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Introduction
« 1 » The participatory position, name-

ly the realisation of being included in the 
very system one is researching, or of being 
“included in a larger circularity” (Foerster 
1992: 10), has reformed cybernetics into 
so-called second-order cybernetics. Such 
an epistemological perspective is extremely 
close to, if not synonymous with, the notion 
of constructivist epistemology. A relatively 
simplified depiction of this correspondence 
is shown in Figure 1.

« 2 » This figure requires some com-
ment. Namely, it does not necessarily por-
tray the chronological development of ideas, 
but their epistemological evolution (exten-
sive analysis can be found in Froese 2010). 
The term constructivism is used to denote 
an epistemological credo and various un-
derlying perspectives, i.e., “the idea that the 
mental world – or the experienced reality – 
is actively constructed or “brought forward,” 
and that the observer plays a major role in 
any theory” (Riegler 2012: 237).

« 3 » Traditional cybernetics (i.e., first-
order cybernetics) has proven to be fer-

tile ground for the development of several 
research fields, perhaps most notably for 
cognitive science. On the other hand, this 
is hardly the case with second-order cyber-
netics and constructivism. Obviously, the 
realisation of one’s participation in the ob-
served system does not carry equal weight 
within different fields of study. Still, there are 
certain areas of research where it appears to 
be of the utmost relevance. Reminiscing on 
the early years of second-order cybernetics, 
Heinz von Foerster describes the realisation 
that…

“ a brain is required to write a theory of a brain. 
From this follows that a theory of the brain, that 
has any aspirations for completeness, has to ac-
count for the writing of this theory. And even 
more fascinating, the writer of this theory has to 
account for her or himself.” (Foerster 2003: 289)

« 4 » In order to narrow down the area 
of interest, one might add that we need con-
sciousness to study consciousness, experi-
ence to study experience. It would appear 
that a constructivist epistemological posi-

tion should especially resonate in the fields 
of study where circular self-referentially 
closes in on itself.

« 5 » The aim of the present article is to 
argue that any research on experience nec-
essarily calls for a constructivist epistemo-
logical foundation. At the same time, radical 
constructivism (as a set of epistemological 
ideas) requires empirical grounding. Such a 
joint enterprise can be seen as the next logi-
cal step proceeding from present-day con-
structivist endeavours (see Figure 2).

In search of the science 
of the non-trivial
« 6 » This article attempts to demon-

strate that constructivism as a set of ideas 
necessarily requires a follow-up in empiri-
cal research and that a perfect candidate for 
this job exists. Despite being certain that 
the logic of this demonstration is sound and 
the arguments presented are valid, it would 
go against the spirit of the epistemology 
defended here to think that the character-
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istics of the author, his beliefs, and personal 
history do not play an essential part in the 
concepts being defended. It is in accordance 
with the fundamental idea of second-order 
cybernetics to give up the view from no-
where and to acknowledge the personal 
history of the author (Kordeš 2005). Simi-
larly, it is in line with the ideas of radical 
constructivism to give up the ambition of 
proposing the one and only correct theo-
retical solution; in other words, to expect it 
to reflect the objective state of affairs (Gla-
sersfeld 1991). In the same vein, it might be 
sensible to mention that the author of this 
text encountered (and turned to) second-
order cybernetics and constructivism as a 
computational cognitive scientist in search 
of a possibility for a more meaningful way 
of studying consciousness. One cannot help 
but feel a special fondness for the poetic 
style of von Foerster’s writings, for the “rad-
ical” version of constructivism (in the sense 
of “thoroughly consistent,” Riegler 2012: 
246), and for phenomenological inquiry 
as proposed in Natalie Depraz, Francisco 
Varela and Pierre Vermersch (2003). But 
after years of studying and advocating the 
constructivist idea, I feel a certain restless-
ness and a desire for a venue for empirical 
research and evaluation within this episte-
mological frame. This probably accounts for 

the search for an empirical grounding for 
constructivism as elaborated in the present 
article. Still, it seems that others have also 
been troubled by such feelings. In his 2001 
paper, Stuart Umpleby states somewhat re-
signedly:

“ After about twenty years of making the case for 
second order cybernetics, it seemed to me that we 
had largely succeeded. The idea of perspectival ob-
servation – what a person sees depends upon his 
or her background – had become widely accepted 
in scientific circles even if cyberneticians did not 
receive much credit for the change in thinking.” 
(Umpleby 2001: 88)

« 7 » No matter how fruitful, the long 
years of passionate and spirited arguing 
for their epistemological credo have left 
the constructivist community with a cer-
tain lack of fresh energy and – as Umpleby 
notices – largely without the credit they 
deserve. The idea of perspectival observa-
tion has indeed become widely accepted as 
representing the spirit of the postmodern 
era. Taking the role of the observer into ac-
count has even managed to find its way into 
some of the sciences, e.g., ethnography, but 
alas rarely in a form that would go beyond 
a kind of disclaimer or paragraph explain-
ing the researcher’s background. While this 

might be an underestimation,1 other clear 
indications exist that the project envisioned 
by the pioneers of second-order cybernetics 
is not yet accomplished (i.e., Umpleby 2001, 
2010) and that there is renewed interest in 
its continuation (e.g., Müller & Riegler 2014; 
Vörös 2014).

« 8 » The starting point of second-order 
cybernetics was a radical elaboration of the 
insights into the nature of human cognition 
achieved by classical cybernetics. It proceed-
ed from the seemingly simple realisation that 
it is impossible to reflect upon and research 
the characteristics of cognitive systems with-
out being aware of and taking into account 
the fact that the researchers are part of the 
very system they are observing and that the 
characteristics they perceive apply to them as 
well. In the seminal text by Ranulph Glan-
ville (1982), it is obvious that the pioneers of 
second-order cybernetics saw the relation-
ship between the cogniser and the cognised 
as equal, both of them participating in the 
game of co-creation (co-construction or – 
in a sense – co-deconstruction). From this, 
one might infer that their expectations and 
efforts were directed towards the preparation 
of a wider research paradigm based on the 
core constructivist postulation – a paradigm 
in which a researcher would participate in 
the researched phenomenon as an equal 
partner and co-creator.

« 9 » As part of the attempts made by 
second-order cybernetics to show the im-
portance of the inter-actional nature of cog-
nition, von Foerster constructed the term 
“non-trivial machines” (Foerster 1991), out-
lining the systems dependent on their his-
tory of interactions. Thus he writes:

“ When asked, all my friends consider themselves 
to be like non-trivial machines, and some of them 
think likewise of others. These friends and all the 
others who populate the world create the most 
fundamental epistemological problem, because 
the world, seen as a large non-trivial machine, is 
thus history dependent, analytically indetermin-

1 | Despite mainstream efforts of natural 
science (with an emphasis on physics) being di-
rected to bypassing the need to account for the 
role of the observer, some exceptions have to be 
mentioned, perhaps most notably endophysics 
(Rössler 1987) or complexity research (i.e., New-
man et al. 2006).
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able, and unpredictable. How shall we go about 
it?” (ibid: 71)

« 10 » Von Foerster suggests three possi-
ble strategies for dealing with this, so-called, 
fundamental epistemological problem: 1. ig-
nore the problem; 2. trivialise the world; and 
3. develop an epistemology of the non-trivi-
al. Amazing progress in (natural) science was 
made possible by taking the first option; that 
is, by denouncing any questions concerning 
its epistemological foundations and by large-
ly ignoring mutual influence between the re-
searcher and the researched system.

« 11 » However, there are certain areas 
where the ignorance strategy proves to be 
a little trickier. For example, at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century physicists were 
faced with a surprising case of the unavoid-
able influence of the observer and observa-
tion: in the quantum realm, the influence of 
observation could not be ignored. One of the 
reasons was that the disturbance of even the 
subtlest measurement is close to the order of 
magnitude of the phenomenon being mea-
sured. More importantly, the mathematical 
formalism of quantum mechanics represents 
every quantum entity as dispersed over a 
spectrum of different states and only the act 
of measurement “collapses” the entity’s wave 
function into the actuality of one single state. 
It is theoretically impossible to predict which 
state it will be in (before the measurement, 
we only know the probabilities). This raised 
questions of predictability and determin-
ism. Such strange properties of the quantum 
world seemed to endanger basic assumptions 
about the world as well as the established 
way of doing empirical natural science.

« 12 » Ever since, a plethora of inter-
pretations and solutions has been proposed 
in an effort to make sense of or, if possible, 
avoid “unnatural” elements (Einstein, quot-
ed in Schlipp 1998). One such interpretation 
is the ensemble or statistical interpretation 
(introduced by Max Born, described in Pais 
1982), suggesting that the wave function 
should not be read as a property of any sin-
gular entity, but should only be applied to 
large ensembles. In that way, probabilities are 
transformed into averages that can be pre-
dicted and accurately measured. Such a view 
avoids the issue of the collapse of the wave 
function and enables researchers to deal with 
the observed system as deterministic.

« 13 » Let us recall that for von Foerster, 
the line between trivial and non-trivial phe-
nomena marks the division between systems 
that are independent of their history of in-
teractions and those in which such a his-
tory cannot be ignored, resulting in their 
unpredictability. Within this view, we may 
conclude that the statistical processing of 
quantum mechanics represents von Foer-
ster’s second strategy: trivialisation. Further, 
it can also be shown (Kordeš 2005) that the 
division between trivial and non-trivial can 
be translated into the question of in which 
systems we can disregard the influence of the 
observer and in which not.

« 14 » The trivialisation strategy does not 
resolve von Foerster’s “fundamental episte-
mological problem” but avoids it. The strat-
egy is based upon the requirement that the 
observed system has to be predictable and 
independent of the observer (if not of the 
measurement). It selects only those systems 
from the observed area that meet this re-
quirement. By accepting such a strategy, sci-
ence becomes a kind of filter: letting through 
only that part of the experienced world that is 
repeatable, predictable (at least in principle), 
and in which the influence of the observer 
can be either ignored or avoided. Statistical 
interpretation has filtered individual events – 
thus allowing the continuation of empirical 
naturalistic research, but only at the price of 
prohibiting research on individual quantum 
events. The spirit of the ensemble interpre-
tation (observing behaviour at a statistical 
level only and thus ignoring individuality) is 
not only adhered to in physics. Very similar 
conventions are upheld in other areas, most 
notably in psychology and, lately, in cogni-
tive science.

« 15 » The problem of quantum mechan-
ics is especially interesting because it brought 
the examination of epistemological founda-
tions to the very core of natural science. 
Solutions proposed by the pioneers of quan-
tum physics are neither naive nor ignorant.2 
Constructivists therefore cannot settle for 

2 | Some of the proposed solutions are epis-
temologically very innovative and can even help 
in understanding introspection and conscious-
ness. Further discussion on those topics exceeds 
the scope of the present article, but can be found 
in Bitbol & Petitmengin (2013), Bitbol (2014), 
Kordeš (2015), etc.

an excuse and blame the exclusion of their 
ideas on the epistemological insensitivity of 
the scientific community. For physicists (and 
recently, cognitive scientists) resorting to 
trivialisation is not so much a question of ig-
norance as of there simply not being a viable 
alternative so far, one that would allow for 
empirical research and at the same time ac-
cept the findings of constructivist epistemol-
ogy. Until there is such an alternative, there is 
no point in waiting for scientific methodol-
ogy to adapt to constructivist epistemologi-
cal realisations (as sound as they might be) 
of its own accord. The trivialisation strategy 
– for now – seems to offer the best means of 
keeping science successful.

« 16 » As the third strategy of dealing 
with the non-trivial, von Foerster suggests 
the development of an epistemology of the 
non-trivial. The premise of the present ar-
ticle is that such an epistemology already 
exists – namely constructivism. The prob-
lem lies in its apparent incompatibility with 
classical scientific endeavours. To date, we 
are still unable to work out how scientific 
research might take some of the insights of 
radical constructivism into account. Such a 
research approach would be ready, for ex-
ample, to give up the assumption of a solid 
researched substance, undisturbed by obser-
vation and the properties of the observer. A 
constructivist science should find a way to 
take account of the researcher’s active role, 
involvement in the observed phenomenon, 
and the constant dynamism resulting from 
such acts of observation.

« 17 » While the search for a potential 
blending of naturalistically oriented science 
and constructivist ideas goes on, let us take 
this opportunity to suggest an alternative 
idea: to find an area of research where the 
naturalistic paradigm (i.e., von Foerster’s 
first and second strategy) has been proven 
to be unsuccessful. If we look at the triviali-
sation processes used by contemporary sci-
ence as a filter that allows only those areas 
of the experienced world to pass through 
that appear to be observer-independent 
(i.e., they allow post festum trivialisation), 
a sensible approach might be to look for an 
area that is ruled out by this filter. This must 
be an area for which the role of the observer 
is so intrinsic that it is impossible to deny 
it: the area of empirical research on experi-
ence.

http://constructivist.info/11/2
http://constructivist.info/11/2


PH
IL

OS
OP

HI
CA

L C
ON

CE
PT

S 
IN

 E
NA

CT
IV

IS
M

378

 CONSTRUCTIVIST FOUNDATIONs vol. 11, N°2

Constructivism points 
towards phenomenology
« 18 » In this section, I attempt to climb 

up onto the shoulders of giants and demon-
strate how constructivist ideas can be seen 
as signposts for research into lived human 
experience. I will demonstrate that most au-
thors from the radical constructivism spec-
trum in the final instance arrive – albeit by 
different roads – at the phenomenological 
attitude, i.e., the view that experience is pri-
mary. In Francisco Varela’s words, one can 
describe such an attitude as

“ the re-discovery of the primacy of human ex-
perience and its direct, lived quality that is phe-
nomenology’s foundational project. This is the 
sense within which Edmund Husserl inaugurated 
this thinking in the West, and established a long 
tradition that is well and alive today not only in 
Europe but world-wide.” (Varela 1996: 335)

« 19 » Examining the work of some 
pioneers of constructivism, their alignment 
with the phenomenological attitude seems 
quite obvious. For example, Alexander 
Riegler (2012: 238) describes Ernst Mach’s 
epistemological position as a “phenom-
enological perspective, according to which 
the world consists only of our sensations, 
knowledge does not refer to material entities 
but to sensations only.” Accordingly, Riegler 
brands Mach’s branch of constructivism as 
“phenomenological constructivism.”

« 20 » Despite the fact that all con-
structivist approaches share the belief that 
the mental world or experienced reality is 
not a one-to-one representation of a mind-
independent reality, they do not share a uni-
fied opinion about the relationship between 
the two. With this in mind, Riegler (2012) 
divides constructivist approaches into dual-
ist and non-dualist ones. The “dualist” ap-
proaches “maintain that constructed mental 
structures gradually adapt to the structures 
of the real world” (ibid: 240), whereas “non-
dualist” approaches hold a more agnostic 
attitude to discussions of and even the very 
existence of a mind-independent reality. 
This agnosticism does not of course imply 
its denial but the denial of the possibility to 
“rationally know a reality beyond our expe-
rience” (Glasersfeld 2001: 41). Constructiv-
ists who take this denial quite literally thus 

take up the phenomenological attitude. For 
the continuation of our reflections, it is im-
portant to know that from such a position, 
the experienced reality is seen as the only 
area that can be researched, while mind-in-
dependent reality “arises as an explanatory 
proposition of our experience of operational 
coherences” (Maturana 1988: 39). The align-
ment of his vision of constructivism with the 
phenomenological attitude was expressed 
even more radically by von Foerster in his 
so-called constructivist postulate, which al-
ready drifts towards idealism: “Experience is 
the primary cause and the world is a conse-
quence of it” (1996: 34, see also Glasersfeld 
1995).3

« 21 » Constructivism and – as will be-
come clear later – contemporary empirical 
research on experience consists of a wide ar-
ray of concepts and research projects, which 
makes it even harder to make any general 
conclusions about the basic assumptions 
upon which they are built. But in view of 
what was presented above, it does not ap-
pear ungrounded to conclude that the core 
representatives of both fields proceed upon 
the same realisation of the primacy of hu-
man experience. While some (construc-
tivists) take this realisation as one of the 
epistemological factors, others (empirical 
researchers into experience) regard it as a 
definition of their research subject. In con-
structivist texts, with perhaps the exception 
of Mach, one as a rule does not find many 

3 | At this point it is necessary to point out 
the diversity of expressions used to denote the dis-
tinction between the experiential and the subject-
independent. In this target article, the following 
terms are taken to have a similar meaning: on 
the experiential side – phenomenal world, men-
tal world, experienced reality, etc.; on the side of 
the external, objective world – noumenal world, 
mind-independent reality, real world, or some-
times just world. Riegler (2012: 240) warns of the 
need for clearer articulation: “…in the German-
speaking literature on constructivism, the distinc-
tion is often made between Wirklichkeit (from 
the German “wirken,” meaning “to have an effect 
on”) – the world as the domain of our experi-
ence – and reality (from Latin “res” = thing) – the 
world as the domain of things in themselves.” It is 
also important to emphasise that the above-men-
tioned distinction is just a terminological one, it 
does not imply any epistemic stance.

suggestions (on how) to research that which 
is “primary.” Most constructivist authors do 
not perceive research on experience as a ba-
sic task, but tend to see constructivism more 
as a “horizontal meta-science” (Riegler 2012: 
237). The proposal advocated in this article 
is that it would make sense to consider the 
possibility of upgrading constructivism into 
an empirical research method, which would 
allow it to upgrade or refresh its epistemo-
logical foundations with research on human 
experience.

Empirical phenomenology 
needs constructivism
« 22 » While awareness of the primary 

position of experience seemingly reflects 
one of the most essential notions of con-
structivism, it is by no means its own dis-
covery. In Western philosophy it is possible 
to trace the long line of this idea’s evolution 
perhaps as far bask as Xenophanes or the 
skeptics (such as Pyrrho, Agrippa or Sextus 
Empiricus who are often quoted by von Gla-
sersfeld). In later periods, it has resurfaced 
several times in diverse ways.

« 23 » One of the more important in-
stances of this includes Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe’s scientific project. At the end of 
the eighteenth century he tried to propose 
an alternative to Cartesian-Newtonian sci-
ence and its doubt in experience. Goethe 
endeavoured to pursue morphology and op-
tics in a rigorous and systematic way from 
the point of view of focusing and sensitising 
the observer. The most relevant for the pres-
ent discussion is his idea of the relationship 
between the observer and the observed. To 
him, research was a dynamic process of inti-
misation between the two:

“ Goethe intimates a concept of order according 
to which not only the object of observation chang-
es and moves but also the subject of observation. 
Both the observer and that which is observed 
changes, transforms and develops. Goethe’s claim 
that perception [Anschauung] itself could change 
or [be] enlivened is based on the prior assumption 
that perception and understanding [Verstand] are 
always related.” (Wellmon 2010: 161)

« 24 » Goethe’s “poetic” science received 
ample derision and was later almost com-

http://constructivist.info/11/2
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pletely forgotten. It could in no way stand up 
to Newton’s approach, which managed to ig-
nore the depth, quality, and uniqueness (i.e., 
properties of the non-trivial) of individual 
experience, thereby ensuring the prolifera-
tion of natural science.

« 25 » It would appear that each new 
wave of enthusiasm for the natural sciences 
also brings fresh interest in research on ex-
perience. The transition from the nineteenth 
to the twentieth century did not bring just 
a massive onset of the natural sciences and 
technology, but also an increase in interest 
in experience, as demonstrated in the work 
of the German introspectionists, William 
James, the so-called Kyoto school (described 
in Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1991), and 
others. Of all the authors from this period, 
it is Edmund Husserl who deserves our par-
ticular attention here: he succeeded in mak-
ing a most comprehensive articulation of 
the primary status of experience and point-
ed out the problems of the approach taken 
by natural science in the research on this 
area. He demonstrated the uncritical, un-
examined way in which the natural science 
paradigm takes up everyday ontological and 
epistemological intuitions (the so-called 
natural attitude). Phenomenology was con-
ceived as a fundamental science of essences, 
which could be fathomed by practicing phe-
nomenological reduction, i.e., by bracketing 
the natural attitude. By introducing phe-
nomenological reduction, Husserl set up 
methodological grounds for the foundation 
of such a research project. Phenomenol-
ogy grew to become a strong philosophical 
movement, but unfortunately, “it would be 
an exaggeration to claim that Husserl pro-
duced a universally accepted methodology” 
(Vörös 2014: 98).

« 26 » Despite Husserl’s argumentation 
against the gathering of psychological data 
on parts of experience and despite psycho-
logical scepticism about the validity of data 
gained by introspection (e.g., Nisbett & Wil-
son 1977), attempts at empirical research on 
experience have gained new ground in the 
past few decades. As early as the 1970s, a 
strong qualitative research tradition start-
ed, mostly in psychology and education 
(i.e., Giorgi 1970; Manen 1997), develop-
ing specific concepts and approaches. Yet 
more relevant for the purpose of this article 
is the recent development of phenomeno-

logical research techniques connected to the 
progress of cognitive neuroscience. Almost 
paradoxically, the very faith in the possibil-
ity of reducing experience to neurological 
processes represents one of the causes of in-
creased interest in the subjective that can be 
noticed recently. Even though neuroscience 
often treats experience merely as a trouble-
some epiphenomenon, it has become appar-
ent that at least a certain level of knowledge 
about direct experience is required for mea-
suring its physiological correlates (Vörös & 
Markič 2014). Due to this, cognitive neuro-
science has “accepted the role of introspec-
tion or reporting personal mental experi-
ence as a form of data” (Barinaga 2003: 45). 
Besides accepting phenomenal data, it is be-
coming increasingly apparent that acquiring 
this data is far from trivial. Russell Hurlburt 
(1979, 2009) and others (i.e., Petitmengin 
2006; Lah & Kordeš 2014) have shown that 
it does not suffice to simply ask about expe-
rience. Much more sophisticated, iterative 
techniques are required, preferably involv-
ing some training of the participants.

« 27 » Partially due to the needs of cog-
nitive neuroscience, these past two decades 
have witnessed the development of a whole 
new range of empirical approaches, meth-
ods, techniques, and ideas. So far, research-
ers of experience have not yet formed a uni-
form group with a common methodology 
or a specifically defined research objective. 
On the contrary, the array of research tech-
niques aimed at experience covers a wide 
range of approaches, from simple quantita-
tive questionnaires (i.e., Christoff et al. 2009; 
Killingsworth & Gilbert 2010) to in-depth 
dialogical methods. Quantitative approaches 
mostly do not reach beyond questions such 
as, for example: “Where was your attention 
focused just before the probe?” with possible 
answers “on task” or “off task” (Christoff et al. 
2009) or “How do you feel right now?” (the 
participant is required to choose a point on 
the scale ranging from “very good” to “very 
bad”; Killingsworth & Gilbert 2010). Such 
a simple perspective of experience is quite 
compatible with the methods of neurosci-
ence and thus very common. It is obvious 
that in such research it is not necessary to ac-
cept the phenomenological attitude – on the 
contrary, in research where one is required to 
collaborate with neuroscience it is very use-
ful to adhere to its basic assumptions.

« 28 » Qualitative, in-depth research 
approaches on the opposite side of the spec-
trum include the elicitation second-person 
techniques developed by Vermersch (2009) 
and Claire Petitmengin (2006), the descrip-
tive experience sampling method by Hurl-
burt (Hurlburt & Heavey 2006), the more 
clinically-oriented research approaches by 
Josef Parnas (Parnas & Gallagher 2015) and 
Daniel Stern (2004), and others (some of 
which are reviewed in Varela & Shear 1999 
and more recently in Froese, Gould & Bar-
rett 2011). This is the group of approaches 
on which I will be concentrating. These are 
the approaches conceived especially for re-
search on experience and that have been 
modelled using phenomenological insights.

« 29 »  The approaches in question agree 
upon and follow the basic methodological 
directions suggested by phenomenology. 
Still, they mostly do not fully adopt the phe-
nomenological attitude. This explains why 
these research approaches could perhaps be 
more appropriately described as phenom-
enologically inspired approaches or phenom-
enological psychology (Zahavi 2004).4

« 30 » Further on, when presenting my 
vision of the fusion of experience research 
and constructivist epistemology, I will use 
the term empirical phenomenology to denote 
that having “empirical” and “phenomenol-
ogy” in the same phrase is not an oxymoron. 
I intend to indicate that bracketing the natu-
ral attitude can still allow for the systematic 
gathering of empirical data. Approaches 
such as the elicitation interview or descrip-
tive experience sampling will be considered 
as candidates that might – beside especially 
dedicated introspection techniques – be-
come part of a kind of research that will no 
longer try to trivialise the field of experi-
ence. Thus, when using the term “empirical,” 
I do not mean the methods oriented accord-
ing to the requirements of the natural sci-
ences. Instead, I use it to designate specially 
dedicated techniques of gathering phenom-

4 | Some also speak of “first-person research” 
(Petranker 2003) in order to stress that what is 
examined is the subjective, the “inner.” It might 
be more useful, however, to preserve this termi-
nology for delineating the focus of the research: 
third-person (examining the experience of oth-
ers), second-person (dialogical co-research), or 
first-person (examining one’s own experience).
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enal data, thus distinct from what Hurlburt 
& Schwitzgebel (2011) call “armchair intro-
spection.”

« 31 » In his neurophenomenological 
programme, Varela (1996) stipulates his 
hope that one day, systematic research on 
experience will represent a complement to 
its neuroscientific counterpart. But for this 
to happen, it would need to reach the stan-
dards of conventional science: repeatability, 
intersubjectivity, and, as a result, the deriva-
tion of general laws, perhaps even predict-
ability. Similar hopes are shared by many 
other phenomenological researchers. Their 
more or less articulated assumption speaks 
in favour of the possibility of capturing the 
essential structure and dynamics of human 
experience. Their research is therefore ex-
pected to reveal stable, recurring structures 
that would be valid intersubjectively and in-
tersituationally. It might be possible that in 
order to get there, entirely new methods and 
ways of research will be needed, but there 
are few people who actually doubt that re-
ducing experience to a trivial phenomenon 
(in von Foerster’s words) is possible.

« 32 » Varela (1996), and more thor-
oughly Varela and Jonathan Shear (1999), 
enumerate the problems encountered in the 
research on experience, and the critics who 
warn about them. Among them Varela men-
tions Daniel Dennett (1991), who believes 
that phenomenology is unable to give any 
meaningful contribution to science due to 
the lack of consensus about what method to 
use. Perhaps Varela is a little hasty in reject-
ing Dennett’s criticism:

“ In a book that is in many other respects so sa-
vant and insightful, this display of ignorance con-
cerning phenomenology is a symptom that says a 
lot about what’s amiss in this field.” (Varela 1996: 
334)

« 33 » The fact remains that currently in 
the area of empirical phenomenology there 
is no consensus about what technique of 
collecting data and/or analysis to use. Nei-
ther is there a coordinated division of the 
area of research – similarly to in the time 
of the German introspectionists, the units 
and parameters according to which different 
researchers compartmentalise experiential 
space still vary widely today. This state of af-
fairs partially discloses an even more acute 

fact: the influence of personal history and 
theoretical framework on the results of the 
research. This also begs the question of who 
is actually the researcher in cases like this: 
is it the scientist conducting the interview 
or rather the participant who is supposedly 
rummaging through her experience and re-
porting it? (The manner of observation is of 
course affected by the personal history of 
both.)

« 34 » Besides, many phenomenologi-
cal studies indicate that some psychological 
constructs conceal experiential modalities 
that are individually completely diverse. 
One could take the example of the phenom-
enology of thinking. Temple Grandin (1996) 
has discovered at least three utterly diverse 
types of experiential structures of think-
ing in autistic people, while Hurlburt and 
Heavey (2006) arrived at the same conclu-
sion based on the results obtained from the 
entire population (unfortunately, Hurlburt’s 
and Grandin’s typologies are far from com-
patible). From this it could be concluded 
that interweaving of the researcher’s ty-
pologisation of experiential landscape, the 
observer’s punctuation, and individual vari-
ability of experience brings into question the 
very possibility and sense of intersubjective 
validation of phenomenological data.

« 35 » This Gordian knot points to an 
even more elementary problem with the re-
search on experience: the so-called “excava-
tion fallacy” (Depraz, Varela & Vermersch 
2003), i.e., the problem of mutual influence 
between the researcher and the researched. 
John Searle sees this problem as the ultimate 
proof that systematic scientific research on 
experience is indeed impossible.

“ The very fact of subjectivity, which we were try-
ing to observe, makes such an observation impos-
sible. Why? Because where conscious subjectivity 
is concerned, there is no distinction between the 
observer and the thing observed... Any introspec-
tion I have of my own conscious state is itself that 
conscious state.” (Searle 1992: 97)

« 36 » Interestingly, the above-men-
tioned central issue of the research on con-
sciousness cannot be found in reports from 
empirical phenomenological studies. All 
existing research techniques either ignore 
or attempt to minimise the interaction be-
tween the researcher, the research itself, and 

the researched. In other words, they use one 
of the first two strategies to solve von Foer-
ster’s “fundamental epistemological prob-
lem.” It would thus appear that empirical 
phenomenology is actually trying to follow 
the standards of validity taken over from 
natural science – a science developed for 
research on the trivial. A methodological 
toolbox based on eliminating the subjective 
element is being used in research on the sub-
jective. And although Varela (1996) points 
out the novelties of research on experience 
and warns against preconceived notions of 
what is normal and what is not, he does not 
dare go much further. It looks as if the fear 
of being disclosed as unscientific has created 
a blind spot for some of the essential charac-
teristics of experience:

 � Experience is simultaneously the frame-
work of our observation, the observing 
eye, and the object of observation.

 � By researching it, experience changes.
 � The change in experience in turn chang-

es the observer and therefore the obser-
vation.

 � The above circularity is not a → b, b → a; 
it is a → a – experience observing experi-
ence.

 � Our current experience is a point in 
the history of experience, which is con-
structing itself.

 � Acquiring knowledge about experience 
is not so much about creating a categori-
cal system as about expanding aware-
ness to reach ever more subtle skills of 
bracketing the natural attitude and en-
hancing meta-experience (the experi-
ence of experience).

 � Knowledge about experience is itself 
a new experience. In Jack Petranker’s 
words, by observing experience we are 
becoming “conscious differently” (Pe-
tranker 2003: 5).
« 37 » If one tries to trivialise research 

on experience, most of the above-mentioned 
points become lost. Rejecting the attempt to 
ignore the above-mentioned points, there 
are two approaches to take: either agree with 
Dennett and give up research on experience, 
or bite the bullet and develop a non-trivial 
research strategy, a strategy that ought to in-
clude three:

« 38 » Observation – Accepting the con-
structive role of observation and giving up 
the notion of duality between observation 
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and the observed. The next two require-
ments can be seen as corollaries of the first 
one and can prove to be more controversial.

« 39 » Intersubjectivity – Giving up the 
stipulation of intersubjective validation as 
a necessary condition for meaningful re-
search. This does not imply that systematic 
research on experience cannot and will not 
yield intersubjective and/or repeatable re-
sults. The new strategy we are searching for 
should, similarly to standard science, strive 
for stable, intersubjective patterns (or “in-
variants”; Varela 1996: 337). But – and this 
is crucial – it should not reject results that 
do not live up to that standard simply be-
cause we do not know how to incorporate 
them into standard (trivial) science. Many, 
starting with Husserl, assure us that phe-
nomenological approaches can bring us to 
invariants, but so far no one has been able 
to prove that in a fully convincing and sat-
isfactory way (as reflected in Dennet’s criti-
cism mentioned above). It is important to 
understand that what is meant here is not 
an agreement on subjective judgements (in 
the vein of Thomas Metzinger’s “this one is 
the most blue one” 2003), nor an agreement 
on the explanations of mental phenomena 
(which is a classic psychological comment 
on introspective methods; i.e., Nisbet & 
Wilson 1977). When talking about intersub-
jectivity in the area of research on experi-
ence, I am referring to the most elementary 
notion of the term: agreement between re-
searchers on the description of the experi-
ential phenomenon.5 Invariants would then 
be the experiential modalities on which the 
majority of researchers would reach an in-
tersubjective agreement. Such expectations 
are perfectly viable if we believe that what 
we are researching is “something out there” 
– something that is “there” regardless of the 
properties and the horizon of the observer. 
But if we are ready to give up this assump-

5 | A discussion of the finer points of the is-
sue is beyond the scope of the article, but has been 
amply dealt with in other sources, i.e., Husserl 
(2012), Bitbol & Petitmengin (2013), and Froese 
(2009), if we consider only phenomenology-re-
lated ones. The point of view for social structures 
(including self-referential operations constituted 
by communication) is extensively covered by 
studies of the autopoiesis of communication (i.e., 
Luhmann 1995).

tion and instead choose to regard the act of 
observing and the observed object as an in-
divisible unit, such expectations are no lon-
ger self-evident. The hope that still remains, 
despite everything, is that the multitude of 
research, comparisons, and analyses will 
eventually bring us to asymptotes in which 
the diverse observations will finally be 
aligned. But we should not regard this hope 
as more valuable than the data available to 
us – regardless of how threatening the alter-
native might seem. This is exactly the bullet 
we have to bite if we hope to achieve a sci-
ence of the non-trivial. By starting from the 
assumption that the research will lead to re-
peatable and comparable data, we are merely 
repeating the trivialisation strategy. There 
is no other way to take up the challenge of 
the epistemology (and methodology) of the 
non-trivial but to face the fear that such re-
search might not produce universally com-
parable data. We have to face the possibility 
that our fears might turn out to be justified 
– i.e., that an intersubjective non-trivial sci-
ence is impossible. There is only one way for 
us to find out: to allow (at least at the start 
of such a research endeavour) for data that 
are not necessarily intersubjectively vali-
dated. Perhaps at least part of the reason for 
the 100-year struggle for the recognition of 
introspection methods lies in its attempt to 
follow the trivialisation strategy of the natu-
ral sciences.

« 40 » Transformation – Acknowledg-
ing the possibility of a personal transforma-
tion of the researcher. This has been foreseen 
by a number of theoreticians, contemplating 
the possibilities of a phenomenology-in-
spired science (i.e., Varela 1996; Petranker 
2003; Bitbol 2012; Vörös 2014). But it has 
probably been foreseen most forcefully by 
Husserl himself:

“ the total phenomenological attitude and the 
epoché belonging to it are destined in essence to 
effect…a complete personal transformation, com-
parable in the beginning to a religious conversion, 
which then, however, over and above this, bears 
within itself the significance of the greatest exis-
tential transformation which is assigned as a task 
to mankind as such.” (Husserl 1970: 137)

« 41 » The strategy in question should 
abandon the view from nowhere and adhere 
to von Glasersfeld’s observation that “We 

can only really explain experience through 
experience” (Glasersfeld 1995: 20). When 
comparing the enumerated characteristics 
of experience with the properties that con-
structivist science ought to consist of, as 
described in the second section, it is easy to 
detect a large amount of overlap. This over-
lap consists in the unavoidable role of the 
observer, the circularity, and dissolution of 
borders between observation and construc-
tion, between the observed, observer, and 
observation, etc. All of these seem to dem-
onstrate that constructivism is indeed a suit-
able candidate for a functional framework 
for research on experience.

Constructivist science

« 42 » The vision of the evolution of 
constructivism put forward in the follow-
ing section presents the use of constructiv-
ist concepts as an epistemological frame-
work for which there exists an appropriate 
empirical substance – lived human expe-
rience. This proposal might be said to in-
clude the transformation of constructivism 
from meta-science into an empirical re-
search discipline. From the point of view of 
empirical phenomenology, I propose an al-
ternative to naturalisation: instead of hav-
ing phenomenology adapt to the research 
methods of natural science, a new episte-
mological framework would allow it to 
derive new, better-adapted methodological 
strategies. Let me explain that my ambition 
here is not to oppose the naturalisation, 
i.e., the phenomenologisation, of natural 
science (as mentioned by Zahavi 2004 and 
Vörös 2014). Instead, I attempt to pres-
ent a fusion between the phenomenologi-
cal area of research (which also includes 
basic methodological guidelines) and the 
constructivist epistemological framework. 
Such a fusion would use methodological 
tools from natural science if possible – but 
no more than allowed by the limit of non-
triviality.

« 43 » A concrete specification of the re-
search strategy must remain a challenge for 
the future. At this stage, it is not yet entirely 
clear whether the definition of science can 
be extended to the point of accommodating 
a non-trivial strategy required by the char-
acteristics of experience, as presented in the 
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previous section. Nevertheless, it is a direc-
tion worth examining. In this section, I will 
touch upon some of the key points such an 
examination might follow, beginning with a 
short reflection on the relationship between 
empirical research and constructivism.

« 44 » The notion of research is nor-
mally connected to the process of discover-
ing the world “as it really is,” i.e., discover-
ing the properties of the objective world. 
As we have seen above, constructivism – as 
well as phenomenology – brackets the cer-
tainty about the existence of any such thing. 
Taking this agnosticism into account, the 
question emerges: What is the meaning of 
research within constructivism? And what 
exactly is it the constructivism should be 
researching? The answer to the former ques-
tion might be found in Glanville’s (1982) 
analysis of the act of observation through 
the metaphor of “whitening” the black box 
(before that, a similar model was proposed 
by Glasersfeld 1974). The observation is 
modelled as a search for a stable interaction 
between a white box (the observer) and a 
black box (the observed). While to the ob-
server the act of observation might appear 
as the construction of a functional descrip-
tion of the observed, such a perspective 
is only viable when the observer excludes 
herself from the system. From the point of 
view of the system that includes both the ob-
server and the observed, this is an attempt 
at constructing a stable interaction (or in 
von Foerster’s words: an “eigenbehaviour,” 
Foerster 1976: 93). Observation (as well as 
research) is therefore a constructive interac-
tional process of negotiation, with the aim 
of achieving a stable coupling (i.e., seeing, 
understanding, etc.) and as such, a skill that 
has to be trained.

« 45 » Let us suppose that we have to a 
certain degree managed to quell the seem-
ing opposition between the act of construc-
tion and the act of research. But even if we 
are aware of this at the theoretical level, it 
is hard to transfer such a realisation to the 
world of everyday experience. From the ex-
periential aspect, research is perceived as the 
endeavour to see/understand the observed 
object such as it is. The phenomenology of 
observation and research appears to be nec-
essarily connected to the desire to see what 
is there (and not the intention of construc-
tion). Trying to see/understand how things 

are appears to be the experience of (every) 
act of observation. It seems that the strong 
intention to find out is precisely that which 
drives any researcher to drill persistently 
into a question and does not allow them to 
be satisfied with the first superficial answer.

« 46 » It would seem that the default 
mode of our everyday interpretation of lived 
experience is realistic. Husserl described 
this tendency to interpret experience as the 
observation of the external, observation-
independent world with the term “natural” 
and sometimes also “everyday attitude” 
(Husserl 1982). And it is at this very point 
that constructivism meets phenomenology: 
unlike natural science, which does not ques-
tion this default mode, both constructiv-
ism and phenomenology put such a belief 
within brackets. This gesture was dubbed 
“phenomenological reduction” by Husserl 
(ibid.), while Varela sometimes refers to it 
also as the “gesture of reflection.” Through 
such a gesture

“ […] the habitual way we (have to) relate to 
our lived-world changes. This does not mean to 
consider a different world but rather to consider 
the present one otherwise. As we said before, this 
gesture transforms a naive or unexamined expe-
rience into a reflexive or second-order one. Phe-
nomenology correctly insists on this shift from 
the natural to the phenomenological attitude, 
since it is only then that the world and my experi-
ence appear as open and in need of exploration.” 
(Varela 1996: 336)

« 47 » The latter remark by Varela, 
namely that it is precisely this bracketing 
of the notion of the “real world” that opens 
up the space for exploration, is especially 
interesting for the present discussion. The 
gesture of reflection can be seen as a con-
structivist turn – the turn from focusing 
on the construct to taking an interest in 
the process of construction itself. Such a 
change in focus opens up the view to (con-
stitutes the possibility of) new areas of the 
experienced world. From the constructivist 
perspective, this is a way to make the natu-
ral attitude become the object of research, 
which from this newly found point of view 
no longer appears to be a reflection of the 
actual state of the world, but a process aimed 
at ensuring a continuous, meaningful flow 
of experience. The object of constructivist 

research might not lie in parts of the world 
but in the very process of its enactment. 
How does the world emerge? How can the 
notion of a continuous flow of experience be 
maintained? In this way, research essentially 
becomes second-order research – research 
into that which one researches with. Most 
of the above-mentioned processes/phenom-
ena are familiar to constructivists, but rarely 
empirically researched. And even when they 
are, there is no consensus about the perspec-
tive and methods that should be applied. I 
have tried to argue that the phenomenologi-
cal perspective is a result of adopting what 
I have called “the constructivist turn.” That 
claim accepted, the proposed enhanced ver-
sion of empirical phenomenology can offer 
the means and tools for constructivist re-
search.

« 48 » In the selection of research areas, 
this target article somewhat diverges from 
Varela’s plan since to a certain degree he ne-
glects the fact that it is the research paradigm 
that determines the areas of research. In his 
project he assumes that the phenomena re-
searched by phenomenology will at least to 
some extent coincide with those of neuro-
science (e.g., Varela 1999). This assumption 
is not very appropriate as a starting point, 
considering phenomenology’s objections to 
the naive and unexamined stance of natural 
sciences (Zahavi 2004). It is important to 
let the areas of research spread out in ac-
cordance with the new epistemology rather 
than measuring them with a yardstick bor-
rowed from third-person cognitive science.

« 49 » The research approach and tech-
niques of constructivist science as proposed 
here could partially be borrowed from em-
pirical phenomenology, i.e., second-person 
techniques for gathering phenomenal data 
as envisioned by Petitmengin (2006), Ver-
mersch (2009), Hurlburt (1997), and others. 
But since most of these research approaches 
are adapted to the trivialisation filter of nat-
ural science, the constructivist framework 
could enable research to adapt much better 
to the non-trivial properties of experience.

« 50 » Two principal venues can be dis-
cerned here, i.e., two essential aspects of em-
pirical phenomenology, where a more ap-
propriate epistemological basis could come 
in useful. The first one is the problem: What 
are we actually observing? Most of the exist-
ing techniques are based on a more or less 
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explicit assumption that the stability of the 
researched substance is similar to that dealt 
with in the natural sciences, in the case of 
research on lived experience this is the as-
sumption of reified experience. The major-
ity of techniques thus presuppose that in the 
area of experience research, one can separate 
the researched substance from the research-
er. Hurlburt (2009), for example, mentions 
the “pristine experience” and constructs his 
entire research technique on trying to mini-
mise the influence of retrospection (and by 
that the influence of the research). A slight 
exception might be found in recent work by 
Petitmengin and Michel Bitbol (2009). They 
notice that their research technique changes 
the experience researched and appear to be 
open to questioning what it is that the retro-
spective methods are in fact researching. In 
Bitbol & Petitmengin (2013) we can detect a 
step away from the reification of experience, 
accompanied by the introduction of new 
ways of validation.

« 51 » Nevertheless, it appears that most 
attempts at empirical research on experience 
have so far failed to open up a space for ac-
cepting the possibility that what is being re-
searched is not necessarily a fixed structure, 
independent of the observer’s actions, ges-
tures, and attitudes. Namely, it is a possibil-
ity that becomes evident once we bracket the 
notion of the observer-independent reality 
and once we allow for the possibility that the 
observation is part of the construction. As a 
constructivist, one should not be surprised 
that one’s observations are being invented, 
constructed, or rather enacted.6 The influ-
ence of observation, the observer’s perspec-
tive, and expectations should thus no longer 
be considered as merely a bias that needs to 
be minimised, but as a constitutive, insepa-
rable part of the result.

6 | Varela, Thompson & Rosch (1991: 172) 
introduced enaction with the intention to find a 
term that would characterize the “middle way” 
between what they call “the chicken position” (ob-
servation is the recovery of pre-given properties 
of the world) and “the egg position” (the cognitive 
system constructs its own reality). The term has 
mostly been associated with the embodied aspect 
of cognition, which I am not tackling in the pres-
ent article. Nevertheless, its central meaning is 
exactly what I want to emphasise in the present 
discussion.

« 52 » Such a realisation underlines the 
problem already mentioned in this article: 
by letting go of the notion of the observer-
independent world, one has to accept that 
what is being researched is not necessar-
ily a shared area. There is a strong intuition 
that the laws governing our experience are 
shared and uniform, but that does not suffice 
as an argument on which to base a research 
project. Accepting the uncertainty brought 
about by the agnostic stance towards the 
real world is one of the most difficult aspects 
of the construction of a non-trivial science 
since we must accept the possibility that 
perhaps (despite our best efforts directed to-
wards such goal) we will never reach invari-
ant results and thus a fully-fledged scientific 
project. Still, science as an open-ended in-
quiry is all about gathering evidence and 
following it wherever it leads. Bearing this 
in mind, it would actually be unscientific to 
abandon our research even before it actually 
begins just because there are no guarantees 
that it will ultimately be possible to create a 
general, intersubjective model. After all, this 
would not be much different from the situ-
ation of biologists in the times of Alexander 
von Humboldt, gathering samples every-
where they went without knowing for cer-
tain if they would ever be able to produce a 
system, i.e., capture the general idea.

« 53 » The first question (What actually 
is it that we are observing?) begs the next 
one: Who is the researcher? This is another 
problematic point of discussion from the 
perspective of standard science. Experience 
research, i.e., the first-person aspect, quickly 
brings us to the realisation that our everyday 
intuitions about experience are quite poor 
(cf. Hurlburt 2009) and that it is necessary to 
learn how to observe one’s own experience. 
But this can only happen if we are interested 
in our own experience. This means that the 
person whose experience we are research-
ing must become a researcher of her own 
experience. It is only the “owner” of the ex-
perience who can make the gesture of reflec-
tion, she alone can search for more detailed 
subtleties, articulate them, and evaluate the 
exactness of their articulation. Contrary to 
most research situations in psychology, a 
participant in phenomenological research 
is not merely an informant but becomes the 
main expert on her experience. In the case 
of dialogical research techniques, the pri-

mary task of the interviewer is to ensure the 
participant (the researcher) has space for the 
inquiry into her experience.

« 54 » In describing the beginnings of 
second-order cybernetics, when researchers 
first entered the circularity of the research 
process, von Foerster noted: “Clearly when 
cyberneticians were thinking of partnership 
in the circularity of observing and commu-
nicating, they were entering into a forbid-
den land.” (Foerster 2003: 289). Similarly, 
the researcher, as described here, would also 
be entering a forbidden land: research into 
one’s own experience. Such an endeavour 
almost certainly leads to a personal trans-
formation and as such is existentially uncer-
tain. To quote Varela (1996: 346): “sustained, 
disciplined learning does entail transforma-
tion, and so does everything else we do in a 
sustained mode.”

« 55 » Adding to Varela’s investigation, 
Bitbol notes that the…

“ ‘hardness’ of the hard problem boils down to 
the hardness of practical training, and to the hard-
ness of changing our very conception of science 
in order to let it encompass its lived source and 
performative procedures as well as its objects and 
achievements.” (Bitbol 2012: 171)

The researchers of such a research project 
should strive to become methodologically 
calibrated instruments by:

 � taking up systematic training in phe-
nomenological reduction/gestures of 
reflection (of which different modalities 
are described in Depraz, Varela & Verm-
ersch 2003); and

 � systematically checking and studying 
the possibilities for sharing results and 
reporting on phenomenal data.
« 56 » Such patient and persistent train-

ing in introspection represents an essential 
addition and upgrade to the second-person 
techniques. Varela (1996), in his neurophe-
nomenological project, defines the phenom-
enological research strategy with the follow-
ing four points:

 � bracketing the natural attitude, sus-
pending beliefs;

 � allowing immediate experiential evi-
dence (which Varela 1996 calls “inti-
macy”);

 � training in both of the above-mentioned 
points in order to enable stability; and
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 � searching for invariants, allowing for in-
tersubjectivity.
« 57 » The first two points describe the 

act of phenomenological reduction. The 
third indicates the need for in-depth and 
existentially binding research. As stated in 
the paragraph above, I propose to expand 
the third point with training in the skills of 
reporting phenomenal data (as, for example, 
suggested by by Vermersch 2009 and De-
praz, Varela & Vermersch 2003). If one ac-
cepts the premises described in this article, 
reporting (together with all the “biases” and 
individual influences that accompany it; cf. 
Froese et al. 2009 and Froese, Gould C. & 
Barrett 2011) can be seen as another, inte-
gral part of the enactment.

« 58 » As far as the fourth point is 
concerned, I suggest an agnostic stance. 
As mentioned above, there is still a lack of 
guarantees concerning the existence of such 
invariants in the area of inquiry into experi-
ence. The quest for possible intersubjectivity 
must take into account the specificity of such 
research as described above: the practice of 
phenomenological research involves a per-
sonal transformation; it changes the phe-
nomenon originally observed, and through 
that, the observer herself, who becomes 
“conscious differently” (Petranker 2003). As 
a consequence, each process of validation is 
in fact a fresh inquiry into experience. The 
process of checking (i.e., experiencing) the 
results reported by such researchers will 
have to include embarking on the same path 
as that taken by the original researcher. If we 
follow Searle’s claim that the goal of science 
is to establish statements whose validity can 
be discovered and evaluated by any interest-
ed researcher (i.e., statements that are epis-

temically objective) but are not necessar-
ily ontologically objective (Searle 1992), we 
have to concede that the proposed endea-
vour still fits within such a framework. In 
the constructivist science envisioned here, 
reporting about the process, the technique, 
and the general path of research is therefore 
an essential feature. If we add to this the fact 
noted above that personal history, views, 
and expectations participate in enactment, 
then it is not only desirable but crucial to 
reflect and record individual details of the 
process as well as those of the characteristics 
of the observer.

Conclusion

« 59 » Let me now draw together the 
highlights of this expansive and discipli-
narily diverse article. Its idea is based on 
the observation that constructivism – as an 
epistemological framework – and empirical 
phenomenological research – as a method-
ological guideline in the area of research – 
might complement each other. In the article, 
I try to show how radical constructivism 
and transcendental phenomenology come 
together in bracketing the everyday incli-
nation to accept a realistic interpretation of 
experience, i.e., the natural (or everyday) 
attitude. I agree with Husserl that, in order 
to bracket this default mode of the inter-
pretation of experience, a conscious gesture 
of reflection is needed. In phenomenology, 
such a gesture is called phenomenological 
reduction, leading to a new view of expe-
rience (the phenomenological attitude). I 
believe that radical constructivism makes 
a similar turn when taking up an agnos-

tic stance towards the existence of the real 
world (I suggest the term the constructivist 
turn). In many respects, the approach I pro-
pose, as well as its goals, are in line with the 
projects described in Varela (1996), Varela 
& Shear (1999), and Depraz, Varela & Ver-
mersch (2003). However, it turns out that 
certain aspects of the research paradigm 
based upon radical constructivism are clos-
er to Goethe’s idea of science as the mutual 
change, transformation, and development of 
the researcher and the researched.

« 60 » Adopting constructivist epis-
temology points to the involvement of the 
research approach as well as the researcher’s 
point of view (i.e., also the personal his-
tory and characteristics of the observer) in 
an enactment circle. Observation is not to 
be seen as a distortion of the image of the 
phenomenon such as it “really” is. Instead, 
it is one of the factors in the construction 
of the phenomenon through an interactive 
process. On one hand, this emphasises the 
importance of explicating the researcher’s 
personal point of view (i.e., the horizon). 
On the other hand, it points out two char-
acteristics of such research that seem to 
threaten the possibility of it developing into 
a fully-fledged intersubjective scientific en-
deavour.

« 61 » If we accept the proposed fusion 
between phenomenology and constructiv-
ism, we must also accept that any research 
also carries an existential note: it almost 
necessarily leads to the personal transfor-
mation of the researcher. The person whose 
experience is being observed can no longer 
be treated as a mere subject – she must be-
come a researcher herself (or at least a co-
researcher).
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« 62 » A second, perhaps even more 
pressing question refers to the lack of a guar-
antee that such research will ever provide us 
with intersubjectively verifiable invariants. 
The article shows that premature assump-
tions about the existence of such invariants 
might quickly lead to trivialisation and thus 
the loss of the most essential feature in the 
research area of experience. I suggest that 
constructivism-based research on experi-
ence should start with systematic, meticu-
lously recorded gathering of samples. The 

article may be seen as an appeal to bracket 
the expectations about the exact form of 
findings of such research. I call for brack-
eting assumptions that are not based on 
evidence but on the fear of the fluidity and 
uncertainty brought about by the non-triv-
ial. At the same time, I advocate the patient 
and well-documented collection of evidence 
when encountering the vast, still undiscov-
ered area that is lived experience.
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> Upshot

« 1 » Urban Kordeš’s target article “Go-
ing Beyond Theory: Constructivism and 
Empirical Phenomenology” deals with one 
of the key questions in contemporary cog-
nitive science – how to incorporate experi-
ence research into the edifice of the natural 
sciences. Kordeš’s innovative proposal is to 
merge experience research (what he dubs 
“empirical phenomenology”) and construc-

tivist epistemology. In what follows, I will 
briefly outline Kordeš’s proposal.

« 2 » On the constructivist side, he starts 
with insights from second-order cybernetics 
about the interactional nature of cognition 
(§9) and Heinz von Foerster’s proposal for 
dealing with what he calls the “fundamental 
epistemological problem”: “the world, seen 
as a large non-trivial machine, is thus history 
dependent, analytically indeterminable, and 
unpredictable. How shall we go about it?” 
(Foerster quoted in §9). Von Foerster sug-
gests three possible strategies: “1. ignore the 
problem; 2. trivialise the world; and 3. devel-
op an epistemology of the non-trivial” (§10). 
As pointed out by Kordeš, the first strategy 
results in amazing progress in natural scienc-
es, but it largely ignores the mutual influence 
between the researcher and the researched 
system. The second strategy results in trivial-
isation of the world by letting through “only 
that part of the experienced world that is re-
peatable, predictable (at least in principle), 
and in which the influence of the observer 
can be either ignored or avoided” (§14). In 
this way, it avoids the problem via statisti-
cal interpretation. The first two strategies, 
for which Kordeš uses the term “naturalistic 
paradigm” (§17), were relatively successful 
in natural sciences, but he stresses that they 

have turned out unsuccessful in the area of 
empirical research on experience, where the 
role of the observer cannot be denied.

« 3 » Kordeš suggests that an epistemol-
ogy of the non-trivial already exists, namely 
constructivism (§16). Here, the reader would 
appreciate a more detailed description of the 
main features of the proposed epistemology, 
and reasons why he thinks these should be 
beneficial. Indirectly, he already hints at such 
a description by pointing out the apparent 
incompatibility between constructivism and 
“classical scientific endeavors” (ibid). The lat-
ter are based on the assumption of the exis-
tence of observer-independent entities that 
are ready for examination from the outside, 
while constructivist science takes seriously a 
researcher’s active role in the observed phe-
nomena.

« 4 » The main point of his argument 
seems to be that radical constructivists end 
up with the phenomenological attitude – 
“the view that experience is primary” (§18). 
He stresses that radical constructivists are 
agnostic to the existence of mind-indepen-
dent reality, deny the possibility to “ratio-
nally know a reality beyond our experience” 
(Ernst von Glasersfeld quoted in §20), and 
therefore reject the realist position in sci-
ence. He then concludes that “the core rep-
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