upon the ontological status of consciousness in 
a sense that ethics is not possible without ontology. I am not suggesting here 
anything like Sartre’s ethics of “authenticity” which does not emerge from the 
acknowledging of the intrinsic character of conscious experiences but from the 
tension between whatever Sartre thought conscious individuals are or how they 
become conscious, and whatever Sartre understands by an “oppressive system”. 
Sartre’s interpretation of classical phenomenology is ultimately unrelated with 
Husserl’s theory of consciousness in a sense that for Sartre, and in general for 
any philosopher who follows the same logic, consciousness emerges from the 
interaction of a subject with social systems in this particular case — in here a 
subject becomes conscious by external interaction. That, however, is not a phe-
nomenological idea. 

To become conscious means, in my opinion, to already have a natural ability to 
consciously experience something. Therefore consciousness is natural in a sense that 
conscious experiences do occur in the world but it is their intrinsic specificity that 
goes beyond the theories we struggle to formulate with respect to consciousness. 
To that extent a classical phenomenology is that theory which has recognized the 
intrinsic natural complexity of conscious experience, not a theory which makes 
conscious experiences untouchable from a psychological point of view. 
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