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leine 2010; Pierce 2012). There are multiple 
features of surprise, as it is experienced, that 
correspond to cognitive and affective re-
sponses in interaction, on this account. Do 
the authors believe an individual instance 
of surprise is necessarily more complex than 
an instance classified primarily as emotion 
or cognition, or would they agree that all 
conscious experiences, when individuated, 
consist of multiple elements that include 
both affective and cognitive components? 
(Q2) volition, as described by the authors as 
a possible category solution encompassing 
cognition and emotion (§41), has features 
in common with the notion of consciousness 
as an interface that i advocate, with affective 
valence and intensity central features that 
contribute to the character of subjective ex-
perience.

« 10 » The authors say that “in some cas-
es of high intensity, cognition and emotion 
can almost merge or at least shift from one to 
the other” (§40). My claim is that all cogni-
tion is coloured by affective content and all 
emotions require at least some cognitive pro-
cessing of relevant information, such as as-
sociations to memories, inferences from the 
stimulus, top-down processing, etc. a “dy-
namic circular processuality of mechanisms” 
(§44) is common to both accounts.

« 11 » i would question whether we can 
differentiate “cognitive surprise” (§38) from 
the (cognitive) perception of a mismatch 
together with a mild affective response (not 
involving a clearly perceptible reflex startle 
response). is the subsequent “enigma resolu-
tion” (ibid.) distinct from the perception of 
resolution supplied by a sense of congruence, 
together with a similar affective response? 
and the “cognitive jam” (ibid.) may be pro-
duced by an emotional response, indicating 
further interaction between emotion and 
cognition at the core of these experiences. 
i propose that, rather than one especially 
complex notion of surprise, we may need 
several concepts to capture a variety of ex-
periences, ranging from sudden intense fear 
to barely perceptible reflex startle responses 
that colour our experience (as in “cognitive 
surprise”), lending it its distinctive char-
acter. Cascades of surprise would consist 
of a series of instances of surprise, some of 
which, though not all, might be alike. sud-
den shocks involving physical reflex actions 
such as recoiling from a hot surface, blinking 

to protect the eyes, and so on, would involve 
minimal delay, whereas enigma resolution 
would be preceded by an interactive process 
involving both cognition and emotion. it 
might result in further moments of cognitive 
surprise within one individuated instance of 
feeling surprised in response to a single ini-
tial stimulus. The micro-processual nature of 
these experiences would differ in line with 
their differing components and structures.

modifications and further work
« 12 » i have made some suggestions, 

above, relating to category selection and 
sub-division and to the process of generative 
analysis: to consider reconfiguring the struc-
ture more drastically; to attempt to set aside 
theoretical commitments and so construct 
categories directly from the data collected; 
and to embrace flexibility along multiple 
scales. My comments about alternative ways 
of constructing a set of categories, based on 
the notion of consciousness as an interface, 
admittedly revealed my own (different) the-
oretical commitments, but i would be inter-
ested to see whether a novel structure might 
emerge if the two sets of data (first- and 
third-person) were the primary stimulus for 
the process of categorisation.

« 13 » The additional suggestions i wish 
to make concern some speculative ideas 
i have about how the project might de-
velop. to achieve a reconfigured structure, 
as proposed above, i would recommend 
the recruitment of subjects with extensive 
training in the micro-phenomenological in-
terview process. (i do not know how much 
training, if any, was provided.) alternatively, 
you could consider recruiting subjects with 
training in introspection-related practices, 
such as mindfulness, Eugene Gendlin’s “fo-
cusing” (1982) or russell Hurlburt’s “de-
scriptive experience sampling” (Hurlburt 
& schwitzgebel 2007). one final thought is 
that it would be interesting (a) to test wheth-
er subjects with superior interoception 
could give verbal reports corresponding any 
more closely to the structures found in the 
third-person data collected, and (b) if so, to 
ask them directly about what physiological 
changes they had experienced. Would the 
authors be interested, in principle, in work-
ing with subjects with superior interocep-
tion? (Q3) This could potentially improve 
the validation process, as well as providing 

an opportunity to investigate further the re-
lation between superior interoception and 
anxiety/depression.
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on mutual enrichment 
between First- and 
third-Person sciences 
and Phenomenological 
methodology
Toma Strle
University of Ljubljana, Slovenia 
toma.strle/at/pef.uni-lj.si

> upshot • In the first part of the com-
mentary, I argue that the some of the 
main objectives of Depraz et al.’s target 
article (i.e., introducing a novel method of 
analysing first-person data using third-
person physiological data and showing 
how first- and third-person data enrich 
and delimitate each other) remain some-
what unfulfilled. In the second part, I 
touch upon and briefly discuss the issue 
of what constitutes a valid method of re-
searching experience.

« 1 » two of the main objectives of Na-
talie depraz, Maria Gyemant and Thomas 
desmidt’s target article seem to lie in (a) 
presenting a novel method of analysing 
first-person data (gathered through micro-
phenomenological interviews) using third-
person physiological data (abstract, §2), and 
(b) showing – in line with Francisco varela’s 
(1996) project of neurophenomenology – 
how first- and third-person data interact, 
enrich (co-validate) and delimitate (mutu-
ally constrain) each other (e.g., §§15, 66, 68). 

http://constructivist.info
http://constructivist.info


209

mutual enrichment  toma strle

Neurophenomenology

               http://constructivist.info/12/2/190.depraz

in the first part of the commentary, i will 
argue that the article fulfils these objectives 
only to a certain and unsatisfactory degree.

« 2 » The authors show how heart-rate 
data can be used productively to “define” 
the temporal framework (phases) of experi-
ence that can be used to guide and interact 
with the analysis of first-person data. They 
furthermore show in great detail – and this 
is what the bulk of the article is about (from 
§23 to §63) – how a rigorous analysis of 
first-person data can lead to the emergence 
of unforeseen experiential categories, novel 
mechanisms and processes of surprise and 
mental phenomena, in general. Neverthe-
less, i think the article does not quite suc-
ceed in fulfilling the two objectives men-
tioned above.

« 3 » to start with, besides using heart-
rate data to set the “temporal stage” for first-
person data analysis, it is not clear how the 
rich exposé of emerging experiential catego-
ries, mechanisms and processes of surprise 
is guided, enriched and delimited by third-
person data. The first objective of the article 
is thus only partially fulfilled.

« 4 » Furthermore, it is not entirely 
clear how using heart-rate variations to 
“define” the temporal phases of experience 
represents a “mutual interaction.” it seems 
the interaction (in the case of heart-rate 
variation data) is (mostly) a form of one-
way constraint of first-person data analy-
sis by third-person data (as i understand 
§15 and §64). in §15 the authors claim that 
“third-person data provides the temporal 
framework for the unfolding of the experi-
ence, based on Hr variations” and that “the 
lived experience allows interpretation of the 
third-person data.” What is missing here is 
an explication of how the interaction un-
folds from first- to third-person heart rate 
and other types of physiological data gath-
ered by the researchers, if the target article 
is to fulfil its promise of providing an exam-
ple of the purported mutual enrichment (or 
co-validation) and productive delimitation 
(or mutual constraining) of first- and third-
person data (sciences). as succinctly stated 
by varela, this is one of the main goals of 
neurophenomenology: third-person ac-
counts of the mind “should be validated also 
on the basis of its ability to provide insight 
into first-person accounts of mental con-
tents” (varela 1996: 344) and “disciplined 

first-person accounts should be an integral 
element of the validation of a neurobiologi-
cal proposal” (ibid).

« 5 » since, in my view, varela’s 1996 
article is more of a general proposal (a pro-
gramme) of how to “properly” conduct re-
search into the mind, and since the authors 
claim their article to be an extension of 
varela’s neurophenomenology, the authors 
should make an additional step and provide 
a more detailed account of co-validation 
and mutual constraining of their first- and 
third-person data (as one of the main objec-
tives of the article). Presenting in detail an 
example of how the gathered data mutu-
ally enrich and delimitate each other might 
clarify and enlighten the attainment of this 
objective of the article.

« 6 » a further problem is that some 
of the reasons behind using heart-rate 
data to guide first-person data analysis 
could be considered problematic. in §65, 
the authors state that they chose to look at 
heart-rate variations because they “are as-
sociated with changes in lived experience,” 
the amplitude of the variation because dif-
ferent magnitudes of change may indicate 
different strengths of reactions and the du-
ration of change because “it may correlate 
with the duration of a specific experience.” 
These are justifications that intuitively all 
seem reasonable, but lack “proper” support 
from the phenomenological (first-person) 
side of neurophenomenology – the support 
pointed out in the article is mainly intuitive 
or third-person.

« 7 » one could imagine that in some 
cases and for some people, the duration of 
heart-rate change does not correlate with 
the duration of a specific experience, that 
classical “emotional” tasks and stimuli do 
not elicit what one would deem an emo-
tional response and/or experience, etc. re-
garding the latter, russell Hurlburt et al.’s 
(2016) study similarly, although in a differ-
ent context, combines descriptive experi-
ence sampling and fMri data to point to the 
falsity of the classical presupposition that 
experiences elicited by standardised tasks 
of psychology and neuroscience are simi-
lar to spontaneously occurring experiences. 
Presuppositions are made that are usually 
taken for granted by third-person sciences, 
but which should, in the context of endeav-
ours such as neurophenomenology, be sub-

jected to rigorous first-person research (see 
strle 2016a for similar claims in the context 
of decision-making research), using appro-
priate first-person research techniques such 
as the interview technique the authors are 
using. For, if we are to take first-person re-
search and its interaction with third-person 
sciences (data) seriously, we should, before 
making claims about the experiential as-
pects of third-person parameters, have an 
idea of how physiological response dynam-
ics “look” from the first-person perspective.

« 8 » With what i have said so far, i do 
not wish to criticise the target article as a 
whole, since it does provide an interesting 
“path” to extending the neurophenomeno-
logical programme. However, and in light 
of the article’s objectives, it would be nec-
essary that the authors delve “deeper” into 
the interaction between the dynamics of the 
experience of surprise and the measured 
physiological responses. The authors might 
have looked into these matters in more de-
tail in the Emphiline-aNr project, but the 
article, as it stands, in my opinion falls short 
of providing a satisfactory account of these 
matters.

« 9 » in the second part of the com-
mentary, i would like to briefly touch upon 
and discuss another matter: the question of 
what constitutes a valid method of research-
ing experience, i.e., what is valid first-person 
data, especially in the context of (neuro)phe-
nomenology (strle 2016b) as understood 
by varela (1996). By no means do i wish to 
criticize the target article or neurophenom-
enology in general, but i would like to pose 
a few “provocative questions.”

« 10 » What most first-person research-
ers, especially those drawing from the philo-
sophical tradition of phenomenology (e.g., 
Kordeš 2016; Petitmengin 2006; vermer-
sch 2009; the authors of the target article; 
but also see Heavey, Hurlburt & Lefforge 
2012), seem to agree upon is that the “new” 
first-person approaches should not fall prey 
to the mistakes and problems of so-called 
naive introspection(ism) or the “just-ask” 
approaches to researching experience. ac-
cording to many (see sources above), the 
“method” of naive introspection (mostly 
unknowingly to researchers who avail them-
selves of such “just-ask” approaches) leads 
to gathering data on subjects’ opinions, ex-
planations and implicit beliefs instead of ob-
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taining first-person (phenomenal) data. as 
such, it does not constitute a valid method 
of studying lived experience and is, in part, 
rightfully accused of being of little value.

« 11 » one of the main “phenomeno-
logical improvements” of the recent new 
ways of researching experience, compared 
with naive introspection, is aptly expressed 
by varela: “Phenomenology grounds its 
movement towards a fresh look at experi-
ence in a specific gesture of reflection or 
phenomenological reduction […]” (varela 
1996: 336; footnote omitted by the author). 
The necessary starting point of this gesture 
is a transformation of our attitude towards 
experience – varela terms this the attitude 
of reduction – which can be, similarly to 
doubt, characterised as…

“ a sudden, transient suspension of beliefs about 
what is being examined, a putting in abeyance our 
habitual discourse about something, a bracket-
ing of the pre-set structuring that constitutes the 
ubiquitous background of everyday life.” (ibid: 
336f)

in this regard, the essential purpose of this 
“first step” of phenomenological reduction 
is to seek…

“ precisely the opposite effect of an uncritical in-
trospection: it cuts short our quick and fast elabo-
rations and beliefs, in particular locating and put-
ting in abeyance what we think we ‘should’ find, 
or some ‘expected’ description.” (ibid: 338f)

What is required is nothing short of an al-
together different (radically different, one 
should say) attitude towards the experien-
tial realm that is not of a theoretical but of 
a pragmatic (methodological) nature. re-
search into experience requires persons ob-
serving and reporting on their experience to 
be carrying out (while conducting research) 
a “shift” in their awareness, a transformation 
of their attitude towards their experience 
that is quite foreign and unnatural to most.

« 12 » However, this raises several ques-
tions. How do we know whether subjects 
(or, more precisely, co-researchers) indeed 
report on their experience from such a phe-
nomenological attitude and not from the 
habitual, natural attitude that people (and 
researchers) usually grasp onto and which 
potentially leads to reporting on their beliefs 

instead of lived experience? varela (1996) 
proposes sustained and disciplined training 
as the solution to this problem and, in my 
opinion, rightfully claims that this aspect of 
his proposed methodological solution to the 
hard problem of consciousness perhaps rep-
resents the greatest challenge (if not obsta-
cle) to his research programme. if we agree 
with such a strategy, we should by implica-
tion know approximately how such training 
should look, how long it should last and who 
(and by which criteria) is to judge whether 
a person has received enough of the “right 
kind” of training, etc. if, by contrast, we es-
pouse the view that the solution to obtaining 
valid first-person data is rather that research-
ers (interviewers) be skilled enough in elicit-
ing such a (or a similar) type of attitude in 
interviewees, similar questions to the stated 
above can be asked such as: How should the 
training of researchers look in detail? What 
are the criteria according to which one can 
state that a researcher is skilled enough to be 
able to reliably elicit such a “shift” in aware-
ness and attitude towards experience?

« 13 » additionally, one should clarify 
(decide?) which methods for gathering first-
person data are the ones that yield valid 
first-person data. For example, is data on the 
experiential aspects of emotion collected by 
the descriptive experience sampling method 
(e.g., Heavey, Hurlburt & Lefforge 2012) “as 
valid” as data collected by micro-phenom-
enological interviews? and, are results of 
these different first-person approaches even 
comparable?

« 14 » although i am aware that a 
lengthy comment on questions raised in 
this second part of the commentary sur-
passes the scope of the target article (and, 
admittedly, in the literature many attempts 
at answering the questions posed have been 
made), it would be interesting to see what 
the authors think about some of these issues 
in light of the presented research.

« 15 » overall and notwithstanding 
some of the problems of the target article, 
as noted in the first part of the commentary, 
and the challenges for first-person research 
pointed out in the second part, the target 
article importantly contributes to our un-
derstanding of the experiential dynamics 
of surprise (and emotions in general) and 
its interaction with third-person data (sci-
ences).

toma strle is a research assistant at the University 
of Ljubljana. His main research interests include 
decision-making, metacognition, consciousness 
and the relation between first- and third-person 

approaches to studying the mind. Toma’s natural 
inclination is to believe that research into experience 
should become an integral part of cognitive science 

if we are to understand the mind in its entirety.
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Person approaches?
Sebastjan Vörös
University of Ljubljana, Slovenia 
sebastjan.voros/at/gmail.com

> upshot • In my commentary, I try to 
examine whether, and how, the ap-
proach presented by Depraz, Gyemant 
& Desmidt lines up with Varela’s neu-
rophenomenology. I focus on the neu-
ral and phenomenological dimensions, 
respectively, arguing that the end result 
is somewhat of a mixed bag: if it paves 
the way for a fruitful expansion of the 
neuro-aspect, it seems to cast a dubious, 
perhaps even distortive, shadow on the 
phenomenological aspect.

« 1 » it is refreshing to see Francisco 
varela’s innovative research program, as ex-
pounded in his now classic article (1996), 
put to novel practical use. The past two 
decades have seen their share of heated de-
bates about the (in)appropriateness of the 
philosophical underpinnings of neurophe-
nomenology (NP) (e.g., Bayne 2004; Bitbol 
2012; Bitbol & antonova 2016; Kirchhoff & 
Hutto 2016; vörös 2013), but the concrete 
experimental work has been scarce. in fact, 
for a long time, the only empirical support 
for the potential efficacy of varela’s proposal 
seems to have been the pilot study on per-
ception conducted by antoine Lutz et al. 
(2002), a matter of considerable concern 
for those with a sympathetic eye for NP, for 
when it comes to scientific research, regard-
less of how intriguing the proposal, if it fails 
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