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Abstract  

The thesis puts forward an exploration of the relationship between two perspectives on the 

mind: the scientific perspective, through which the mind is described and explained by the 

disciplines of cognitive science, and the lived perspective, through which the mind is 

experienced and understood in the context of everyday life. In articulating this apparent 

duality of views I draw upon two influential philosophical accounts: Edmund Husserl’s 

(1970) investigation of the life-world and the world of science and Wilfrid Sellars’ (1963) 

analysis of the manifest and the scientific image of the human being in relation to the world. 

The presentation and juxtaposition of the two analyses opens a way to an exploration of the 

interdependence of science and the life-world. It also sets the stage for a critique of naturalism 

in mind sciences. Following Husserl, I show that the naturalistic attitude stems from 

forgetting that the idea of the objective scientific reality is but an abstraction from the 

concrete life-world of experience, value, and meaning. Surveying the conceptual space of 

philosophy of mind, I further challenge the naturalistic attitude by demonstrating the 

untenability of its metaphysical and epistemological assumptions. As I argue, naturalism 

amounts to a particularly inconsistent stance in studying human epistemic processes, where it 

must paradoxically presuppose the very aspects of the world that it set out to disclose. 

Concluding that cognitive science lacks absolute metaphysical or epistemological 

foundations, I suggest that studying the mind needs to recognize the importance of the lived 

perspective of being a mind. I explore the multifaceted ways in which the scientific 

perspective on the mind is both rooted in the life-world and shapes it in turn. I conceptualize 

two dimensions of this interrelatedness through the presentation of Varela et al.’s (1991) 

enactive approach to cognitive science and Ian Hacking’s (1995) theory of the looping of 

human kinds. I conclude by proposing that consistent study of mind which acknowledges the 

impossibility of separating the cognizing subject from her cognized world is bound to remain 

open to revision of its own foundations. Cognitive science is thus imbued with a demand for 

reflexivity towards its own theory and practice which would recognize the historical, 

experiential and socio-political embeddedness of its concepts as well as the role which 

cognitive science itself plays in shaping societal conceptions of the mind and the way in 

which the mind is concretely understood, experienced, lived, and acted upon in the context of 

everyday life. 

 

Keywords – cognitive science, naturalism, life-world, manifest image, enactivism, looping 

effects, critical neuroscience 

  



Povzetek 

V magistrskem delu raziskujem odnos med dvema pogledoma na človekovo duševnost: 

znanstvenim pogledom, skozi katerega duševnost opisujejo in razlagajo discipline kognitivne 

znanosti, in življenjskim pogledom, skozi katerega duševnost doživljamo in razumemo v 

kontekstu vsakdanjega življenja. Pri orisu teh dveh navidezno nasprotujočih si perspektiv 

izhajam iz dveh vplivnih filozofskih analiz: iz razprave o utemeljenosti konceptov 

objektivističnega sveta znanosti v t. i. “življenjskem svetu” vsakdanjega izkustva Edmunda 

Husserla (1970) ter iz razlikovanja med t. i. manifestno in znanstveno podobo človeka v svetu 

Wilfrida Sellarsa (1963). Predstavitev in primerjava Husserlove in Sellarsove pozicije odpreta 

prostor za razpravo o prepletenosti znanstvene in življenjske perspektive, obenem pa 

predstavljata izhodišče za kritiko naturalizma v raziskovanju duševnosti. Kot pokaže Husserl, 

naturalistična drža izvira iz pozabe, da je objektivistični svet znanosti zgolj od življenjskega 

sveta abstrahirana idealizacija, ki jo življenjski svet vseskozi navdaja s pomenom. Husserlovo 

kritiko naturalizma skozi pregled klasičnega konceptualnega prostora filozofije duha razširim 

v preizpraševanje osnovnih naturalističnih predpostavk o znanosti in svetu. Pokažem, da je 

naturalistična drža še posebej protislovna v preučevanju človeških spoznavnih procesov, kjer 

mora, da bi utemeljila svoje zaupanje v znanost, paradoksalno predpostaviti natanko tiste 

vidike sveta, ki naj bi jih preiskovala. V sklepu, da se kognitivna znanost ne more zanašati na 

absolutne metafizične ali epistemološke temelje, predlagam, da mora znanstveno preučevanje 

duševnosti pripoznati pomen izkustveno-življenjskega pogleda biti duševnost. Ob pregledu 

večplastne prepletenosti obeh perspektiv se izkaže, da je znanstveni pogled na duševnost 

utemeljen v življenjskem svetu, obenem pa ga na najrazličnejše načine spreminja in 

sooblikuje. V opori na udejanjeni pristop h kognitivni znanosti (Varela et al. 1991) in teorijo 

zankanja človeških vrst Iana Hackinga (1995) konceptualiziram dve dimenziji soodvisnosti 

znanstvenega in življenjskega pogleda na duševnost. Zaključim s predlogom, da je dosledna 

kognitivna znanost, ki upošteva nezmožnost ločitve spoznavnega subjekta od spoznanega 

sveta, primorana nenehoma dopuščati možnost predrugačenja lastnih predpostavk. 

Raziskovanje duševnosti je tako poklicano k refleksivnosti do svoje teorije in prakse, ki bi 

pripoznala zgodovinsko, doživljanjsko in družbeno-politično situiranost lastnih konceptov, 

obenem pa tudi vlogo in odgovornost kognitivne znanosti v oblikovanju družbenih koncepcij 

duševnosti ter povezanih načinov, na katere je duševnost razumljena, doživljana in živeta v 

kontekstu vsakdana. 

 

Ključne besede – kognitivna znanost, naturalizem, življenjski svet, manifestna podoba, 

enaktivizem, “looping effect”, kritična nevroznanost 
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0 Introduction 

0.1 Cognitive science between natural sciences and human life 

The present thesis seeks to investigate the relationship between two seemingly disparate 

perspectives on the mind: that through which the mind is experienced and understood in 

everyday life, and that through which it is studied in the context of cognitive science. As 

everyday life encompasses a number of experiences and understandings, and as the field of 

cognitive science encompasses a number of theoretical and practical approaches to studying 

the mind, it will be all but easy to distinguish between the two perspectives – and, as it will 

turn out, even harder to account for the way in which they “hang together”. However, the task 

seems worth pursuing – for as I will argue, the recognition of the inseparability of scientific 

and everyday lived understanding of the mind is vital for a cognitive science that takes into 

account not only the mind’s abstracted cognitive processes, but the mind as the human being 

who always cognizes, experiences, and lives in relation to her world. It is only through 

acknowledging that mind sciences themselves depend on human epistemic processes and are 

as such historically and conceptually rooted in the world of experience and life, of value and 

meaning, that cognitive science can truly contribute to the overall contemporary 

understanding of mind, life, and experience. 

The interdisciplinary field of cognitive science is uniquely located at the junction of 

natural and humanistic sciences – not only in that it brings both types of investigation under 

the umbrella of the same subject matter, but also in that it seeks to look beyond the classical 

boundary between them. By approaching the human mind using the standpoint and tools of 

natural sciences, cognitive science addresses the realm of subjective experience with the kind 

of inquiry which has developed under the ideal of objectivity and remains guided by its 

demands, and which has in the past mostly been banned from talking about value and 

meaning. 

In attempting to capture the human mind through natural-scientific inquiry, the study of 

mind encounters what philosopher Evan Thompson describes as “one of the outstanding 

philosophical and scientific problems of our time” (2007: ix–x): the question of how 

subjective experience emerges from and relates to the biophysical processes of the human 

brain and body. Cognitive science has not yet offered a way to solve – or to even adequately 

address – this so-called explanatory gap (Levine 1983), and the question whether an account 

that could bridge it is even in principle possible remains to be answered by future theoretical 

and empirical endeavors. What is certain, however, is that 

“[a]t the present time, we not only lack such an account, but also are unsure 

about the form it would need to have in order to bridge the conceptual and 

epistemological gap between life and mind as objects of scientific investigation, 

and life and mind as we subjectively experience them.” (Thompson 2007: x)  

For many philosophers of mind, this epistemological problem has stiffened into an ontological 

puzzle about how to fit subjective experience into the purportedly objective world of nature. 

As I will suggest, however, this puzzle does not come ready-made, but is instead rooted in the 

history of ideas which purged nature of subjective experience by assuming as its true being 
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the objective ground of the world as it is described by science. To overcome its archaic 

conceptual constraints and realize its rootedness and participation in the surrounding world of 

experience and life, it will be argued that cognitive science must let go of clinging to its 

assumed ground of the objectivist world and/or objectivist science. In the absence of absolute 

ontological or epistemological foundations, as I will propose, the study of mind seems to be 

imbued with a demand for reflexivity towards its own theory and practice: reflexivity which 

would recognize, on the one hand, the historical, experiential and socio-political 

embeddedness of its concepts, and, on the other hand, the role which cognitive science itself 

plays in shaping societal conceptions of the mind and the way in which the mind is concretely 

understood, experienced and lived in the context of everyday life. 

0.2 On the choice of foundational texts 

The exploration that I present is founded on distinguishing between the scientific perspective 

on the world and the perspective through which the world is experienced and understood in 

the context of everyday life. In articulating the apparent dichotomy between these two 

perspectives I will draw upon two prominent philosophical works: Edmund Husserl’s Crisis 

of European sciences and transcendental phenomenology (1970) and Wilfrid Sellars’ 

Philosophy and the scientific image of man (1963). In these two accounts, both philosophers 

have recognized the duality of perspectives as a central philosophical problem and argued that 

overcoming the duality in a comprehensive and unified understanding of the human and the 

world is the principal epistemological and existential task of philosophy. 

What makes the convergence of Husserl’s and Sellars’ position especially thought-

provoking is the overall difference of the two thinkers’ wider philosophical enterprise. Both 

of them being highly influential – Husserl as the founder of phenomenology and Sellars as 

one of the most systematic and profound philosophers of the analytic tradition –, the two 

philosophers’ thought stems from disparate historical and intellectual contexts and is 

characterized by different approaches, methods, and solutions. Most notable – particularly for 

the purpose of the present thesis – is the divergence of their positions on the capacity and 

authority of science to reveal the ontological structure of the world. Whereas Husserl’s Crisis 

puts forward a powerful historical and phenomenological critique of naturalism and scientific 

realism, Sellars, on the other hand, is recognized as one of the most committed and systematic 

defenders of these two attitudes. Interestingly, thus, whereas Husserl and Sellars recognize the 

dichotomy of perspectives as the fundamental problem of philosophy, their approaches to 

solving it could hardly be more different. 

My analysis will draw upon various themes from The Crisis on which Husserl was 

working during his last years before his death in 1938 – most crucially his teleological 

investigation into the history of philosophy and science (Part II), his exploration of the life-

world (Part III A), and his critique of naturalistic psychology (Part III B). My use of Sellars’ 

otherwise wide-ranging thought will remain limited to his two 1960 lectures – later published 

as the essay Philosophy and the scientific image of man (PSIM) – in which he most explicitly 

addressed the distinction between what he calls the manifest and the scientific image of the 

“man-in-the-world”
1
. 

                                                         
1
 Whereas I will, where possible, substitute the term “man-in-the-world” with more gender-neutral 

vocabulary, Sellars’ quotes will keep his original expression. 
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Referring to Husserl’s and Sellars’ account in relation to contemporary philosophy and 

science of mind opens a way to various misinterpretations. While the notions of the life-world 

and the manifest image evidently encompass much more than the way in which one relates to 

the “mind” in particular, I will talk about “life-world” or “manifest” (or “lived”) perspective 

primarily in that sense: that is, to refer to the way that the mind is experienced and understood 

in everyday life, as opposed to the way it is conceived and described by the disciplines of 

cognitive science. 

0.3 Some remarks on terminology 

The analysis that I put forward in the thesis aims at integrating a diverse range of sources, in 

reference to which I have attempted to draw connections between different discursive 

contexts without betraying the original terminology. At the same time, the analysis seeks to 

question what the very notions that I refer to in fact amount to. As a consequence, some 

terminological difficulties and inconsistencies may arise. 

The term “mind” will be used in a broad and non-committal sense to refer to that which 

is generally taken to be the subject matter of cognitive science, but which is at the same time 

central to human experience and self-understanding and thus crucial for the general 

conception of the human being in her relation to the world. The expression “mind” will 

sometimes be used on par with expressions such as “cognition” or “subjectivity” or in close 

relation to notions like “consciousness”, “subjective experience”, etc. Since it is exactly my 

aim to explore the relationship between the mind as studied and the mind as experienced and 

lived, some such ambiguities could not be avoided. 

The term “cognitive science” will be used in a similarly comprehensive way. The field of 

cognitive science encompasses many disciplines and studies various aspects of the mind at 

different levels, from neuronal to personal (and beyond). The argument I present will be 

concerned with theoretical and empirical research which seeks to – either explicitly or 

implicitly – account for the mind in relation to human experience, life, and understanding. 

With the expression “cognitive science”, or sometimes “mind science” (or “neuroscience” 

when discussing the more narrow area of neuroscientific research), I will therefore broadly 

refer to any investigation in this field which bears relevance to person-level phenomena of the 

human mind. 

The term “political” will be used in relation to Ian Hacking’s (1995) account of the 

looping of human kinds, according to which the scientific study of human phenomena can 

alter the very phenomena that it describes and classifies, and thus bears the potential and 

responsibility for shaping social reality. 

One principal thread running throughout the thesis will be a discussion and critique of 

naturalism in mind sciences. The term “naturalism” has been used to refer to a range of 

philosophical doctrines which may involve distinct metaphysical, epistemological, and 

methodological commitments. In some of its weaker forms, an endorsement of naturalism 

might merely entail a conviction that in describing and explaining the world, one should 

appeal to what is “natural” rather than “supernatural” (cf. Ratcliffe 2006; Zahavi 2010). 

However, naturalism as it is presented, discussed, and criticized in the context of this thesis 

amounts to a stronger form which endorses all three commitments – metaphysical, 

epistemological, and methodological – and therefore maintains a particular understanding of 

both the way in which the world is and the way in which one can acquire knowledge about it. 
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In particular, such strong naturalism would suggest that the world amounts to the sum of 

objects, properties, and relations described by (or in principle describable by) natural sciences, 

and that the approach and the methods of these sciences have the ability as well as the 

authority to disclose this world. On this view, then, to account for any aspect of the world 

would be to integrate this aspect into the descriptive and explanatory framework of natural 

sciences. This is the sense of naturalism critiqued by Husserl and defended by Sellars. It is 

also the sense of naturalism pervasive in much scientific practice, where it often goes by 

without being questioned or even brought to awareness as any particular philosophical 

commitment, but is instead merely tacitly assumed and taken for granted in the background of 

scientific inquiry. 

0.4 The purpose and the three steps of the thesis 

The main purpose of the thesis is to investigate and articulate the complexities of how we – as 

individuals and society, but also as philosophers and scientists – conceive of the mind, and to 

point to certain implications of these complexities for the study of mind in the context of 

cognitive science. I will attempt to demonstrate that contrary to the idea that cognitive science 

can adopt a neutral viewpoint from which it can disclose the structure of reality, the scientific 

study of mind is always rooted and embedded in the world of everyday experience and life – 

and at the same time feeds back into this world by shaping the ways in which we experience, 

understand ourselves and others, and act in relation to that understanding. I will argue that this 

inevitable interdependence between the scientific and the lived perspective endows the 

disciplines of cognitive science with responsibility for both epistemological and socio-

political reflexivity towards the assumptions of their theory and practice. This overall 

objective will be approached through three main steps, which divide the thesis into three main 

chapters. 

In Chapter 1, I will attempt to explicate the tension between the human mind (and more 

broadly, the human being) as it is, on the one hand, experienced and practically understood in 

the context of people’s lives and, on the other hand, described and explained in the context of 

(cognitive) science. I will articulate the apparent contrast between these two perspectives on 

the basis of Husserl’s (1970) distinction between the life-world and the world of science and 

Sellars’ (1963) distinction between the manifest and the scientific image of the human-in-the-

world. While both philosophers recognize the problem of the duality of views as central to 

philosophy and stress the epistemic and existential necessity of finding a comprehensive way 

of overcoming it, their analyses construe the dichotomy in a different way, approach it from 

different angles, and offer different solutions to it. The aim of the first chapter will be to 

constructively juxtapose Husserl’s and Sellars’ account in order to open a space for 

addressing the issue of the contrast between the two perspectives as a fundamental 

philosophical topic and fully acknowledging its depth and importance. The analysis of the 

difficulties and the ultimate solutions of the two investigations will lead to a discussion of the 

ambiguity of Husserl’s notion of the life-world and open a way to challenging – through 

Husserl’s eyes – Sellars’ endorsement of naturalism and scientific realism. I will also show 

that in proposing a way out of the dichotomy and towards a unified understanding of the 

human subject in her relation to the world, both philosophers ultimately endorse – albeit in 

different ways – a commitment to the possibility of universal knowledge. 
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In Chapter 2, I will explore the constraints of the classical conceptual space of 

philosophy of mind and cognitive science and challenge the assumptions of naturalistic 

attitude in the study of mind. The chapter will start by presenting the problem of 

consciousness as an example of a standard problem in the field of philosophy of mind. 

Following Husserl, I will show that the problem emerges in its particular form only after one 

has resorted to one side of the dichotomy of science and the life-world – the idea of a true 

objective scientific reality –, forgetting that the abstract world of science in fact always 

remains rooted in the concrete life-world of experience. Drawing upon Husserl’s historical 

reflections on conceptual divisions – of science and the life-world, of objective and 

subjective, and of physical and mental – involved in the development of modern science, I 

will demonstrate that the conceptual space of contemporary cognitive science is still 

constrained by untenable dichotomous categories which mark both dualist and emphatically 

non-dualist naturalistic accounts of the mind. I will further show that a naturalistic attitude in 

the study of mind relies on a priori metaphysical assumptions about the world and the nature 

of human cognition, and therefore paradoxically – especially in virtue of the latter – 

presupposes the very aspects of the world that it sets out to disclose. I will argue that due to 

its two-way justifications between its conception of science and its conception of the subject 

matter of science, naturalistic cognitive science amounts to an epistemically inadequate 

stance. Overall, the aim of the chapter will be to show that the current study of mind lacks an 

absolute metaphysical and epistemological foundation. 

Returning to the question of the relationship between science and the life-world, Chapter 

3 will begin with a discussion of the lack of foundations in mind in cognitive science. 

Following Varela, Thompson and Rosch (1991), I will argue that in absence of absolute 

metaphysical or epistemological ground, the scientific study of mind needs to recognize the 

importance of everyday lived experience and understanding of being a mind. Conversely, 

everyday understanding of the mind must not give up on mind science – for in the modern 

scientific era, mind sciences are already inevitably involved in shaping the life-worlds of self-

understanding and conceptions of what it is and means to be a human. Following their call for 

the recognition of the fundamental circularity between cognitive science and human 

experience, I will present Varela et al.’s enactive understanding of cognition and their related 

conception of cognitive science. In relation to Varela et al.’s emphasis of the fact that every 

scientific account of the mind is put forward by a concretely embodied and experiencing 

cognitive scientist studying (that is, cognizing) cognition, I will show that a consistent 

cognitive science which recognizes the impossibility of separating its “observer” from its 

“observed” must remain reflexively open towards the possibility of revising its own 

metaphysical and epistemological foundations in light of its empirical findings. I will then 

turn to another, more abstract level of circularity between the mind and its scientific 

characterization – a circularity which emerges due to the broader socio-political 

embeddedness of the field of cognitive science as a whole. Drawing upon Ian Hacking’s 

(1995) description of the looping effects of human kinds, I will argue that mind research is 

both supported by – and in turn supports – societal conceptions of the mind, and is as such 

inseparably intertwined with the cultural, ethical, political, and economic aspects of the 

modern life-world. Surveying the multiple ways in which life-world understandings of the 

mind and the related ways of governing take up neuroscientific conceptions of subjectivity, 

but at the same time act back on the constraints of neuroscientific theory and practice, I will 

attempt to show that the assumptions involved in the study of mind are – at least when 
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investigating socially and culturally embedded phenomena – always to some extent political. 

Therefore, I will propose that reflexive questioning of the assumptions in cognitive science 

must, in addition to its recognition of the circularity between science and experience, also take 

into account the more abstract level of circularity between scientific conceptions of the mind 

and the socio-political environment in which they are embedded. As illustrated in the recently 

developed initiative of critical neuroscience (e.g. Choudhury & Slaby 2012), such socio-

political reflexivity does not need to obstruct the quest for scientific knowledge of the mind, 

but can instead be construed as continuous with the pursuit of its epistemic adequacy. I will 

conclude the chapter by characterizing the enactive approach and critical neuroscience as two 

contemporary scientific approaches to the mind which – by taking into account both the 

attitude and methods of empirical science and the life-world of experience, value, and 

meaning – thematize the inevitable interrelatedness of scientific and lived perspective. 

As will become apparent throughout the present text, I believe that any theoretical 

understanding of the mind at least implicitly relies on the knower’s own lived experience and 

understanding of her mind and the minds of others. The thoughts presented here are no 

different: what I put forward in this thesis is a particular perspective on the mind which could 

not have become constituted in abstraction from my own life. I therefore find it appropriate to 

start the thesis with a personal story about my own experience of becoming a scientist – in 

first natural and then cognitive science – a story which begins with just the kind of taken-for-

granted background commitments described above. 
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1 Chapter 1: Scientific and lived perspective on the mind  

Merely fact-minded sciences make fact-minded people. 
Edmund Husserl (Crisis, p. 6) 

1.1 Becoming aware of scientific realism 

1.1.1 The first glimpse at the assumption of scientific realism 

Before starting my master studies in cognitive science, I obtained a bachelor’s degree in 

chemistry. I chose to study chemistry because I was fascinated with the world. I wished to 

understand it and know how it worked and came into being: why the sky was blue, how come 

substances could combine or separate to form different ones, how matter could give rise to 

life. As secondary school textbooks explained, the reality of the world was often quite 

different from how the world seemed to be. From the blueness of the sky to the wonder of 

life, all that the appearances really consisted of was matter and energy. Behind how things 

appeared to us everyday observers were the real atoms, molecules, forces and mechanisms – 

the real underlying order of the world, and understanding it seemed to be the best – or perhaps 

the only – path towards understanding reality. 

The reality I was confronted with in my chemistry studies seemed much less orderly than 

the one that we had learned about in secondary school. What we observed in the lab was at 

best an approximation of what we learned in theory, and it seemed that the matter had to be 

forced into very specific conditions if it was to roughly comply with our models about it. 

Furthermore, both theory and practice were full of concepts whose meaning was to me far 

from clear, and memorizing lists, equations, and mechanisms featuring those concepts rarely 

felt like understanding anything real. It seems to me now that I must have been aware that 

chemistry studies were about manipulating reality rather than understanding it, but at the time 

I kept learning with a vague conviction that I was somehow getting to know the rules of 

matter and life. 

The first time I asked myself what exactly it is that science tells us about reality was 

when I was working on synthesis of organic compounds for my bachelor thesis. I had been 

recurrently confused by certain peaks in the spectra of my products which did not make sense 

according to any of the various mechanisms of what could be happening at the molecular 

level. The frustration with the possibility that there was something which my mechanisms 

could not account for brought me to my supervisor, who shrugged his shoulders: we have no 

idea what’s going on in that mess anyway – just synthesize your product. 

Following that shrug, a peculiar thought crossed my mind: perhaps the reaction 

mechanism that I was searching for did not exist out there in the beaker, independently of my 

reasoning – a set of hidden rules, governing the course of my reaction –, but could rather be 

understood as my attempt at making sense of the fundamentally messy reality. This was a 

strange realization. It was not only that it was the first time that I questioned the epistemic 

authority of science and understood, for a moment, the scientific explanation as a way in 

which humans try to make sense of some parcel of the world. What felt even stranger was the 

recognition that I had all along unknowingly held a set of powerful assumptions, centered 

around the conviction that there existed an invisible, underlying order of the world, and that 

sciences such as chemistry had exact ways of uncovering it. How could it have taken me years 
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of mindless commitment to the “objective reality” of chemistry’s theories and mechanisms to 

ask, for the first time, what that commitment actually amounted to – ask about the meaning of 

the theories, mechanisms, and the concepts they used? 

1.1.2 The strangeness of what a chemist takes for granted 

The strangeness of my realization seemed at odds with what I had thought about science and 

reality that far, and I soon pushed my thoughts aside. It was not until a year or so later – when 

I started reading philosophy of science – that I became aware of extensive discussions on the 

question of the relationship between scientific knowledge and reality. I learned about the 

positions of scientific realism, objectivism and naturalism, which I had unwittingly endorsed 

during my training as a natural scientist. I read about debates on the truth value of scientific 

claims about unobservable entities, processes, and relations, which have shaped the diverse 

map of possible epistemic attitudes in the predominantly analytic field of philosophy of 

science. 

However, I discovered the most fitting description of my strange realization outside the 

analytic tradition, in the writings of German phenomenologist Edmund Husserl. In his last 

work, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (1970), Husserl 

addresses the question of the relationship between the world as lived and experienced and the 

world as described from the standpoint of modern sciences by inquiring back into the original 

meaning of scientific methods and meaning-structures (p. 56). In his historical reflection, he is 

guided by the recognition of the “strangeness” (p. 36) of the fact that the subjectively 

experienced world – the sensed, felt world of value and meaning in which people go about 

living their everyday lives – can be “translated” by sciences into a world of objective 

properties and ideal shapes and given a mathematized description in terms of laws, formulae 

and geometric relations. 

The possibility of such “translation”, indicates Husserl, is so fundamental to our 

understanding of science that it is nowadays (as already in his time) taken for granted by 

anyone who undergoes some form of scientific schooling (p. 36). An educated Westerner 

would not find strange, for instance, the idea that the blueness of the sky can be described in 

the language of wavelengths and air particle radiuses and mathematically captured by 

Rayleight scattering equations. Similarly, a chemist would not – for the most part – find it 

strange that the reaction mixture in the beaker in her hand can be mathematically 

characterized in terms of its objective properties: that the beaker’s felt heaviness can be 

understood as systematically caused by its objective mass, its felt warmth by its objective 

temperature, and the perceived change of the color of the mixture by the change of various 

objective properties of the matter participating in the chemical reaction. The chemist takes it 

for granted that the way the beaker with the reaction mixture appears in her subjective 

experience can be given a perspective-free account in the language of chemical symbols, 

equations and mechanisms. Through the lens of natural science, she can regard the beaker 

purely as a body with various determinate, quantitatively describable and mathematizable 

objective properties – indeed, she must regard it as such if she wants to deal with it 

scientifically. 

Husserl’s aim in The Crisis is to explore the origin, history and nature of what the 

chemist must take for granted. He points out that no matter how fundamental to our scientific 

understanding of the world, the idea “that every change of the specific qualities of intuited 
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bodies which is experienced or is conceivable in actual or possible experience refers causally 

to occurrences in the abstract shape-stratum of the world” (p. 36) is, nevertheless, far from 

self-evident. The strangeness of this idea, he argues, is such that its discovery presented no 

less than the pivotal step in the rise of modern science. An important part of The Crisis is 

dedicated to the historical reflection on the conditions and context of this discovery and the 

development of philosophical and scientific thought that it gave rise to. It is this historical 

reflection that I now turn to. 

1.2 Husserl on the origins and development of scientific objectivism 

The Crisis presents “Husserl’s last published attempt at an ‘introduction to phenomenology’, a 

systematic, definitive presentation of the fundamentals of his method” (Carr 1970a: xxiv). 

Even though the treatise that Husserl had projected remained unfinished due to philosopher’s 

death in 1938, The Crisis came to be widely recognized as the culmination of Husserl’s 

thought. Although the work was, like several Husserl’s earlier writings, characterized by the 

author as an introduction to his phenomenological approach, the historical reflection on the 

origins and development of modern science and philosophy distinguishes the work from 

Husserl’s earlier philosophical projects and in many ways adds new dimensions and turns to 

Husserl’s phenomenology. The Crisis also presents the most systematic account of Husserl’s 

influential concept of the life-world, which has since received wide attention reaching far 

beyond the field of phenomenology, primarily in certain areas of sociology (cf. Moran 2012, 

Zahavi 2003; Carr 1970a; Hammond, Howarth & Keat 1991). 

The Crisis intertwines various philosophical investigations. The primary focus of the 

present section is the historical reflection put forward in Part II; a more substantial 

presentation and problematization of the notion of the life-world from Part III of The Crisis 

will be given in the later sections of this chapter in which I will attempt to engage Husserl’s 

thought in a dialogue with a philosophy of another prominent twentieth century thinker 

Wilfrid Sellars. 

Husserl opens The Crisis by questioning the role that science plays – or should play – 

with regard to the questions of human existence. In the context of the (then) contemporary 

“crisis of European humanity” (p. 269), he argues, science has lost its meaning for life: 

“In our vital need … this science has nothing to say to us. It excludes in 

principle precisely the questions which man, given over in our unhappy times to 

the most portentous upheavals, finds the most burning: questions of the meaning 

or meaninglessness of the whole of this human existence.” (p. 6)  

How did this loss of science’s existential relevance come about? According to Husserl, the 

estrangement of science from the human condition can be traced back to the positivistic 

restriction on which sciences – both natural and humanistic, “with their controversial 

reference back to the ideal of exactness in the natural sciences” (p. 4) – have come to cease to 

talk about values and instead limit themselves to the matters of fact. Excluding all questions 

of value and meaning, factual sciences are guided by the ideal of the objective truth – the truth 

which they take to be “exclusively a matter of establishing what the world, the physical as 

well as the spiritual world, is in fact” (p. 6). Science’s loss of existential relevance is 

therefore, on Husserl’s view, a result of the objectivist conception of the world which lies at 
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the heart of (then) contemporary science and which, through science’s relation to 

philosophical thought, came to dominate the general “world-view of modern man” (p. 6). 

This objectivist view, however, was only made possible through a specific historical 

development of Western thought intertwined with the development of science. For Husserl, 

this development is above all embodied in Galileo Galilei’s “mathematization of nature” (p. 

23). Galileo’s discovery of the possibility to mathematize nature – i.e. the idea that the 

abstract symbols, laws, and theories of mathematical science can be used to describe and 

explain the concrete natural world – presents, according to Husserl, the crucial step in the rise 

of modern science. 

1.2.1 Galileo’s discovery-concealment 

To be sure, seventeenth century thinkers were already familiar with advanced pure geometry 

which had been developing already since the time of the ancient Greeks. They were also 

familiar, on the other hand, with what Husserl calls “the art of measuring” (p. 27) – the 

practice whose “empirically, practically objectivizing function” (p. 28) allowed one to apply 

abstract geometrical knowledge to the analysis of nature. In this respect, Galileo was thus an 

heir of the knowledge of both pure and applied geometry – knowledge without which he 

could not have achieved his revolutionary insight. However, the revolutionary insight was a 

pivotal step in the rise of modern natural science: the insight, that is, to regard concrete, 

experienced, sensibly intuited world – the life-world of our everyday experience and human 

activity – as a manifestation of an abstract, objective world of ideal shapes. 

How can one establish a relation between the realm of life and experience – the world of 

actual perceptions, concrete encounters, and everyday dealings – and the abstract 

mathematical realm of objective idealities?  In an attempt to correlate the life-world and the 

“formula-world” (p. 48), Galileo distinguished between what has come to be known as 

primary and secondary qualities of objects (cf. Zahavi 2003: 127, Hammond et al. 1991: 155). 

On this distinction, the properties of objects are divided into subjective and objective ones. 

Subjective properties, on the one hand, are the intuitive “sense-qualities” (p. 54) through 

which the objects appear to us – for instance the felt warmth of the beaker or the color of the 

reaction mixture contained in it. Objective properties, on the other hand, are observer-

independent characteristics of an object – for instance the beaker’s weight or temperature – 

which can be quantitatively described and subjected to mathematization. 

Galileo’s insight consisted in the hypothesis that primary and secondary qualities are 

systematically related: that there exist law-like connections between objective and subjective 

properties of objects due to which the latter could be treated as caused by – and thus 

secondary to – the primary, objective ones. As Husserl explains: 

“What we experienced, in prescientific life, as colors, tones, warmth, and 

weight belonging to the things themselves . . .  indicates in terms of physics, of 

course, tone-vibrations, warmth-vibrations, i.e., pure events in the world of 

shapes.” (p. 36) 

This hypothesis – that “everything which manifests itself as real through the specific sense-

qualities must have its mathematical index in events belonging to the sphere of shapes – 

which is, of course, already thought of as idealized” (p. 37) – allowed Galileo to indirectly 

mathematize the life-world. By stripping the concrete, experienced objects of their subjective 
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aspects and looking at thus obtained “objective” properties of nature through the prism of 

mathematical science, the world of our life and experience could now be captured by 

symbols, equations, and mechanisms:  

“The whole  of infinite nature … became [the object of] a peculiarly applied 

mathematics.” (p. 37) 

The hypothesis that the properties of concrete spatiotemporal bodies as they appear to us in 

our subjective experiences can be described in formal way with reference to abstract ideal 

shapes – a strange new conception which has since become taken for granted (p. 24) – 

presents, for Husserl, a decisive methodological step in the establishment of modern science. 

There is nothing wrong with this hypothesis itself – as long as it is being practiced and 

understood as a methodological means for natural-scientific inquiry, it is on Husserl’s view 

“perfectly legitimate, indeed necessary” (p. 47). However, Husserl warns that if one is to 

understand the actual meaning of scientific knowledge, it is vital to remain aware of 

mathematization as a method. In other words, it is vital to keep in mind that whereas science 

is using mathematization as a means, the questions and ends of the scientific inquiry remain 

grounded in the life-world – and it is these questions and ends which make scientific methods 

meaningful. Husserl repeatedly emphasizes that the scientific method itself is “empty of 

meaning” (p. 56): through the idealization and abstraction involved in the process of 

“methodical objectification of the intuitively given world” (p. 41), the “true” meaning of the 

concepts of the abstracted formula-world remains grounded in the concrete, subjectively 

experienced world of life. In Husserl’s words, 

“objective theory in its logical sense … is rooted, grounded in the life -world, in 

the original self-evidences belonging to it … Thanks to this rootedness 

objective science has a constant reference of meaning to the world in which we 

always live.” (pp. 129–130) 

Husserl argues that modern science has forgotten about its rootedness in the life-world. 

Whereas Galileo’s innovative method has been handed down to ever new generations of 

scientists (p. 56), its true meaning has been left behind along the way. Alongside the 

progressive improvement of its methods and techniques for “predicting concrete occurrences 

in the intuitively given life-world, occurrences which are not yet or no longer actually given” 

(p. 51), science has concealed the foundation of its meaning in the lived world of experience. 

Ever since Galileo, the scientific development has been accompanied by a 

“surreptitious substitution of the mathematically substructed world of idealities 

for the only real world, the one that is actually given through perception, that is 

ever experienced and experienceable –  our everyday life-world.” (pp. 48–49) 

This substitution, which remains to be passed on centuries after Galileo, has brought about a 

far-reaching transformation of meaning. The mathematical, which was initially applied to the 

analysis of nature as a method, has come to be misunderstood as the real: 

“In geometrical and natural-scientific mathematization, in the open infinity of 

possible experiences, we measure the life -world –  the world constantly given to 

us as actual in our concrete world-life –  for a well-fitting garb of ideas, that of 
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the so-called objectively scientific truths. ...  Mathematics and mathematical 

science, as a garb of ideas, or the garb of symbols of the symbolic mathematical 

theories, encompasses everything which, fo r scientists and the educated 

generally, represents  the life-world, dresses it up  as ‘objectively actual and 

true’ nature. It is through the garb of ideas that we take for true being what is 

actually a method .” (p. 51) 

While Galileo’s mathematization of nature surely gave way to an “infinite number of physical 

discoveries and discoverers” (p. 52), it therefore – in the same stroke – set the stage to a 

powerful objectivist concealment of the experiential nature of the life-world. 

1.2.2 Life-world and the world of science 

Husserl draws a sharp contrast between the concrete life-world of everyday experience and 

the world which modern science constructed by abstracting, idealizing, and mathematizing the 

aspects of this life-world: 

“[W]e have two different things: life -world and objective-scientific world, 

though of course [they are] related to each other. The knowledge of the 

objective-scientific world is ‘grounded’ in the self -evidence of the life-world. 

The latter is pregiven to the scientific worker, or the working community, as 

ground; yet, as they build upon this, what is built is something new, something 

different.” (p. 130) 

As has been argued, the mistake of the modern scientist lies in treating the objective-scientific 

world as the “true” one. This leaves to the life-world the status of a second-order 

manifestation of the underlying hidden realm of mathematical truth. Subjective experiences, 

stripped away from the objective reality, are pushed into the mind of the human perceiver: 

“The phenomena are only in the subjects; they are there only as causal results of 

events taking place in true nature, which events exist only with mathematical 

properties. If the intuited world of our life is merely subjective, then all the 

truths of pre- and extrascientific life which have to do with its factual being are 

deprived of value. They have meaning only insofar as they, while themselves 

false, vaguely indicate an in-itself which lies behind this world of possible 

experience and is transcendent in respect to it.” (p. 54)  

The idea of the imperceptible, but objectively true theoretical world hidden behind the realm 

of subjective experience – the idea developed in the context of exact mathematical and 

physical sciences – has reached far beyond its original application in natural sciences. Indeed, 

the ideal of objectivity has come to dominate contemporary thought and to characterize our 

general conception of knowledge: 

“[The] idea of objectivity dominates the whole universitas of the positive 

sciences in the modern period, and in the general usage it dominates the 

meaning of the word ‘science.’ This already involves a naturalism insofar as 

this concept is taken from Galilean natural science, such that the scientifically 

‘true,’ the objective, world is always thought of in advance as na ture, in an 

expanded sense of the word.” (p. 127)  
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The view that Husserl here refers to as naturalism maintains, broadly speaking, that 

objectivist natural sciences present the most – or even the only – epistemically suitable way of 

attaining knowledge about any part of the world – and in turn, that what the world itself turns 

out to be comprised of are entities and relations identified by objective scientific explanations. 

This stance will be extensively discussed, problematized, and criticized in Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3 of the thesis especially in relation to the difficulties of adopting it in the context of 

mind science. 

For now, however, I will first turn to the dichotomy into which the contrast between the 

life-world and the objective world of science culminates in the context of studying the mind: 

that of the scientific and the everyday understanding of the human mind and the human being. 

I will start by considering the way in which the question of the relationship between the 

natural-scientific explanation and the world as experienced and lived – the same question 

which motivated the strange realization of my Galilean assumptions in the context of my 

chemistry studies – manifests itself in the field of cognitive science. 

1.3 Understanding the human-in-the-world: two perspectives 

1.3.1 Studying versus being mind 

After finishing my bachelor studies in chemistry, I enrolled in the master studies in cognitive 

science. The study of mind seemed to substantially differ from the scientific endeavors which 

had made me think about the problematic relationship between science and reality back in my 

chemistry days. One crucial difference seemed to lie in the difficulty of distinguishing 

between the subjective appearing of the studied phenomena and their objective scientific 

characterization. While the “objective world” of chemistry’s theories, models and equations 

was – and could not but be – far removed from my subjective experience of the laboratory 

life-world of beakers and reaction mixtures, the distinction between the life-world and the 

scientific world in cognitive science was far less clear. How could science sensibly abstract 

subjective experience from phenomena such as vision, memory, or emotions – without 

missing the very phenomena that it is trying to characterize? 

With an exception of some basic explanations of neurobiological events at the molecular 

and neuronal level and the technical procedures learned in statistics and programming, a 

cognitive science student could not but stumble upon scientific concepts that (could) refer to 

her own subjective experience. Indeed, it seemed hard – or perhaps unfeasible – to study the 

mind in complete disregard of the experience of being a mind. While the experienced 

heaviness of the beaker in the lab was easily deemed “secondary” to the objective 

measurement of its “primary”, “true” weight, the experience of phenomena studied in 

cognitive science seemed to me much less dispensable. I could in fact hardly learn about the 

dual visual system hypothesis, study the classificatory schema of long-term memory types, or 

read about the hormones thought to be involved in love and attachment without falling back 

upon my own subjective experience of seeing, remembering, or loving. Such alienation, 

however, would be required by naturalistic explanation: from the standpoint of some forms of 

naturalism (as it has been characterized in Introduction), these subjective experiences should 

be understood as mere secondary manifestations of the “true” vision, memory, or love. 

The difficulty – or perhaps unfeasibility – of abstracting the subjective from the study of 

mind seemed to go against the naturalistic demand for mind-independent objectivity of the 
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studied concepts. This tension gave to cognitive science a somewhat paradoxical character – a 

character which made questions similar to the one which reluctantly occurred to me only after 

years of studying chemistry a commonplace in my master studies. What do we actually talk 

about when we talk about seeing, remembering, or loving? Are vision, memory, or emotions, 

explained in the language of chemical substances, brain areas, or information processing 

schemas, the same vision, memory, and emotions which I experience, act upon, and think and 

talk about in my everyday life-world? 

The question about the way in which the concepts of cognitive science relate to their 

experiential counterparts of our life-world of being – in addition to merely studying – the 

mind opens up a realm of ontological, epistemological, and methodological problems.
2 

The 

matters of ontology refer to the way of being of the studied phenomenon. Whereas scientific 

studies rarely address fundamental ontological issues explicitly – asking, for instance, what a 

phenomenon (e.g. vision, memory, love) really is –, they, however, commonly commit to 

implicit ontological assumptions and claims. The naturalistic standpoint, compared to other 

epistemic attitudes in cognitive science, has a particular tendency of proclaiming that a 

phenomenon as it is experienced and lived is actually really something else, for instance a 

specific pattern of brain activation. 

With regard to epistemology and methodology, the focus is not on the being of the 

phenomenon, but rather on the way one can acquire knowledge out about it: how to use the 

diverse range of methods and approaches for studying the mind in a way that actually 

contributes to describing, explaining and understanding the phenomenon that one is interested 

in? Ideally, cognitive scientists aim at using methods which give valid and reliable 

assessments of what they want to measure, and concepts and theories which adequately refer 

to the studied phenomenon as it manifests not only in the context of the laboratory, but also in 

the actual world. 

In asking how science can adequately capture what the mind is and does in everyday life, 

the above attempts to approach the relationship between the scientific and the everyday 

experiential perspective on the mind from the scientific side. The question of how the two 

perspectives relate, however, goes both ways. On the one hand, it is important to pose this 

question in order to make sure that the methods and concept of cognitive science as well as 

the descriptions and explanations that cognitive science provides in fact refer to the 

phenomena of the mind as they are experienced and lived in everyday life. On the other hand, 

it is important to pose it because the scientific descriptions and explanations are not generated 

for scientists alone, but are instead meant to contribute to individuals’ and society’s everyday 

understanding of the phenomena of the mind – and are, as such, meant to make a difference 

for the way in which these phenomena are experienced and lived. In other words, what is at 

stake in asking about the relationship between science and the life-world is not only the 

epistemic and methodological question of how cognitive science “reflects” the life-world of 

being a mind, but also the question of how it streams back into it. In order to address these 

issues, I however first have to set the ground for their adequate articulation – starting by 

adding to Husserl’s now familiar distinction a similar one, drawn by the U.S. philosopher 

Wilfrid Sellars. 

                                                         
2
 This section partially relies on John Searle’s distinction between the questions of ontology (What is 

it?), epistemology (How do we find out about it?), and causation (What does it do?) in the study of 

mind (cf. Searle 1992: 18). 
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1.3.2 Manifest and scientific image 

In Philosophy and the scientific image of man (1963), Sellars famously articulated the 

contrast between the everyday and the scientific perspective on the human being as the 

contrast between the manifest and the scientific image of the “man-in-the-world”. The 

manifest image can be said to encompass our understanding of human beings as persons who 

act within the world; the scientific image, on the other hand, represents the account of the 

human-in-the-world given by science. Sellars argues that the two images are opposing and 

incompatible, and recognizes the contrast between them as a “crucial duality which confronts 

the contemporary philosopher at the very beginning of his enterprise” (p. 4). How – if at all – 

can the two images be fused into an integrated understanding of the man? Since for Sellars, 

the distinguishing characteristic of the philosophical enterprise is that it aims to “understand 

how things in the broadest possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible 

sense of the term” (p. 1), he recognizes this questions as one of the most fundamental 

problems of philosophy. 

Sellars construes the manifest and the scientific image as two idealized “projections of 

man-in-the-world on the human understanding” (p. 5), making it clear that he will use them as 

heuristic fictions in order to represent and clarify two major divergent tendencies of 

philosophical reflection. During the long – or in the case of the scientific image, more recent – 

history of philosophical thought, the manifest and the scientific image have developed into 

“two conceptions, equally public, equally non-arbitrary, of man-in-the-world” (p. 5). 

The difference between the scientific and the manifest image is far from superficial. 

According to Sellars, sciences do not merely add to the manifest understanding of the human 

being, extending, elaborating, or refining the manifest image by putting forward more detailed 

or accurate descriptions of the same concepts. Rather, Sellars argues that the two images talk 

about radically different things in radically different ways and should thus be conceived of as 

two distinct conceptual frameworks with different categorial structure. 

The manifest image, the “conceptual framework of persons” (p. 40), can be described as 

“the framework in terms of which man came to be aware of himself as man-in-the-world ... 

the framework in terms of which, to use an existentialist turn of phrase, man first encountered 

himself – which is, of course, when he came to be man” (p. 6). However early on in the 

history of humanity it must have appeared – its main outlines, according to Sellars, “took 

shape in the mists of pre-history” (p. 5) – Sellars emphasizes that the manifest image is far 

from naïve or uncritical. Rather, it can be understood as an elaborated sophistication of the 

more primitive “original” image of human-in-the-world. Throughout the history, the manifest 

image has undergone various empirical and categorial refinements and developed into a 

disciplined, critical, and in a way itself “scientific” conceptual framework. 

Though he refers to it as the “framework of sophisticated common sense” (p. 19) and the 

“framework of everyday life” (p. 27), Sellars emphasizes that the manifest image has been 

extensively studied and shaped by philosophical thought. Transcending the individual 

understanding of any one individual thinker, the manifest image can be said to have “an 

objective existence in philosophical thinking itself, and, indeed, in human thought generally” 

(p. 14). In fact, Sellars claims that “much of academic philosophy can be interpreted as an 

attempt by individual thinkers to delineate the manifest image (not recognized, needless to 

say, as such) an image which is both immanent in and transcendent of their thinking” (pp. 14–

15). 
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In comparison to the manifest image, which arose early on in the story of humankind and 

has undergone centuries of non-systematic development in the context of everyday life, but 

also historical-philosophical refinement, the scientific image of the man-in-the-world is a 

more recent achievement. Although Sellars does not pick out any decisive moment of its 

emergence (akin to Husserl’s narrow focus on Galileo’s discovery-concealment), he points 

out that the scientific image developed in close relation to the development of the scientific 

theories of modern natural science. With Sellars describing it as “the image derived from the 

fruits of postulational theory construction” (p. 19), it is clear that the full-blown scientific 

image framework is an achievement specific to the modern era (cf. deVries 2005). 

Importantly, the scientific image is not – yet – complete, but is instead, together with the 

evolution of scientific theories, “still in the process of coming into being” (p. 20). 

The crucial feature of the scientific image is that it involves – unlike the manifest image 

– “the postulation of imperceptible entities, and principles pertaining to them, to explain the 

behaviour of perceptible things” (p. 7). Sellars’ distinction between the manifest image as 

consisting of perceptible, manifest events of the everyday world and the scientific image as 

comprised of imperceptible theoretical entities and principles seems remarkably similar to 

Husserl’s distinction between the life-world and the world of science: 

“The contrast between the subjectivity of the life -world and the ‘objective,’ the 

‘true’ world, lies in the fact that the latter is a theoretical -logical substruction, 

the substruction of something that is in principle not perceivable, in principle 

not experienceable in its own proper being, whereas the subjective, in the life -

world, is distinguished in all respects precisely by its being actually 

experienceable.” (Crisis, p. 127) 

However, Sellars is concerned with the sciences (plural) of the human being – and are there 

not several sciences of the human-in-the-world which, in their explanation of the behavior of 

perceptible things, refer to distinct imperceptible theoretical entities and principles? Sellars 

himself points out that since each of the various sciences of the human-in-the-world pictures 

the human being in a particular way, one can hardly speak of one single scientific image. He 

emphasizes that – just like the manifest image – the scientific image is an ideal construct, 

more particularly a construct which integrates into an idealized whole various theoretical 

images of different scientific disciplines: 

“There are as many scientific images of man as there are sciences which have 

something to say about man. Thus, there is man as he appears to the theoretical 

physicist –  a swirl of physical particles, forces, and fields. There is man as he 

appears to the biochemist, to the physiologist, to the behaviourist, to the social 

scientist…” (PSIM , p. 20) 

Nevertheless, the collective of these images can be, according to Sellars, distinguished from 

the manifest image in virtue of their reference to theory, i.e. their postulation of imperceptible 

theoretical entities and processes with the aim of explaining relationships between perceptible 

entities. Therefore, “all of these images are to be contrasted with man as he appears to himself 

in sophisticated common sense, the manifest image which even today contains most of what 

he knows about himself at the properly human level” (p. 20). While the manifest image, 

depicting “the properly human level”, encompasses the man-in-the-world as a person – a 
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unity of a basic individual which cannot be built up from or broken down into its parts (cf. 

deVries 2012) –, the scientific image of man, according to Sellars, on the contrary “turns out 

to be that of a complex physical system” (p. 25). 

1.3.3 The duality of views 

How can our understanding of human beings accommodate the duality of views – one on 

which the human-in-the-world is a person, and one on which she is nothing but a complex 

physical system? As has been mentioned, Sellars argues that this duality presents the 

fundamental challenge of contemporary philosophy. Husserl’s diagnosis is similarly severe. 

On Husserl’s explanation, the idea of modern objectivist science, which required Galileo to 

“desubjectivize” the world – as he reminds us, “Galileo abstracts from the subjects as persons 

leading a personal life; he abstracts from all that is in any way spiritual, from all cultural 

properties which are attached to things in human praxis” –, left us with a desubjectivized 

understanding of “nature as a really self-enclosed world of bodies” (Crisis, p. 60). This shift 

in understanding did not only lead to a particular naturalistic conception of science and 

knowledge, but soon brought about “a complete transformation of the idea of the world in 

general”: 

“The world splits, so to speak, into two worlds: nature and the psychic world, 

although the latter, because of the way in which it is related to nature, does not 

achieve the status of an independent world.” (Crisis, p. 60) 

The splitting of the world into the physical realm of nature-in-itself and the separate, non-

physical realm of the psychic set the stage for the emergence of Cartesian dualism. Moreover, 

as the purely physical nature was separated from anything subjective and seemingly captured 

by the newly developing descriptive disciplines of physical and biological sciences, the soul, 

explains Husserl, was “left over after the animal and the human bodies have been separated 

off as belonging inside the closed region of nature” (p. 63). Thus, an “enigma of subjectivity” 

(p. 5) emerged – an enigma which, as will be shown in Chapter 2, still haunts the conceptual 

space of contemporary philosophy of mind and cognitive science. 

With the left-over soul and new objectivist conception of knowledge, the post-Galilean 

thinkers were in need of a new psychology – a naturalistic psychology, modeled on the 

biophysical sciences of physical nature, on which “a type of being is ascribed to the soul 

which is similar in principle to that of nature; and to psychology is ascribed a progression 

from description to ultimate theoretical ‘explanation’ similar to that of biophysics” (Crisis, p. 

63). Therefore, although the physicalistic conception of nature brought about the dualistic 

split which expelled the soul from the realm of the natural, it on the other hand demanded the 

soul to be studied with a discipline modeled on natural science. 

This paradoxical situation, built upon ungrounded dualistic and physicalistic 

presuppositions for Husserl, resulted in a “tragic failure of modern psychology” (p. 18). As 

Husserl emphatically argues throughout The Crisis, a “science of souls” cannot and should 

not be modeled on natural sciences: 

“[A]n ‘exact’ psychology, as an analogue to physics (i.e., the dualistic 

parallelism of realities, of methods, and of sciences), is an absurdity. 

Accordingly there can no longer be a descriptive psychology which is the 

analogue of a descriptive natural science.” (Crisis, p. 233) 
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For Sellars, on the other hand, there is nothing wrong with a science of human psyche 

modeled on the sciences of nature. He points out that although “behaviouristic psychology” 

(PSIM, p. 21) can be understood as “simply a sophistication within the manifest framework” 

(p. 23), its description of the correlations of the observable or introspectible psychical objects 

found in the manifest image can be analogous to the postulational theories of the scientific 

image (p. 25). Furthermore, Sellars is convinced that the correlations that (behavioristic) 

psychology establishes within the manifest image must eventually find their counterparts in 

the scientific image proper. Led by the idea of the ultimate unity of science, Sellars thus 

argues that one can “provisionally assume” (p. 25) that the psychological behavioral 

correlations will turn out to be explainable by neurophysiological sciences of the scientific 

image: 

“[A]lthough behaviouristics and neurophysiology remain distinctive sciences, 

the correlational content of behaviouristics points to a structure of postulated 

processes and principles which telescope together with those of 

neurophysiological theory, with all the consequences which this entails.” ( PSIM , 

p. 25) 

What consequences does this entail? Is the scientific image proper the ultimately true 

description of the man-in-the-world which will eventually replace the less adequate manifest 

image? That is to say, will neurophysiology, biochemistry and physics eventually account for 

the descriptions of the human being which operate within the manifest image? As will be 

shown below, Sellars was indeed committed to the idea of the ultimate unity and transparency 

of scientific knowledge. However, in recognizing the complexity involved in unifying 

different perspectives on the human-in-the-world, Sellars provides a more complicated answer 

to the above question – an answer which attempts to integrate his version of naturalism and 

scientific realism with his conviction of the irreducibility and practical significance of the 

manifest image. 

1.3.4 Sellars’ stereoscopic vision 

As a professed defender of both naturalism and scientific realism, Sellars forthrightly argues 

for the ontological primacy of the scientific image. As he declared in a famous remark: “In the 

dimension of describing and explaining the world, science is the measure of all things, of 

what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not” (1963: 173). Sellars believes that everything 

that really exists in the world is an “element of the spatiotemporal causal nexus”, and that 

science – as our most advanced way of acquiring knowledge of the world – provides us, at 

least in principle, with true knowledge of the really existing objects of the world (cf. deVries 

2005: 16–17). While Sellars recognizes that the current science is still far from having 

reached the final, explanatory complete scientific framework – as he emphasizes, the in 

principle complete scientific image is still in the process of coming into being –, he 

nevertheless maintains that at any point, “the scientific account of the world is (in principle) 

the adequate image” (PSIM, p. 36). 

Although the scientific image as a framework is, on Sellars’ construal, an ideal construct, 

its objects are therefore real: the developing sciences are in principle capable of revealing 

reality and giving an adequate account of what there is. That is not the case with the manifest 

image. As Sellars points out, the manifest image in its entirety presents – in this ontological 
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sense – a false account of the man-in-the-world (p. 18): its objects are not real entities or 

processes existing in the world.
3
 With regard to explaining and describing reality, the 

maturing scientific image will, for Sellars, come to challenge and eventually replace the 

(false) conception of reality entailed in the manifest image. 

Nevertheless, the manifest image involves something that cannot be accounted for by the 

scientific image: a “language of community and individual intentions” (p. 40). While science 

is concerned with describing and explaining the really existing objects of the world, it cannot 

tell us much about the normative aspects of human life addressed in the manifest image, 

which Sellars finally describes as 

“the framework in which we think of one another as sharing the community 

intentions which provide the ambience of principles and  standards (above all, 

those which make meaningful discourse and rationality itself possible) within 

which we live our own individual lives” (p. 40).  

Since intentions and norms are crucial for our comprehensive vision of the man-in-the-world 

– as Sellars suggests, a person “can almost be defined as a being that has intentions” (p. 40) –, 

the manifest image cannot be reduced to the scientific image, but instead requires to be taken 

into account alongside the scientific one. 

Sellars thus concludes that an appropriate understanding of the man-in-the-world has to 

ultimately take into account both images: on the one hand, the scientific image describing and 

explaining the reality of the man-in-the-world, and on the other hand the manifest image 

irreducibly referring to the way in which we, as beings that have intentions, practically act in 

the world. 

But why is taking into account both images so difficult that it amounts, for Sellars, to the 

fundamental philosophical problem? The reason lies in the fact that fusing the images is not 

only a matter of a simple synthesis of, for instance, two different, but compatible perspectives 

on human beings. Rather than forming two perspectives that could co-exist alongside one 

another, the two images for Sellars instead present two incompatible, categorially distinct, and 

rival conceptual frameworks which both claim their primacy over the other and maintain that 

they provide not merely partial insight, but the whole truth about the human being – that each 

of them presents itself as “the true and, in principle, complete account of man-in-the-world” 

(p. 26). How, then, could they both be taken into account? 

An integrated understanding of both images, Sellars suggests, can be best described with 

an analogy to stereoscopic – or, as he alternately calls it, synoptic – vision, in which the 

perceiver is exposed to two different images which nevertheless fuse into a single integrated 

visual experience. If one is to fully understand the human-in-the-world, one has to attend to 

                                                         
3
 It is important to distinguish between the question of the reality of, on the one hand, the image as a 

conceptual framework, and on the other hand, the objects which the concepts of the image refer to. 

Although he is conscious of the ambiguity of his terminology – as he points out, the metaphor of the 

image is “usefully ambiguous” (PSIM, p. 5) –, Sellars’ frequent and often seemingly unreflected shifts 

between concept- and object-talk make this distinction quite demanding. As clarified in deVries 

(2005), the concepts of both the manifest and the scientific image are transcendentally ideal 

representations of reality constructed by the human mind. As for the objects of the images, they form 

(or will eventually form) part of the ultimate reality only in the case of the scientific image. The 

objects are thus transcendentally real in the case of the scientific image, and transcendentally ideal in 

the case of the manifest image (cf. deVries 2005: 269–271). 
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both images: taking into account only one would distort the understanding in a way in which 

the stereoscopic image would get distorted if one looked at it with only one eye dominating. 

On the side of the domination of the scientific image, one such one-eyed view is 

exemplified in an attitude known as eliminative materialism. The core of eliminative 

materialism – advocated, for instance, by Sellars’ student Paul Churchland – is “the thesis that 

our common-sense conception of psychological phenomena constitutes a radically false 

theory, a theory so fundamentally defective that both the principles and the ontology of that 

theory will eventually be displaced, rather than smoothly reduced, by completed 

neuroscience” (Churchland 1981: 67). Although Sellars’ philosophy has inspired eliminative 

materialists like Churchland to the point that even he himself has been recognized by some as 

a defender of eliminative materialism, Sellars’ writings do not seem to support this 

interpretation (cf. deVries 2005): firstly, because the manifest image, according to Sellars, 

precisely does not incorporate theories which would refer to unobservable theoretical entities 

(rather, the absence of theory postulation is on his account exactly that which distinguishes 

the manifest image from the theoretical scientific image), and secondly, because Sellars 

explicitly argues for the irreplaceability and conceptual irreducibility of the normative and 

intentional. While remaining deeply committed to naturalism and scientific realism – as has 

been shown above, he maintains that science and science alone can describe and explain 

reality –, he at the same time claims that the language of intentions, agency, and normativity 

brings forth an indispensable aspect of human life and thus has to be joined to the scientific 

discourse: 

“[T]o complete
4
 the scientific image we need to enrich it not with more ways of 

saying what is the case, but with the language of community and individual 

intentions, so that by construing the actions we intend to do and the 

circumstances in which we intend to do them in scientific terms, we directly 

relate the world as conceived by scientific theory to our purposes, and make it  

our world and no longer an alien appendage to the world in which we do our 

living.” (PSIM, p. 40) 

The elimination of the normative and the intentional akin to that propounded by eliminative 

materialists would thus, on Sellars’ view, present a distorted one-eyed view of the human-in-

the-world. If they are to be of any relevance for us as human beings, scientific explanations 

and descriptions – which we need in order to understand the reality of the world, but which 

ultimately have nothing to say about our practical lives – cannot stand alone, but have to be 

stereoscopically joined to the practical concepts of our manifest image.  

                                                         
4
 Sellars’ emphasis on the necessity of “completing” the scientific image with the manifest image and 

its language of individual and community intentions seems to clash with his claims that the scientific 

image is itself developing towards an ultimate completeness of its own (cf. deVries 2012). Here, 

Sellars seems to have in mind two kinds of completeness: on the one hand, the supposed eventual 

completeness of the descriptive and explanatory framework of science with regard to its capacity to 

disclose the ontological structure of the world, and on the other hand, “completeness” in the sense of a 

comprehensive understanding of the human-of-the-world. While the scientific image will eventually 

turn out to be, according to Sellars, complete in the first sense, the second sense of completeness (i.e. 

completeness of our view of the human being in relation to the world) requires a stereoscopic vision 

which joins the manifest with the scientific. 
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Whereas the exclusive focus on the scientific image would amount to one type of 

distorted vision, an opposite – but equally distorted – one-eyed view would be one which 

focuses exclusively on the manifest image. Such is, according to Sellars, the view of so-called 

“perennial philosophy” – a wide group of philosophical traditions
5
 dedicated to the study of 

the manifest image, which could be described as “simply the manifest image endorsed as real” 

(p. 8). 

On Sellars’ explanation, the perennial philosophy claims that “the scientific image cannot 

replace the manifest without rejecting its own foundations” (p. 21) – a claim much 

reminiscent of Husserl’s description of how endorsing the abstract world of natural science 

entailed our forgetting its foundations in the life-world. For Sellars, however, this claim is 

unjustified. He agrees with the philosophers of the perennial tradition that the scientific image 

is historically and methodologically dependent and thus indeed, in a way, founded on the 

manifest image: “[E]ach theoretical image is a construction on a foundation provided by the 

manifest image, and in this methodological sense presupposes the manifest image” (p. 20). 

However, he also points out that this methodological dependence does not entail an 

ontological – or a logical – one. It would be a mistake to conclude, on the basis of its 

methodological priority, that “the manifest image is [also] prior in a substantive sense” (p. 

20). Perennial philosophy makes this exact mistake, forgetting that what comes first in the 

order of knowing does not necessarily come first in the order of being (cf. deVries 2005: 11). 

For Sellars, therefore, the indisputable ontological primacy of the scientific image is not 

endangered by the fact that it has developed – both historically and methodologically – on the 

foundations of the manifest image. On his diagnosis, the perennial philosophy – with its 

alleged endorsement of the ontological primacy of the manifest image – is therefore 

“analogous to what one gets when one looks through a stereoscope with one eye dominating. 

The manifest image dominates and mislocates the scientific image” (PSIM, p. 8). 

1.3.5 Husserl’s epoché of objective sciences 

Had Husserl used the analogy of the stereoscope, he would have claimed that since Galileo, 

our understanding of the human-in-the-world has become systematically dominated by the 

scientific eye – so much so that the eye looking at the image of the life-world has lost its 

capacity to see. He would have rejected Sellars’ hopes for an integrated understanding of both 

worlds – the scientific and the lived – at the same time. With scientific objectivism coming to 

govern our general conception of knowledge and understanding, our capacity to see the life-

world has been lost in the history – and with our eye on the life-world having been blinded by 

science, Husserl would not have seen much sense in Sellars’ wishes to look through a 

stereoscope. 

If one is to regain the capacity to see the life-world in the modern scientific era, one can 

no longer simply look: instead, what is required is a motivated, active suspension of the idea 

of scientific objectivity as the measure of truth and the absolute guide on the path to 

knowledge. In order to recognize – or remember – the life-world as the “forgotten meaning-

fundament” (p. 48) of science, one has to actively step out of the one-eyed objectivist view of 

the world according to science. 

                                                         
5
 With the notion of the “perennial philosophy”, Sellars refers to broad range of philosophical thought, 

stretching “from the Pre-Socratics, Plato, and Aristotle through Descartes, Kant, and Hegel to Husserl, 

Wittgenstein, and Strawson, to take the leading exemplars” (O’Shea 2007: 193). 
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Husserl names this methodical step the epoché of objective science – “an epoché with 

regard to all objective interests, all aims and activities belonging to us as objective scientists 

or even simply as [ordinary] people desirous of [this kind of] knowledge” (p. 135). This 

epoché entails a shift from the scientific naturalistic attitude – the stance which embodies the 

“naturalistic prejudice” (p. 315) of the objectivist science – to the so-called natural attitude of 

everyday life – or, as Husserl calls it in Ideas II, the “personalistic attitude” – the “attitude we 

are always in when we live with one another, talk to one another, shake hands with another in 

greeting, or are related to another in love and aversion, in disposition and action, in discourse 

and discussion” (1989: 192). Importantly, the epoché of objective science does not amount to 

a rejection of the validity of scientific claims and practice, but instead consists in stepping 

back from judging this validity. Performing the epoché leads to a disinterested attitude in 

which we “take the sciences into consideration only as historical facts, taking no position of 

our own on their truth” (p. 147). Allowing us to realize that we have been misguidedly 

standing on the abstract, idealized “grounds” of the world of scientific objectivity, epoché 

brings our footing back to the actually experienced pre-scientific grounds of the life-world. 

Husserl’s call for the epoché of objective science amounts to a solution very different 

from Sellars’ stereoscopic vision. In fact, Husserl’s indication of our blindness towards the 

life-world opens up a space for what seems to me a powerful objection to Sellars’ solution. As 

Sellars emphasizes, integrating the two images is not a piecemeal task, but instead “a matter 

of [first] articulating two whole ways of seeing the sum of things, two images of man-in-the-

world and [then] attempting to bring them together in a ‘stereoscopic’ view” (PSIM, p. 19). 

But can one really pursue the stereoscopic view when what one sees with each eye is either 

still in the process of becoming – as is the case with the scientific image – or has been – as is 

the case with the manifest image – lost from view in the advent of objectivism? 

Sellars himself devoted a considerable amount of his philosophical work to the 

articulation of the manifest image; while Philosophy and the scientific image of man focuses 

on the clash of the manifest and the scientific image, many of his other essays are written 

from a point of view within the manifest image and purposely aim at delineating its 

conceptual structure (cf. deVries 2005: pp. 12–13). However, Husserl would not have 

accepted Sellars’ analyses as articulations of (an aspect of) the life-world. As Husserl 

repeatedly emphasizes, the pregiven life-world functions as a necessary pre-logical foundation 

for the emergence of objective logical thought – and as such, it cannot be articulated by 

turning this same objective logical thought back upon it. Husserl claims that in fact, the entire 

history of philosophy has not yet witnessed a proper investigation of the life-world: 

 “There has never been a scientific inquiry into the way in which the life -world 

constantly functions as subsoil, into how its manifold prelogical validities act as 

grounds for the logical ones, for theoretical truths” (Crisis, p. 124) 

What is needed for articulating the life-world is not an objective scientific investigation or an 

argumentation within already established systems of objective logical thought. Instead, the 

exploration of the life-world requires no less than a new philosophy – Husserl’s 

transcendental phenomenology,  the peculiar “scientific discipline … which is precisely not 

objective and logical but which, as the ultimately grounding one, is not inferior but superior in 

value” (p. 124). Since Sellars’ analysis from Philosophy and the scientific image of man – as 

well as his broader philosophical thought – is permeated by what Husserl would have 
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recognized as objectivism, Husserl’s claim that the life-world cannot be articulated from an 

objectivist perspective can be interpreted as a strong objection to Sellars’ argument for 

stereoscopic vision. 

Could, on the other hand, Sellars’ critique of perennial philosophy, presented above, be 

applied to Husserl’s insistence on the primacy of the life-world over the objective world of 

science? Does Husserl’s characterization of the life-world as “the only real world, the one that 

is actually given through perception, that is ever experienced and experienceable” (pp. 48–49) 

amount to an uncritical endorsement of the reality of the manifest image – a distorted look 

through a stereoscope with one eye dominating? 

As will become apparent, a positive answer to this question would entail a deep 

misunderstanding of Husserl’s inquiry. Unlike Sellars, Husserl is not interested in the 

question which world – the life-world or the world of science – is the real one. Instead, he is 

interested in how the life-world comes to be posited as real, that is, how it comes to be given 

as existing by the constituting consciousness. On the path towards elucidating this manner of 

the givenness of the world, the epoché of objective science is only the beginning, required to 

bring one’s footing back to the ground of life-world. As will be discussed below (Section 

1.4.3), it is, according to Husserl, only from this footing that a second, transcendental epoché 

can open the way for the phenomenological investigation of the constitutive workings of 

transcendental subjectivity. 

1.4 Comparing the two dichotomies: similarities, problems and differences 

After the analysis that I have carried out so far, I would now like to summarize and juxtapose 

the established dichotomies – Husserl’s life-world versus the world of science and Sellars’ 

manifest image versus scientific image – and their creators’ understanding of the historical, 

methodological, and ontological dependency between their prescientific and scientific sides. 

Before comparing the two accounts, it is important to note that the two sides of Husserl’s 

and Sellars’ dichotomies are by no means identical. Husserl distinguishes between two 

worlds, and correspondingly recognizes two distinct attitudes through which we relate to 

these two worlds in experiencing, knowing and living. Sellars, on the other hand, uses the 

metaphor of the image: as he explains, purposefully, since the ambiguity of the term allows 

him to describe his two dichotomous “projections of man-in-the-world on the human 

understanding” (PSIM, p. 5) as two idealized and imagined human conceptions, which can 

nevertheless be said to exists as parts of the world. As he points out, he thereby does not 

“mean to deny to either or both of them the status of ‘reality’”, but is instead “’bracketing 

them, transforming them from ways of experiencing the world into objects of philosophical 

reflection and evaluation” (PSIM, p. 5). 

Sellars’ Philosophy and the scientific image of man was put forward some 25 years after 

Husserl’s death had interrupted his work on The Crisis, and it is known that Sellars devoted a 

period of his philosophical training to the study of Husserlian phenomenology (cf. deVries 

2005), which crucially influenced his own philosophical approach and led him to aspire for a 

naturalistic interpretation of Husserl’s thought (cf. O’Shea 2007; De Caro 2015). While 

Sellars’ essay does not explicitly refer to the life-world and the world of science, it is not hard 

to draw an approximate analogy between Husserl’s two worlds and Sellars’ two images. 

Perhaps more feasibly, one could instead align their two attitudes: Husserl’s personalistic 

attitude of the life-world to the attitude through which we, on Sellars’ account, “think of one 
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another” (PSIM, p. 40) within the manifest image, and Husserl’s naturalistic attitude of the 

scientific worldview to that through which we think of the human-in-the-world within Sellars’ 

scientific image. However, with both Husserl and Sellars lacking precise delineations of their 

worlds, images, and attitudes – as well as precise specification of how these concepts relate to 

one another –, I will proceed by roughly paralleling the manifest image to the life-world (the 

prescientific side) and the scientific image to the world of science (the scientific side). 

Both Husserl and Sellars recognize the historical primacy of the prescientific side of their 

dichotomies: while for Husserl, the “life-world was always there for mankind before science” 

(Crisis, p. 123), Sellars describes the manifest image as having emerged in the prehistorical 

era when “man first encountered himself – which is, of course, when he came to be a man” 

(PSIM, p. 6). For both philosophers, the prescientific side thus not only long preceded the 

emergence of the scientific worldview in the history of humanity, but could also be, in a 

sense, regarded as a defining feature of humankind – as Sellars points out, “man couldn’t be 

man until he encountered himself” (PSIM, p. 6) in the manifest image. 

The historically secondary scientific worldview, for both philosophers, developed on the 

basis of the life-world or the manifest image, and had not been established until the era of 

modern science that we currently live in. Whereas Husserl, more narrowly, locates the origins 

of the world of science in Galileo’s mathematization of nature while recognizing its 

subsequent entrenchment and development through being passed down generations of 

scientists, Sellars describes the scientific image as, more broadly, having “taken shape before 

our very eyes” (PSIM, p. 5) and further characterizes it as (yet) incomplete and (still) in the 

process of becoming.
6
 

In addition to the historical precedence of the prescientific side, both Husserl and Sellars 

recognize its constant methodological primacy, pointing out that the lived prescientific world 

necessarily continues to be methodologically presupposed by any scientific achievement 

within the modern scientific era. While Husserl maintains that “science … is an 

accomplishment which, in being practiced and carried forward, continues to presuppose [the] 

surrounding world as it is given in its particularity to the scientist” (Crisis, p. 121), Sellars 

acknowledges that “each scientific theory is, from the standpoint of methodology, a structure 

which is built at a different ‘place’ and by different procedures within the intersubjectively 

accessible world of perceptible things … ‘the’ scientific image is a construct from a number 

of images, each of which is supported by the manifest world” (PSIM, p. 20). 

As I will attempt to demonstrate in the following section, the philosophers’ positions 

cannot be compared in such a straightforward manner with regard to the ontological primacy 

of either side of their dichotomies. 

                                                         
6
 Further, both philosophers’ (pseudo)historical accounts of the development of their worldviews seem 

to be put forward in order to help unveiling concealed historical sedimentations present in our general 

idea of knowledge (Hampe 2009). Whereas Sellars is not as clear on the function of his historical 

speculations, Husserl on the other hand explicitly emphasizes that his story about the rise of modern 

science and philosophy is a teleological-historical reflection (Crisis, p. 3) on the origins of our present 

understanding of knowledge and also points out that his account of historical developments of 

Galilean science serves an exemplary function (Crisis, p. 353; cf. Carr 1970b). 
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1.4.1 Husserl and Sellars – an ontological antithesis? 

As I have demonstrated, Husserl and Sellars – broadly speaking – share their views on the 

historical and methodological primacy of the life-world or the manifest image, respectively, 

over the world of science. At the same time, their positions with regard to naturalism and 

scientific realism could hardly be more divergent: while Husserl’s Crisis is known as one of 

the most influential criticisms of naturalism and scientific realism, Sellars is widely 

recognized as one of the most committed and systematic defenders of these two attitudes. 

This combination of similarities and differences between Husserl and Sellars makes it 

tempting to depict their respective views on the ontological status of the sides of their 

dichotomies as antithetical. Mario De Caro, for instance, claims that whereas Husserl and 

Sellars converge on the questions of historical and methodological dependence of scientific 

understanding as well as in their conviction of the irreducibility of the normative, their 

positions on ontology are diametrically opposing: “[F]rom the ontological point of view … 

the unilateralism of Sellars’s view becomes antithetical to the unilateralism of Husserl’s 

view” (2015: 204). 

In order to lay grounds for revealing the ontological antithesis, De Caro contrasts 

scientific realism – defined, similarly as above, as “the view that claims that the world 

contains only the entities and events (both observable and unobservable) that are in principle 

describable by science” – with the attitude he calls common-sense realism, described as “the 

view that acknowledges as real only the things we can experience (directly, through 

introspection or with the senses, or indirectly, with the instruments that extend the senses)” 

(ibid.: 199). According to De Caro’s analysis, Husserl’s position in The Crisis amounts to an 

endorsement of common-sense realism in combination with a strong rejection of scientific 

realism. This, he argues, allows one to recognize a perfect antagonism of our two 

philosophers’ standpoints: “[W]hile Husserl was a realist about common sense and an 

antirealist about science, Sellars took the opposite stance” (ibid.: 204). 

I find comparisons of Husserl’s and Sellars’ views of ontology akin to De Caro’s – which 

I have here taken as an example – problematic for two important reasons. Firstly, Husserl and 

Sellars have a very different understanding of the way in which the life-world and the 

manifest image, respectively, relate to the “things” which inhabit them: while Sellars 

describes the manifest image as a set of objects, Husserl’s life-world does not amount to a 

collection of the things that inhabit it, but is instead characterized as the continuously present 

horizon presupposed by any experienced object or human activity. Secondly, and more 

globally, Husserl is interested in suspending any kind of realist attitude. Unlike Sellars, who 

in the either-or dilemma about the reality of the manifest or the scientific image chooses the 

defense of scientific realism, Husserl’s second, transcendental epoché puts the question of 

realism in phenomenological brackets. In the following two sections, I will elaborate on these 

two respective differences in further explicating Husserl’s position and presenting his 

phenomenological critique of (Sellars’) scientific realism. 

1.4.2 Life-world as a horizon, and manifest image as a framework of objects 

The first difficulty in comparing the two accounts lies in the fact that while the manifest 

image can be identified as a conceptual framework in terms of which we understand the 

world, the life-world is instead the world itself as lived, intended, and understood – and 

importantly, also experienced. 
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Sellars describes the framework of the manifest image as comprised of objects such as 

“persons, animals, lower forms of life and ‘merely material’ things, like rivers and stones” 

(PSIM, p. 9). While he sometimes seems to lack precision in distinguishing between the 

concepts and the objects of his two images (see footnote 3 above), he is clear in stating that 

the objects of the manifest image – while they might well be practically needed for leading a 

human life – are certainly not to be recognized as real entities in the spatiotemporal causal 

nexus of the world like the ultimate objects of the evolving scientific image.
7
 

Husserl’s life-world, on the contrary, is not merely a conceptual framework and also 

cannot be said to be comprised of a set of objects. That is not to say that the things which we 

experience as existing do not form part of our life-world: in this sense, Husserl indeed 

describes the life-world (also) as 

“the spatiotempora l world of things as we experience them in our pre - and 

extrascientific life and as we know them to be experienceable beyond what is 

[actually] experienced. … Things: that is, stones, animals, plants, even human 

beings and human products […]”  

In the same breath, however, Husserl points out that these “things” do not inhabit the life-

world as objective entities, independent of our experience of them. Instead, 

“everything here is subjective and relative, even though normally, in our 

experience and in the social group united with us in the community of life, we 

arrive at ‘secure’ facts.” (Crisis, p. 138) 

But how are we conscious of the things in the life-world, and how are we conscious of the 

life-world itself? Husserl emphasizes that while subjectively experienced things do show up 

for us within the life-world, the life-world is not a simple collection of these experienced 

things, but goes beyond them. He describes it as a pregiven horizon within which any 

particular thing can come to be given in subjective experience in the first place, “a world-

horizon as a horizon of possible thing-experience” (p. 138). As he points out, 

“there exists a fundamental difference between the way we are conscious of the 

world and the way we are conscious of things or objects … tho ugh together the 

two make up an inseparable unity. Things, objects … are ‘given’ as being valid 

for us in each case … but in principle only in such a way that we are conscious 

of them as things or objects within the world -horizon. Each one is something, 

                                                         
7
 Sellars scholar Willem deVries (2005; 2016) argues that a consistent defense of Sellars’ account 

requires an endorsement of the manifest image as practically real. DeVries explains that Sellars 

subscribes to a kind of Platonic view of reality as tied to causation and understood being “in terms of 

the capacity … to do something to something else or to be affected by something else” (deVries 2016: 

11). In accordance with this conception of reality, the reason for Sellars’ defense of scientific realism 

lies in his conviction that “science is the best road to knowledge of the law-like or causal structure of 

the world, and thus to knowledge of the real” (ibid.: 2016: 1). However, deVries does not see any 

coherent way in which this same understanding of reality could allow Sellars to deny the reality of 

persons. He thus suggests that while persons might not be empirically real – i.e. do not form 

fundamental ontological realities which would show up within the scientific image –, they have to be 

understood as “practically real”, i.e. as parts of practical reality, which is “a matter of the truth of 

prescriptive and normative claims, and that, in turn, is a matter of recognized, intersubjectively held, 

intersubjectively applicable, shared intentions” (deVries 2005: 277). 
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‘something of’ the world of which we are constantly conscious as a horizon. On 

the other hand, we are conscious of this horizon only as a horizon for existing 

objects; without particular objects of consciousness it cannot be actual […]” 

(Crisis, p. 143) 

As the ever-present horizon for existing objects, the life-world is thus not a collection of 

experienced things. On the other hand, it is also not itself an experienced thing: it “does not 

exist as an entity, as an object, but exists with such uniqueness that the plural makes no sense 

when applied to it. Every plural, and every singular drawn from it, presupposes the world-

horizon” (p. 143). The life-world is, as Husserl repeatedly emphasizes, “always already there, 

existing in advance for us, the ‘ground’ of all praxis whether theoretical or extratheoretical” 

(p. 142), “the horizon which includes all our goals, all our ends, whether fleeting or lasting, in 

a flowing but constant manner … the universal field into which all our acts, whether of 

experiencing, of knowing, or of outward action, are directed” (p. 144). 

This multifaceted characterization – while it is, as I will show below, not unproblematic 

– makes it evident that Husserl’s life-world is a concept much more intricate than Sellars’ 

manifest image comprised of objects of the pre-scientific world. Describing the life-world as a 

pregiven horizon of anything experienced makes it clear that it cannot be counted or broken 

down into constituents, and – additionally – that it cannot be separated from the experiencing 

subjectivity and analyzed in terms of its mind-independent “reality”. 

1.4.3 Husserl’s suspension of the question of realism 

Stumbling upon the notion of reality opens the question whether the life-world could be 

described as real in the sense of the word that Sellars uses to talk about the objects of the 

scientific image – the “real” world of experience with “real” values and meanings. Labeling 

Husserl as a “realist about the life-world” and an “anti-realist about science” – as proposed in 

the above mentioned De Caro’s (2015) description of Husserl’s “common-sense realism” – 

does indeed seem to offer a way to contrast the real of the concretely experienced world with 

the unreal of the abstracted world of science. 

However, I find it hard to see how Husserl’s understanding could be sensibly captured by 

any standard definition of realism. While there have been several attempts to make his 

position supportive of or at least compatible with different realist positions (e.g. De Caro 

2015; Vallor 2009; for an overview, see Wiltsche 2012), I do not see how claims about 

Husserl’s realism could withstand anything but a superficial reading of The Crisis, in which 

Husserl’s mission is clearly bracketing the question of realism rather than resorting to any 

(common sense) realist ground. His professed suspension of the question of realism makes up 

for the second – and more fundamental – reason for the inadequacy of interpreting Husserl’s 

ontology as antithetical to Sellars’ scientific realism. 

The temptation for the antithetical interpretation, as I see it, lies in the wish for an 

“either-or” determination of reality, on which what is ultimately real has to be either the lived 

or the scientific. But why should Husserl’s uncovering the unreality of the world of science 

necessarily entail an endorsement of the reality of everyday life-world? It indeed does not, for 

unlike Sellars, Husserl is not interested in the either-or reality of the life-world and the world 

of science. Therefore, the project of The Crisis does not stop after having realized the 

pregivenness of the life-world as the ground of all scientific endeavors: the suspension of the 

truth-claims of objective science is, instead, only the first step on Husserl’s phenomenological 
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path. While the (first) epoché of objective science is necessary to step out of abstraction 

towards the experienced world of life, Husserl points out that “[i]n carrying out this epoché, 

we obviously continue to stand on the ground of the world … now reduced to the life-world 

which is valid for us prescientifically” (Crisis, p. 147). 

The ultimate goal of Husserl’s analysis is not to demonstrate that the life-world is the 

general “ground”, but rather to investigate “the way in which it fulfills this general ‘ground’ 

function” (p. 155). What he is after is not the question whether or not the life-world is our 

ultimate reality, but instead how it comes to be posited as such: 

“[W]e are not concerned with whether and what the things, the real entities of 

the world, actually are (their  being actual, their actually being such and such, 

according to properties, relations, interconnections, etc.); we are also not 

concerned with what the world, taken as a totality, actually is, what in general 

belongs to it in the way of a priori structural  lawfulness or factual ‘natural 

laws’. We have nothing like this as our subject matter. Thus we exclude all 

knowledge, all statements about true being and predicative truths for it, such as 

are required in active life for its praxis (i.e., situational trut hs); but we also 

exclude all sciences, genuine as well as pseudosciences, with their knowledge of 

the world as it is ‘in itself’, in ‘objective truth’.” (p. 156)  

An investigation into the “‘how’ of the subjective manner of givenness of the life-world and 

life-world objects” (p. 143) – the ultimate goal of The Crisis – requires a second, 

transcendental epoché, carried out after the first epoché of objective sciences. The 

transcendental epoché involves the transformation of the natural, personalistic attitude of 

everyday life to the so-called “phenomenological attitude” (p. 137) in which one has put out 

of question the claims to validity not only of objective science, but of the world itself. As 

Husserl explains, 

“through the epoché a new way of experiencing, of thinking, of theorizing, is 

opened to the philosopher; here, situated above his own natural being and above 

the natural world, he loses nothing of their being and their objective truths and 

likewise nothing at all of the spiritual acquisitions of his wo rld-life or those of 

the whole historical communal life; he simply forbids himself –  as a 

philosopher, in the uniqueness of his direction of interest –  to continue the 

whole natural performance of his world -life; that is, he forbids himself to ask 

questions which rest upon the ground of the world at hand, questions of being, 

questions of value, practical questions, questions about being or not -being, 

about being valuable, being useful, being beautiful, being good, etc.” (p. 152)  

Through this profound change of attitude – Husserl compares it to a religious conversion – the 

transcendental epoché brackets the beliefs, doubts, and questions about the pregiven world 

and thus frees the philosopher from her previously unknowingly assumed ground of the 

world. Nevertheless, the world is thereby not lost for the philosopher: she now simply stands 

“above the world, which has now become for [her], in a quite peculiar sense, a phenomenon” 

(p. 152). 

It is thus only when one has given up the questions of validity, posed from within the 

natural attitude, and adopted a phenomenological attitude – the stance from which the life-

world is regarded merely as a phenomenon –, that the investigation of the how of the life-
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world can begin to take place. Husserl’s investigation of the life-world, while it presents one 

of his most fertile and influential explorations, can thus also be described as a preparatory 

stage for the subsequent phenomenological analyses of transcendental subjectivity. In the 

philosophical explorations carried out after having performed the transcendental epoché, 

Husserl demonstrates that the life-world and its objects – including our worldly human 

subjectivity – come to be given and posited as real only as a result of the constitutive “work” 

of the transcendental subjectivity: 

“[T]he world which constantly exists for us through the flowing alteration of 

manners of givenness is a universal mental acquisition, having developed as 

such and at the same time continuing to develop … as the construct of a 

universal, ultimately functioning subjectivity.” (p. 113)  

The transcendental epoché makes it possible for us to become aware that the life-world never 

comes “ready-made” (p. 177), but has instead been brought about and continues being 

actively shaped by the constituting subjectivity. In contrast, the natural attitude – while being 

itself a particular kind of phenomenological achievement – is necessarily blind to this 

constituting activity: 

“[T]he natural, objective world -life is only a particular mode of the 

transcendental life which forever constitutes the world, [but] in such a way that 

transcendental subjectivity, while living on in this mode, has not become 

conscious of the constituting horizons and never can become aware of them.” 

(pp. 175–176) 

It is exactly from this natural-attitude blindness that one can ask questions about objective 

truth, ontic certainty, and mind-independent reality. Within the phenomenological attitude, 

however, these questions dissolve. Without delving into further details of Husserl’s 

phenomenological explorations, this realization brings forth the crucial difference between 

Husserl’s and Sellars’ take on (scientific) realism: while Sellars, in weighing the ontological 

primacy of his two constructions, endorses the reality of the scientific image and rejects that 

of the manifest image, for Husserl the question of what really exists – the life-world or the 

world of science – belongs within the natural attitude and dissolves in phenomenological 

inquiry. 

Since phenomenology is not interested in confronting, but quite on the contrary aims at 

dissolving the philosophical tension between realism and idealism, it might well be said – as 

stated by Joseph Rouse – that for Husserl, “realism is not a philosophical issue” (1987: 224). 

In this sense, phenomenology can be claimed to lack any direct impact on the debate about 

scientific realism. However, I think that while it may be difficult or unwarranted to 

straightforwardly fit Husserl into any of the standard anti-realist attitudes of the contemporary 

analytic philosophy of science – for instance instrumentalism (e.g. Harvey 1986; Gutting 

1978; Hammond et al. 1991) or constructive empiricism (e.g. Wiltsche 2012) –, The Crisis 

presents a powerful philosophical critique of scientific realism. His opposition to Sellars’ 

thought presented in Philosophy and the scientific image of man, however, does not amount to 

a head-on confrontation by means of adopting any standard anti-realist position or by means 

of offering an ontological antithesis to Sellars’ account, but rather consists in undermining 
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Sellars’ very ground through a thorough historical and phenomenological critique of his core 

assumptions. 

Importantly, Husserl’s objection to scientific realism is by no means to be interpreted as a 

denouncement of science. Husserl applauds Galileo’s genius and describes the theoretical-

technical accomplishment of science on the whole as a “miracle” in the history of humanity; 

he recognizes the many successes of different scientific disciplines; he emphasizes that “the 

new ideal of the universality and rationality of knowledge entails an enormous advance in the 

area in which it began” (p. 66). What Husserl objects to in scientific realism is, then, not the 

“scientific”, but the “realism” (or, to be more precise, objectivism): that is – the fact that the 

objective world of scientific theories has – through mistaken, yet unquestioned transformation 

of meaning – become identified with reality instead of regarded as a useful framework of 

methodically constructed conceptual devices. 

Through the revelation of the “surreptitious substitution” by which the actual and 

concrete life-world has become concealed into the ideal and abstract world of science, Husserl 

demonstrates that the assumptions lying at the heart of (Sellars’ and else’s) scientific realism 

and naturalism are not to be regarded as inevitable or even universal conditions for the 

possibility of studying the world, but rather as particular methodological inventions brought 

about within a specific historical and philosophical context. His teleological investigation into 

the history of philosophy and science – together with his investigation of the life-world and 

his critique of psychology – convincingly demonstrate that the pre-logical life-world cannot 

be captured by the objectivist science and logical thought which emerge from its pregiven 

soil. As any other human activity and accomplishment, science rests upon the ground of the 

life-world. Accordingly, its theoretical frameworks are but human constructs, fashioned by 

idealization and abstraction and developed to be used as tools for asking particular kinds of 

questions on the basis life-world and for addressing this same life-world with the answers. 

The idea of an ultimately unified and explanatory complete scientific framework – the 

implicit guide and justification of Sellars’ scientific realism – is therefore, for Husserl, 

nonsensical: science is but one human attempt at casting an eye upon the life-world. While for 

Sellars, the dichotomy the manifest and the scientific image is that of two rival, equally public 

and equally non-arbitrary conceptions, Husserl’s contrast of the life-world and the world of 

science is that of the original, all-encompassing realm of all life and experience and its 

artificially constructed distillation. 

1.5 The contrast and the inseparable union of science and the life-world 

As has been shown, Husserl’s characterization of the life-world is multilayered and complex. 

The life-world is presented as the world of immediate experience as it is intuitively given to 

us in everyday life, but also as the always-present world within and through which we live, 

the world which encompasses all our human activities of experiencing, knowing, and acting 

as well as all the accomplishments, goals, and ends pertaining to us as human subjects and 

human communities. 

Husserl often presents the life-world – the subjective-relative, concrete, and actual world 

– in sharp opposition to the objective, abstract, and idealized world of science. Since the life-

world had been there for humankind long before the rise of science, the contrast in question 

was, of course, created artificially by abstracting the world of science from the life-world of 

everyday experience: the life-world has historically served – and also continues serving in 
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every new scientific endeavor – as a constant experiential ground from which science 

abstracts, idealizes and objectivizes. The relationship between the life-world and the world of 

science is, however, not that of unilateral dependency. While scientific activity on the one 

hand begins, proceeds and builds its theories on the ground of the life-world, it is on the other 

hand a human life-praxis, unfolding within this same life-world. This apparent paradox is 

acutely recognized by Husserl: 

“Thanks to [the] rootedness [in the life-world] objective science has a constant 

reference of meaning to the world in which we always live, even as scientists 

and also in the total community of scientists –  a reference, that is, to the genera l 

life-world. But at the same time, as an accomplishment of scientific persons, as 

individuals and as joined in the community of scientific activity, objective 

science itself belongs to the life-world.” (p. 130) 

Whereas the life-world is pregiven to and presupposed by scientific activity both in the 

history of humanity and as a ground for every particular scientific worker or community, 

science – as a life-praxis of scientists as human beings – is at the same time a “human 

spiritual accomplishment” (p. 121) which, like any other human accomplishment, flows back 

into the “universal framework of the life-world” (p. 138). As humans, Husserl explains, we 

scientists are ourselves components of the pregiven life-world, and along with us, “all of 

science is pulled … into the – merely ‘subjective-relative’ – life-world” (pp. 130 – 131). All of 

science: that is, not only human scientific activity, but also the abstract, idealized scientific 

theories constructed by it? Indeed so – as Husserl points out, the ideality of scientific theories 

does not change the fact that they are structures attained through continuous collaborative 

work of human scientists, always built up on yet earlier human scientific activities. Scientific 

theories, therefore, are “human formations, essentially related to human actualities and 

potentialities, and thus belong to this concrete unity of the life-world, whose concreteness thus 

extends farther than that of ‘things’” (p. 130); they are taken up as components of the life-

world, where they in turn shape our human actualities and potentialities as well as present the 

“horizon of possible accomplishments for developing science” (p. 131): 

In effect, Husserl argues that science, through the “flowing back” of its activities and 

theories, influences
8
 the life-world whilst being rooted in it. Science and the life-world are 

thus connected in a somewhat paradoxical relationship of mutual shaping: 

“The concrete life-world … is the grounding soil … of the ‘scientifically true’ 

world and at the same time encompasses it in its own universal concreteness.” 

(p. 131) 

                                                         
8
 The emphasis that scientific theories add themselves to the components of the life-world as human 

formations is an important one. On Husserl’s understanding, what flows into the life-world is science 

and not the world as depicted by science; in other words, science does not bring into the life-world the 

objective elements of the world as described by science, but rather enriches it with scientific theories 

as cultural objects. As David Carr explains: “There is a difference between engaging in science, i.e., 

interpreting the world according to its methods, and living in a cultural world of which science is a 

part” (1970b: 335). The various ways in which science feeds into everyday culture to shape people’s 

understanding of themselves and others will be extensively discussed especially in Chapter 3. 
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But does this circularity not reveal inconsistencies in Husserl’s characterization of the life-

world? Namely, is it not incompatible to describe the life-world as the pretheoretical, pregiven 

world of immediate (that is, unmediated by theoretical structures) experience which grounds 

all science and even more broadly, all theoretical thought, – but also as the world shaped by 

that very science and that very theoretical thought? And is it not incoherent to claim that the 

“actually intuited, actually experienced and experienceable world in which practically our 

whole life takes place, remains unchanged as what it is … whatever we may do with or 

without techniques” (pp. 50–51) – but also that this experienced life-world is shaped by 

scientific activity and technologization? 

1.5.1 The ambiguity of the notion of the life-world 

As numerous Husserl scholars point out, much of the inconsistency of Husserl’s exploration 

of the life-world can be traced back to the terminological ambiguity of the notion itself. David 

Carr, the translator of the English version of The Crisis, observes that the notion of the life-

world is used to refer, explicitly and implicitly, to several different and even incompatible 

concepts. While Husserl often stresses the pretheoretical, prelinguistic and even 

prepredicative character of the life-world – referring to it as the “world of immediate 

experience” –, he also describes it as a social and intersubjective world, a “cultural world, 

richly organized for practical ends and laden with linguistic tradition” (Carr 1970a: xli). 

Keeping in mind that Husserl’s unfinished treatise of the life-world was written during the last 

year of his struggle with illness and that Husserl himself “never claimed that it was more than 

a rough outline” (Carr 1970b: 332), it seems likely that Husserl was never fully aware of the 

disparity of the notion of the life-world; certainly, The Crisis makes no attempt to account for 

different meanings of the life-world or to show how they relate to each other (cf. Carr 1970b). 

Drawing upon Dermot Moran’s (2012) comprehensive summary of Husserl’s numerous 

characterizations of the life-world, one can distinguish between two main clusters of 

description which, it seems to me, approximately align to the disparity explicated by Carr. On 

the one hand, Husserl characterizes the life-world as: the world of everyday experience and 

everything experienceable; the pregiven surrounding world; the familiar world that is always 

already there and taken for granted, but at the same time intuitively sensed as the background 

of all our experiencing; the intentional correlate of the natural attitude, i.e. the “counterpart of 

human experiencing, acting and valuing, of life in the natural and personal attitudes” (2012: 

184); and the pre-scientific world of naïve belief. 

On the other hand, the life-world is characterized as a historically, sociologically, and 

culturally relative phenomenon. Husserl describes it as the historical world and the world of 

cumulative tradition; the intersubjective world, which encompasses ourselves and other 

people, communities, and social institutions; the cultural world, permeated with symbolic 

systems, languages and religion; and the world transformed by human cultural and scientific 

accomplishments. As Moran recapitulates, “the life-world is the only world in which we live, 

and furthermore is one in which we live as historical and communal beings” (2012: 193). The 

life-world is, further, not static, but instead characterized as a dynamical, historically evolved 

and developed context which “somehow includes past, present and future” (2012: 185). 

Finally, as has been shown above, Husserl also portrays the life-world both as the nourishing, 

fertile ground and as the open horizon of human life, activity, and meaning. 
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The life-world thus involves different layers of experience and encompasses both (the 

experience of) physical spatio-temporal things in immediate perception and (the experience 

of) cultural objects. But how are we to reconcile these layers? How is the life-world as a 

historically and sociologically relative phenomenon – the cultural world permeated by 

language, religion, social institutions, and scientific theories – related to the life-world of 

immediate experience? Carr suggests that instead of forcing them to reconcile under one 

single conception, we should rather endorse an explicit distinction between these two 

characterizations of the life-world. Following Carr, one can thus distinguish between two 

senses of the notion of the life-world. The first sense refers to the world of immediate 

experience, unmediated by scientific theories or any other cultural facts – the prelinguistic and 

even prepredicative (cf. Carr 1970b: 337) world of perceptual structures which is both 

historically and epistemologically prior to any kind of science and theory. In the second sense, 

the life-world is the cultural world – the historically and sociologically relative structure, 

constitutively dependent on language, communication, and community and continuously 

developing and being transformed by science and other human accomplishments. 

Carr argues that the second construal of the life-world (as the cultural world) is 

dependent on the first one (as the world of immediate experience) in a way similar to the 

dependence of the objective world of science. Like the world of science, the cultural world is 

constituted on a distinct, higher level (relative to the level of the constitution of the life-world 

of immediate experience); like the world of science, it is mediated by, derived from, and 

founded on – albeit in a distinct way – the unmediated spatio-temporal world of perception. 

The cultural world and the world of science can thus, according to Carr, be found on the 

same “phenomenological level” (1970b: 338) of constitution. Nevertheless, Carr points out 

that the cultural world is, in various ways, closer to the life-world of immediate experience. 

Both the cultural life-world and the life-world of immediate experience are, in an important 

sense, pregiven. Namely, for Carr, whereas a person who has never received any scientific 

education may lack the scientific understanding of the world, she can never be without culture 

– in other words, she cannot even in principle be without some understanding of the world 

which would reach beyond “pure experience” and immediate perceptual givenness. In this 

sense, the cultural world, whilst being itself constituted on the ground of the world of 

immediate experience, at the same time forms the pregiven ground for any human activity 

whatever – including the theoretical and, more narrowly, the scientific activity – together with 

the world of immediate experience. Accordingly, Carr suggests distinguishing between three 

strata of constitution, whereby the objective world of science presents a “tertiary stratum”, 

built on the pregiven prescientific foundation of both the “primary” world of immediate 

experience and “secondary” world of culture. According to Carr, Husserl would claim that 

“theoretical science depends for its possibility not only on the world of immediate experience, 

the perceived world, but also on the cultural and linguistic community and its world” (1970b: 

338). 

Carr further argues that while the cultural world might contain scientific theories as 

cultural facts, it is however “not exhausted in the stock of objective truths the theory 

provides”. In contrast to the world of science, the cultural world is, in a sense, pretheoretical – 

it is the world not of theoretical, but of merely relative situational or practical truths which 

“envelopes us in a domain articulated according to spheres of action, providing norms and 

directives for getting around” (1970b: 339). 
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Interestingly, Carr’s three-level interpretation seems to bring Husserl’s account of the 

life-world much closer to Sellars’ distinction between manifest and scientific image. With 

Sellars overlooking – intentionally or not – the “primary stratum” of immediate experience of 

the life-world, the other two levels described by Carr – i.e. the “secondary stratum” of the 

cultural world and the “tertiary stratum” of the scientific world – seem to me compatible with 

Sellars’ respective characterizations of the manifest and the scientific image. However, 

whereas Carr’s systematization of the account of the life-world might bring the life-world 

closer to Sellars, I think that it at the same time takes it further from Husserl. More 

particularly, I think that – much like De Caro’s comparison presented above – drawing the 

parallel between Husserl’s and Sellars’ distinction requires one to miss the very insight in 

which Husserl’s analysis goes beyond Sellars’: just like Sellars’ distinction between the 

images and his subsequent search for their either-or entitlement to historical, methodological, 

and ontological primacy, Carr’s clarification conceals what I see – particularly for the purpose 

of this thesis – as the crucial point of Husserl’s investigation: Husserl’s (implicit) recognition 

of the interrelatedness of the life-world and the scientific perspective. 

Whereas Husserl’s analysis could surely have benefited from a better explication of the 

complexity of the life-world, I believe that the paradoxes, ambiguities and even 

inconsistencies of Husserl’s exploration are not mere errors that could have been altogether 

avoided. Rather, I think they contain an important “truth” about the intricate and multifaceted 

ways in which the scientific understanding of the world and ourselves relates to the life-world 

of everyday experiencing and living. Whereas Carr’s explication of Husserl’s inconsistencies 

is without doubt valuable in virtue of revealing the complexity of the relationship between 

science, culture, and experience, it seems to me that his subsequent systematization does not 

as much improve Husserl’s account as it conceals one of its main insights: the insight into the 

inseparable union of science and the life-world. I believe that rather than merely falling prey 

to an unnecessary terminological confusion, the ambiguity of the notion of the life-world 

stems from the inevitable circularity at the heart of the relationship between scientific and 

everyday perspective on the mind and the world. 

1.5.2 The way out of the enigma? 

Husserl’s analysis of science and the life-world begins by depicting the two in opposition – 

the move which, as is often the case in philosophical analyses, makes it difficult to show that 

or how the two might be related. It seems that defining the life-world and the world of science 

in sharp contrast
9
 to each other might conceal the ways in which the two are – as Husserl is 

himself acutely aware of – in fact inseparably related: 

“The contrast and the inseparable union … draw us into a reflection which 

entangles us in more and more troublesome difficulties. The paradoxical 

                                                         
9
 As has already been noted above (see footnote 8), it seems that whereas Husserl contrasts the life-

world with the objective world as it is described by science, the elements of science that flow back 

into the life-world are not aspects of the objective world of science, but rather scientific theories as 

cultural objects. In other words, whereas the contrast is drawn between the two worlds, of which the 

scientific one is an artificial distillation from the original life-world, the union is not between these 

two worlds, but between everyday life and scientific practice as human activities, and between 

everyday and scientific understanding as human accomplishments. 
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interrelationships of the ‘objectively true world’ and the ‘life -world’ make 

enigmatic the manner of being of both.” (Crisis, p. 131) 

For Husserl, as described above, the only way out of the enigma leads through the 

transcendental epoché, within which the transcendental subjectivity turns out to be active in 

constituting both the life-world (encompassing both worlds distinguished by Carr – that of 

immediate experience as well as the mediated cultural world) with its natural, personalistic 

attitude and the world of science with its unexamined attitudes of naturalism, objectivism, and 

scientific realism. Of course, Husserl’s transcendental solution is not a mere coincidence – his 

exploration of the life-world and its relation to science in The Crisis is, after all, originally 

intended as a motivation for the transcendental epoché and presented as a necessary step on 

the path towards transcendental phenomenology. Indeed, rather than standing alone, Husserl’s 

analysis of the life-world is always put forward in relation to either the critique of scientific 

objectivism or the workings of the constituting transcendental subjectivity. 

The present thesis, however, is not interested in following Husserl’s path all the way 

through until the transcendental ego. Instead, the continuation of the thesis will continue 

pondering “the contrast and the inseparable union” of science and the life-world in the context 

of the study of mind. Informed by the presented comparison of Husserl’s and Sellars’ account 

and supported by the explication of certain problems of their analyses, I will argue that 

understanding the relationship between the everyday and the scientific perspective on the 

mind requires the recognition and analysis of their circularity and mutual specification. 

1.6 The existential task of philosophy 

As has been shown in introducing The Crisis, Husserl’s concern about the objectivist 

conception of the world is not only an epistemological, but also a deeply existential one. On 

Husserl’s view, the reign of objectivism has brought not only to an epistemically inadequate 

understanding of the world, but also to an estrangement of science from the questions of 

human existence. Expelling the questions of value and meaning out of their quest for 

knowledge, fact-minded sciences – both natural and humanistic – have veiled the world of 

experience and everyday life into the artificial world of scientific “truth”. Since, as Husserl 

points out, “[m]erely fact-minded sciences make fact-minded people” (Crisis, p. 6), they have 

at the same time profoundly influenced the way in which we relate to our existence. Blinded 

by the idea of the world as a rational systematic unity and convinced of our soon-to-be-

completed science – omniscience – as the universal access to knowing and mastering the life-

world (including ourselves, other people, and the mankind), we have turned away from the 

“questions which are decisive for a genuine humanity” (p. 6). Instead of confronting the 

questions of meaning and meaninglessness, we live “in the happy certainty of a path leading 

forth from the near to the distant, from the more or less known into the unknown, as an 

infallible method of broadening knowledge” (p. 65). 

In his conviction of the ultimate explanatory completeness of the developing scientific 

image of the human being, Sellars seems to fully and unapologetically immerse in the 

certainty – happy or not – so ironically criticized by Husserl. However, that is not to say that 

he uncritically endorses – as Husserl perhaps would have accused him – the idea of the 

entirely fact-minded conception of the world. On the contrary: in his own way, Sellars is – 

much like Husserl – deeply aware of the irreducible importance of value and meaning for our 
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understanding of the world, other people, and ourselves. Indeed, Philosophy and the scientific 

image of man can be described as an attempt to bring together fact and value, that is, to 

stereoscopically integrate the explanatory framework of objective facts about what there 

really is with the framework of persons, norms, and intentions in which we lead and interpret 

our everyday lives. Even if, for Sellars, it is only the scientific image which possesses 

descriptive and explanatory capacities to theorize about what there really is, the manifest 

image with its own kind of understanding of the human being must not be “overwhelmed in 

the [stereoscopic] synthesis” (PSIM, p. 9). The conception of humans as persons with 

practical lives, intentions, and meanings is vital for our comprehensive understanding of 

ourselves – and therefore, as Sellars points out, for our being ourselves. 

For Sellars, who we take ourselves to be is an essential feature of who we are, and 

importantly both our everyday understanding and our being human are situated within the 

manifest images. As he emphasizes, “man is essentially that being which conceives of itself in 

terms of the [manifest] image” (p. 9). With this recognition, Sellars’ pursuit of the 

stereoscopic vision acquires a clear existential dimension. Recognizing that “if man had a 

radically different conception of himself he would be a radically different kind of man” (p. 6), 

Sellars is implying that the task of philosophy – to understand how things, this time in 

particular the manifest and the scientific image, hang together – is laden with existential 

responsibility: what is at stake when we distort the conception of man by looking through the 

stereoscope with one eye dominating is not only our understanding of the human, but also our 

being human – and being humanity. In other – and this time again Husserl’s – words: 

“In our philosophizing, then –  how can we avoid it? –  we are functionaries of 

mankind.  The quite personal responsibility of our own true being as 

philosophers, our inner personal vocation, bears within itself at the same time 

the responsibility for the true being of mankind; the latter is, necessarily, being 

toward a telos and can only come to realization, if at all,  through philosophy –  

through us, if we are philosophers in all ser iousness. Is there, in this existential 

‘if,’ a way out? If not, what should we, who believe,  do in order to be able to 

believe?” (Crisis, p. 17) 

1.7 Summary of Chapter 1 

Pondering the questions of science, reality, and human existence within very different 

historical and philosophical contexts, both Husserl and Sellars have pointed to the same 

fundamental problem for philosophy: the question of how the scientific understanding of the 

world and ourselves in it relates to the way in which we experience, live and understand 

ourselves and the world in our everyday lives.  Despite their radically opposite stances 

towards naturalism and scientific realism, both philosophers have recognized the historical 

and methodological priority of the world(view) of everyday life and experience over the 

scientific perspective on the human-and-the-world. Furthermore, they have both called for the 

urgency of a comprehensive understanding of the (human) world which would include value 

and meaning, and argued that the pursuit of such comprehensive understanding is no less than 

the principal task of philosophy – a task which, although primarily an epistemic one, is for 

both philosophers imbued with profound existential responsibility. 

Alongside these similarities, it has also been shown that both philosophical accounts 

encounter various difficulties in explicating what exactly the two sides of their dichotomies 
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amount to. Some inconsistencies of Sellars’ analysis – e.g. his problematic views on reality 

(footnotes 3 and 7) and his ambiguity with respect to the completeness of either the scientific 

image or the stereoscopic view (footnote 4) – have been presented only in passing, and some 

of his other difficulties without much relevance to this thesis have not been addressed. The 

main critique of Sellars’ position that I have pursued – one that relates to the topics addressed 

in the following chapters – has been articulated through Husserl’s words: as I have argued, the 

historical and phenomenological investigation put forward in The Crisis present a powerful 

challenge to Sellars’ assumptions of naturalism and scientific realism (Section 1.4.3). 

Since Husserl’s exploration of the life-world is of much relevance for the questions 

addressed in the continuation of the thesis, the difficulties of Husserl’s account – centered 

around the ambiguity of his concept of the life-world – have been addressed more extensively. 

As has been implicit so far, my own stance towards the questions of naturalism and scientific 

realism in the study of mind finds itself much closer to Husserl’s position than to that of 

Sellars. As will be shown, Husserl’s phenomenology can be a valuable partner to 

contemporary cognitive science both as its guide and its critic. However, I believe that it is 

not only Husserl’s arguments, but also the difficulties encountered in his argumentation that 

can offer valuable insights to the study of mind. Namely, Husserl’s lucid, if at times 

unarticulated, realization of the inseparability of science and the life-world, the inevitably 

emerging enigmas and paradoxes that he is himself well aware of, but also those ambiguities 

of his investigation that he seems to have overlooked, provide a fertile ground for approaching 

the question of how our studying the mind relates to our being minds.  

1.8 Universal knowledge as the condition for philosophy 

Both Husserl and Sellars claimed that achieving the unified understanding of the human being 

in her relation to the world is a principal task of philosophy. Interestingly, however, their 

proposals for how to achieve it could hardly be more different. On the one side, Husserl 

argues for a return to the realm of transcendental subjectivity through bracketing both the 

claims of objective sciences and the situational, practical understanding of the everyday life-

world. Sellars, on the other side, calls for an integration of scientific and manifest conceptions 

of the human-in-the-world (while he nevertheless insists that the knowledge of what there is – 

i.e. of the ontological structure of the world – is disclosed by the scientific image alone). In a 

peculiar opposition, the solutions offered by the two philosophers thus consist in either (as for 

Husserl) a suspension of both kinds of understanding – the scientific knowledge and the 

everyday manifest understanding of the life-world – or (as for Sellars) in their purposeful 

articulation and integration. Curiously enough, however, one can uncover an identical motif 

lying at the heart of Husserl’s and Sellars’ opposing solutions: they are both guided by the 

ideal of the unity and transparency of knowledge (cf. also Hampe 2009). 

For Sellars, as I have demonstrated, the possibility for unified and transparent knowledge 

about ontological matters goes hand in hand with his conviction that “the scientific account of 

the world is (in principle) the adequate image [of the human-in-the-world]” (PSIM, p. 36). 

The scientific image, progressively maturing towards its eventual explanatory completeness, 

will – according to Sellars – one day provide complete knowledge about the ontological 

structure of the world. On the other hand, a comprehensively unified understanding not only 

of how things really are, but also of how things – including persons with their intentions, 

values, and meanings – “hang together” in the broad sense of the term, will be achieved 
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through stereoscopic vision integrating the explanatory complete scientific image with the 

manifest image of the human-in-the-world. 

The way in which Husserl’s project is guided by his conviction of the possibility and 

necessity of unified and transparent knowledge requires some additional explanation. As has 

been explained, for Husserl the way out of our misunderstanding of science and the life-world 

is to look beyond what we have always taken for granted: we need to bracket the naturalistic 

attitude of objective science as well as the personalistic attitude of the life-world, both of 

which necessarily remain blind to the presupposed character of their pregiven ground. 

Philosophy must return to the source of the taken-for-granted – to the transcendental 

subjectivity and its constitution of the life-world –, and the study of this source requires an 

invention of a “new science of a peculiar sort”: the science of transcendental phenomenology. 

Husserl argues that transcendental phenomenology, unlike any previous science or 

philosophy, stands above the ordinarily presupposed ground of the life-world – it must begin, 

radically, “without any underlying ground” (Crisis, p. 181). At first, the recognition of having 

lost the ground seems to threaten the very possibility of philosophy: 

“In our attempts to attain clarity we … suddenly become aware, in the face of 

emerging paradoxes, that all of our philosophizing up to now has been without a 

ground. How can we now truly become philosophers?” (pp. 131–132) 

Nevertheless, after its radically groundless beginning, transcendental phenomenology does 

not remain groundless: as Husserl points out, it – immediately! – “achieves the possibility of 

creating a ground for itself through its own powers” (p. 181). This new ground is the ground 

of constituting subjectivity or the ground of the “universal how of the pregivenness of the 

world”: 

“In opposition to all previously designed objective sciences, which are sciences 

on the ground of the world, [transcendental phenomenology] would be a science 

of the universal how of the pregivenness of the world, i.e., of what makes it a 

universal ground for any sort of objectivity. And included in this is the creation 

of a science of the ultimate grounds … which supply the true force of all 

objective grounding, the force arising from its ultimate bestowal of meaning.” 

(p. 146) 

After having laboriously given up the ground of both science and the life-world, Husserl thus, 

with his science of transcendental phenomenology, uncovers and endorses a new, ultimate 

ground. Whereas this ultimate ground is by no means a logical framework of  objective 

“truths” akin to that of any other science, it nevertheless hides a certain “phenomenological-

transcendental truth” (p. 173) which can be disclosed by phenomenological investigation. 

Namely, what Husserl calls the “ontology of the life-world” (p. 173) – the phenomenological 

analysis of the life-world purely as the world of experience – reveals “a set of fixed types 

which … is one of essential types and can be methodically encompassed as pure a priori” (p. 

173). By giving up the idea of objective knowledge, one does therefore not give up “the 

possibility of universal knowledge” – the possibility which, for Husserl, amounts to the very 

“possibility of philosophy as a task”. Indeed, the phenomenological pursuit of this universal 

knowledge is not only possible, but is also profoundly needed if philosophers, as the 
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“functionaries of mankind”, are to fulfill their “responsibility for the true being of mankind” 

(p. 17). 

In sum, both philosophers are committed to the idea of universal knowledge which they 

see not only as possible, but indeed as necessary for the way out of the dichotomy and 

towards a unified understanding of the human-in-the-world. They, however, hold 

diametrically opposing views on where this knowledge is to be sought: for Sellars, the path 

towards it leads through objective scientific inquiry; for Husserl, through phenomenological 

investigation of subjective lived experience. One could hardly find a context in which the 

tension between Husserl’s and Sellars’ solution would be as relevant and striking as it is in the 

field of cognitive science. Should the study of mind rely on empirical science in denial of 

lived experience – or, conversely, on the phenomenological study of lived experience in 

denial of empirical science? 

1.8.1 Universal knowledge and cognitive science 

For a cognitive scientist, both options – exemplified in the two philosophers’ solutions – seem 

difficult to accept. On the one hand, Husserl’s critique of objectivism and his insistence to 

ground all knowledge in phenomenology lead him to adopt a view on which any empirical 

science of subjectivity could yield but partial insights into the mind. Despite the relevance of 

his philosophy for the contemporary landscape of the study of mind, which will become 

evident throughout the following chapters, Husserl’s rejection of the possibility of a 

comprehensive science of subjectivity (other than transcendental phenomenology) appears to 

threaten the very possibility of cognitive science. On the other hand, Sellars’ conviction that 

science discloses a strictly point-of-viewless picture of the ultimate reality seems to threaten 

the very possibility of the scientific study of necessarily perspectival experiential phenomena. 

For a cognitive science which does not altogether dismiss lived experience, neither of the two 

options seems acceptable. 

The scientific study of the mind and subjectivity thus seems endangered: unless one 

allows that studying the mind is possible without an absolute ground of universal, transparent, 

unified knowledge. For this is where cognitive science is currently at: as pointed out in 

Introduction, contemporary mind research lacks not only an account of how lived experience 

relates to biophysical processes, but also an idea of what form such an account could possibly 

take. 

Whereas the divergence between Husserl’s and Sellars’ approach might indeed 

effectively capture the tension lying at the heart of cognitive science, it therefore seems that 

the science of mind and experience has no choice but to go beyond their solutions. As I will 

argue, the way out of the dichotomy between the scientific and the lived perspective does not 

require an absolute – either objectivist or transcendental – ground: if cognitive science is to 

contribute to contemporary understanding of the human-in-the-world, it must instead 

recognize the indispensability and the ultimate inseparability of both empirical science and 

lived experience. However, much of the conceptual space of cognitive science – whose 

foundations seem to be built around the very separation of science and the life-world, 

objective and subjective, and physical and mental – appears to obstruct this endeavor at its 

very beginning. 

Husserl’s idea of the absolute epistemic supremacy of transcendental phenomenology has 

not become a widely received view. It has, in fact, already been disputed among his own 
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followers within the phenomenological tradition – with Merleau-Ponty, for instance, claiming 

that the “most important lesson of the [phenomenological] reduction is the impossibility of a 

complete reduction” (1945/2012: lxxvii). Quite the contrary could be said about Sellars’ claim 

to the epistemic supremacy of naturalism. As will become apparent throughout the next two 

chapters, a naturalistic conception of science and knowledge seems to be common among 

philosophers of mind, cognitive scientists, and general public alike, and is often explicitly or 

implicitly assumed in the background of both theorizing and researching the mind. 

The following chapter is intended to explore the historical contingencies of the 

naturalistic conception of science and the world, to demonstrate the untenability of the core 

assumptions of naturalism, and to show that the naturalistic attitude in the study of mind 

amounts to a self-contradictory position. Focusing on the conceptual landscape of philosophy 

of mind, this investigation will not directly address the question of the relationship between 

science and the life-world. It will, however, be concerned with the consequences of their 

separation, for as will be illustrated by drawing upon Husserl’s historical reflection, the 

division of the abstract world of science from the world of experience and life seems to be 

presupposed not only by naturalism, but also more broadly by the standard dichotomous 

vocabulary of philosophy of mind. 
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2 Chapter 2: Life-world, naturalism, and philosophy of mind 

2.1 A Husserlian window onto the puzzle of consciousness 

Husserl was well aware of the puzzles emerging alongside his path towards transcendental 

subjectivity – as he recognizes, it is the essentially necessary fate of phenomenology “to 

become involved again and again in paradoxes, which, arising out of uninvestigated and even 

unnoticed horizons, remain functional and announce themselves as incomprehensibilities” 

(Crisis, p. 181). However, these paradoxes – as he explains – do not originate from the flaws 

of the phenomenological method, but instead have to do with the rigidity of objectivism and 

natural attitude: 

“[A]ny transcendental philosophy must, and with essential necessity, create 

extraordinary difficulties for the natural man’s understanding –  for ‘common 

sense’ … The complete inversion of the natural stance of life, thus into an 

‘unnatural’ one, places the greatest conceivable demands upon philosophical 

resolve and consistency. Natural human understanding and the objectivism 

rooted in it will view every transcendental philosophy as a flighty eccentricity, 

its wisdom as useless foolishness …” (Crisis, p. 200) 

The message that I want to take from Husserl’s observation is that the fact that lived 

experience does not let itself be easily captured by scientific understanding has to do not only 

with lived experience itself, but also with what one takes to be scientific understanding. In 

other words, the form of the puzzle in which consciousness presents itself to scientific 

understanding depends in part on the conceptual constraints of that understanding itself. The 

aim of the present chapter is to explore a particular naturalistic conception of science and 

scientific understanding, akin to the one defended by Sellars and criticized by Husserl, 

according to which to explain the mind and experience would mean to integrate them into 

existing descriptive and explanatory frameworks of natural sciences. As it will turn out 

throughout the continuation of the thesis, such conception of science is assumed, explicitly or 

implicitly, in the background of much of the practical and theoretical work in cognitive 

science. In this chapter, I want to focus in particular on the role of naturalistic conception of 

science in shaping the conceptual space of philosophy of mind. Drawing upon Husserl’s 

historical reflection from The Crisis, I will show that the classical divisions between the 

objective and the subjective, and between the physical and the mental – divisions often 

assumed at the very beginning of philosophizing about the mind – presuppose a more 

fundamental split: the abstraction of the world of science from the concrete life-world of 

experience. As an illustration, I will start by discussing one of the standard problems in 

philosophy of mind: the hard problem of consciousness. 

2.1.1 The hard problem of consciousness 

The hard problem of consciousness is the problem of the supposed impossibility of providing 

a scientific explanation of the existence of subjective experience. Starting from the question 

how the subjectively experienced mind relates to the body and its objective, physical nature – 

and why there is any such subjective experience at all –, the problem was restated and partly 
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reinvented by David Chalmers (1995) as an explanation of the failure of mind sciences to put 

forward an explanatory account of conscious experience. 

The crux of Chalmers’ account is the claim that whereas many phenomena of the human 

mind and consciousness are in principle explainable by standard methods of (future) cognitive 

science, there exists one phenomenon that necessarily evades such scientific explanation: the 

phenomenon of lived experience. Chalmers characterizes the in principle solvable problems 

as “easy problems of consciousness” (1995: 200), counting among them all those phenomena 

which one could, according to him, account for by explaining a certain cognitive ability or 

function – for instance, the questions how a cognitive system is able to discriminate, 

categorize, attend, and react to stimuli, how it can integrate information, how it can access and 

report on its own internal states, etc. These easy problems are, for Chalmers, easy in virtue of 

being “straightforwardly vulnerable to explanation in terms of computational or neural 

mechanisms” (ibid.: 201). In order to explain any such phenomenon, the cognitive scientist 

only needs to specify the mechanism by which the function is performed; and Chalmers sees 

no reason why such mechanistic explanation would not eventually be worked out within the 

framework of an appropriate cognitive or neurophysiological model. 

The situation, however, is different with regard to experiential aspects of performing 

these cognitive abilities and functions. As Chalmers argues, the fact that there is “something it 

is like” (cf. Nagel 1974) to be a conscious cognitive organism cannot be, even in principle, 

explained mechanistically. The really hard problem of consciousness is thus the fact that even 

after one has accounted for all the easy problems with the explanatory frameworks of 

cognitive science, the puzzle of experience persists: 

“[E]ven when we have explained the performance of all the cognitive and 

behavioural functions in the vicinity of experience … there may still remain a 

further unanswered question: Why is the performance of these functions 

accompanied by experience?” (1995: 203)  

Whereas Chalmers accepts the idea that experience arises from the physical, he at the same 

time points out that there is as of the present day no – and, as he goes on to argue, that there 

can in principle be no – physical explanation of why and how it arises. As he puts it, while we 

“know that experience depends on physical processes … we also know that this dependence 

cannot be derived from physical laws alone” (ibid.: 210). 

How, then, can the world as we know it accommodate experience? Chalmers’ strategy to 

tackle the hard problem is to expand the ontology of the world in recognizing experience as a 

fundamental feature of the world. The rationale behind this move is the idea that “[w]here 

there is a fundamental property, there are fundamental laws” (ibid.: 210): Chalmers argues 

that adding experience to our current inventory of fundamental properties – alongside, for 

instance, mass, charge, and space-time – will result in discovering basic laws of experience 

which will extend our current inventory of basic natural laws. If we succeed in its 

construction, our eventual theory of experience will – projects Chalmers – account for high-

level experiential phenomena in terms of a few fundamental entities related by fundamental 

principles. In this sense, this theory of experience will have much in common with theories 

from the field of physics: as Chalmers explains, we should in fact expect that the “principles 

of simplicity, elegance, and even beauty that drive physicists’ search for a fundamental theory 

will also apply to a theory of consciousness” (ibid.: 211). 
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Chalmers speculates that psychophysical laws – principles explaining the way in which 

experience depends on and arises from the physical features of the world – will supplement 

physical theories and comprise a nonreductive theory of consciousness. In this way, we will 

be able to account for the non-physical experiential aspects of the world without having to 

give up our idea of the world as ultimately “a network of basic entities obeying simple laws” 

(ibid.: 210). 

It seems to me that Chalmers’ formulation of the hard problem of consciousness – as well 

as his strategy for solving it – offers a revealing glimpse into the conceptual entrenchments 

and constraints of the current understanding of the mind and (cognitive) science. For 

Chalmers, there is no doubt that all our cognitive functions and abilities will eventually be 

captured by the natural-scientific explanatory frameworks of cognitive science: while he 

concedes that working out the appropriate mechanisms might well “take a century or two of 

difficult empirical work”, he is nevertheless convinced that “there is every reason to believe 

that the methods of cognitive science and neuroscience will succeed” (1995: 201). There is 

also, for Chalmers, no doubt that the structure of the world is exhausted by mechanisms 

waiting to be uncovered, and that science has its ways of uncovering them. If there is a 

phenomenon such as subjective experience which does not seem to be amenable to objectivist 

mechanistic explanation, it is – for Chalmers – more sensible to add a new ontological 

dimension to the world than to change the general conception of either the mechanistic 

character of the world or of the nature of scientific explanation. Chalmers’ final position, 

which he characterizes as “naturalistic dualism” (ibid.: 210), does exactly that: through 

joining the (non-physical) feature of experience to other (physical) fundamental features of 

the world, Chalmers “fixes” the ontology in order to preserve the familiar conceptions: the 

world as “a network of basic entities obeying simple laws”, and the scientific theory as a 

framework composed of these simple fundamental laws. 

2.1.2 The origin story of the enigma of subjectivity 

How does one’s understanding of science and the world come to be such that it seems, as it 

does to Chalmers, that science (conceived as a framework of laws) can explain all aspects of 

the world (conceived as lawful and scientifically intelligible set of mechanisms), leaving 

behind only conscious experience? How does one end up with conceptions under which the 

only way to grant consciousness its place in the world is to invent a new ontological category 

for it? 

Recalling Husserl’s message from the beginning of the chapter, I think that the 

insolvability of the puzzle of consciousness, as it is formulated by Chalmers, might have less 

to do with the mystery of consciousness itself than with the concepts and assumptions 

involved in its formulation. The hard problem of consciousness is posited from a particular 

conceptual space which dominates much of cognitive science and philosophy of mind, but 

which has been, as any other conceptual space, molded through the history of ideas. To ask 

about subjective experience in Chalmers’ manner – how is it possible that science can (in 

principle) explain every other aspect of the world, while subjectivity alone resists the 

explanation? –, one has to have a particular conception of the “world”, “scientific 

explanation”, and “subjectivity”. 

In his historical reflection in The Crisis, Husserl offers his own formulation of the 

problem of consciousness – or, as he terms it, the “enigma of subjectivity”, which relates to 
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the question of how to study subjective experience with objectivist science and thus leads to 

the “enigma of psychological subject matter and method” (Crisis, p. 5). Rather than trying to 

solve it, Husserl attempts to approach the enigma by elucidating the contingency of its 

historical development in order to show the untenability – even absurdity – of the idea of 

exact descriptive psychology. As he demonstrates, the enigma of subjectivity can be 

conceived as a consequence of the developments of thought which brought to a conception of 

the “world” as purely objective physical nature, “scientific explanation” as analogous to the 

explanation of natural biophysical sciences, and “subjectivity” as that which was left over 

after purging the world of subjective experience. 

Husserl explains that above all, these conceptions can be traced back to one particular 

turn in the history of philosophy and science: the separation of the world as depicted by 

objectivist science from the world of life. The first lines of this separation were, argues 

Husserl, drawn with Galileo’s mathematization of nature, through which the “true” world 

came to be conceived as the objective, mind-independent world – that is, the world as it is 

described by objectivist science. Unlike this artificially created scientific world – which came 

into being (as described in Chapter 1) only through Gailileo’s “desubjectivization” of the life-

world –, the life-world itself had been there long before the advent of objectivism, for 

according to Husserl, human beings always live and have lived within a life-world. It is only 

because the history of human ideas first constructed the world of science by abstracting and 

idealizing from the foundation of the concrete and actual life-world, and subsequently forgot 

about ever having distilled and constructed, that one can nowadays take the world of science 

to be the true world and ask the question of how it relates to the life-world in the now-familiar 

sense. 

The separation of the world of science from the world of life set the conceptual terrain on 

which consciousness could emerge as a central puzzle for scientists and philosophers of mind. 

As Husserl describes it, the enigma of subjectivity was created when the idea and ideal of 

objectivity spilled over the domains of science and knowledge to encompass people’s general 

everyday conception of the world. Namely, under the objectivist conception of knowledge 

and the world, the first separation (i.e. the separation of the realm of abstract scientific 

concepts from the concrete life-world) was followed by a second separation, through which 

the world itself was split into two worlds: the objective physical realm of nature-in-itself and 

the distinct non-physical realm of the psychic. With the splitting of the world came the 

corresponding splitting of the human being as the object-subject of science and philosophy. 

The human, remaining to be conceived as a unitary psychophysical being, was separated into 

a “double reality” (Crisis, p. 219), that is, divided into two strata both conceived as real: the 

stratum of the physical body and the stratum of the psychical soul. Of the two strata, only the 

body could be studied scientifically – that is, studied by the newly forming biophysical natural 

sciences; the soul, on the contrary – having been expelled from the realm of the physical –, 

was excluded from the natural-scientific investigation of the world.  

That, however, did not end the desire to study the soul – and working with the received 

objectivist conceptions of science and knowledge, this desire paradoxically created a demand 

for a new naturalistic psychology: a psychology modeled on natural science (i.e. guided by 

the ideal of objectivity and analogous in its ideas and methods to the natural scientific 

inquiry), but which inquires into exactly that which did not fit into the physical realm of 

nature-in-itself.  
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The paradox here does not consist only in the central puzzle of how to study the 

subjective with the theories and methods of objective science. Following Husserl, one can 

rather describe as paradoxical the entire story of the need for such naturalistic science of 

subjectivity. In the first act of the story, the idea of objectivist science and knowledge creates 

a dualist conception of the world on which subjectivity is excluded from the realm of the 

physical and thus becomes a problem for natural science. In the second act, the wish to 

understand this now-enigmatic subjectivity creates a demand for the creation of new 

objectivist naturalistic psychology of the non-physical soul. As Husserl puts it: 

“Now what about human souls? It is human beings that are concretely 

experienced. Only after their corporeity has been abstracted –  within the 

universal abstraction which reduces the world to a world of abstract bodies –  

does the question arise, presenting itself now as so obvious, as to the ‘other 

side,’ that is, the complementary abstraction. Once the bodily ‘side’ has become 

part of the general task of natural science and has found its theoretically 

idealizing treatment there, the task of psychology is characterized as the 

‘complementary’ task, i.e., that of subjecting the psychic side to a 

corresponding theoretical treatment with a corresponding universality.” ( Crisis,  

p. 228) 

One could say that the paradoxical origin story of the naturalistic science of subjectivity was, 

in effect, written by the two central philosophical assumptions of seventeenth century 

philosophy – the assumption of objectivism and the assumption of dualism – which somewhat 

capriciously first defined subjectivity as exactly that which is not natural and objective and 

then required to study it as if it were natural and objective. 

Regardless of the openly teleological inclination of Husserl’s examination of history and 

the related selective “biases”, present in his “historiography of knowledge” due to its 

orientation towards his chosen goal (cf. Hampe 2009), I believe that Husserl’s story offers an 

illuminative insight into conceptual constraints of the present-day philosophical puzzles 

encountered in studying the mind. The motif of subjectivity which cannot fit into the physical 

world – the world as it is described by objectivist science – is a commonplace in 

contemporary philosophy of mind. But how could it fit, if the very idea of the objective 

physical world of science is historically and conceptually based on the expulsion of 

subjectivity? 

Recognizing the origins of the enigmas encountered in studying subjectivity of course 

does not mean to deem these enigmas trivial or to suggest that they can be easily – or perhaps 

even at all – done away with. In fact, apart from its presence in philosophical discussions, the 

enigma of subjectivity is encountered in everyday scientific practice of many cognitive 

scientists, to which the question of how to study subjective phenomena with objective science 

might appear at every step of their scientific inquiry. In what way – if at all – can empirical 

and theoretical objectivity capture subjectively experienced aspects of the measured and 

theorized phenomena of the mind? In the context of cognitive science, the epistemological 

and methodological frameworks, within which the scientific inquiry takes place, have been 

for the most part developed on the basis of the idea of objectivity. However, what cognitive 

scientists attempt to objectively characterize with biobehavioral measurements often has 

much – and sometimes everything – to do with the subjective experience of research 

participants. To resort to the often repeated phrase by Thomas Nagel (1974), there is 
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“something it is like” to be a mind – and this “something” often ends up being overlooked or 

even banished from the scientific inquiry in virtue of the latter being developed and guided by 

the idea of objectivity. 

While the problem of how to capture subjective experience with objective 

characterization appears to be a common topic of discussion in both theory and practice of 

cognitive science, it seems important to keep in mind that the separation of subjectivity and 

objectivity has, if we follow Husserl, emerged hand in hand with the separation of science and 

the life-world. The question of how to relate scientific concepts to the studied phenomena as 

they are actually experienced and lived is then not only a question about relating the objective 

and the subjective: rather, it encompasses the broader issue about the use of concepts, 

theories, measurements, and explanations within the abstract and idealized world of science to 

investigate phenomena that are originally lived and subjectively experienced within the life-

world. How do, for instance, “fear response” as assessed by measuring brain activity with 

functional magnetic resonance, “arousal” as assessed by measuring skin conductance, and 

“depression” as assessed with the Beck depression inventory relate to fear response, arousal, 

and depression as they are actually experienced and lived within the life-world? Here, it might 

be more adequate to talk about “life-worlds” in plural
10

, for what matters is not only how the 

studied phenomena are experienced and lived by the participants measured in the context of 

the study (and possibly by the people who might be affected by it), but also how they are 

experienced and lived by the particular cognitive scientist who is constructing hypotheses, 

performing measurements, and writing explanations about these phenomena. Furthermore, the 

life-world which this scientific activity begins from, unfolds within, and streams back into 

seems to also encompass what Carr would call “cultural world” in all its social and historical 

complexity. 

In virtue of its elucidation of the conceptual constraints which pervade the fields of 

cognitive science and philosophy of mind, Husserl’s investigation of the life-world and the 

world of science thus bears relevance for both philosophical discussions and the practical 

question of how to do science without concealing the life-world of experiencing and living; 

how to theorize, measure, and explain the mind and experience without missing the very 

phenomena one is attempting to characterize. 

2.1.3 Double realities 

Returning to the hard problem of consciousness, Chalmers’ account – while evidently written 

in a notably different conceptual space of the end of twentieth century analytic philosophy of 

mind – seems to be remarkably reminiscent of Husserl’s telling of the paradoxical origin story 

of the naturalistic science of subjectivity. Like in Husserl’s post-Galilean state, Chalmers’ 

account begins within the world conceived as the objective world of the merely physical: a 

world in which the subjective lacks the possibility of natural scientific explanation and in 

which the subjective experience is “left over after the animal and the human bodies have been 

separated off as belonging inside the closed region of nature” (Crisis, p. 63). Like the post-

Galilean inquirers into subjectivity, Chalmers has a particular (objectivistic and mechanistic) 

conception of science, on which the wish to explain subjectivity cannot but lead to a demand 

                                                         
10

 While Husserl mainly talks about the life-world in singular and aims at investigating its universal 

form, he also recognizes the “relativity of the surrounding life-worlds of particular human beings, 

peoples, and periods” (Crisis, p. 147; cf. Moran 2012). 
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for a naturalistic science of subjectivity – that is, a theory of consciousness which would be 

analogous in its structure to physical theories of the natural scientific inquiry. 

The difference between Husserl’s story and Chalmers’ account is, however, that for post-

Galilean thinkers up until the time of Husserl, the dualist understanding of the human being as 

the double reality of physical body and non-physical soul was, according to Husserl, the 

received view. Starting from the conception of psychic faculties and dispositions (Crisis, p. 

231) as separated from, but analogous to physical forces, it thus made sense (although clearly 

not to Husserl) to call for a science of subjectivity which would be modeled after physical 

sciences – a descriptive theory of the psychic analogous to the descriptive theory of the 

physical. In the context of contemporary cognitive science and philosophy of mind, however, 

the dominant view that I will describe below as monist materialism – the view that there 

exists only one stratum of reality whose being is entirely physical – cannot accommodate a 

separate realm of the psychic analogous to the realm of the physical. In this context, Chalmers 

had to reinvent the double reality on which the psychic-subjective could be regarded and 

theorized with analogy to the physical-objective – a double reality which differs from the one 

described by Husserl in that it does not entail a separate experiential stratum of being 

(substance dualism), but is instead comprised of a separate experiential property of being 

(property dualism). 

2.2 Clarifying naturalism 

Whereas Chalmers confesses to having “slightly expanded” the ontology of the physical, he is 

keen to emphasize that “the overall structure of this position is entirely naturalistic” (1995: 

210), where by “naturalistic” he means that it is compatible with a view of the world as a 

mechanistic framework of fundamental laws and entities. As has been shown, Chalmers’ 

“naturalistic dualism” is consistent with the way in which Husserl talks about naturalism in 

relation to psychology. On both views, the experiential is, in one way or another (i.e. either as 

a substance or as a property) conceived as separated from – but at the same time analogous to 

– the merely physical and studied in a way analogous to the natural scientific inquiry of the 

physical. On this reading, “naturalistic” seems to mean “analogous to nature and natural 

science”, and “naturalism” means that the subjective-experiential is studied as if it were 

objective-physical, while in fact both the ontology of the experiential and the science which 

studies it are not identical, but rather analogous to the ontology and the science of the merely 

physical. In various other places, however, Husserl refers to naturalism – as it seems to me, 

not entirely consistently – as a view on which reality is comprised only of physical bodies, 

extended in space and time, and on which the world in its entirety is subjected to a priori 

causal laws and determinism, and in principle transparent to the universal inductive scientific 

inquiry: 

“Everything real is a body or has a body … Every body [stands] under rules of 

general causality, universal nature under an a priori of causality so as to be 

determinable, constructible through truths in themselves according to 

determined causal laws which can be discovered inductively.” (Crisis, p. 315) 

As Husserl describes it, naturalism thus “looks at man as filled-out extension and thus 

considers the world in general only as nature in a broader sense” (Crisis, p. 315), maintaining 
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that the human-in-the-world – just as any other aspect of the world – is subject to the same 

kind of deterministic causal laws, and therefore amenable to the same kind of inductive 

scientific inquiry. This conception of naturalism is similar to Sellars’ naturalistic attitude with 

regard to ontology – with naturalism consisting in the claim that “everything that exists is an 

element in the spatiotemporal causal nexus” (deVries 2005: 16) and goes hand in hand with 

his scientific realist dictum that “science is the measure of all things” (1963: 173). 

The inconsistencies of Husserl’s use of the term “naturalism” in The Crisis seem to me 

reminiscent of similar terminological differences and confusions that persist in present-day 

cognitive science and philosophy of mind. The sense in which naturalism is described in the 

context of Husserl’s discussion of naturalistic attitude – an attitude which endorses the 

“naturalistic prejudice” (Crisis, p. 315) of objectivist science –, and in which it is defended by 

Sellars, seems to be close to one dominant contemporary conception of naturalism: the idea 

that “everything (including everything pertaining to human life, such as consciousness, 

culture and history) has to be studied by the methods of natural science” (Zahavi 2010: 5). As 

explained in Introduction, this is the sense of naturalism used in the context of this thesis. 

More precisely, I will from here on use the term “naturalism” to refer to the attitude that 

maintains that the world – humans and minds included – amounts to the sum of objects, 

properties, and relations described and describable by empirical natural sciences, and that the 

attitude and the tools of these sciences have the ability as well as the privileged role in 

uncovering this world.
11

 

The proposed definition of naturalism reveals that a naturalistic attitude endorses 

assumptions about the way in which the world is as well as assumptions about the capacity of 

natural sciences to reveal it to the human knower. Explicating the difference, Matthew 

Ratcliffe distinguishes between the metaphysical and the epistemological thesis of naturalism. 

The metaphysical thesis is a conviction about what there is: it maintains that the “world is 

comprised solely of the kinds of objects, properties, and causal relations posited by scientific 

theories”. The epistemological thesis is the view about how one can attain knowledge about 

what there is: it maintains that the “standpoint and method/s of empirical science comprise the 

best way to acquire knowledge of every aspect of the world, including ourselves” (Ratcliffe 

2006: 330). In another distinction, Dan Zahavi differentiates between the metaphysical and 

the methodological commitments of naturalism, describing the metaphysical commitment as 

the “monistic view that there is only one kind of thing, namely things with natural properties, 

so that everything existing is natural”, and the methodological commitment as the “idea that 

the right criteria for justification are those found and employed by the natural sciences” 

(Zahavi 2010: 5).
12

 

Together, the metaphysical, epistemological, and methodological tenets of naturalism 

support the idea that the explanation of any aspect of the world amounts to the integration of 

                                                         
11

 As explained in Introduction, the term “naturalism” has been used to refer to a variety of views 

which may involve distinct metaphysical, epistemological, and methodological commitments. Many 

authors referred to in the context of this thesis use the term in a sense different from mine. Of those 

mentioned in the present chapter, both Chalmers (1995) and Searle (1992) explicitly describe their 

very distinct positions as naturalistic, and it seems that also Dupré’s (1993; 2001; 2010) attitude could 

be characterized as such under some uses of the term. On the other hand, Searle and Dupré’s critique 

of materialism and reductionism challenges (and will thus be used in criticizing) the assumptions of 

the attitude that I here refer to as naturalism. 

12
 The attitude of naturalism criticized in the present thesis endorses all three kinds of commitments.   
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this aspect into the descriptive and explanatory framework of natural sciences. In the context 

of mind science, the attitude of naturalism encourages the project of naturalization: the 

project whose goal is to explain any aspect of the world – including the mind and subjective 

experience – in terms of objective natural science. Like naturalism, naturalization is a tricky 

notion which has been used in various different senses. For the purpose of this thesis, to 

naturalize an aspect of the world means to explain it – purportedly in its entirety – by 

integrating it into explanatory frameworks of natural sciences.
13

 One of the aims of the 

present thesis is to show the untenability of the a priori idea and ideal of naturalizing the mind 

and experience. As I will argue throughout the remainder of the thesis, adopting an entirely 

naturalistic attitude towards the lived and experienced phenomena of the mind is not only 

based on unwarranted assumptions and to an extent self-contradictory, but also leads towards 

an impoverished understanding of the investigated phenomena and potentially dangerous 

socio-political implications. 

2.3 Grounding science in metaphysics and metaphysics in science 

Although Chalmers himself uses a distinct terminology, it seems safe to say that he argues 

against the naturalization of experience. Whereas he maintains that easy problems of 

consciousness are in principle solvable by naturalization, the hard problem is for him hard 

precisely because it is in principle impossible to naturalize experience. One can notice that on 

Chalmers’ view, the question of the possibility of scientific explanation is closely linked to 

the question of ontology. He begins his account by moving from explanation to ontology: 

trying to account for why experience cannot be naturalized, he finds the answer in suggesting 

that at the level of fundamental properties, the ontology of the experiential must be distinct 

from the ontology of the merely physical. Then, he makes a step in the opposite (or 

backwards) direction – from ontology to explanation – by using the ontology that he has just 

established to ground his speculations of what a scientific explanation of experience will look 

like. In effect, thus, Chalmers’ idea of there having to exist, in principle, a law-like scientific 

theory of experience demands the world to be in a certain way – but at the same time, the (just 

invented) way in which the world has to be supports there having to be a law-like scientific 

theory of experience. His conception of science of the mind requires the mind to be in a 

certain way, and what this way is like can only be uncovered with his science of the mind. 

The described reciprocal dynamics of justification between a certain kind of metaphysics 

and a certain kind of scientific explanation, purportedly grounding a certain theory of mind, 

are not limited to Chalmers’ account: as it will turn out in the following sections, the very 

same pattern of grounding can be found more generally and has, interestingly, been typically 

used to support the opposite, avidly non-dualist stance of monist materialism. In light of the 

prevalence of this strategy, it seems important to emphasize, especially for the purpose of this 

thesis, that to endorse a certain conception of science does not necessarily entail an 

endorsement of a certain metaphysics, and vice versa. In other words, the question about the 

nature of scientific explanation – and more narrowly, the question about naturalization – is an 
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 The term “naturalization” is used in a different sense in the context of the project of 

neurophenomenology (Varela 1996; see Section 3.3.1), which does not commit to any metaphysical or 

epistemological theses akin to the naturalistic attitude defined above (cf. Bitbol 2012; Vörös, Froese & 

Riegler 2016) and is therefore not subject to critiques put forward in this chapter. 
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issue distinct from the question of how many different kinds of things and properties there 

exist in the world. The opposition to naturalization does not necessarily entail a dualist view 

of metaphysics, and conversely the opposition to dualism does not require one to be a 

naturalist. To put it differently, it is perfectly feasible – in fact, it is the position that I defend 

in the present thesis – to disagree with the project of naturalization and the attitude of 

naturalism without endorsing any standard metaphysical commitments about the way the 

world is. The questions about the scientific explanation of the mind and about the mind’s 

metaphysics are two distinct – although intimately related – questions. The purpose of the 

next chapter will be to explore the historical and conceptual reasons why this seemingly 

simple point has come to be widely overlooked in the present-day cognitive science and 

philosophy of mind. 

2.3.1 Dualistic assumptions of modern materialism 

However influential Chalmers’ articulation of the hard problem of consciousness, his solution 

to it is not among the most endorsed positions in contemporary philosophy of mind and 

cognitive science.  Generally speaking, the same can be said for all modern versions of 

dualism. In virtue of being regarded as incompatible with the received scientific worldview, 

different varieties of dualism are typically presented as a less popular alternative or opponent 

to the dominant contemporary metaphysical stance that could be called monist materialism 

(cf. Searle 1992; Dupré 1993). 

As the name suggests, monist materialism entails two convictions: that the world consists 

in only one kind of substance or has properties of only one kind (monism), and that this 

substance or these properties are material and physical
14

 rather than immaterial and non-

physical (materialism). Usually, the attitude of monism is contrasted with dualism, and the 

attitude of materialism is contrasted with mentalism. In this way, the contemporary cognitive 

scientist is typically implicitly given two choices with regard to her metaphysical 

commitments: the first choice being between either double or singular reality, and the second 

choice being between the world – including minds, experiences, and herself – as either 

ultimately mental and spiritual or ultimately material and physical. Evidently, choosing 

anything but the right-hand side of these options – i.e. monism in the first and materialism in 

the second instance – would be deeply incompatible with the conception of (cognitive) 

science as the science of a singular, objective, and physical reality. If the cognitive scientist is 

not to be “antiscientific”, committing to anything else but monist materialism is for her in fact 

is not much of an option. 

John Searle (1992) claims that these choices are false. The commonly accepted idea that 

the physical and the mental present diametrically opposing categories is nothing but an 

unexamined and unwarranted legacy of the archaic and, more importantly, thoroughly 
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 Following John Searle’s (1992) critique of materialism, the present text uses the term “materialism” 

to refer to an attitude that the world consists entirely of physical particles and forces. This attitude 

would perhaps be more adequately characterized as “physicalism”: a newer term, which – compared to 

materialism – underlies the ontological commitment not only to matter as extension, but rather to 

whichever objects feature in our best physical theories. As explained by John Dupré: “Physicalists 

universally admit that it is whatever account physicists finally converge on that will provide the 

ultimate criteria of existence, and refuse to be held hostage to the fortunes of any particular current 

physical theory” (ibid.: 91). 
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incoherent Cartesian view. Contrary to the contrast inherent in our traditional categories, 

which implies that materialism is necessarily anti-mentalistic and mentalism is necessarily 

anti-materialistic, Searle argues that one does not need to choose between the reality of the 

physical and the reality of the mental. Why should a physical world be incompatible with the 

reality or causal efficacy of subjective experience? 

As Searle explains, the choice in question is forced upon us by the limitations of our 

conceptual resources. We are habituated to think about the mind and the world in a set of 

categories embedded in our vocabulary – a historical, traditional, archaic vocabulary rooted in 

the Cartesian conception of the mind and the world. This inherited Cartesian vocabulary is 

comprised of sets of apparent oppositions – between body and mind, physical and mental, 

matter and spirit, materialism and mentalism – which are presented to us as the only 

conceptual options for talking and thinking about the mind. By both presupposing and 

reinforcing the false opposition of the non-mental physical and the non-physical mental, this 

dichotomous vocabulary – which seems to be entrenched not only in the theoretical language 

of philosophy and cognitive science, but also in our everyday talk and thought about the mind 

– makes it difficult to conceptualize any alternative stances beyond it. We thus find ourselves 

in a situation where, if we are not to fall back onto archaic and antiscientific dualisms, our 

only other option is to endorse straightforward monist materialism. 

On Searle’s view, the choice between dualism and materialism is therefore a false choice: 

even though they are presented in apparent opposition, both stances begin by accepting 

traditional Cartesian categories on which the physical implies non-mental and the mental 

implies non-physical. In this sense, monism and materialism are best conceived as reactions to 

dualism and mentalism – apparent oppositions which have failed to break free from the 

central assumptions of the very positions that they have rebelled against. As Searle explains: 

“Dualists asked, ‘How many kinds of things and properties are there?’ and 

counted up to two. Monists, confronting the same question, only got as far as 

one. But the real mistake was to start counting at all. Monism and materialism 

are defined in terms of dualism and mentalism, and because the definitions of 

dualism and mentalism are incoherent, monism and materialism inherit that 

incoherence.” (1992: 26) 

Apart from the set of falsely dichotomous categories entailed in our inherited vocabulary, 

there are other historical reasons which have, according to Searle, contributed to the 

constraints of our current understanding of the mind. Alongside – or to be more precise, 

perpendicularly to – our dualist vocabulary, we have at the same time inherited what Searle 

calls the “terror of falling into Cartesian dualism” (ibid.: 13). Having become aware of the 

failures of the Cartesian tradition and the implausibility of its main principles, we regard with 

suspicion and are eager to reject anything reminiscent of dualism – all the while the 

underlying, implicit dualist assumptions keep haunting, however silently, our materialist 

vocabulary. 

In addition to the fear of Cartesian dualism, the endorsement of monist materialism is 

also fueled by the related fear of being antiscientific. Searle points out that our current 

understanding of the mind heavily depends on our objectivist conception of reality as well as 

our objectivist conception of science. Much like Husserl, Searle emphasizes that the two 

conceptions go hand in hand:  with reality conceived as the objective world of the physical, it 

seems to follow that the science which studies it must itself be a science of purely objective 
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reality, i.e. a science which excludes subjectivity. We thus end up with a science which 

requires complete objectivity of its investigated phenomena – a science within which adopting 

any metaphysical stance other than materialism can quickly be accused not only of falling 

back onto Cartesian dualism, but also of being antiscientific. In philosophical discussions, the 

unwarranted power of the charge of being Cartesian or being “against science” makes 

possible various flawed rhetorical strategies set out to prove that materialism must be right: 

under the assumption that science is necessarily materialistic, the critics of standard 

materialist views are thus often accused of being dualist, mystical, or antiscientific. 

Under the constraints of the dichotomous Cartesian vocabulary, the fear of Cartesianism, 

the reign of objectivist reality and objectivist science, and the mistake of equating the 

recognition of the value of science with the stance of materialism, Searle concludes that in 

contemporary philosophy of mind, the “[a]cceptance of current views [i.e. monist 

materialism] is motivated not so much by an independent conviction of their truth as by a 

terror of what are apparently the only alternatives” (1992: 3–4). 

Surveying the history of philosophical debates about materialism in the twentieth century 

philosophy of mind, Searle uncovers an interesting pattern of recurring rises and falls of 

various versions of materialism: 

“A philosopher advances a materialist theory of the mind. He does this from the 

deep assumption that some version of the materialist theory of the mind must be 

the correct one –  after all, do we not know from the discoveries of science that 

there is really nothing in the universe but physical particles and fields of forces 

acting on physical particles? And surely it must be possible to give an account 

of human beings in a way that is consis tent and coherent with our account of 

nature generally … He then encounters difficulties. It always seems that he is 

leaving something out … The theory in question has left out the mind; it has left 

out some essential feature of the mind, such as conscious ness or ‘qualia’ or 

semantic content.” (1992: 30)  

While on the surface, particular discussions in philosophy of mind might disguise themselves 

as more specific technical debates (about, for instance, the nature of beliefs or consciousness), 

Searle points out that in fact, “there really has been only one major topic of discussion in the 

philosophy of mind … and that is the mind-body problem” (ibid.: 29). Even though within the 

taken-for-granted assumption of materialism, the mind-body problem takes on new forms – 

amounting, for instance, to the question of how one could account for mental states, qualia, or 

consciousness, given one’s materialism –, this brings us back to Husserl’s double realities. 

Much like Chalmers’ setting of the hard problem and Husserl’s story of the origins of 

naturalistic psychology, Searle’s story of the recurrent rises and falls of materialisms seems to 

be fueled by the motif of the left-over subjectivity. The difference is that Searle’s materialist 

philosophers of mind – unlike Chalmers and Husserl’s post-Galilean inquirers of subjectivity 

– do not resort to the endorsement of one or another version of double reality. Instead, after 

having first uncritically accepted the archaic splitting of the world, they – without noticing it – 

fall back onto one side of this very double reality while altogether denouncing the other. With 

the same problem and the same motif, the solution is thus the opposite. However, the enigma 

of subjectivity persists. 



53 

 

2.3.2 Omniscience as a heuristic device 

Driving the conviction that science must, in the last instance, have the capacity and authority 

to describe and explain the way in which the world is – the world lived and experienced, in all 

its aspects and complexities – is a very powerful, and, I believe, quite ungrounded assumption 

about human understanding. Taking a step back from being immersed in scientific endeavors 

and curiosity, one can ask: why should it be assumed that every aspect of the world is in 

principle knowable and understandable by (a collective of) human minds? For sure, the 

remarkable past and ongoing accomplishments of scientific activity have – and not without 

warrant – fortified the trust that it is possible for the scientific mind to describe certain 

regularities of the world, and to explain and predict some of its aspects in a way very different 

from that of everyday observation. However, it must be clear to the most devoted scientific 

advocate that science is a human activity and that human is but one among many different 

kinds of organisms – and cognitive systems –, an organism with a specific manner of making 

sense of the world by using specific, historically developed and contingent conceptual 

frameworks and ways of navigating through them. Why should it be expected – with 

unconditional certainty – from humans to be able to explain and predict not only the 

trajectories of the planets in the solar system, but also all the complexities of mind and 

experience? 

This is not to say that one should not assume that the complexities of mind and 

experience might eventually become understood and explained: for sure, allowing the 

possibility of future explanation of those aspects of the world not (yet) understood is essential 

for scientific curiosity and striving for knowledge. As Searle puts it, “methodologically we 

have to act as if we could understand everything, because there is no way of knowing what we 

can’t: to know the limits of knowledge, we would have to know both sides of the limit” (ibid.: 

24). The a priori expectation of the possibility of omniscience, however, seems to me 

unwarranted and epistemically inadequate. Of course, one can hardly strive for understanding 

without allowing there to be some possibility of what one strives for. But it is one thing to be 

motivated by the possibility of scientific understanding (for instance, the possibility of one 

day understanding of how human experience relates to neural activity), and it is quite another 

thing to be convinced of it, and to apply far-reaching interpretations to the fact that it has not 

(yet) been achieved. It is not a rare philosophical strategy to let the current science place 

demands on the world – to jump, for instance, from the fact that science has not (yet) offered 

any convincing account of how human experience relates to neural activity to the conclusion 

that the way the world is must somehow be radically different from what has been thought. 

Does there perhaps exist a hitherto overlooked fundamental ontological feature of reality (e.g. 

Chalmers 1995)? Or have people been all along deceived into committing to the reality of 

things that are in fact not really there – things like mental states (e.g. Churchland 1981), 

consciousness (e.g. Dennett 1991) or free will (e.g. Wegner 2002)? 

I think that the a priori conviction of the necessary form and abilities of a scientific 

explanation as well as the a priori conviction that all aspects of the world, including the mind 

and experience, are understandable and explainable by science’s conceptual and empirical 

tools are untenable. Their apparent mitigation, as already elucidated by Husserl, is rooted in 

the fascination with the degree to which the physical sciences have managed to describe and 

predict the physical world. The reasoning, in Searle’s words, goes: 
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“Every fact in the universe is in principle knowable and understandable by 

human investigators. Because reality is physical, and because science concerns 

the investigation of physical reality, and because there are no limits on what we 

can know of physical reality, it follows that all of the facts in the universe are 

knowable and understandable by us.” (Searle 1992: 11) 

Furthermore, together with the trust in the capacity and authority of the science of physical 

reality, the history of the successes of physical sciences has also provided the idea and a 

model of a grand theoretical discovery:  

“It does not seem enough somehow to state humble and obvious truths about the 

mind –  we want something deeper.  … We dream of some great ‘breakthrough’ 

in the study of the mind, we look forward to a ‘mature’ cognitive science.” 

(ibid.: 17) 

In the light of our desire for a breakthrough akin to those of the history of physics, 

counterintuitive suggestions that the world is in fact very different from what has been 

thought can, interestingly, increase rather than decrease the appeal of a certain theory of mind. 

In this way, for instance, when Churchland (1981) calls for the replacement of our everyday 

psychological conceptions with neurobiological ones, he supports his call by drawing the 

parallel between the allegedly redundant theory of “folk psychology” and the archaic theories 

of alchemists or phlogiston scientists long proven obsolete by the history of physics. 

Interestingly, the appeal to innovative physical discoveries which Churchland uses to justify 

an elimination of a certain aspect of the world – thereby justifying his eliminative materialism 

– can also be employed to support quite the opposite stance of property dualism. While 

Chalmers adds rather than eliminates features of the world, he insists that his expansion of 

ontology is compatible with physics – that is, that there is “nothing particularly spiritual or 

mystical about this theory” – by drawing the parallel with electromagnetism: introducing a 

new fundamental feature into the world “expands the ontology slightly, to be sure, but 

Maxwell did the same thing” (1995: 210). 

The purpose of the present section has been to look at the reciprocal justification between 

the idea of the “right” kind of scientific explanation and the “right” kind of metaphysics. In 

the case of the naturalistic attitude
15

, this two-way justification runs between what has been 

described above as the metaphysical and the epistemological thesis of naturalism. However, a 

similar two-way pattern of justification can be applied to support both materialist and dualist 

views of ontology, together with their corresponding ideas of scientific explanation of 

experience as either natural scientific (in the case of materialism) or analogous to that of 

natural sciences (in the case of dualism). 

The reason why I have been, up until this point, presenting and criticizing Chalmers’ 

account alongside the presentation and critique of naturalism and materialism was not to 

specifically engage in a critique of property dualism, but rather to reiterate and demonstrate 

Searle’s point: the point that while materialism and dualism are typically depicted in 

opposition, they in fact share their founding assumptions rooted in historically contingent 

                                                         
15

 While Searle’s (1992) critique is aimed at various different kinds of materialisms, the points that I 

have referred to here apply to the attitude of naturalism as it was defined in the context of the present 

thesis. 
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splits of the human and the world. I hope to have shown that it is in virtue of the flaws of 

these shared assumptions that materialism and dualism are liable to end up in structurally 

similar paradoxes and circularities. Leaving dualisms behind, the continuation of the thesis 

will from now on focus on further developing a critique of naturalism. 

2.3.3 The world as a mechanism: materialism, reductionism and causal 

determinism 

The previous section has shown that the stance of naturalism is characterized by its 

acceptance – often unreflective – of historically contingent and in many ways unwarranted 

assumptions about science and metaphysics. One of such powerful assumptions is the claim 

that the world is composed only of physical entities and forces. In the worldview of modern 

science, this monist materialist claim – a claim about what there is – is often used to support 

reductionism: a stance about how to explain what there is which maintains that the scientific 

understanding of complex “higher-level” phenomena ultimately requires a scientific 

explanation in terms of their more basic “lower-level” constituent parts (Dupré 1993; cf. Van 

Gulick 2001). The rationale behind the way in which materialism is typically thought to 

justify reductionism in the context of mind science has been famously exemplified in Francis 

Crick’s slogan “You’re nothing but a pack of neurons” (Crick 1994: 2). Crick argues that 

from the fact that everything that there is to a mind is a pack of neurons – the fact that, as he 

puts it, “[y]ou, your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of 

personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of 

nerve cells and their associated molecules” (1994: 3) –, it follows that everything that there is 

to a mind must be explainable in terms of a pack of neurons; in other words, that ultimately, 

person-level phenomena such as minds, sorrows, and memories must and will be entirely 

explained by our future neuroscience.
16

 

The assumptions of materialism and reductionism and the assumption of the relationship 

between them are typically associated with and supported by a third one: that of causal 

determinism. The deterministic understanding of causality amounts to the idea – as Husserl 

puts it in The Crisis – of “a self-enclosed natural causality in which every occurrence is 

determined unequivocally and in advance” (p. 60). For Husserl, the idea of causal 

determinism is central to the naturalistic attitude and has, like the broader naturalistic attitude, 

emerged at the birth of modern science alongside Galileo’s mathematization of nature. 

Together, the closely associated assumptions of materialism, reductionism, and causal 

determinism support the idea of the world as a material, mechanistic, and deterministic world, 
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 Whereas in the sense described here, the reductionist stance is a stance about the level of 

explanation, the term is sometimes also used in reference to the question of ontology. Van Gulick 

(2001) distinguishes between the ontological and epistemological sense of reduction. Ontological 

reduction typically amounts to the claim that a higher-level phenomenon is ontologically entirely 

dependent on the properties of its basic constituents (e.g. that the mind is nothing but neurons, or that 

the sorrows or memories are nothing but neuronal behavior) – the claim similar or equal to the central 

commitment of the above described monist materialism. Epistemological (or representational) 

reduction, on the other hand, typically argues that the best level of explaining the higher-level 

phenomenon is located on the lower level of these basic constituents (e.g. that the mind, sorrows, and 

memories must ultimately be explained by neuroscience alone). Crick’s reasoning is supported by the 

arguably unjustified (Van Gulick 2001; Garfinkel 1981) conviction that the ontological reduction 

entails the epistemological one. 
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a world profoundly ordered and entirely governed by laws, and also a world in principle fully 

intelligible to human (scientific) minds. As pointed out by the philosopher of science John 

Dupré, this idea of metaphysics is closely linked to a specific conception of science. Namely, 

in accordance with the metaphysics best captured by the metaphor of the universe as a 

gigantic machine, science is understood as a unified and universal project set out to uncover 

the order and the laws of its mechanisms. 

In his book The disorder of things (1993), Dupré argues against the thesis of the unity of 

science and challenges the associated metaphysics of a mechanistic, orderly, and law-

governed world. He identifies and articulates what he takes to be the three central underlying 

assumptions of the scientific worldview: the above described doctrines of reductionism and 

causal determinism and the doctrine of essentialism. Dupré’s systematic attack on these three 

philosophical theses consists in revealing their argumentative flaws and the indefensibility of 

their presuppositions. On the other hand, however, he also points out that these assumptions, 

when adopted in accounting for human phenomena, often make a difference for how we 

conceive of human beings or human nature and can therefore lead to various social and 

political implications (2001; 2003; 2010). While this latter issue will be recalled in the next 

chapter, I now turn to Dupré’s challenge to the doctrines of determinism and reductionism. 

Dupré (1993; 2001) argues that contrary to the widely accepted conception of causal 

determinism as one of the indispensable pillars of the scientific worldview, science itself in 

fact does not lend much empirical support to the claim that the world is causally determined – 

or causally complete – at the microlevel. Rather than being empirically justified, Dupré 

suggests that our belief in determinism instead stems from our overly ambitious 

interpretations of the artificial mechanistic models of causality that we have ourselves 

instantiated in the world. On reflection, our observations of causal regularities of the world 

typically seem to be tied to the functioning of human-invented mechanisms such as 

technological artefacts and scientific experiments. In both cases, the observed regularities 

occur in a purposefully, artificially constrained world rather than in the natural world; in other 

words – in order to exhibit these regularities, it seems that the world must be subjected to 

extremely controlled conditions achieved as a result of careful and effortful engineering or 

scientific work. Once – if – the designed machine or the designed experiment functions in the 

rule-governed way intended by the engineer or the scientist, the regularities that it exhibits are 

interpreted as testimonies to the underlying mechanistic order of the world – assuming that 

the universal causal machinery had been covertly at work all along even before it revealed 

itself within the context of the world constrained into a mechanism. 

Reflecting on the difficulty and the effort involved in getting the world to exhibit 

regularities, Dupré questions this otherwise common and far from controversial interpretation. 

He points out that despite the widely held and seemingly necessary conviction that science 

has to presuppose causal determinism, science itself has given us no empirical support for 

universal determinism – that is, no warrant to extrapolate the causal regularities observed 

under the constraints of mechanical engineering and scientific experiments to the idea of the 

world as a universally complete causal structure: 

“Determinism has been so closely linked with the philosophy underlying the rise 

of modern science that it has come to seem obvious, something to deny which is 

to call in question the whole scientific project. But in my view determinism is a 

philosophical free rider on the scientific view, something for which the latter 
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provides no warrant, and something that is, despite the success of the scientific 

world view, inherently implausible.” (2001: 163)  

Dupré insists that without an empirical support or a compelling theoretical grounding, 

determinism is but a powerful metaphysical assumption.
17

 Rejecting the common view that 

science must presume determinism as its methodological imperative – accepting determinism 

as a starting point, he argues, can only provide evidence for determinism in a circular fashion 

–, he concludes that the understanding of the world as causally incomplete presents an entirely 

plausible metaphysical stance preferable to that of causal determinacy or completeness. While 

he emphasizes that in virtue of being a metaphysical assumption, determinism as of now 

cannot be definitively refuted, Dupré insists that the onus of proof remains on the determinist 

– and that so far, there is no conclusive empirical evidence to support it. 

On the mechanistic understanding of the world, the assumption of causal determinism 

seems to be tightly linked to the assumption of reductionism. Namely, the causal nexus which 

is taken to determine occurrences at the macrolevel is woven between lower-level constituents 

of complex phenomena – in other words, that the causal properties are to be ascribed not to 

the wholes, but to the parts that constitute them. This view supports a reductionist tendency of 

science to explain complex higher-level phenomena by appealing to the intrinsic properties of 

their lower-level constituting parts. As Dupré (1993; 2001) points out, a kind of 

methodological reductionism, employed as a regulative ideal for the scientific explanation, is 

commonly adopted in scientific theory and practice even without endorsing strong 

reductionist attitudes. Dupré challenges this regulative reductionist stance with a critique 

similar to his argument against causal determinism. For him, it is quite evident that in general, 

the way in which things (including living things) behave is influenced by their intrinsic 

properties as well as by the contextual features of their environment – therefore, it is also 

quite evident that this behavior can be explained by reference to various factors which include 

both intrinsic properties of things and the properties of their context. Science, broadly 

speaking, works by selecting and emphasizing intrinsic features over contextual ones, 

constructing models and explanations which attempt to account for phenomena in terms of 

their intrinsic properties and to diminish the potential “interference” of the contextual factors. 

To the extent that intrinsic properties of things are generally more stable than the properties of 

their contexts, this strategy can be sensible and highly effective in studying certain aspects of 

the world. However, Dupré again – like in his critique of determinism – points out that rather 

than thinking that scientific models uncover intrinsic causal properties through the laws of 

nature, it is also possible to conceive of the relationship the other way around: 

“It is often supposed that the experiment reveals these intrinsic properties, and 

the designer of machines then exploits them in constructing useful objects. In 

reality the sequence may equally go in the other direction: laws of nature are 

formulated to explain the workings of machines.” (2001: 11)  

While the mechanistic explanation in terms of causal regularities and intrinsic properties of 

things might be plausible for explaining the functioning of artificial mechanisms and certain 
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 Whereas this view could be objected with the common claim that science must assume determinism 

as methodological imperative, Dupré points out that such reasoning leads one to a circular situation in 

which science first assumes determinism and in turn provides evidence for its assumption.  
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specialized phenomena – for instance the behavior of the celestial bodies in our solar system –

, there is, for Dupré, no plausible grounds for assuming that one can or should adopt a 

mechanistic view when explaining any aspect of the world whatever. In the case of the study 

of human beings and minds, particularly, such explanations are not only epistemically 

inadequate, but also entail a normative dimension, thus bearing within them significant and 

potentially dangerous socio-political implications.  

2.4 The inconsistency of a naturalistic cognitive science  

The above investigation has examined the Cartesian roots of the naturalistic stance in the 

study of mind and articulated the various assumptions of naturalism which concern both 

metaphysics – the way in which the world is – and epistemology – the way in which one can 

or should acquire knowledge about the world. As has been shown, the assumed metaphysics 

of naturalism amount to the world as entirely mechanistic, deterministic, ordered, and 

governed by natural laws: in effect, the world as it is conceived by objectivistic natural 

science. The assumed epistemology of naturalism is the thesis that the world – in all its 

aspects – is best disclosed through the attitude and tools of natural science. The 

epistemological claim that natural science can in principle describe and explain all aspects of 

the world requires the world to be in principle entirely intelligible to science – that is, to 

consist only of items posited by (future) science. The metaphysical claim that the world is the 

way science tells us it is in turn requires science to be able to describe and explain all of its 

aspects. In this two-way justification, the naturalistic understanding of science is grounded in 

nothing but a naturalistic metaphysics, and conversely, this metaphysics is in turn grounded in 

nothing but the naturalistic understanding of science. 

Furthermore, in addition to its dependence on its assumed naturalistic metaphysics, the 

naturalistic conception of science rests on a yet further and more specific presupposition about 

the nature of human cognition. Calling into mind that scientific understanding is not 

constructed in an abstract vacuum, but is instead a practice and achievement of a collective of 

human minds, it becomes clear that the capacity and limits (or lack thereof) of scientific 

understanding cannot but depend on the capacity and limits of human understanding. The 

assumptions about the nature of science must therefore ultimately depend on the assumptions 

about the nature of human cognition. But how could one assume the nature of human 

cognition in the field of cognitive science, for which human cognition is exactly that part of 

the world that it is aiming to disclose? 

Indeed, for cognitive science, human cognition presents both the object of study and at 

the same time – as for any other scientific endeavor – the necessary condition of its 

possibility. In assuming – as naturalism does – that cognitive science has a capability and the 

privileged role in describing and explaining the world (in particular, the mind), one is 

assuming the capability and privileged role of certain epistemic processes of human cognition. 

For this reason, a strictly naturalistic cognitive science amounts to an inherently paradoxical 

stance – for how could cognitive science presuppose the nature of the mind and at the same 

time assume an a priori authority to disclose it?  

As pointed out by Matthew Ratcliffe, if naturalism were to follow through to its own 

principles, the naturalists’ understanding of human cognition – and thus, the naturalists’ 

understanding of science – should be open to revision: 
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“If naturalism is not fallible … then it is a transcendent doctrine, which imposes 

a metaphysic and epistemology upon science that is neither drawn from science, 

revisable in the light of science, nor necessarily compatible with what  science 

reveals about the world. Such a position would explicitly contradict the aim of 

naturalism, which is to integrate everything into the scientifically described 

world. If science can tell us about epistemic processes, it must surely 

incorporate the possibility of significant metaphysical revision, given that 

claims concerning how the world most fundamentally is are mortgaged on 

claims concerning the structure of our epistemic capacities, and vice versa. 

There is an ongoing hermeneutic between the discoveries and metaphysical 

presuppositions of science.” (2006: 340)  

If naturalism is to claim that the attitude and tools of natural science can and do reveal the 

conclusive metaphysical structure of the world and the mind, it must remain open to the 

possibility of reconsidering its own metaphysical assumptions: both the assumptions of causal 

determinism and reductionism, and – uniquely to the field of cognitive science – the 

assumptions about the nature of human mind and epistemic processes. In other words, a 

consistent naturalism is obliged to reflexively allow for the possibility of self-refutation 

through empirical inquiry, and as such cannot exist in a strict form described under this 

expression in the context of the present thesis. 

2.5 Summary of Chapter 2 

The investigation put forward in the present chapter has shown that the naturalistic stance in 

the context of cognitive science is rooted in historical conceptual divisions which have 

abstracted science from the life-world and created an abyss between the objective and the 

subjective and between the physical and the mental. I have demonstrated that the flaws of 

these conceptual divisions can be traced back as the source of seemingly unsurmountable 

puzzles for theories of mind and subjectivity, exemplified in Chalmers’ account of the hard 

problem of consciousness and Husserl’s story of the emergence of the enigma of subjectivity. 

Whereas they attempt to solve them by falling back upon different kinds of metaphysics, these 

puzzles arise for both the dualist and for the materialist, and will, as suggested by Searle, keep 

arising until we have let go of the conceptual dualist ghosts from the past. 

I have further shown that apart from the described historical contingencies and 

philosophical and scientific reactions to them, there is no plausible warrant – either theoretical 

or empirical – for endorsing an a priori naturalistic position in the study of mind and 

experience. I have argued that instead, the metaphysical assumptions of naturalism – the 

conviction that the world is entirely mechanistic, deterministic, and governed by natural laws 

– and naturalistic conception of science are related in a two-way justification. In the field of 

cognitive science, this two-way justification acquires an additional, especially paradoxical 

branch: the metaphysics of the human mind and epistemic processes, which cognitive science 

aims at disclosing through scientific inquiry, have to be at the same time to an extent 

presupposed if they are to support the naturalistic understanding of science. 

Although the overall topic of the thesis is that of the relationship between science and the 

life-world, this chapter has focused on the consequences of their separation and paid little 

attention to their intertwinement. Indeed, the questions of the present chapter have been posed 

and answered within the world of scientific theories and philosophical discussions – without 
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much consideration of the way in which we not only study and theorize, but also live and 

experience our minds. What import, then, do these conceptual explorations have on the 

question of the relationship between the scientific and the experienced, lived perspective in 

the study of mind? 

The main point that I have intended to convey with this chapter is that the study of mind 

necessarily lacks an absolute metaphysical or epistemological ground. As will be shown in 

Chapter 3, the realization of groundlessness in studying the mind has significant implications 

for understanding the relationship between cognitive science and the life-world. Namely, as I 

will argue, it presents an important motivation for cognitive science to reach beyond its 

abstract theoretical space and take seriously two aspects of the concrete world of life:  first, 

the lived experience and the related everyday perspective on the mind, and second, the socio-

political context in which cognitive science unfolds as a human activity endowed with 

relevance and responsibility for the self-understanding of ourselves as individuals and 

humanity. 
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3 Chapter 3: Towards a reflexive cognitive science 

3.1 Searching for a ground 

The investigation put forward so far has shaken the foundations of studying the mind with the 

approach and methods of natural science. Taking under scrutiny the naturalist’s certainty that 

natural science can in principle reveal every aspect of the world, Chapter 2 has developed a 

critique of naturalism initiated through Husserl’s eyes in Chapter 1. It has turned out that in 

attempting to solve the puzzles of mind and experience, naturalistic philosophy of mind and 

cognitive science – while purportedly trusting in science and the ultimate completeness of 

natural scientific inquiry – in fact requires both the world and human epistemic processes to 

be in a certain way. Presupposing, to an extent, the metaphysics of the world and the features 

of human cognition, a naturalistic cognitive science thus begins by taking for granted the 

exact parts of the world that it has set out to disclose. At the beginning of the present chapter, 

it thus seems that the science of mind – if it is not to end up entangled in self-entailing 

justifications – is left without an absolute ground, either metaphysical or epistemological, 

from which to start building a theory of mind and experience. 

Of crucial significance for the argument presented in this thesis is the fact that at present 

day, there indeed exists no established scientific theory of mind and experience. What 

Chalmers observed in introducing the hard problem of consciousness is still the case two 

decades later: cognitive science has not yet offered any account which would explain how 

subjective experience relates to the biophysical occurrences in the body and the brain, and 

furthermore has no clear idea about the form that such a potential account might take 

(Thompson 2007). In the vivid words of Alva Noë (here referring more specifically to the 

field of neuroscience): 

“It is sometimes said that the neuroscience of consciousness is in its infancy. 

But that’s not quite right, as it suggests that progress will take  care of itself: it’s 

just a matter of time and the normal process of maturation. A better image might 

be that of inexperienced hikers out on the trails without any clear idea where 

they are: they are lost and they don’t even know it!” (2009: xii)  

As the present chapter will attempt to show, becoming aware of this present state of being 

“lost” – or, to put it more appropriately, of not having a ground – is a necessary step in 

recognizing the fundamental circularity at the heart of the conceptual space of cognitive 

science. 

3.1.1 Two ways of dealing with groundlessness 

The previous chapter has illustrated the prevalence of the conviction that even though it has 

not yet been found, there must exist some ultimate naturalistic or materialistic theory of mind. 

Even when the objectivist explanatory framework of natural sciences seems to leave no place 

for subjective experience, philosophers often interpret the puzzle of the left-over subjectivity 

as a temporary consequence of having been previously standing on the “wrong” theoretical 

ground, and show the way towards the “right” one. This approach has been exemplified above 

in Chalmers’ resort to “naturalistic”-dualistic theory of consciousness; furthermore, it has 

been illustrated in Searle’s story of the recurrent rises and falls of modern materialism and in 
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Husserl’s story of the creation of the need for naturalistic psychology. Last but not least, it has 

turned out that even Husserl, the questioner of assumed grounds, ended up finding one: his 

historical-phenomenological path of having first – through the epoché of objective sciences – 

given up the ground of the world of science, and having then – through the transcendental 

epoché – stepped above the ground of the life-world, led him towards his ultimate adoption of 

the universal ground of the constituting transcendental subjectivity. 

The dynamics of finding a ground can also be recognized on a more general scale. In 

their book The embodied mind (1991), Varela et al. argue that the grasping for absolute 

grounding is characteristic for the entire philosophical tradition of the West. When confronted 

with the realization of groundlessness, this tradition has – as they describe – shown two 

general responses. Giving the impression that the only way to cope with groundlessness other 

than to endorse a new absolute ground (or to return to the old one) is to reify groundlessness 

as a new, negative reference point, much of Western philosophical thought seems to converge 

towards either one of the two extremes: that of absolutism or that of nihilism. Absolutism 

grounds its knowledge and meaning of the world on universal foundations of reality as 

absolutely objective (objectivism) or, alternatively, reality as absolutely subjective 

(subjectivism). Nihilism, on the other hand, recognizes that there exists no absolute 

foundation on which to ground knowledge and meaning, but immediately takes the absence of 

solid grounds to imply the impossibility of “solid” knowledge and meaning. While nihilism is 

typically construed as the opposite to objectivism, Varela et al. point out that the two are in 

fact closely linked. Indeed, nihilism can be described as a response to objectivism with an 

objectivist tendency of its own: confronted with the realization that there exists no absolute 

reference point, a nihilist denies the ground in an “objectivist” way, reifying “the mere 

absence of an objective ground … into an objective groundlessness that might continue to 

serve as an ultimate reference point” (Varela et al. 1991: 238). 

3.1.2 Torn between science and experience 

In the context of studying the mind, located at the junction of science and the life-world, the 

two opposites – the absolutist escape from groundlessness and the “nihilist” reification of 

groundlessness – crystallize into a specific dilemma between science and experience. Namely, 

with the difficulty of fitting human experience and understanding into the world as it is 

described by naturalistic science, the researchers of mind seem to be forced to choose between 

describing the mind and cognition either as a part of the natural world or as the source of 

human experience and understanding. As Varela et al. summarize, 

“this double face of cognitive science gives rise to two extremes: we suppose 

either that our human self-understanding is simply false and  hence will 

eventually be replaced by a mature cognitive science, or we suppose that there 

can be no science of the human life-world because science must always 

presuppose it.” (1991: 13)  

In relation to the present thesis, the described dilemma presents a powerful reiteration of the 

dichotomy of the scientific and the everyday lived perspective on the mind which has been 

articulated in Chapter 1 through the presentation, comparison, and critique of Husserl’s and 

Sellars’ account. Indeed, with Sellars’ endorsement of science as the only measure of reality 
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on the one hand, and with Husserl’s transcendental return to lived experience on the other, 

each of the two compared philosophers seems to subscribe to one of the two options. 

It seems important to note, however, that banishing the life-world perspective from the 

scientific study of mind does not necessarily entail an overall rejection of the importance of 

everyday experience for human self-understanding. Instead, it seems possible to argue that the 

human world posits to the human interpreter various kinds of questions, among which some 

can and others cannot be answered scientifically (cf. Bitbol 2008). Thus, endorsing the 

naturalistic stance in studying the mind – despite its strong assertion that science has both the 

capacity and the authority to describe and explain any aspect of the world – does not 

necessarily imply that science is an answer to all questions.
18

 It is perfectly plausible for a 

naturalist to claim that while science is the only measure of ontology, it does not necessarily 

tell much – and even less so everything – about the normative. This is exactly the stance 

adopted by Sellars, who argues that some questions – typically, questions about human 

matters – are normative and have to be answered not by scientifically describing and 

explaining the world, but by prescribing and proscribing in the language of intentions (PSIM; 

see also deVries 2005). For Sellars, granting science the privileged role in delineating the 

ontological structure of the world does not entail the reduction of the normative: in fact, the 

very motivation for his plea for stereoscopic vision is his conviction that while science is the 

measure of all things when it comes to describing and explaining what there is, questions 

about human matters cannot be settled by scientific investigation alone. 

The described double vision – which is, to note, not yet a stereoscopic one – seems to be 

exemplified not only in Sellars’ naturalism, but also in certain everyday stances towards 

science, metaphysics, and the normative adopted by more “philosophically innocent” people. 

Whereas the construction of theories and explanations of human mind might unfold within the 

realm of scientific experiments, academic journals, and philosophical discussions, scientific 

conceptions of the mind do not necessarily remain within the boundaries of the world of 

science. Instead, they often flow into the everyday life-worlds of people as “cultural facts” 

(Crisis, p. 104). 

Such streaming of cognitive science into the life-world, however, often involves a 

peculiar kind of discrepancy: it seems that at times, people accept and defend certain scientific 

theories and facts as true on a declarative level, while they at the same time do not appear to 

endorse them existentially – that is, they do not seem to experience and live them. They 

might, for instance, arduously deny the possibility of free will in defending causal 

determinism, proclaiming that their own lived experience of making decisions is nothing more 

than a non-consequential illusion – an epiphenomenal accompaniment to the script of 

occurrences written at the beginning of the universe – but at the same time go on navigating 

through their lives by engaging in thorough deliberations on what drink they will order, who 

they will vote for, and who they will marry. Similarly, whereas (following the mainstream 

discourse in medicine and neuroscience) some sufferers of mental disorder might 

declaratively identify their state as nothing but a biological malfunction of their brain (e.g. an 

                                                         
18

 A prominent example of an attitude that would claim so is the above presented stance of 

eliminativism (e.g. Churchland 1981), which maintains that the manifest understanding of humans is 

redundant on the whole and that scientific understanding and vocabulary should and eventually will 

entirely replace the obsolete life-world conceptions of our minds and experience – even with regard to 

normative questions. 
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imbalance of neurotransmitters), their coming to understand their illness in terms of their 

brains often seems to be in tension or even incompatible with the way in which they live with 

it (Dumit 2003). Or, on a lighter note, while one’s adoption of a reductionist, strictly 

biological oxytocin-based explanation of attachment might shape the way in which they talk 

and think about love, it will not necessarily erase the existential impact that the love they 

experience has on their lives. 

In this sense, it appears that scientific assertions about reality are often thought of as 

“true” without being experienced as such in one’s own existence. It seems to be possible, even 

common, that people (scientist, philosophers, and general public alike) think about the mind, 

their own mind included, through the prism of scientific theories and facts which deny the 

reality or causal efficacy of experience (e.g. that of free will, that of depression, or that of 

falling in love) – while, on the other hand, the very experience whose existence and power 

this theoretical prism repudiates remains existentially relevant for the way in which they steer 

through their lives. Not unrelated to the explanatory gap, this discrepancy between describing 

and explaining the world through science and by experiencing it within lives on our own 

forms a gap between science and experience encountered well beyond the specialized field of 

mind science. On the diagnosis by Michel Bitbol, it indeed contributes to the contemporary 

zeitgeist of our civilization: 

“[O]ur culture as a whole [is] in a sort of schizophrenic state. On the one hand, 

we are so impressed and enthusiastic about the remarkable results of 

neurophysiology that we are prone either to ignore the yawning gap it leaves 

behind it, or to dismiss it so strongly as ‘unscientific’ that we finally think it 

does not really exist. On the other hand, however, we experience the gap in our 

conscious lives, we realize that ‘describing is not living’ . .. ” (2008: 62) 

3.1.3 Divided state and self-interpreting animals 

One might argue that the divided state described by Bitbol is not specific to the sciences 

of mind and instead merely reflects a more general discrepancy between the scientific and the 

everyday perspective on the world. This general discrepancy has been influentially illustrated 

in Arthur Eddington’s problem of the two tables. As Eddington observed, in modernity one 

can know – in line with the theories of modern physics – that the table one is sitting at is 

“mostly emptiness”, sparsely permeated by “numerous electric charges rushing about with 

great speed”; however, this same table will at the same time remain perceived – in one’s 

ordinary experience – as a solid wooden object (Eddington 1931: 70–2). How does the mostly 

empty scientific table relate to the wooden manifest table? This question amounts to a 

question of how to reconcile a physical theory – a theory that had flown into one’s life-world 

as a cultural fact – with one’s ordinary life-world experience of a table that had been there all 

along. Drawing the parallel between the gap in conceiving tables and the gap in understanding 

ourselves – the first occasioned by the advent of modern physics, the second, by analogy, by 

the advent of modern cognitive science –, could one argue that similarly to the way in which 

our culture has come to accept the coexistence of the scientific and the manifest table, it can 

come to accept the coexistence of the scientific and the manifest mind? 

There seems to be an important sense in which theories about the mind flow into the life-

world in a way different to the flowing-in of theories about tables. Namely, while for the 

table, it does not make a difference whether physics describes it as a solid wooden object or as 
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a mostly empty space, the way in which cognitive science describes the mind does make a 

difference for the mind. In the famous words of Charles Taylor, humans are “self-interpreting 

animals” (cf. Taylor 1985): who we take ourselves to be – as individuals and as humanity – is 

an essential feature of who we are. The question of how to reconcile the mind as conceived by 

science and the mind as experienced and lived is, then, far more than a mere variation of the 

question of how to reconcile the scientific and the wooden table. It is here where the divided 

state described above acquires its full existential depth – contributing, as Bitbol suggests, to 

an “existential crisis of our civilization as a whole” (2008: 62) –, a depth which has been fully 

recognized by both Husserl and Sellars. And it is for this reason that, according to Sellars, an 

integrated understanding of the man-in-the-world – unlike that of the table-in-the-world – 

requires stereoscopic vision in which, crucially, the naturalistic conception of ontology must 

not overwhelm the existentially indispensable (even if ontologically false) manifest image: 

“[M]an is that being which conceives of itself in terms of the manifest image .  

To the extent that the manifest does not survive in the synoptic view, to that 

extent man himself would not survive.” (PSIM,  p. 18) 

But what exactly does the manifest image amount to in the modern era? Can one really, as 

Sellars suggests, isolate and articulate it apart from the scientific image to only afterwards 

integrate the two? In other words, is there a sense in which a contemporary Westerner 

understands herself and others apart from the scientific perspective on the human-in-the-

world? In arguing for the separate articulation and consequent synoptic synthesis of the 

manifest and the scientific, Sellars seems to have overlooked the fact that the contemporary 

manifest can hardly be characterized as extrascientific. In the modern era, science does not 

present a mere parallel to our lives – an addition to our manifest understanding of the world 

within our life-worlds of wooden tables and experiences of free will, depression, and falling 

in love. Instead, the scientific (world)view has become an integral – and in many ways central 

– part of our lives. Considering that the teaching of science comprises a major part of our 

institutionalized education, that its epistemic authority plays a decisive role in governing and 

policy-making, and that it has made and continues making possible technological and medical 

advancements and interventions without which we can no longer imagine (and could perhaps 

no longer live) our lives, it is evident that science is shaping our life-worlds – and with them, 

our everyday understanding of the human and the mind – in ways that make it hard to separate 

the scientific understanding of the world from the manifest one. 

Importantly, this manner of science’s influence on the life-world is not limited to the 

flowing-in of scientific theories as “cultural facts”, for it affects the life-worlds of not only 

those engaged in scientific practice or those actively interested in scientific accounts, but 

rather of anyone who participates in the science-shaped world. (One does not have to be, for 

instance, acquainted with the concepts and scientific theories of free will, depression as a 

neurotransmitter imbalance, or attachment as caused by the increased level of oxytocin to be 

subject to science-informed legal regulations, medical interventions, and educational practices 

which relate to these concepts and theories.) Whereas scientific theories might sometimes 

enter the life-world merely as theories, there is another, much more profound sense in which 

science flows back into the life-world on whose grounds it has been constructed: not as one 

among its objects, but rather as a force that shapes it on a more fundamental level. This deeper 

sense has been, I believe, voiced – if not fully articulated – in Husserl’s recognition of the 
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enigma of the “contrast and the inseparable union” of science and the life-world. It has, on the 

other hand, been lost in Sellars’ distinction and in Carr’s systematization of Husserl’s account. 

For how could one, in the modern era, distinguish the world of science from the world of 

culture, and in turn the world of culture from the world of immediate experience? Instead of 

presenting an opposing, extrascientific pole of a dichotomy, modern life-worlds of culture and 

experience are permeated with science: “In modernity, our being in the world, which one 

could argue collides with our reflection on it, passes fully over the scientific gaze” (De Vos 

2015: 28). Or, as Dumit – following Wittgenstein – puts it: in modernity, the “way of living 

with and through scientific facts is our form of life” (Dumit 2003: 40). 

3.1.4 Divided state and cognitive science  

The science of mind in particular – the science which shapes who we take ourselves to be and 

therefore, if we are indeed self-interpreting animals, has the potential or danger to change who 

we are – plays an important role in shaping our life-world conceptions of ourselves, other 

people, and humanity. Returning to the dilemma between science and experience in 

understanding the mind, expounded above by Varela et al., it now becomes clear that in the 

contemporary world, choosing either one of the sides of the dilemma is unsatisfactory. 

On the one hand, an a priori acceptance of (naturalistic) science in denial of the 

relevance of experience – revealed above as untenable already in virtue of is self-referential 

justifications – requires one to forget that “lived experience is the source of science, and that 

science can never ultimately step outside it” (Thompson 2017: xix). 

The other option – the recognition of the primacy of lived experience, combined with a 

denial of the possibility of empirical cognitive science – would, on the other hand, ignore the 

fact that in the modern context, science has become intimately involved in human experience 

and self-understanding. Whereas in the past, human beings might have had an 

“extrascientific” – life-world or manifest – “spontaneous understanding of their own 

experience – one embedded in and nourished by the larger context of their time and culture” 

(Varela et al. 1991: 6), the present world in which we experience and live can hardly be 

described as “extrascientific”. Accounting for the modern self-understanding of the human-in-

the-world, one must not disregard the fact that within our life-worlds, “science provides the 

voice of authority … to an extent that is matched by no other human practice and institution” 

(ibid.: lxiii). Thus, while recognizing that lived experience presents the source of science, one 

should also keep in mind that, in turn, “experience itself constantly seeks to enlarge its own 

horizons through scientific investigation” (Thompson 2017: xix). 

For this reason, giving up on empirical science of mind is just as unsatisfactory as giving 

up on experience – indeed, as Varela et al. point out, “to suppose that science cannot 

contribute to an understanding of our experience may be to abandon, within the modern 

context, the task of self-understanding” (1991: 13). If we are not to end up in “a divided 

scientific culture in which our scientific conceptions of life and mind on the one hand, and our 

everyday, lived self-understanding on the other, become irreconcilable” (ibid.: lxvi), the 

contemporary understanding of the mind must go beyond the dichotomy of science and the 

life-world and recognize and articulate their inseparable union. Rather than choosing sides in 

the dilemma between science and experience, the study of mind must take seriously both lived 

experience as well as the attitude and methods of empirical science. 
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3.1.5 The third way of dealing with groundlessness 

According to Varela et al., the way beyond the dichotomy requires a change of attitude 

towards the requirement and expectation of objective foundations of knowledge and meaning. 

Namely, while (as described above) the discovery of the absence of an absolute ground might 

indeed guide one to either give into nihilism or shift to a new, alternative form of absolutism, 

Varela et al. argue that there is another way of approaching groundlessness: that of 

acknowledging and embracing it as a fundamental feature of human epistemic processes. On 

this positive view (inspired by Buddhist philosophy and meditative practice), groundlessness 

is not conceived as a loss – for one does not lose the ground if there never was a ground to 

begin with –, but is instead accepted as a necessary starting point of any account of cognition 

and knowledge. This acceptance has important implications for Varela et al.’s own enactive 

approach to studying the mind.  

3.2 The enactive approach to cognition and to cognitive science 

The enactive approach
19

 to the study of mind is guided by the realization of groundlessness of 

epistemic processes and the recognition of fundamental circularity between cognition and the 

cognized world. Its goal, in particular, is to overcome the traditional dilemma between realist 

and idealist views on the relationship between the cognizing subject and the cognized world – 

or, as its proponents put it, 

“to negotiate a middle path between the Scylla of cognition as the recovery of a 

pregiven outer world (realism) and the Charybdis of cognition as the projection 

of a pregiven inner world (idealism).” (Varela et  al. 1991: 172) 

As has been shown in Chapter 2, a certain conception of science necessarily depends on (and 

in turn – especially in the case of cognitive science – supports) a certain conception of 

cognition and the mind. If the failure to account for this two-way dependency has been 

exposed as the source of self-refuting contradictions of a strictly naturalistic science of mind, 

this insight, on the other hand, lies at the heart of the enactive approach, which is acutely 

aware that any abstract scientific account of the world is in the last instance a manifestation of 

concrete cognitive processes. The “middle path” between realism and idealism, pursued by 

the enactive approach, therefore characterizes not only the enactive account of cognition, but 

also – and of particular relevance for purposes of this thesis – the enactive conception of 

science. 

3.2.1 Enactive approach to cognition 

The enactive approach presents a radical departure from the accounts of cognition which 

dominated the first three decades of the history of cognitive science. For these classical views, 
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 Since its first formulation put forward in The embodied mind (Varela et al. 1991), the enactive 

approach has been successfully taken up in the field of cognitive science and developed into various 

different lines of research, not all of which commit to the philosophical framework of the original 

proposal (cf. Vörös et al. 2016). Here, I refer to the approach as it was propounded in Varela et al. 

(1991) and further elaborated in Thompson (2007). 



68 

 

which Varela et al. characterize as different varieties of “cognitive realism”
20

, the function of 

the mind is to represent a mind-independent reality. In particular, cognition is construed as 

information-processing by which the cognitive system recovers properties of a pregiven 

external world by means of internal mental representations, which are instantiated in its 

physical substrate (e.g. in its brain). 

Enactivism calls into question two central ontological and epistemological commitments 

of cognitive realism: the assumption that the subject and its world are separate and 

independent of each other, and the assumption that cognition amounts to a representation of a 

pregiven world by a pregiven subject.
21

 Pointing out that these assumptions are not ready-

made, but are instead historically rooted in Cartesianism and motivated by the fear of losing 

the ground of absolute objective reality, enactivists reject the demand for the opposition 

between subject and object. They argue that in cognition neither its subject nor its world are 

pregiven – that in other words, cognition does not amount to representing the pregiven 

objective world within the mind of the subject or projecting the pregiven subjective mind into 

the world. 

In contrast, the enactive approach construes cognition as a dynamical process in which 

the cognizing subject and the cognized world are inseparably bound together. To regard either 

the subject or the world as separate and independent of the other would be, for enactivists, a 

mere abstraction: in actuality, the two are related in what Varela et al. term “mutual 

specification” or “dependent coorigination” (1991: 150). Importantly, these processes are 

fundamentally embodied: cognition is, on the enactive approach, characterized as embodied 

action and described as constitutively dependent on the sensorimotor coupling between the 

organism and its environment. 

Notably, it is already in this concreteness of an embodied cognizing organism where one 

encounters groundlessness described above in relation to more general patterns of 

philosophical and scientific thought. As Evan Thompson puts it, 

“human cognition is not the grasping of an independent, outside world by a 

separate mind or self,  but instead the bringing forth or enacting of a dependent 

world of relevance in and through embodied action. Cognition as the enaction of 

a world means that cognition has no ground or foundation beyond its own 

history, which amounts to a kind of ‘groundless ground’.” (2017: xviii) 

                                                         
20

 As Varela et al. demonstrate, the basic conviction of cognitive realism – i.e. that “cognition is 

grounded in the representation of a pregiven world by a pregiven subject” (1991: 236) – is shared by 

both major classical approaches to the study of mind in cognitive science: cognitivism (which 

conceives of cognition as formal manipulation of symbolic mental representations localized in the 

brain) and its most visible alternative – connectionism or emergence (which, on viewing cognition in 

relation to distributed operations and emergent properties, adopts a non-symbolic and distributed 

conception of representation). 

21
 The assumptions of the subject-object separation and the existence of an objective, mind-

independent reality are ultimately assumptions about the nature of human epistemic processes and as 

such underlie both the objectivist understanding of mind and the objectivist understanding of science. 

Whereas in the previous chapter, these same assumptions were criticized in the context of the critique 

of naturalistic science, Varela et al. challenge them in the context of their critique of a 

representationalist mind. 
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It is thus not only abstract scientific theories and philosophical dissertations that have no 

absolute, objective foundations to ground their knowledge and meaning. Instead, 

groundlessness is a feature of all epistemic processes – and therefore the fact that cognition 

has no ground outside its own history is inscribed in all of its manifestations, from the most 

fundamental concreteness of embodied sense-making to the heights of theoretical abstraction. 

The appreciation of the interdependence between the cognizing subject and its world – the 

knower and the known – is therefore crucial not only for the enactive take on the epistemic 

processes of a cognizing individual, but also those of a “cognizing” science. 

3.2.2 Enactive approach to cognitive science 

Whereas the enactive conception of cognition as embodied action has been accepted and 

developed by various lines of research in cognitive science, these advancements have often 

forgotten that the enactivists’ pursuit of the middle path between realism and idealism implies 

a particular non-objectivist conception of science. As Evan Thompson explains: 

“This conception derives from reflexively applying the enactive ideas about 

cognition to science itself. Once we perform this reflexive operation  we can no 

longer hold on to the traditional realist conception of science as revealing the 

way things are in themselves apart from our interactions with them.” ( 2017: 

xxvii) 

On the enactive view, science is not separate from the world that it purports to know. Just like 

in the case of an individual cognizing subject, neither the “cognizing science” nor its cognized 

world are pregiven: in other words, scientific epistemic processes do not either recover an 

independent external world or project into this world their own “scientific mind”. Instead, 

scientific cognition can be conceived of as “a highly refined distillation of our embodied 

sense-making” (Thompson 2017: xxvii). Drawing upon Husserl’s Crisis, the enactive 

approach maintains that science always departs from, relies upon and unfolds against the 

background of the life-world of lived experience. In this sense, “scientific models are 

distillations of our embodied experience as observers, modelers, and interveners”, and 

“scientific knowledge … is an expression of the relation between our embodied cognition and 

the world that it purports to know” (ibid.: xxvii). 

The recognition of the primacy of the life-world of (embodied) experience presents one 

among various shared commitments of the enactive approach and (Husserl’s) 

phenomenology. In this light, one might understand Varela et al.’s critique of “cognitive 

realism” in science of mind as a contemporary (and more specialized) parallel to Husserl’s 

critique of scientific realism, objectivism and naturalism presented in The Crisis. However, 

there also seems to be a sense in which the enactive approach takes a step further – as the 

authors would have it, further into groundlessness – than Husserl, namely by recognizing that 

whereas scientific descriptions and explanations are indeed abstract and idealized distillations 

rooted in the concrete of life-world of embodied experience, they are at the same time also 

engaged with the life-world when it comes to understanding the mind and the world. It seems 

that it is exactly the emphasis on the parallel between the sense-making of the cognizing 

subject and scientific sense-making which allows enactivism to articulate the fundamental 

circularity between science and the life-world which Husserl appears to have hinted at, but 

ultimately failed to fully address in The Crisis. 
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3.2.3 Cognitive science and the demand for reflexivity 

The enactive call for “reflexively applying the enactive ideas about cognition to science itself” 

demands that the cognitive scientist becomes reflexively aware that in studying the human 

mind and cognition, she is herself a human mind and a cognizing subject. Just as the cognitive 

structures and processes of a cognizing subject are interdependently coupled to its cognized 

world through a relationship of mutual specification (Figure 1 – horizontal arrows), so is the 

scientific account of cognition interdependently related to the cognitive scientist’s own 

cognitive structures and processes (Figure 1 – vertical arrows). In other words, any “scientific 

description, either of biological and mental phenomena, must itself be a product of the 

structure of [the cognitive scientist’s] own cognitive system” (Varela et al. 1991: 10). 

 
Figure 1: The interdependency of the cognitive structure of the cognizing subject 
and its cognized world (horizontal arrows), and the interdependency of the 

scientific account of cognition (in the ellipse) and the scientist’s own cognitive 

structure (vertical arrows). (In: Varela et al. 1991: 10) 

To live up to the demand for reflexivity, the cognitive scientist must then become aware that 

she is not – and cannot in principle become – an external, disembodied observer of her study 

matter. Instead, as has been famously recognized by second-order cyberneticians, in studying 

the mind the observer becomes part of the observed system, and her own properties part of the 

descriptions of her observations. In the words of Heinz von Foerster, 

“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 account for the 

writing of this theory. And even more fascinating, the writer of this theory has 

to account for her or himself.” (2003: 289) 

Instead of the “brain”, von Foerster could equally well – and perhaps more appropriately – 

talk about the “mind”, “cognition” or “epistemic processes”. Referring to the “brain”, 

however, brings an emphasis to the role that the empirical discoveries about this organ played 

in the development of the non-objectivist thought of second-order cybernetics. The 

movement, as von Foerster tells the story, emerged from a scientific discourse marked by the 

ideal of scientific objectivity – a discourse for which the demand for the strict separation of 

the observer and the observed was no less than a “basic principle” (ibid.: 288). It took the 

brain itself to “show” the theoreticians that this principle can be – and in studying epistemic 

processes indeed must be – violated; namely, it was only due to the empirical advancements 
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in the fields of neurophysiology and neuropsychiatry that the way was open to the non-

objectivist theoretical framework of second-order cybernetics.
22

 

In line with the critique of naturalism in cognitive science, presented in the previous 

chapter (Section 2.4), it has been argued that strong objectivism in cognitive science is not 

only implausible, but self-contradictory. The inadequacy of insisting on the separation of the 

observer and the observed in the study of cognitive and epistemic processes – which are 

inherently characterized by exactly the impossibility of such separation – results in a paradox: 

if an objectivist position in cognitive science is to adhere to its own principles, it must itself 

impose a demand for the reflexivity of its field – a demand which refutes the objectivist 

position (Stewart 2001). While non-objectivist (e.g. constructivist) epistemological 

frameworks present a viable alternative to objectivism in any scientific discipline, the 

approach of cognitive science is unique in that it incorporates an inherent requirement for 

non-objectivist epistemology in virtue of necessarily forming part of its own subject matter: 

“The particularity of cognitive science, compared to physics and even to 

biology, is that it is intrinsically reflexive: cognitive science is itself a cognitive 

activity, and therefore inescapably forms part of its own object.” (Stewart 2001: 

101) 

While in natural sciences in general, the same empirical findings might be plausibly 

interpreted within both objectivist and non-objectivist (constructivist) epistemological 

frameworks, in cognitive science (and more broadly in any science which concerns the nature 

of knowledge) the issue of objectivist vs. non-objectivist epistemology is not a matter of 

choosing a theoretical interpretive background, but instead presents a part of the study matter 

and must thus be “thematized as an integral part of the content of the scientific field itself” 

(2001: 118).
23

 

3.3 What does the reflexivity pass through? 

Granting that the study of mind is bound to engage in theoretical reflexivity towards its own 

metaphysical and epistemological foundations, the next question seems to be which aspects of 

the world such reflexivity must take into account. One obvious aspect, as shown by von 

Foerster, are the empirical findings of the so-called “third-person” neurobiological and 
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 In this sense, the origin of second-order cybernetics presents an interesting example of the way in 

which natural scientific research can challenge and reconsider its own metaphysical and 

epistemological foundations (see Section 2.4; Ratcliffe 2006) and demonstrates the importance of such 

openness to revision. 

23
 Whereas in sciences such as physics and chemistry, the scientist’s understanding of knowledge and 

cognition represents the often implicit interpretive background against which she studies her subject 

matter, in cognitive science, however, it at the same time also represents the subject matter itself. In 

my chemistry studies, for instance, my unknowingly adopted objectivist epistemology – i.e. my tacit 

(mis)understanding of how my own mind and the minds of other chemists relate to the cognized world 

of chemistry – could remain an issue separate from my understanding of non-living and non-cognizing 

matter. In studying the mind, on the other hand, such separation would be inconsistent, since 

understanding how the mind relates to the world is not merely a question of how I and other cognitive 

scientists relate to the cognized world portrayed in scientific accounts of cognition, but rather amounts 

to the question of the field itself. 
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behavioral investigations. For the enactive approach, another just as crucial aspect consists of 

the so-called “first-person” findings about the phenomenological structure of lived 

experience. 

3.3.1 Reflexivity and lived experience 

The enactive approach maintains that in studying the mind, experience is “not an 

epiphenomenal side issue, but central to any understanding of the mind, and needs to be 

investigated in a careful phenomenological manner” (Thompson 2007: 13). In virtue of this 

recognition, enactivism argues that phenomenological study of human experience is a 

necessary partner
24

 in the scientific study of cognition. In particular, the enactive approach 

suggests that third-person scientific investigation of cognition needs to be combined with a 

systematic first-person description, analysis, and interpretation of the structure of lived 

experience achieved with the phenomenological method. Importantly, the purpose of such 

combination is not merely to join two kinds of descriptions, but instead to regard first- and 

third-person accounts of cognition and experience as two equally crucial contributions which 

complement and co-determine each other in a relationship of reciprocal enrichment and 

constraint.
25

 It is only when both perspectives are taken seriously that an account of the mind 

can be said to recognize the fundamental circularity between cognitive science and human 

experience. 

One concrete proposal for how to recognize the fundamental circularity in practice has 

been put forward in Francisco Varela’s (1996) research program of neurophenomenology. 

Neurophenomenology maintains that integrative accounts of cognitive and mental phenomena 

require systematic employment, collaboration, and integration of first-person 

phenomenological investigation of the structure of experience and third-person 

neurobiological and behavioral investigations of empirical science. 
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 In addition to providing it with a method by which the study of mind can take experience seriously, 

phenomenology shares with enactivism many of their core philosophical commitments, e.g. the 

appreciation of the primacy of lived experience in (studying) cognition, of the necessary relation of 

consciousness and subjectivity to the lived body, and of the mind’s active role in disclosing or 

bringing forth the cognized world and its objects. In fact, the phenomenological tradition from Husserl 

on has significantly contributed to the philosophical roots of the enactive approach. The connection 

between enactivism and phenomenology was primarily knit through Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of 

embodiment, which inspired and importantly supported the treatise put forward in The embodied mind. 

Quite on the contrary, the book initially adopted a critical stance towards Husserl’s transcendental 

phenomenology – accusing Husserl of putting forward a representational theory of mind which 

overlooks the embodied and intersubjective aspects of experience, characterizing his 

phenomenological method as a solipsistic, abstract and overly theoretical project, and criticizing his 

exploration of the life-world as reductionistic and representationalist (Varela et al. 1991; cf. Thompson 

2007; 2017). Importantly, however, the authors have since explicitly denounced their original 

assessment of Husserlian phenomenology as simplistic and mistaken and underscored the crucial 

importance of Husserl’s phenomenological method and thought for the enactive approach (cf. Varela 

1996; Thompson 2007; 2017). 

25
 While Varela’s work on “naturalizing phenomenology” (e.g. in Roy et al. 1999) has sometimes 

made neurophenomenology into a target of the critics of naturalism (e.g. Zahavi 2004; 2010), it is 

important to note that unlike the project of naturalization described in Section 2.2, 

neurophenomenology – rather than attempting to fit first-person observations into the framework of 

naturalism – aims precisely to overcome the naturalistic metaphysical and epistemological 

assumptions (cf. Bitbol 2012; Vörös et al. 2016; Thompson 2007). 
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Neurophenomenology is primarily a methodological proposal and can be, in relation to 

its theoretical roots in the enactive approach, characterized as a “methodological expansion of 

the enactivist framework” (Vöros et al. 2016: 192). However, its potential contribution for 

understanding the mind – together with other practical approaches to experience developed 

under the titles of first- and second-person research
26

 – reaches beyond methodological issues. 

If the demand for reflexivity is to be taken seriously, the findings of the practical research on 

experience must have (just like the neurobiological and behavioral ones) the potential to 

challenge and inform the theoretical frameworks of cognitive science.
27

 The pragmatic focus 

on lived experience thus encompasses deeper philosophical motivations and implications. 

Namely, by inviting the scientist “to not only think, but to perceive and experience the age-old 

dualities (realism-idealism, mind-body, etc.) differently” (ibid.: 193), neurophenomenology in 

a sense materializes the enactivist theoretical critique of absolutism within the realm of lived, 

practical experience. In particular, it points to an alternative, practical way out of archaic 

conceptual categories: a way which, instead of attempting to solve ontological puzzles about 

the mind by means of introducing new theoretical grounds, might dissolve them by 

revitalizing the epistemological and methodological options of contemporary cognitive 

science (Varela 1996; cf. Lutz & Thompson 2003; Vöros et al. 2016; Bitbol 2012).
28

 

3.3.2 Reflexivity and the cultural life-world 

While taking seriously both lived experience and third-person empirical investigation is surely 

necessary for a reflexive cognitive science, it might be argued that in understanding the mind, 

there are yet other factors to be considered – that is, factors beyond biobehavioral and 

phenomenological findings alone. Expanding the issue of circularity between science and 

experience to that of the inseparability of science and the life-world, one is reminded that the 

life-world, as characterized by Husserl, is not limited to the lived experience of the cognitive 

scientist and the participants of her study. Instead, as has been shown in Chapter 1, the life-

world is multilayered and complex, encompassing on the one side the experience as it is lived 

in its immediacy, and on the other side the practical, intersubjectively shared and historical 

world – the world of language, symbols, value and meaning, of cultural and scientific 

accomplishments, and of social practices and institutions (cf. Moran 2012; Carr 1970; Zahavi 

2003; Hammond et al. 1991). Does not also this latter, “other” side of the life-world enter the 
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 In the recent decades, Husserl’s method of phenomenological reduction has been taken up and 

developed as a practical procedure by experience researches both within neurophenomenology and in 

the broader context of first- and second-person study of experience (cf. Varela 1996; Varela 1999; 

Depraz 1999; Depraz, Varela & Vermersch 2003; Petitmengin 2006). 

27
 Another reason for the potentially deeper theoretical implications of first-person research is the fact 

that enactivism (like any other approach to studying the mind) has not yet offered any account which 

would bridge the explanatory gap, nor has any suggestion for its potential form (cf. Thompson 2007). 

For “inexperienced hikers out on the trails” (Noë 2009: xii) of the ultimately groundless study of 

mind, the methodological thus in a sense finds itself on the same footing – or better, in the same 

absence of footing – to the epistemological and ontological. 

28
 One recent example of a similar revitalization can be found in the proposal for empirical 

phenomenology (Kordeš 2016), a developing line of research which seeks to integrate empirical 

inquiry into lived experience with a constructivist epistemological framework. 
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circularity involved in understanding the human mind – and thus fall under the demand for 

reflexivity in cognitive science? 

Varela et al. give a positive answer to this question. They point out that the first layer of 

reflexivity, depicted above in Figure 1 (i.e. reflection of the cognitive scientist cognizing 

cognition can be followed by indefinite other reflective layers. As illustrated in Figure 2, the 

cognitive scientist might secondarily reflect upon the fact that the first layer of her reflection 

is carried out against a “given background (in the Heideggerian sense) of biological, social, 

and cultural beliefs and practices)” (1991: 10); furthermore, she might additionally become 

reflectively aware that this background has been reflectively postulated and recognized as 

such by no one else but her as a concretely embodied living being; etc. Rather than burdening 

the cognitive scientist with ever new layers of increasingly abstract reflection
29

, Varela et al. 

argue that the recognition of circularity in question instead requires the her to “go back where 

[she] started: to the concreteness and particularity of [her] own experience” (1991: 11–12). 

 
Figure 2: Four layers of interdependency: (1) between the cognitive subject and 
its cognized world (inner ellipse), (2) between the cognitive scientist and her 

cognized cognition (outer ellipse), (3) between the background of biological, 

social, and cultural beliefs and practices – and the reflection carried out against 

this background, and (4) between the postulation of this background and the 

embodied being postulating it. (In: Varela et al. 1991: 11) 

Since Varela et al. pursue their critique of objectivism and recognition of circularity from 

within the field of research on mind and experience, their return from abstraction to 

experience as it is lived in its immediacy and concreteness – achieved, as shown above, with 

the help of phenomenological investigation – is in line with their broader philosophical 

project. The discussion that I present in the continuation of the thesis, however, will take a 

step in the opposite direction – an (admittedly abstract) step back from the embodied 

cognitive scientist concretely reflecting in the “here and now”. In particular, I propose that on 

a more abstract level, one could – by analogy to second-order cybernetics and the 
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 That is not to say that Varela et al. (1991) are not concerned with the societal implications of 

understanding minds. Quite on the contrary, they point out that grasping for an ultimate ground is not 

a mere philosophical dilemma, but instead – through many of its individual as well as collective 

manifestations – also an ethical, religious, and political one. By fostering the discovery and acceptance 

of groundlessness as it is encountered in Buddhist philosophy and meditative practice, the purpose of 

The embodied mind is thus not only to put forward a new approach to cognitive science, but also to 

breed the ethical transformative potential of the circulation between science and Buddhism. 
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schematization by Varela et al. – characterize the entire field of cognitive science as an 

“observer” which is a part of the system: in this abstract case, the system of society at large. 

In other words, there seems to be a kind of circularity between the conceptual space of 

cognitive science as a whole and the socio-political context in which it is embedded as one 

among various human activities that aim at understanding the world. In what follows, I will 

attempt to elucidate this other, more abstract layer of circularity involved in understanding the 

human mind. 

3.4 Cognitive science and the looping effects 

Whereas in 1991, Varela et al. warned that without embracing lived human experience, future 

developments of cognitive science may bring to a “divided scientific culture” in which 

empirical mind sciences might lose their relevance for people’s lived everyday self-

understanding, the following decades have also witnessed an emergence of a different, quite 

opposite worry. Namely, it became noticeable that rather than diverging from science, 

people’s everyday self-understanding increasingly came to absorb scientific conceptions of 

the mind. As several social scientists have observed, the advancements in empirical mind 

sciences – in particular, the rise of neuroscience and the related developments in 

neurotechnology and psychopharmacology – began to transform everyday conceptions of 

personhood and identity. Through the changes in biomedical and neuroscientific knowledge 

and its popularization in the media, and through the development of related technologies and 

practices, people have, it is argued, come to conceive of themselves and others in terms of 

their “brainhood” (Vidal 2009); as “cerebral subjects” (Ortega 2009; Vidal & Ortega 2011); 

or as “neurochemical selves” (Rose 2003). 

These changes in self-understanding, it is further observed, are inseparably related to 

how people act – and how they are acted upon. As pointed out by Nikolas Rose and Joelle 

Abi-Rached, what we human beings think we are is not merely a philosophical question – 

and, in fact, not even merely a question of what we think: instead, it “shapes the way we are 

‘governed’ and the way we govern ourselves” (2014: 3). In other words, people’s general 

conception of what it is and means to be a human being plays a crucial role in the way in 

which they (as a society) design, run, and manage – and are, in turn, themselves “managed” 

and “run” by – their educational, legal, and penal systems, their social and economic policies, 

their healthcare and psychiatry, as well as their aesthetic and ethical frameworks. Therefore, if 

empirical mind sciences have indeed substantially transformed people’s conception of 

themselves and others, they must have at the same time also transformed the numerous 

aspects of the life-world which depend on this conception. Indeed – as pointed out by the 

initiators of the interdisciplinary initiative critical neuroscience (discussed below in Section 

3.5.2) –, the present-day life-world is 

“not only shot through with, but even … in large parts constituted by30
 the 

results, tools, practices, and understandings that emanate from the sciences and 

their technological applications.” (Choudhury & Slaby 2012: 3)  
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 The use of the term “constitution” here is clearly distinct from the way it is employed Husserl. 
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The ways in which theories and practices of mind science shape our life-worlds by means of 

transforming contemporary conceptions of subjectivity are complex and involve numerous 

factors: the way in which research is carried out in the laboratory; the way its findings are 

communicated to the public sphere; the way the disseminated scientific information is picked 

up by and integrated with people’s existing conceptions; the way it might be employed to 

inform and support policy-making; etc. Importantly, however, while scientific accounts can 

shape the everyday understanding of studied phenomena, the relationship also goes the other 

way. Namely, the way that the studied phenomena are actually experienced, lived, and 

understood in everyday life can influence the way that science goes about studying them – 

from the choice of research topics and methodologies to the interpretations of research results 

(cf. O’Connor & Joffe 2013). Philosopher Ian Hacking describes this reciprocal influence 

between descriptions and classifications of human phenomena and the way in which these 

phenomena are conceived, experienced, and lived in everyday life as the looping effect of 

human kinds. 

3.4.1 The looping effects of human kinds 

Human kinds are, for Hacking, “kinds of people, their behaviour, their condition, kinds of 

action, kinds of temperament or tendency, kinds of emotion, and kinds of experience” (1995: 

351–352). They are kinds in terms of which we understand social reality; they characterize the 

way in which people are as well as how they act and behave, and are thus used to describe 

and classify persons and their actions. For Hacking, human kinds are necessary for 

understanding the human world, and they form part of our general idea of what it means to 

have knowledge about people. 

Since they are vital for our navigation through social reality, human kinds are “kinds 

about which we would like to have systematic, general, and accurate knowledge; 

classifications that could be used to formulate general truths about people; generalizations 

sufficiently strong that they seem like laws about people, their actions, or their sentiments” 

(ibid.: 352). Typically, they are phenomena studied in the human and social sciences – 

phenomena such as “suicide”, “child abuse”, “teen-age pregnancy”, and “autism” (cf. 

Hacking 1995), as well as “intelligence”, “learning”, and “depression” (cf. Brinkmann 

2005).
31

 Following Hacking’s criteria (cf. 1995: 354), the category of human kinds 

encompasses many of the phenomena studied in cognitive science. 

One characteristic feature of human kinds (which distinguishes them from natural kinds) 

is that they are necessarily embedded in their social environment. Being a certain kind of 

person, or acting and experiencing in a certain kind of way (e.g. “suffering from depression”) 

might only be intelligible – or might only be possible – in certain social settings. Some human 

kinds might therefore only make sense within a particular discursive context, that is, within a 

particular field of available concepts and descriptions. 

The consequence of the social and discursive embeddedness of human kinds does not 

merely mean that they might be, in certain discursive contexts, described differently while 

themselves remaining the same (e.g. that “suffering from depression” might, at a radically 
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 Hacking’s concept of human kinds is modeled after natural kinds, which unlike human kinds are 

indifferent to descriptions and interpretations applied to them and thus do not exhibit looping effects. 

This difference is crucial for the purpose of the present thesis. Interestingly, this difference is for 

Hacking also the only thing that definitively distinguishes human kinds from natural kinds. 
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different time and place, “exist” as the same phenomenon but be given a different 

description). The dependence of human kinds on their descriptions is more fundamental than 

that: as Hacking explains, human kinds can interact with descriptions and classifications 

which are applied to them. Describing or classifying a human kind in one way rather than 

another can influence the human kind in question. 

Philosophers commonly assume either the view that human kinds precede their 

conceptualization (i.e. exist in advance and independently of the way they are understood) or 

the view that they are created through it: 

“Which comes first, the classification or the causal connections between kinds? 

There are two coarse pictures of concept formation. In one, people first make 

certain distinctions and then learn the properties and causal relationships 

between distinguished classes. In another, causal relationships a re recognized 

between individuals, and these relationships are used to distinguish classes.” 

(1995: 361) 

Hacking argues that human kinds evade these two extreme views. Rather than there first 

existing a kind which is then given a description, or there first existing a distinction which 

only then creates the kind in question, human kinds develop hand in hand with the 

conceptualizations applied to them: 

“[O]ne might have the picture of first there being the kind of human behaviour 

or condition, and then the knowledge. That is not the case. The kind and the 

knowledge grow together.” (ibid.: 361)  

For this reason, whereas descriptions applied to a human kind are without doubt dependent on 

the human kind in question, the human kind itself is also dependent on the relevant fields of 

available descriptions. It follows that altering the field of descriptions makes a difference for 

the described human kind. That is to say, inventing new descriptions, theories, and 

classifications of human kinds can influence the ways in which people understand themselves 

and the way in which they are conceived by others (where “others” can refer to both 

individuals or institutions and systems of government). 

Importantly, this process does not end at modifying conceptions. Starting from the idea 

that human actions are intentional insofar as they are actions under a description, Hacking 

argues that a difference in the field of descriptions amounts to a difference in the field of 

possible intentional actions. When the field of descriptions of a human kind is altered, people 

are thereby not only conceived or conceive of themselves differently: they might also behave 

and act in different ways. Since people’s conceptions and actions are part of the human kind 

in question, their changes amount to a change of the kind itself. With the human kind altered, 

there is, in turn, new knowledge to be had: and thus the characterization of the human kind 

requires revision. This brings to an end a loop: a conception whose change occasioned the 

cascade of alterations in the first place might undergo a new change. This phenomenon is 

what Hacking calls the looping effect: 

“To create new ways of classifying people is also to change how we can think of 

ourselves, to change our sense of self -worth, even how we remember our own 

past. This in turn generates a looping effect, because people of the kind behave 

differently and so are different. That is to say the kind changes, and so there is 
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new causal knowledge to be gained and perhaps, old causal knowledge to be 

jettisoned.” (ibid.: 369)  

The fact that human kinds interact with their descriptions and can undergo looping effects 

does not mean that they are not real. For Hacking, constructionism does not preclude realism: 

human kinds are both “as real as could be” and dependent on descriptions applied to them and 

thus in a sense socially constructed. 

Importantly, to say that a kind is human is not to say that it is not natural. Human kinds 

are part of the natural world just as much as natural kinds, and since they relate to human 

beings, many of them relate to human (neuro)biology. Hacking observes, however, that 

biologizing human kinds is often accompanied by the sense that “somehow causal connection 

between kinds are more intelligible if they operate at a biological rather than a psychological 

or social level” (ibid.: 376). This particular view on causality leads towards the idea that those 

causes to human kinds uncovered by natural sciences are more real as those observed at the 

level of persons. This supports a conviction that “we acquire knowledge of humanity by 

replacing human kinds by physiological or mechanical or neuroelectrical or biochemical 

ones” – a conviction which, as Hacking points out, “is not just a tradition of research, but also 

represents a metaphysics” (ibid.: 353). 

While grounding human kinds in the brain might make them seem more real – and thus 

less constructed – due to the idea of epistemic supremacy of the biological over the 

psychological or the sociological, Hacking stresses that “biologizing human kinds does not 

thereby make them immune to looping effects” (ibid.: 372). Just as calling a kind “human” 

does not separate it from its dependence on biology, so giving a human kind a biological 

characterization does not pull it out of the fields of description, possibilities, and actions that 

the human world offers to those for whom it is relevant. 

A prominent example of the looping effects is that of mental illness. A person in the 

modern West who has for some weeks felt unusually and disturbingly sad, unmotivated, and 

tired finds herself in a discursive context in which she might quite possibly come to think of 

herself as suffering from depression. Upon recognizing herself – or being diagnosed – as 

being a sufferer, she might also quite possibly consider taking a certain course of action, for 

instance taking antidepressant medication or starting psychotherapy. Importantly, both the 

space of possible understanding and the space of possible action for this person are particular 

to her social and discursive context. They are shaped by contemporary descriptions and 

classifications of depression, which are – rather than being merely abstract ideas – concretely 

materialized in society’s practices and institutions. 

In the case of depression, the available conceptual tools by means of which the sufferer 

can make sense of her condition and the available possibilities for acting upon it are closely 

intertwined with scientific and medical knowledge and intervention.
 
The way in which 

depression is characterized by science, medicine, and psychiatry – for instance, as a “disease 

of the brain” on the one hand, or as an “illness of a person” on the other (Fuchs 2012) – makes 

a difference for those who suffer from it. The first, reductionist characterization of depression, 

on which depression amounts to a neurobiological disorder, and the second, ecological 

characterization – which describes depression as constituted not only by the sufferer’s 

neurobiology, but also by her lived experience, self-understanding, and interpersonal relations 

– might lead the sufferer towards different understandings of her condition, its causes, and 

possible courses of action in relation to it. With regard to the field of possible actions, the two 
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characterizations in fact suggest different types of therapeutic intervention: whereas the 

neuroreductionistic view encourages pharmacological treatment
32

 which targets the level of 

the synapse, the ecological view would recommend supplementing or replacing the 

administration of drugs with psychotherapy and thereby targeting not only the brain, but 

primarily the sufferer as an experiencing person in relation to herself and others (cf. Fuchs 

2012). By leading to potentially different changes – both experiential and biological
33

 – of the 

condition itself, these two characterizations might bring about two different social realities – 

which might, as is often the case, in turn support and thus stabilize the very characterization in 

question. (When feeling better after having been treated with antidepressant medication, for 

instance, a person might come to retrospectively “confirm” her previous condition as 

primarily a neurobiological anomaly and thus contribute to consolidating this characterization 

over the alternative, ecological one; or vice versa.) In this sense, scientific accounts of 

depression (i.e. the scientific perspective) importantly shape – and can be at the same time 

supported by – the way in which depression is understood, experienced, and lived in the 

context of everyday life (i.e. the lived perspective). 

One crucial characteristic of human kinds, especially for the purpose of this thesis, is that 

they are necessarily morally and politically laden. As Hacking explains, “[h]uman kinds are 

kinds that people may want to be or not to be, not in order to attain some end but because the 

human kinds have intrinsic moral value” (1995: 367). In virtue of their intrinsic moral value, 

studying human kinds does not (and could not) amount to attaining value-free knowledge
34

 

about humans. It is, instead, necessarily moral and political – for human kinds not only form 

part of our knowledge, but are also unavoidably sewn into the wider matrix of our evaluative 

and socio-political systems: 

“They are not just part of our system of knowledge; they are part of what we 

take knowledge to be. They are also our system of government, our way of 
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 The reductionist conception of depression as a neurobiological anomaly has been largely developed 

and maintained through the visions and efforts of the psychopharmacological industry. However, as 

pointed out by Rose and Abi-Rached, in the case of psychopharmacological treatment of depression 

“interventions on the brain preceded clear neurobiological identification of pathways, and seem likely 

to outlive the inadequate hypotheses that once gave them scientific legitimacy” (2014: 17). The degree 

to which the neuroreductionist conception is prevalent in today’s public understanding of depression 

presents a prominent example of the fact that scientific research of mental illness does not contribute 

to the looping effects alone, but is instead often intertwined with or even subjugated to various 

economic and political factors (cf. Rose 2003). 

33
 Whereas “changing neurobiology” by directly targeting the brain might be more apparent in the case 

of pharmacological intervention, the sufferer’s neurobiology would also be changed through a 

psychotherapeutic intervention in absence of drug administration. Since neurobiology is obviously 

implicated in depression under any kind of description, and since anything that anyone ever does 

relates to their neurobiology, this is not a controversial point; however, it might serve as an 

explanation of Hacking’s point that biologizing human kinds does not pull them out of the looping. 

34
 For Hacking, the recognition of the moral and political dimension of scientific research does not 

require a denouncement of the general possibility of value-free scientific knowledge and facts: “The 

discoveries need serve no interest and the facts discovered may be value-free. I am drawing attention 

to the presuppositions of enquirers: we investigate human kinds that are loaded with values” (1995: 

367). 
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organizing ourselves; they have become the great stabilizers of the Western 

post-manufacturing welfare state that thrives on service industries.” (ibid.: 364)  

Therefore, although acquiring adequate knowledge about human kinds is of vital importance 

for our understanding of the human world, what scientific research ends up generating is 

never the knowledge alone. As Hacking puts it: 

“The methodology of making ‘studies’ to detect law -like regularities and 

tendencies is not just our way of finding out what’s what; ‘studies’ generate 

consensus, acceptance, and intervention.” (ibid.: 364–365) 

Any scientific characterization of a human kind will interact with and thus potentially change 

the kind in question – and thereby potentially reshape the social reality of the people 

concerned. This holds for the more typical studies of human kinds in human and social 

sciences, but also applies to any study of human kinds in the context of cognitive science, no 

matter how naturalized the kind in question. Cognitive science cannot evade its participation 

in the looping effects. Before suggesting what it can, as a field of research, do about it, I must 

however first attempt to disentangle the complex matrix of other actors which are involved in 

the looping alongside – and as it will turn out, in interaction with – the scientific inquiry. 

3.4.2 From the laboratory into the life-world 

Modern life-world seems to be permeated with fascination with the brain and neuroscientific
35

 

discoveries. Reaching far beyond the context of its use in medicine and psychiatry, 

neuroscientific information has been given increasing amount of public attention ever since 

the substantial advancements of neuroimaging techniques in the early 1990s (Vidal 2009). In 

the first decade after the development of functional magnetic resonance imaging technology, 

the territory of neuroscientific research quickly expanded beyond that of investigating 

sensorimotor and cognitive processes to encompass the study of person-level and socially and 

politically embedded human phenomena (Illes, Kirschen & Gabrieli 2003) – an expansion of 

the field which also correlated with increasing dissemination of neuroscientific conceptions 

into the public sphere (O’Connor et al. 2013). 

Communicating neuroscience to the public for the most part involves selection and 

interpretation of neuroscientific findings. Racine, Bar-Ilan and Illes (2005) have identified 

three major trends commonly involved in media portrayal of neuroimaging and 

neurotechnology. Neuro-realism refers to the use of neuroimaging to establish the studied 

phenomenon as real, objective, or effective through the “visual proof” of the brain activity. 

Neuro-essentialism describes the interpretation of the brain as an essence of a person – “the 

brain” standing in place of concepts such “self” or “subjectivity”. Neuro-policy characterizes 

the employment of neuroimaging research for promoting and supporting political or personal 

agendas (Racine, Bar-Ilan & Illes 2005; Racine et al. 2010). In a similar and more recent 

analysis, O’Connor, Rees and Joffe (2012) identify three slightly different main themes of 
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 Since the following sections discuss the relationship between science and the life-world in relation 

to neuroscientific findings and brain-based understanding of mind and subjectivity, the term 

“neuroscience” will be used interchangeably with the broader term “cognitive science” used above. 

The presented arguments and points, however, apply to any naturalistic study of mind which explains 

human kinds by reducing them to biology or physics.  
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media representation of neuroscience: the depiction of the brain as capital (i.e. a resource 

which one can or must optimize), the use of the brain as an index of difference for establishing 

social identities (and thereby an instrument for the promotion of essentialism and the 

legitimization and encouragement of stigmatization and discrimination; see also O’Connor & 

Joffe 2013), and the exploitation of the brain as a biological proof, used as a rhetorical tool to 

support and promote particular agendas. (Whereas the motif of brain as capital had not 

emerged in the previous studies by Racine et al., the other two motifs can be consistently 

mapped onto the concepts of neuro-realism, neuro-essentialism, and neuro-policy.) 

Clearly, the responsibility for the dissemination of such claims does not lie on the 

shoulders of neuroscientists alone. Media coverage is often selective in reporting 

neuroscientific findings, predominantly picking up those topics that resonate with the broader 

cultural context. Further, in being communicated to the public domain, neuroscientific 

findings may acquire new meanings as they interact or are infused with the already existing 

conceptions and values. With regard to the selection and potential distortion of the results of 

neuroscientific studies after they have left the laboratory, it is thus primarily on science 

communicators to not skew the information when making it available to the public, and on 

policy-makers to make sure that the neuroscientific evidence used to support various agendas 

is adequate and not used as a rhetorical device or as a mere vehicle for promoting certain 

ideologies and values. Additionally, neuroscientists themselves can also be called to 

contribute to the transparency of their research, making explicit the meaning and implications 

of their findings through their own active engagement in public dialogue (cf. O’Connor et al. 

2012; O’Connor & Joffe 2013). 

Notably, however, the portrayal of neuroscientific findings in the media and their 

employment in public policy do not necessarily reflect the way in which neuroscience shapes 

the life-worlds of actual individuals, whose conceptions of the brain often diverge from those 

represented in media coverage, and whose interest in neuroscientific information often falls 

short of what one would expect based on the prevalence of the “neuro-hype” in the media (cf. 

O’Connor & Joffe 2015). Compared to the sometimes disinterested general public, the 

integration of neurobiological understanding into people’s self-conceptions seems to be more 

prevalent in clinical populations affected by mental illness (Dumit 2003) or autism (Vidal 

2009; Ortega & Vidal), for which the brain often functions as an instrument for different ways 

of self-fashioning and self-interpretation.  

Anthropologist Joseph Dumit for instance talks about how individuals who suffer from 

mood disorders are eager to incorporate “received facts” about the brain into their self-

understanding, both with regard to their condition and their wider personal identity. 

Seemingly reifying and objectifying a mental illness in the physical basis of the brain, 

neuroscientific facts – most powerfully through their visualization in the form of brain scans – 

serve to many people as a “proof of the biological existence of mental illness” (Dumit 2004: 

18). This “proof”, however, can lend itself to a variety of interpretations: it can either 

empower or disempower the sufferer (Dumit 2004); relieve the sufferer of the feeling of guilt 

or instead add to her assumption of responsibility for her condition (Martin 2010); it can 

promote a legitimization and de-stigmatization of the sufferer’s condition, offer the condition 

a new narrative framing, or provide a tool for integrating the condition into the sufferer’s 

identity (Dumit 2003; Vidal 2009; cf. Slaby 2010; Vidal & Ortega 2011). Here, 

neuroscientific information seems to be employed as a resource for individuals’ social 

accounting to themselves and others. Thus, it does not determine the sufferers’ self-
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understanding – instead, it is the sufferers who actively select and interpret neuroscientific 

facts in accounting for their condition, and, as Dumit (2003) points out, they do so with 

astounding explanatory flexibility and openness as well as in dependence on their cultural, 

historical, institutional, and biomedical contexts. 

A similar tendency can also be observed on a more general level: in clinical and non-

clinical populations alike, it seems that neuroscientific ideas and claims are not merely 

passively absorbed, but are instead encountered by “active audiences who approach [them] 

through the lens of preexisting worldviews, assumptions and agendas” (O’Connor & Joffe 

2013: 263). Circulating across various media channels and institutional powers, the 

neuroscientific conceptions that are ultimately picked up by the general public are not the 

ones best supported by theory or empirical findings alone, but rather those that can be 

sensibly integrated into the current cultural and socio-political environment. As pointed out 

by anthropologist Emily Martin: 

“If a more reductionistic and brain -based picture of human action displaced our 

current everyday mental concepts, it would not be because (or solely because) 

the neural net theory had won in the court of scientific opinion. It would be 

because the environment we live in (and that scientific theories are prod uced in) 

had shifted so that a brain-centered view of a person began to make cultural 

sense.” (Martin 2000: 577) 

Despite the fact that neuroscientific views are thus commonly assimilated in ways which 

perpetuate rather than oppose the preexisting conceptions about the mind, this perpetuation is 

rarely brought to awareness. Quite on the contrary, even those neuroscientific findings that 

sustain old understandings are often pitched to the public as novel revelations (cf. O’Connor 

& Joffe 2013). And it is not only once neuroscience has entered the public sphere that the old 

gets dressed as new: researchers themselves often announce false revolutions. In this sense, 

whereas many contemporary neuroscientists put their novel brain-based conceptions of 

subjectivity forward as a result of their neuroscientific research, these conceptions may have 

existed beforehand and contributed to doing the research in the first place. Instead of 

neuroscience creating a brain-based view of subjectivity, the story might be more adequately 

told in the opposite direction. In the one told by historian of science Fernando Vidal, 

“brainhood predated reliable neuroscientific discoveries, and constituted a 

motivating factor of the research that, in turn, legitimized it. Thus, even though 

the rise of the cerebral subject is irreducible to the history of the brain sciences, 

any attempt to understand how it became a central figure of modernity must 

give this history a central role.” (Vidal 2009: 14)  

The frequent claim that neuroscience has revolutionized our self-understanding is similarly 

contested by Rose and Abi-Rached, who in addition also stress that rather than overturning 

them, the “neurobiological conceptions of personhood have latched on to the many sites and 

practices that were colonized by psychology across the twentieth century – from child-rearing 

to marketing – and transformed them, but they have certainly not effaced beliefs in an internal 

mental and psychological domain in which they have their effects” (2014: 16). 

In sum, the ways in which research in neuroscience interacts with people’s lived 

perspective on the mind seem to be complex and multilayered. If “neuro-hype” and “brain-
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talk” have indeed reshaped everyday conceptions of subjectivity, they have certainly done so 

to different degrees and in different directions. It is not uncommon for the same person to 

understand herself by employing concepts from diverse, sometimes opposing accounts of 

mind. Vidal and Ortega (2011: 17) thus talk about the “coexistence of ontologies” both on the 

level of individuals and society – a “cohabitation of self-concepts” in virtue of which people 

often shift between different registers when experiencing, thinking about, and acting upon 

their “brain”. They point out that whereas talking about oneself in terms of one’s “brain” 

might sometimes indeed imply the reduction of mind to neurobiology, the “brain” is also 

commonly ascribed the psychological depth which was formerly attributed to the mind – as 

such, it often serves as a metaphorical vehicle for a range of different conceptualizations and 

theories of self and subjectivity, from neurochemical to psychoanalytic. Even when seemingly 

presenting, as it supposedly does for a neuroreductionist, nothing but a pack of neurons (Crick 

1994), the brain can thus function as a projection site for preexisting everyday conceptions 

and psychological theories. 

3.4.3 From the life-world into the laboratory 

The previous section has been concerned with the way in which neuroscience flows into the 

life-world. It has turned out that whereas neuroscientific conceptions of subjectivity may be 

frequently incorporated into people’s self-understanding, they are incorporated actively, 

selectively and in interaction with preexisting psychological and cultural understandings. The 

interaction of neuroscientific conceptions and the lived perspective, however, is not limited to 

the world outside the laboratory. Whereas new neuroscientific information might often get 

infused with old psychology only as it circulates among the people, media, and institutions of 

the everyday life-world, it is crucial to recall that at the same time, this same life-world 

embeds the neuroscientists themselves together with their institutionalized working 

environment and their practical and conceptual constraints. It is therefore not only science 

communicators and their audiences that project psychological theories and everyday 

conceptions of the mind onto the brain – so do the neuroscientists themselves. 

Supposing that there was something like a “neuroscientific image” of the human-in-the-

world, an image constructed in the neuroscientific laboratory and only then flowing into the 

life-world: who would construct such an image and how would they go about constructing it? 

How would they, for instance, choose the subjects of their experiment and design the 

experimental task; how would they acquire the data and select, normalize, and analyze it; how 

would they interpret the results and choose the manner of their presentation to the public? The 

processes involved in neuroscientific research into human mind – in posing the questions, 

choosing the means to answer them, and interpreting the results – necessarily involve various 

conceptual and practical assumptions. These assumptions, as I will attempt to illustrate in the 

next paragraphs, may intertwine commitments considered to be required for the very 

possibility of neuroscientific research (e.g. methodological reductionism) with more 

contingent institutional and societal influences. 

Some of the assumptions involved in neuroscientific research may be knowingly or 

unknowingly philosophical, encompassing, for instance, researchers’ convictions about the 

way in which the world and the mind are and about the capacity and epistemic authority of 

science to generate knowledge about them. Chapter 2 has explored some of these 

commitments as abstract philosophical positions, analyzing them in terms of their consistency 
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and concluding for some of them (e.g. naturalism in cognitive science) that they are 

theoretically unviable. However, working neuroscientists might commit to certain such 

philosophical positions about the role of their research in describing and explaining the mind 

implicitly, in the background of their scientific practice, and perhaps without being aware of 

them as philosophical at all. While these commitments might vary among scientists, 

encompassing for instance forms of methodological, epistemological, or metaphysical 

naturalism, reductionistic attitudes seem to be the most common (cf. Markič 2013). 

These conceptual assumptions can take a form of full-blown psychological theories and 

thus often mask as neuroscientific (i.e. based on information about the brain) an explanation 

which is, in fact, primarily psychological. In this sense, neuroscientific research of person-

level phenomena often both begins and ends with psychology: 

“To argue that X is understandable in terms of neurons, synaptic exchanges and 

brain areas requires certain humanist/psychological conceptions of X … But not 

only do neuroscientific experiments start from psychology and its models, it is 

also with psychology that they can be said to end up. That is, eventually a 

typical neuroscientific experiment concludes, after having discussed brain areas, 

neurotransmitters and other neurological factors,  with a theoretical-

psychological speculation about the observed results.” (De Vos 2015: 25) 

Importantly, these perhaps to a certain extent inevitable conceptual constraints do not emerge 

in a decontextualized realm of philosophical and psychological theories. Instead, the 

conceptual assumptions of neuroscientific research are situated in a wider context of social, 

political, and economic factors and as such emerge as intertwined with more practical 

assumptions, i.e. those adopted in virtue of practical and economic concerns. 

 

Figure 3: Factors involved in the contextualization of “neuroscientific facts” (in 

this case, PET brain images) in the wider community. Contributing to the meaning 

given to the facts and influencing which practices and conceptions they get 

incorporated into, these factors –  through the looping effects –  act back on the 
conceptual and practical conditions under which the facts get generated within the 

neuroscientific practice. (In: Dumit 2004: 12) 
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Studying the circulation of PET brain images between the laboratory and the public sphere, 

Dumit (2004) for instance identifies various factors (depicted on Figure 3) which influence 

the way in which neuroimaging research interacts with the life-world. This wide range of 

influences shapes, on the one hand, how neuroscientific information flows into the life-world 

(i.e. which social arenas the scans circulate into, which practices they get integrated in, and 

what meaning they are ascribed in institutional and everyday life). On the other hand, it also 

shapes the way in which the inquiry into the mind is itself embedded in the life-world, 

influencing which questions get asked, what kind of concepts, theories, and methodologies get 

employed, which results get accepted, and how these results are presented and interpreted. 

Importantly, the multiple factors of socio-political environment are often intertwined with – 

and therefore difficult to disentangle from – the necessary theoretical and practical 

assumptions of the research practice. 

On the institutional scale, for instance, the culturally conditioned conceptions of the mind 

and human kinds – through informing policy-makers, granting agencies, scientific journals, 

etc. – influence what kind of projects get pursued (i.e. funded) and what kind of laboratories 

and research groups get formed in the first place. Once the research projects have been 

established, the particularities of institutional practices further influence the ways in which 

researchers interpret and present their acquired data. That is not to say that neuroscientific 

practitioners might not be themselves critically aware of the multiplicity of assumptions and 

constraints involved in the production of neuroscientific facts. Furthermore, there exist several 

established mechanisms within the discipline of neuroscience designed to ensure scientific 

rigor and prevent misinterpretations and exaggerations on the basis of neuroscientific data. 

However, misinterpretations and exaggerations of research results do not depend only on 

neuroscientists’ individual responsibility and the self-regulatory mechanisms of science, but 

are often motivated by the demands of entrenched publishing and funding practices. In 

research in neuroimaging, for instance, the tendency to select extreme instead of average 

images for publication in scientific journals is considered to be a standard and often 

encouraged practice (Dumit 2012). The consequences of this practice, already problematic 

within expert circles, become even more troubling when the images circulate into popular 

culture where they are applied less informed labels and interpretations. Another example of 

institutional influences on the presentation of data is the so-called “brain overclaim 

syndrome” which refers to “exaggerated and premature claims about the extent of our 

knowledge about neural processes and their role in our everyday lives, and related claims to 

base interventions on such knowledge” (Rose & Abi-Rached 2014: 17; see also Vidal 2009). 

While this phenomenon is, as has been shown above, frequent in media coverage of 

neuroscience, it is not limited to the public sphere alone. Rather, it is all but uncommon in 

original publications of neuroscientific studies, whereby it is (apart from researchers’ own 

enthusiasm) heavily propagated by the current funding climate, which often burdens 

researchers with demands for stating unrealistic predictions about the potential impact and 

benefits of their work. 

Crucially, in addition to influencing these last stages of neuroscientific research – i.e. 

how the results are interpreted and presented to the expert and lay public –, societal 

conceptions and judgments about the mind (and the human being) enter the neuroscientific 

laboratory even earlier in the research process. As researchers themselves are well aware of, 

every step in the process of the production of what eventually gets conceived as a 
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“neuroscientific fact” involves various assumptions and constraints, both conceptual and 

practical, which are embedded in the matrices of meaning and value of the life-world. 

First, in every neuroscientific experiment, a research question must be asked, which – 

when it is about an aspect of human kinds – could not but presuppose some idea about the 

human kind in question. Here, already the very act of looking into the brain in order to explain 

(even if partially) socially embedded human kinds is necessarily endowed with certain 

assumptions about causality, the possibilities of methodological reduction, and the way in 

which the human brain relates to the person and her environment. The scientific focus on the 

“underlying neurobiology” of a human kind such as depression, attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD), or addiction, even when adopted as a methodological requirement for 

neuroscientific research (i.e. as necessary for the operationalization of the human kind in 

question), can only ask particular, brain-related kinds of questions about how the human kind 

is situated in networks of causality and influence or how it might be possible to intervene in it. 

As such, it tends to emphasize “internal”, brain-based factors over “external” social and 

cultural determinants of the kind in question (Dupré 2001; 2010).
36

 

Second, after the choice of the research question, socially embedded assumptions are 

further involved in the setting up of the neuroscientific experiment. In many neuroscientific 

experiments, for instance, experimental subjects have to be selected and characterized as 

belonging to the experimental group or to “normal” controls. As Dumit (2012) points out, the 

criteria for such characterization (i.e. classifying experimental subjects as “normal”, or as 

suffering from “depression”, “ADHD”, “addiction”, etc.) involve both “physiological” and 

“social” judgments, which are made on the basis of physiological screenings, questionnaires, 

and behavioral measurements (of which all require at least a provisional definition of 

“normality” and “non-normality”). Importantly, these characterizations are taken 

independently in advance of the measurement of brain activity. Classified by means of such 

characterization, the experimental subjects enter the actual neuroscientific measurement as 

“normal” or suffering from “depression”, “ADHD”, or “addiction”, whereby these traits are 

                                                         
36

 As Dupré (2001) points out, there are many ways of describing, classifying, and influencing 

behavior, and reductionistic science of human kinds, by giving priority to describing and intervening 

at the chemical and neurobiological level of the individual, tends to overlook the psychological and 

social levels of description and intervention. Even when scientists themselves are aware that a certain 

socially embedded human kind such as ADHD might have both “internal” (e.g. the child’s 

neurobiology) and “external” (e.g. the particularities of the structure of current educational systems) 

causes, approaching it through the lens of methodological reductionism – even if only for the sake of 

making it amenable to research and explanation – will favor accounts based on internal, brain-centered 

factors over explanations which would take into account social and cultural determinants of the kind in 

question. This will, on a larger scale, bring forth not only a particular brain-based characterization of 

the human kind and its related classifications, but also practical consequences for what kind of future 

research and what kind of interventions (e.g. on the social or on the neurobiological level) should be 

pursued. By means of the looping effects, new descriptions, classifications, and interventions might in 

turn stabilize the brain-based conceptualization that gave rise to them in the first place. 

Pointing to these dynamics, as will be discussed below, certainly does not amount to “opposing” them. 

However, whereas most human kinds are both biological and socially constructed, the relative 

contribution of biological and social and cultural factors or the viability of describing and intervening 

at their level depends on the phenomenon in question: in relation to some human kinds, the 

reductionistic neurobiological level or description and intervention might therefore be more 

appropriate than with regard to others. 
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taken as given, i.e. meant to be correlated with brain activity rather than discovered 

throughout the course of the measurement. 

In sum, socially embedded assumptions and conceptions about minds, people, and human 

kinds do not interact with neuroscientific research only after its results have flown into the 

life-world, but are instead intertwined with the research process itself. Trends such as neuro-

realism, neuro-essentialism, and neuro-reductionism are therefore not only a consequence of 

distorting neuroscientific findings through media representations and assimilation in 

institutional policies and popular views. They do not emerge only when neuroscientific 

findings, having already left the laboratory, interact with the life-world of preexisting 

conceptions, values, and meanings. Instead, the laboratory itself is part of the life-world of 

preexisting conceptions, values, and meanings – philosophical and psychological, but also 

technological, institutional, social, political and economic – which inevitably inform the study 

of mind. With a wide range of influences, both conceptual and practical, on the assumptions 

adopted in the molding of the “neuroscientific image”, it seems difficult to disentangle those 

assumptions that are employed as theoretical or methodological necessities or unavoidable 

regulative ideals from those that, perhaps implicitly, depend primarily on the contingencies of 

the socio-political environment and should therefore not be left unquestioned. 

Echoing the point about the inseparability of science and the life-world in the context of 

the neuroscientific laboratory, the above examples indeed illustrate mind science as a human 

activity that stems from, unfolds within, and streams back into the life-world, and in doing so 

all the while depends on its various aspects – from the concrete experience and understanding 

of the cognitive scientist to the social, political, and economic factors which embed its theory 

and practice (as well as the cognitive scientist herself). With the study of mind unavoidably 

playing a part in the looping of human kinds – alongside, but also in interaction with other 

human practices and institutions –, there seems to be no clear point at which the assumptions 

involved in mind research stop being merely theoretical or methodological and acquire a 

psychological, societal, or political dimension. No matter how free of political or economic 

investments the inquiry and no matter how personally unbiased the inquirer, studying human 

kinds is – as pointed out by Hacking – always moral and always political. In virtue of its 

necessary participation in the looping (that is, in virtue of both its dependence on preexisting 

conceptions of subjectivity and its potential to reshape or to stabilize them), cognitive science 

cannot in principle evade its role in the formation of the contemporary understanding of the 

human mind and its influence on the related ways of classifying and governing people.  

Whereas studying the mind cannot circumvent its participation in the looping, it can, 

nevertheless, strive to become aware of it, to thematize it, and to assume the responsibility 

that comes with taking part in it. This is far from a trivial matter – for whereas the looping 

effect of human kinds might well be inevitable, it is not, as Hacking points out, “necessarily a 

bad thing” (1995: 394). Namely, the direction that the looping takes can lead to different 

social realities – either transforming the socio-political environment in one or another 

direction or keeping it in stagnation. Just like the looping can get “abused” by, for instance, 

pharmaceutical companies striving to promote a neuroreductionist conception of depression 

as a disease of the brain (see footnote 32), it can, on the other hand, be taken up (as it has 

often been by various liberation movements; cf. Hacking 1995) in a pursuit of socio-political 

changes. 

It seems to me that if cognitive science is necessarily an agent in the looping, it might as 

well be (and, as I will illustrate below, often already strives to be) a socio-politically 
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responsible one. Importantly, this call for socio-political responsibility does not have to come 

as a result of ethical evaluation of the field of cognitive science from the outside. Instead, it 

can stem from within the field of scientific inquiry – the community of scientists – when this 

recognizes its own interdependence with the life-world. Namely, I think that through such 

recognition, the participation of the disciplines of cognitive science in the looping effects of 

human kinds can be construed as another, more abstract dimension of circularity between the 

scientific and the lived perspective on the mind, in addition to the one between the scientific 

perspective and the human experience described above (Section 3.2) by Varela et al. 

Recognizing the circularity between the field of cognitive science as a whole
37

 and the socio-

political context in which cognitive science is embedded as one among various human 

activities that aim at understanding and intervening in the human world does not, necessarily, 

endanger the possibility of the scientific knowledge of the mind. Importantly, as I will argue, 

the requirement for cognitive science’s socio-political responsibility can be conceived not as 

an opposing to, but instead as continuous with the requirement for epistemic adequacy of its 

descriptions and explanations of the mind. 

3.5 Cognitive science and socio-political reflexivity 

The involvement of biological mind sciences in (re)shaping the conception of what it means 

and what it is to be a human being has been investigated by a number of philosophers, 

historians, anthropologists, and social theorists. Such external critique has for the most part 

proven hostile towards neurobiological knowledge in virtue of its potential employment for 

ethical imperatives or in the context of policy-making. While there are important historical 

reasons for adopting such positions, it has recently been pointed out that the excessively 

unilateral critique has become unproductive, urging human sciences to become constructively 

engaged with biological sciences in a “critical friendship” rather than continue pursuing 

criticism from the viewpoint of a detached observer (Rose 2013; Rose & Abi-Rached 2014). 

Whereas I do not oppose the need for an engaged critique of mind research from the 

external perspective of human and social sciences, this thesis is, however, a thesis in cognitive 

science, and accordingly seeks to explore what the field of cognitive science itself can do in 

order to thematize, assume the responsibility for, and potentially revise the way in which it 

participates in the looping of human kinds. I therefore want to examine a different form of 

critique – namely, a critique from within the field of cognitive science itself. Following the 

investigation put forward in the present chapter, the proposed critique would build on 

cognitive science’s obligation to a reflexive attitude towards its own metaphysical and 

epistemological assumptions the argument for which has been presented in Section 3.2.3. It 

would take the form of a socio-politically reflexive cognitive science: a cognitive science 

which would take into account, from within, the fact that through necessarily contributing to 

the looping of human kinds, scientific study of mind participates in the society not as a 

                                                         
37

 To talk about “the field of cognitive science as a whole” as an agent in the looping of human kinds 

and a bearer of responsibility for its thematization is, of course, a generalization and an abstraction; the 

field encompasses a range of different approaches and studies various phenomena, of which many are 

not socially embedded human kinds. My intention, however, is not to offer any conclusive 

characterization, but merely to outline some general dynamics which might apply depending on the 

specific researched phenomenon. 
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detached observer of the human mind, but as an unavoidably active contributor to the shaping 

of its own socio-political context and thus, to an extent, of its own subject matter. 

3.5.1 Socio-political reflexivity as continuous with the demand for theoretical 

reflexivity in the field of cognitive science 

Importantly, the socio-political reflexivity that I propose does not have to be an opponent to 

the generation and use of scientific knowledge of the mind, but can instead be conceived as 

continuous with the pursuit of its epistemic adequacy. As I have argued throughout the thesis, 

any description or explanation of mind and cognition must take into account the fact that it is 

itself put forth by means of cognitive processes of the mind (or minds) as experienced, 

embodied, and living. The descriptions of the mind as cognized (i.e. studied) are reciprocally 

interdependent with the mind as cognizing (i.e. lived). To recall the argument put forward in 

Section 3.2.3: since the study of cognitive and epistemic processes is inherently characterized 

by the impossibility of separating the observer and the observed (the cognizing subject and 

her world, the knower and the known, the cognitive scientist and her account of cognition, 

etc.), cognitive science cannot, at least in any consistent way, adopt an objectivist 

epistemology. The acknowledgement of the theoretical impossibility of objectivism binds 

cognitive science to remain open towards the possibility of revising its own metaphysical and 

epistemological foundations in light of its empirical findings. 

The demand for continuous reflexive attitude in the study of mind opened up a question 

which has, up until now, remained unanswered: which aspects of the world must such 

reflexivity take into account? Or more specifically: if cognitive science must allow the 

revision of its assumptions in view of its empirical observations – could or should these 

observations, in addition to neurobiological and behavioral findings and phenomenological 

investigations of lived experience, also encompass elements of the wider socio-political 

environment which surrounds the field of cognitive science? 

It seems to me that at this point of the thesis – after it has been shown that science and 

the life-world are inseparable both in theorizing about the mind and in practical scientific 

inquiry –, the answer to this question cannot but be an affirmative one. For as I have argued, 

the scientific characterization of the mind and the way in which the mind is experienced and 

understood in everyday life form two separate sides of a dichotomy only in abstraction. As I 

have demonstrated throughout the present chapter, the two perspectives in fact 

interdependently emerge through circular processes of concept formation between the mind as 

studied and the mind as lived – both because every scientist who characterizes the mind is a 

lived and experienced mind herself, and because every scientist is subject to conceptual and 

practical constraints imposed on her inquiry by historical and socio-political factors.  

I have identified two distinct dimensions of this circular interdependency: drawing on 

Varela et al., as the circularity between the scientific account of cognition and the experienced 

epistemic processes of the concretely embodied cognitive scientist who puts it forward, and 

drawing upon Hacking as the looping between human kinds as they are experienced, 

understood, and lived in society, and the characterizations that they are given in the context of 

cognitive science as a field. These two circularities seem to map onto David Carr’s (1970b) 

differentiation of Husserl’s concept of the life-world into the world of immediate experience 

and the world of culture. However, similarly to what I observed with regard to Carr’s 

analysis, I think that drawing a clear separation between the two “strata” – or in this case, the 
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two circularities – seems to conceal the intricacy of the concept of the life-world recognized 

by Husserl. The life-world is not merely the world of immediate experience, but at the same 

time also the world of history, culture, technology, everyday conceptions and various social, 

political, and economic influences. Due to their necessary embeddedness in this rich life-

world, the conceptual and practical assumptions adopted in the study of mind are therefore 

always to some extent socio-political. Granting that cognitive science is obliged to remain 

open towards the revision of its assumptions in view of its empirical findings – an obligation 

which is a necessary consequence of the theoretical inconsistency of objectivism and strong 

naturalism in this field –, the required “revision of assumptions” would then seem to be one 

that extends beyond apolitical theoretical reflexivity, and the relevant “empirical findings” 

which the revision would have to take into account would seem to encompass observations 

beyond the boundaries of the laboratory. (If one accepts Hacking’s claim of the necessary 

socio-political dimension of studying human kinds, this is not a controversial claim, for no 

matter whether one engages in revision of assumptions or not, one is already doing something 

political by studying the human mind.) 

3.5.2 Critical neuroscience as an example of socio-political reflexivity 

In recent years, the field of cognitive science has witnessed a development of the project of 

critical neuroscience – a multidisciplinary initiative for reflexive scientific practice in mind 

sciences which embodies some of the central points at which this thesis has arrived by 

investigating the inseparability of science and the life-world. Critical neuroscience 

(Choudhury, Nagel & Slaby 2009; Slaby 2010; Choudhury & Slaby 2012; Slaby & 

Choudhury forthcoming) emerged as a response to the rise of neuroscience and its potential 

social, cultural, and political implications. Importantly, unlike similar critiques in social and 

human sciences – posed to neuroscientific practice and its relation to society from the 

viewpoint of an external observer –, critical neuroscience is a form of critique which 

integrates voices of both neuroscientific researchers and researchers of neuroscience in an 

attempt to constructively engage socio-cultural and historical studies of neuroscience with the 

experimental neuroscientific practice itself.
38

 

Critical neuroscience pursues a critical examination of the two-way relationship between 

neuroscientific inquiry and the wider socio-political context in which it is embedded. In an 

attempt to expound and potentially revise the unquestioned or even unnoticed ways in which 

the practice of neuroscience interacts with the life-world (in its broadest sense), critical 

neuroscience puts under practical scrutiny various theoretical concerns articulated throughout 

the course of this thesis. It seeks to elucidate implicit assumptions and contingencies of 

neuroscientific inquiry, to investigate the ways in which laboratory research relates to popular 

opinion and ideologies, and to explore possibilities of alternative conceptualizations and 

research approaches to certain social and cultural phenomena. 

Incorporating collaborative contributions of historians and sociologists of science, 

ethnographers, social scientist, and philosophers, the strategy of critical neuroscience is to 

constructively integrate descriptions of neuroscientific practice with the practice’s own 

                                                         
38

  Focusing, as it will turn out, on institutional intervention and regulation of the way in which the 

scientific perspective interacts with the life-world and the lived perspective on the mind, the reflexivity 

involved in critical neuroscience clearly encompasses various other aspects compared to the 

theoretical reflexivity described above.  



91 

 

descriptions of the mind. Reminiscent of Varela et al.’s indication of multiple layers of 

reflection that the cognitive scientist could take up in her study of cognition (depicted in 

Figure 2), critical neuroscience pursues a constructive engagement between two levels of 

observation: first-order descriptions of brain and behavior (put forward by neuroscientists 

who study the human mind), and second-order descriptions of how neuroscientists go about 

generating the first-order descriptions (put forward by researchers in social and human 

sciences who study neuroscientists). The goal is not merely to add external second-order 

observations of neuroscientists’ inquiry to the inquiry itself, but instead to integrate these 

various perspectives into a collaboration which would breed an ethos of reflexivity within the 

neuroscientific inquiry itself. In other words, the idea is to eventually – as the proponents of 

the initiative envision it, by means of interdisciplinary training – inscribe the practice of 

reflexivity into the experimental practice itself: 

“[N]euroscientists [themselves] need to critically examine scientific practices 

and institutions, as well as the wider social contexts within which they work. 

The aim of this reflexivity is to reveal the contingent foundations of particular 

disciplinary perspectives, tacit presuppositions, and also their entanglement 

with the social dynamics operative in capitalist societies at large.” (Choudhury, 

Nagel & Slaby 2009: 65) 

Such a reflexive turn, which brings historical and socio-political contextualization of studied 

mental phenomena into the research laboratory, both leads towards a more accurately 

informed critique and makes visible alternative possibilities of empirical investigation. 

In line with the view put forward in this thesis, the project of critical neuroscience calls 

for an integrative, ecological approach to the study of mind which would construe cognition 

and behavior as embodied and embedded in social and political environment. Its proponents 

reject the individualistic and reductionistic conception of the mind, which they deem both 

epistemically inadequate and potentially socio-politically dangerous. In fact, much of the 

philosophical work in critical neuroscience is devoted to the examination of implicit 

assumptions of neuroscientific theory and practice, which – as argued by various authors (see 

the contributions in Chourdhury & Slaby 2012) – contribute to construing human subjectivity 

which conforms to the individualistic and capital-driven conceptions of health, well-being, 

self-care, and responsibility. This critical exposition of the political motivations and 

implications of the naturalistic attitude of neuroreductionism opens up a question about the 

political attitude of critical neuroscience itself – a question to which its proponents answer 

with an explicit recognition of the political dimension of their own theoretical perspective: 

“Just like the social world, the human mind is partly of our own, historical 

making –  critical reflexivity about the situatedness of subjectivity, and equally 

of the role of novel technoscientific developments, allows us to be aware of 

(and ready to intervene in) the various processes that shape it. While strands of 

cognitive science and philosophy of mind have been re -focused towards insights 

from the phenomenological tradition, the social and political dimensions of our 

mental constitution have not yet garnered enough attention, scholarly effort, and 

reformist initiative.” (Choudhury & Slaby 2012: 12)  

In line with the point about the inevitability of the political dimension of studying the mind 

that I have developed above, critical neuroscience is acutely aware that any scientific inquiry 
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into the mind – whether it engages in reflexive revision of its own assumptions or merely 

takes them for granted – necessarily adopts a particular political stance. The same holds for 

the critique itself, for which there exists – just like for any approach to studying the mind – no 

fictional viewpoint of neutrality above the socio-politically embedded scientific practice: 

“Theorists  cannot remain neutral but have to stake their particular political 

orientation –  but it is crucial to see that there is no alternative to a necessarily 

partial, situated, specifically committed stance in the midst of the practices and 

developments under s tudy. There is no neutral vantage point, no ‘god’s eye 

view’.” (Slaby & Choudhury forthcoming: 17) 

In relation to their recognition of the inevitable partiality of their own position, the proponents 

of critical neuroscience emphasize that there is no ground for critical neuroscience itself to 

impose an alternative set of normative values. The goal of critical neuroscience is thus not to 

prescribe and proscribe, but to employ the diverse conceptual frameworks and methodological 

tools of its various disciplines in making explicit the implicit assumptions and backgrounds of 

scientific practice and investigating their two-way relationship with the individualism-

propagating capital-driven socio-political environment. 

As its proponents explain, critical neuroscience operates in a normative space of values, 

meanings, and moral and political outlooks and is, importantly, acutely aware there is no 

absolute reality outside this normative space that scientific practice or its critique could even 

in principle have recourse to: “There is no layer of scientifically accessible reality that is 

beyond or beneath this messy entanglement with concerns, values, interests and the conflicts 

between such rivalling evaluative outlooks” (ibid.: 5). Instead of remaining under the illusion 

that scientific inquiry could step outside the life-world of experience, value, and meaning, 

critical neuroscience embraces science’s role in the looping of human kinds and seeks to 

identify various sites at which the tacit assumptions and habitual practices of mind science 

could be contested and revised. 

Since these assumptions and practices emerge both in the neuroscientific laboratory and 

on the looping journey of neuroscientific conceptions through the public sphere (and back), 

the multidisciplinary aim to intervene at these sites opens up a question about the boundaries 

of what one takes to be “neuroscientific knowledge”. Whose is the knowledge of the mind, 

and whose are the norms that it is entangled with? 

As the proponents of critical neuroscience argue, their pursuit of the plurality of socially 

distributed perspectives in questioning the assumptions of neuroscientific inquiry extends the 

conception of neuroscientific knowledge beyond the walls of the laboratory: 

“[It] pushes science beyond reliable knowledge –  subject only to validation 

within its own disciplinary context – to the production of ‘socially robust 

knowledge’; that is, knowledge tested for validity both outside and inside the 

lab, developed through the involvement of socially distributed experts including 

those from different disciplinary and experiential backgrounds with in and 

outside of academia.” (Slaby & Choudhury forthcoming: 19) 

Since in studying human kinds, scientific knowledge stems from the normative space of value 

and meaning – for there is no bare reality beyond or beneath that science could fall back upon 

–, and since, as I have argued, conceptions about the human mind are always at the same time 
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conceptions about what it means and is to be a human being, assumptions involved in mind 

science are always to an extent moral and political, and questioning them is – when studying 

human kinds – a normative act in itself. 

Without endorsing any particular position with regard to the above conception of 

neuroscientific knowledge or delving into further discussions about its nature and breadth, this 

section was meant to demonstrate that under certain conceptions of knowledge, the reflexivity 

proposed by the approach of critical neuroscience can be conceived as continuous with the 

theoretical reflexivity demanded from cognitive science due to the impossibility of separating 

its subject from its object. 

3.6 Socio-political impact of a naturalistic cognitive science 

The present chapter began with a recognition of the lack of absolute metaphysical and 

epistemological foundations in studying the mind. This lack, as I have shown, should not be 

interpreted as a loss of a theoretical ground – for the very conviction of having such a ground 

in the first place had stemmed, as I have argued in Chapter 2, from construing a conception of 

naturalistic science by abstracting the scientific perspective from its rootedness in the life-

world, forgetting about the abstraction, and then seemingly justifying the attitude of 

naturalism by falling back upon its own unwarranted assumptions. Following the detailed 

exposition of the epistemic inadequacy of naturalistic cognitive science in Chapter 2, I have 

suggested, drawing on Varela et al. (1991), that any approach to studying the mind must start 

by accepting its theoretical groundlessness and continue to remain open to having its 

conceptual and practical assumptions revised in light of its own empirical findings. 

Regardless of the conclusions that they draw from this realization, cognitive scientists 

and philosophers of mind seem to be well aware of the fact that science has not yet solved – 

or even come up with the form of a potential solution for – the puzzle of how to relate 

subjective experience to the biophysics of the body and the brain. After the exploration of 

multiple layers of interaction between mind science and the life-world put forward in the 

present chapter, what astounds me is how scarcely the theoretical recognition of the 

explanatory gap has accompanied the looping of neuroscientific conceptions of the mind, both 

in their employment in self-understanding and policy-making in the wider society and in their 

production within the experimental practice of neuroscience. Recalling the theoretical 

problems for naturalism in the study of mind expounded in Chapter 2 – its conceptual 

contingencies, the lack of proper theoretical justification of its central assumptions of 

reductionism and determinism, and its self-contradictory violation of its own presuppositions 

in the study of epistemic processes –, how did we end up with a society in which naturalistic 

conceptions of the mind seem to be prevalent, implicitly or explicitly, in both neuroscientific 

practice and in public consciousness? 

This question calls into mind Emily Martin’s point that the neuroscientific views of the 

human being and mind which end up as dominant in the wider socio-political environment are 

not necessarily those that “had won in the court of scientific opinion” (2000: 577), but often 

those that make most cultural sense. As the present chapter has shown, the “cultural sense” in 

question is not determined by some timeless “folk psychology”, but is instead embedded in 

the contingent matrix of socio-political factors of contemporary society, in which the 

reduction of persons to their brains and the reduction of socially contextualized human kinds 

to their “underlying neurobiology” can often serve as an effective instrument for 
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individualizing responsibility and blame. Even when reductionistic, deterministic, and 

mechanistic views are purportedly employed as a methodological necessity of scientific 

inquiry into the human mind, they can have socio-political implications in virtue of their 

(purportedly apolitical) emphasis of internal determinants of human life and experience over 

the contextual and environmental ones (see footnote 36). Granting that most person-level 

human phenomena are both biologically based and socially constructed (Hacking 1995; 

Dupré 2001), the unreflected prioritization of the neuronal level of description over the socio-

political one is not only epistemically inadequate, but might also promote a particular 

individualistic interpretation of the human being in her relation to the world. 

Alongside their complicity with the currently dominant individualistic understanding of 

human beings and human kinds, the prevalence of naturalistic conceptions of the mind seems 

to also be fueled by the fact that they – compared to more integrative ecological views – 

mostly offer simpler and more persuasive explanations of the social world and are therefore 

more easily picked up in the wider society. As Jan Slaby speculates, 

“neuroscience might in the end succeed in achieving a naturalization of 

subjectivity – not by proving successful scientifically, but by offering the most 

attractive, most persuasive images and narratives of self -objectification. While 

it aspires to be a ‘hard’ science delivering new facts about humans, it might in 

the end be more of a generator of technoscientific dreams and fantasies, 

constructing ideas and images that offer a new self -understanding. Thus, while 

the objectivism with regard to the human mind is delusional as a scientific 

stance, it might still come true as a self -fulfilling prophecy, enabled and 

sustained by the well-arranged promises and representations of the new science 

and, paradoxically, implemented and enacted by the very process whose 

existence alone seems to belie any kind of objectivism of human existence: By 

our very human capacity to change what we are through interpreting ourselves 

anew.” (2009: 410) 

Rather than being merely an abstract philosophical notion, naturalism has, it seems, become a 

crucial agent in developing contemporary conceptions of what it is to be a human being – 

conceptions that influence our life-worlds not only by shaping our experience and self-

understanding, but also by changing (or reinforcing) the way in which we live our lives on the 

basis of descriptions and classifications applied to us by ourselves, by other people, and by 

socio-political institutions and systems of government (cf. Meloni 2011a; 2011b). In virtue of 

the peculiar combination of the epistemic inadequacy of naturalistic conceptions of the mind 

with their powerful impact on society, it seems that the pursuit of reflexive critique of 

naturalism in cognitive science amounts to an epistemically necessary endeavor which at the 

same time bears profound existential relevance for the contemporary understanding of the 

human being and her mind. 
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3.7 Summary of Chapter 3 

This chapter has been dedicated to the elucidation of the various ways and arenas in which 

cognitive science relates to the life-world. It has turned out that the scientific perspective on 

the mind and the way in which the mind is experienced and understood in everyday life 

mutually support and shape each other both on the level of a concretely embodied cognitive 

scientist putting forward a scientific account of cognition, and on the level of cognitive 

science as a human activity embedded in the socio-political life-world of value and meaning. 

Alongside the exploration of the interrelatedness of science and the life-world, I have 

presented the enactive approach and the project of critical neuroscience as two theoretical and 

practical endeavors in the field of cognitive science which have acknowledged the circularity 

between the two perspectives and have, in light of this recognition, called for continuous 

reflexivity towards the assumptions involved in scientific inquiry into the mind. The similarity 

between the two approaches is that they are both concerned with taking into account (literally) 

both first-order scientific descriptions of the mind, put forward by cognitive scientists, and 

second-order descriptions of how cognitive scientists themselves relate (through their own 

epistemic processes, marked by their historically, culturally, and socio-politically shaped 

conceptual and practical constraints) to the mind that they study. The difference between the 

two approaches can be illustrated by recalling Figure 2, in which a particular cognitive 

scientist finds herself amidst the multiplicity of increasingly abstract levels of reflexivity. The 

enactive approach suggests that the multilayered interdependency which embeds the cognitive 

scientist and her account of cognition in the wider socio-cultural environment can be best 

taken into account if the cognitive scientist returns to investigate her own concrete lived 

experience. Critical neuroscience, on the other hand, proposes to capture the contextualization 

of the scientist, her epistemic processes, and the conceptual and practical assumptions 

involved in her research by incorporating within neuroscientific inquiry the observations of 

various other disciplines and breeding the ethos of reflexivity through interdisciplinary 

training and collaboration. 

Joint in their recognition that science is a human activity rooted and situated in the life-

world, enacitvism and critical neuroscience share many of their other core commitments – 

their conception of mind and cognition as fundamentally embodied and embedded and their 

related rejection of reductionistic and individualistic explanations of human mental 

phenomena, their commitment to questioning and revising certain epistemically unproductive 

and morally and politically laden assumptions in mind research, and their belief in the 

transformative potential of alternative conceptualizations and practices in studying the mind. 

The two approaches are clearly concerned with different dimensions of the circularity 

between the scientific and the lived perspective, and, importantly, involve different 

motivations (with critical neuroscience, for instance, being concerned not only with 

questioning and revising assumptions, but also with institutional changes and regulations). 

Each of them standing as an different type of reflexive inquiry into the mind which strives to 

embrace and thematize the inevitable intertwinement of science and the life-world, I think that 

the two approaches can be envisioned as two complementary pursuits which can contribute to 

a more integrative understanding of the human mind in contemporary cognitive science. 
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4 Conclusion 

Situated at the intersection of the life-world and the world of scientific concepts, the 

disciplines of cognitive science aim at using the standpoint and methods of empirical science 

to attain knowledge about phenomena which are otherwise experienced, understood, and lived 

within the human world. From researching vision, memory, and emotions to studying mental 

illness, cognitive scientists are confronted with the fact that as they engage in constructing 

their scientific accounts of mind and cognition, they are themselves cognizing minds, 

embedded in their life-worlds of experience, meaning, and value. This thesis has put forward 

an exploration of the interrelatedness of these two perspectives on the mind. 

Chapter 1 embarked on this exploration by presenting the views of two very different 

philosophers who both recognized the contrast between the scientific and the lived 

perspective on the human being and the world as the fundamental problem for philosophy. 

For both Husserl and Sellars, finding a way out of the duality of views was not only an 

important epistemological task, but also a task endowed with deep existential responsibility. 

By comparing Husserl’s and Sellars’ analyses of the dichotomy and their proposals for the 

way out of it, I have shown that both philosophers’ solutions required the possibility of 

absolute universal knowledge, with Husserl relying on his method of transcendental 

phenomenology and Sellars trusting the natural sciences in their capacity to reveal – 

eventually in its entirety – the ontological structure of the world. 

Rather than following Husserl on his path towards transcendental subjectivity, I focused 

on investigating Sellars’ naturalism. What grounds the conviction that the natural scientific 

inquiry has the ability and epistemic authority to disclose the “true being” of every aspect of 

the world? As I showed through Husserl’s eyes in Chapter 1, such absolute confidence in 

science is a consequence of forgetting that the scientific concepts and theories are but 

abstractions from the concrete life-world of experience. With their roots ceaselessly within the 

life-world, the objects of the world of science are themselves “empty of meaning” (Crisis, 

56), and in endorsing them as real, the naturalist mistakenly takes for “true being what is 

actually a method” (Crisis, p. 51). For Husserl, the naturalistic attitude thus stems from 

forgetfulness about conceptual splits which separated the world of science from its roots in 

the life-world and created the idea of the “objectively true” world of physical nature in which 

there seems to be no place for the subjective and the mental. 

In addition to criticizing naturalism through the prism of Husserl’s historical reflection, 

Chapter 2 challenged the theoretical grounding of the naturalistic attitude. I indicated that the 

naturalist’s trust in science, in fact, relies on various assumptions about the world – 

assumptions which are in turn themselves reciprocally supported by the naturalist’s trust in 

science. In addition to being untenable in virtue of this two-way justification between 

epistemological and metaphysical convictions, I demonstrated that naturalism amounts to a 

particularly inconsistent position when adopted in the study of mind, in which the very 

aspects of the world that the science has set out to disclose – the features of human epistemic 

processes – have to be, on a naturalistic view, to an extent presupposed in order to justify the 

absolute epistemic authority of science. 

While the investigation presented in the first two chapters pulled the rug out from under 

the naturalistic attitude, Chapter 3 began with the question of how to research the mind in the 

absence of absolute metaphysical or epistemological foundations. Without anything like 
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Husserl’s transcendental subjectivity to resort to, and keeping in mind the yet unbridged (and 

not necessarily bridgeable) explanatory gap – how can one go about studying the mind and 

experience with the approach and methods of empirical sciences? 

The answer to this question, I have shown, requires a change of attitude towards the 

necessity of universal objective knowledge. Keeping in mind that the impossibility of 

objective knowledge presents a disappointment only against a fictional background ideal of 

objectivity (an ideal which I had already challenged throughout the previous two chapters), I 

followed Varela et al. (1991) in suggesting that instead of being conceived as a loss, 

groundlessness can be embraced as an inherent feature of scientific inquiry into the mind. As 

it is recognized by the enactive approach, all epistemic processes are characterized by the 

interdependence between the cognizing subject and her world – and when the cognizing 

subject is the cognitive scientist studying the mind, the scientific account of the mind that she 

puts forward is interdependently related to the mind of her own. The scientific knowledge of 

the mind – brought forth as a distillation of concretely embodied and experiencing cognitive 

scientists cognizing cognition – is therefore always an expression of the relationship between 

cognition and the cognized world. It follows that a consistent cognitive science, in 

appreciating this necessary interdependence between the knower and the known, must remain 

reflexively open towards the possibility of revising its own metaphysical and epistemological 

foundations in light of its empirical findings. 

Accepting the demand for reflexivity in cognitive science, a question arose as to what 

aspects of the world such reflexivity must take into account as its “empirical findings”. I 

followed the enactive approach in claiming that one such indispensable aspect is lived 

experience. In the research program of neurophenomenology (Varela 1996), integrating 

systematic first-person phenomenological exploration of experience with third-person 

biobehavioral measurements through a relationship of mutual enrichment and constraint is 

envisioned as a practical way of questioning the conceptual entrenchments of the dualistic 

foundations of cognitive science. In the absence of metaphysical and epistemological 

foundations of studying the mind and with a conceptual space haunted by untenable and 

historically contingent dichotomous categories, placing phenomenological investigation of 

lived experience on the same footing as third-person biobehavioral measurements seems to 

me not only a promising approach to addressing the explanatory gap, but also necessary to, as 

Husserl would have it, “inquire back into the original meaning of [the] meaning-structures 

and methods” (Crisis, p. 56) used in researching the mind. 

However, the question of how to study the mind in the absence of absolute metaphysical 

or epistemological foundations is not merely a question of how to bridge the explanatory gap. 

The disciplines of cognitive science are not only rooted in the life-world of experience, value, 

and meaning: as I have attempted to demonstrate throughout the second part of Chapter 3, 

they are also part of the modern life-world, having become crucial agents in the shaping of 

contemporary conceptions of the mind. Importantly, such shaping is not limited to the 

attempts of cognitive scientists to answer the timeless questions about consciousness and life. 

Instead, through their import on the contemporary conceptions of the mind, the approaches of 

cognitive science (most prominently neuroscience) shape the life-world by influencing, in 

various ways, people’s everyday experience and self-understanding as well as the way in 

which people act and are acted upon by institutions and systems of government. I have argued 

that in virtue of their inevitable participation in the looping of human kinds (Hacking 1995), 

the disciplines of cognitive science are endowed with responsibility to continuously 
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reflexively examine not only their basic metaphysical and epistemological assumptions, but 

also the ways in which the conceptual and practical assumptions and constraints involved in 

their studies might relate to the wider socio-political environment of their theory and practice. 

I have attempted to show that such socio-political reflexivity of mind sciences does not 

have to obstruct the scientific inquiry into the mind, but can instead be conceived as a 

continuation of the pursuit of its epistemic adequacy. Whereas socio-political reflexivity 

evidently operates on another level – extending beyond the laboratory to encompass other 

practices and institutions involved in the intertwinement of the scientific and the lived 

perspective on the mind – I suggested that the epistemological and socio-political reflexivity 

can be construed as two complementary responses to the thematization of the circular 

dynamics between the scientific and the lived perspective in the study of mind. 

The investigation put forward in this thesis was initially aimed towards a settling 

conclusion. It set out to articulate the two levels of circularity involved in studying the mind: 

that between the concretely embodied and experiencing cognitive scientist and her scientific 

account of mind, and that between the characterization of the mind in the field of cognitive 

science and the way that the mind is conceived, experienced, and lived in the broader socio-

political environment. The two levels of circularity were meant to be construed as two 

expressions of the interrelatedness of the scientific and the lived perspective on the mind, and 

the two respective types of reflexivity towards assumptions that I called for, although distinct, 

were to be portrayed as complementary as well as stemming from the same roots of scientific 

concepts in the life-world. Having achieved the projected aims, and settled some tensions 

along the way, however, the exploration must conclude by pointing out a new tension: one 

which emerges from the two kinds of responsibility that I have attributed to cognitive science. 

Namely, how is cognitive science to assume the role of both the questioner of its own 

ground, embracing the absence of its foundations in continuous reflexivity towards its 

theoretical assumptions, and at the same time live up to the role that it is given in the looping 

of human kinds? How can the study of mind strive to be aware of its groundlessness while it 

keeps participating – as it already unavoidably does – in fashioning the conceptions of what it 

is and means to be a human being, thus shaping the social reality, and in a way, the mind 

itself? 

It seems to me that at this point, it might make sense to recall the issue behind Sellars’ 

call for the stereoscopic view. Sellars argued for the pursuit of stereoscopic vision because he 

was convinced both in the capacity and authority of science to answer questions about what 

there is and in the irreducibility of the normative with regard to answering questions about 

what ought to be. The present thesis has argued, quite contrary to Sellars, against the absolute 

epistemic capacity and authority of scientific inquiry, and has in addition shown that there is 

no “extrascientific” manifest image as well as no “extramanifest” scientific image of the 

human being in her relation to the world. Studying the human mind is normative through and 

through, and any separation of science from the life-world is but an abstraction. However, 

torn between the recognition of its inherent groundlessness, while at the same time imbued 

with responsibility for, in a sense, grounding what it is and means to be a human, it seems that 

the contemporary study of mind is confronted with a tension between the scientific and the 

lived perspective in a peculiarly new way. While the clash is quite different from the one 

portrayed by Sellars, it might indeed be a kind of a new stereoscopic vision that cognitive 

science is called to pursue in the present day. 
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6 Extended summary in Slovenian language / 

Razširjeni povzetek v slovenščini 

Interdisciplinarno polje kognitivne znanosti se nahaja na presečišču naravoslovja in 

družboslovnih ter humanističnih ved. Ne le da pod svojo streho združuje številne discipline 

obeh polov, od molekularne nevroznanosti do jezikoslovja: kognitivna znanost si pogosto 

prizadeva na vprašanja o fenomenih človekove duševnosti, ki sicer zaznamujejo naše 

subjektivno živete in doživete svetove vsakdana, odgovoriti s pomočjo tradicionalno 

objektivističnih naravoslovnih pristopov in metod. V preseganju klasične razmejitve med 

naravoslovno-znanstvenim opisom in razlago na eni ter izkustvenim in s pomenom prežetim 

človeškim življenjem na drugi strani se kognitivna znanost sooča z dozdevnim prepadom med 

znanstvenim preučevanjem duševnosti in načinom, na katerega duševnost živimo in 

doživljamo. Je mogoče s tipom raziskovanja, ki se je v sledenju idealu objektivnosti 

praviloma izogibal subjektivnemu in pomenskemu, zaobjeti človekovo izkustvo, spoznavo in 

(samo)razumevanje? 

V magistrskem delu raziskujem odnos med omenjenima pogledoma na duševnost: 

“znanstveno” perspektivo, s katere duševnost v splošnem opisujejo in razlagajo discipline 

kognitivne znanosti, in “življenjsko” perspektivo, ki zaznamuje naše splošno doživljanje in 

razumevanje duševnosti v kontekstu vsakdanjega življenja. Pokazati skušam, da sta oba 

pogleda – četudi si navidez nasprotujeta – neločljivo povezana ter da je prepoznava 

soodvisnosti in napetosti med njima ključna za razumevanje konceptualnega prostora 

kognitivne znanosti. Kot izpostavim, nezavedanje sooblikovanja znanstvenega in 

življenjskega gledišča na duševnost napaja neustrezne omejitve klasične konceptualne 

pokrajine filozofije duha, obenem pa zakriva vpogled v kompleksne dvosmerne povezave 

med raziskavami disciplin kognitivne znanosti ter pojmovanjem človeške duševnosti v širšem 

družbeno-političnem okolju. 

Dvojnost perspektiv polju kognitivne znanosti seveda ni tuja. Težavnost naravoslovnega 

pristopanja k preučevanju živete in doživete duševnosti  je verjetno najbolj eksplicitno 

izražena v problemu “razlagalne vrzeli” (Levine 1983). Razlagalna vrzel predstavlja prepad 

med t. i. prvoosebnimi podatki o zavestnem izkustvu in t. i. tretjeosebnimi podatki, ki jih o 

duševnosti podajajo znanstvene raziskave. Kako sta zavest in subjektivno doživljanje 

povezana s fizikalnimi in biološkimi procesi, ki se odvijajo v človeških možganih in telesu? 

Iskanje načina, kako odgovoriti na to vprašanje, predstavlja eno osrednjih filozofskih in 

znanstvenih ugank sodobnega razumevanja duševnosti. In ne samo da razlagalna vrzel še ni 

nepremoščena: filozofi in kognitivni znanstveniki zaenkrat še niti ne slutijo, kakšno obliko bi 

morebitni konceptualni in epistemološki most čeznjo sploh lahko zavzel (Thompson 2007). 

Vprašanje, ali je most preko razlagalne vrzeli mogoč, tako ostaja odprto za nadaljnje teoretske 

in praktične podvige raziskovalcev duševnosti. 

Za mnoge filozofe duha prepad med doživljajskimi in biofizičnimi lastnostmi duševnosti 

ne kliče le po vzpostavitvi konceputalne in epistemološke povezave med obema poloma, 

temveč vodi v ontološko vprašanje o tem, kako subjektivno izkustvo umestiti v dozdevno 

objektivistični svet narave. David Chalmers (1995) je to vprašanje krstil za “težki problem 

zavesti”. Težki problem zavesti se razlikuje od t. i. “lahkih problemov”: vprašanj o delovanju 

človekove duševnosti, od odgovorov na katera naj bi znanstvenike ločevalo še nekaj desetletij 

ali stoletij študija kognitivnih funkcij in mehanizmov. Chalmers trdi, da v nasprotju s takimi 
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za sedanjo ali prihajajočo znanost rešljivimi problemi zavesti prvoosebno izkustvo predstavlja 

uganko, ki je v osnovi ni mogoče podvreči mehanističnim razlagam kognitivne znanosti. 

Medtem ko Chalmersa soočenje znanstvene perspektive in zavestnega izkustva na koncu 

privede do dualistične rešitve, v kateri postulira nove ontološke lastnosti gradnikov stvarnosti, 

nekateri drugi filozofi v nasprotju z njim podobno dilemo med objektivistično znanostjo in 

subjektivnim doživljanjem razrešujejo z zanikanjem resničnosti ali vzročnega učinka 

izkustvenih vidikov sveta, npr. s predlogom za eliminacijo doživljajskega besednjaka iz 

znanstvenih opisov sveta (Churchland 1981) ali redukcijo razlage doživljanja na 

nevrobiološke procese (Crick 1994). 

Kot skušam pokazati v magistrskem delu, je tak pristop k razlagi duševnosti pomanjkljiv, 

saj je zaznamovan s konceptualnimi omejitvami, ki se vanj prikradejo že precej pred 

ponujenimi izhodi iz problema zavesti. Čeprav vodijo do raznolikih rešitev, različna 

filozofska soočenja s problemom zavesti pogosto temeljijo na podobnih predpostavkah o 

znanosti in svetu. Že sama formulacija problema, po kateri v objektivnem svetu narave ni 

prostora za zavest in izkustvo vpričo odsotnosti mehanistične znanstvene razlage zanju, se 

zanaša na specifično pojmovanje sveta, znanstvene razlage in zavesti ter izkustva. 

Raziskava odnosa med znanstvenim in življenjskim pogledom na duševnost, ki jo 

predstavim v magistrskem delu, se dotakne pogosto nepreizprašanih ali celo neozaveščenih 

prepričanj o naravi sveta in znanosti, v ozadju katerih je utemeljena t. i. naturalistična drža, ki 

zaznamuje tako  konceptualno pokrajino filozofije duha kot tudi raziskovanje duševnosti v 

okviru disciplin kognitivne znanosti. Izraz “naturalizem” je širok in označuje nabor različnih 

filozofskih drž, ki lahko privzema raznolika metafizična, epistemološka in metodološka 

prepričanja. Specifično stališče, ki ga kot “naturalistično držo” pojmujem v pričujočem delu, 

trdi, da svet sestoji le iz tistih objektov, lastnosti in odnosov, ki jih lahko razkrijejo 

naravoslovni znanstveni pristopi, obenem pa zagovarja, da so pristopi in metode naravoslovja 

ne le (v osnovi) zmožni opisati in razložiti vse vidike sveta, temveč v svojih opisih in razlagah 

predstavljajo tudi najboljši (ali celo edini) način za njihovo poznavanje in razumevanje. V 

kontekstu kognitivne znanosti naturalizem zagovarja prepričanje, da znanstveno opisovanje in 

pojasnjevanje duševnost zahteva integracijo vseh aspektov duševnosti – vključno z 

doživljajskimi – v razlagalni okvir naravoslovnih znanosti. 

V magistrskem delu predstavim kritiko naturalizma v raziskovanju duševnosti. V 

nasprotju s prepričanjem, da lahko kognitivna znanost privzame nevtralno gledišče, s katerega 

neodvisno razkriva strukturo sveta in duševnosti, trdim, da je raziskovanje duševnosti 

neločljivo povezano z načinom, na katerega je duševnost doživljana in razumljena v kontekstu 

vsakdana. Kot skušam pokazati v svoji analizi, pristopi kognitivne znanosti venomer izhajajo 

iz sveta življenja in izkustva – sveta, ki predstavlja izvorni podstat znanstvenih konceptov in 

ki znanstvene teorije in razlage neprenehoma navdaja s pomenom. Povezava pa se plete v obe 

smeri: medtem ko življenjski svet izkustva po eni strani utemeljuje in zaobjema pristope 

kognitivne znanosti, je po drugi strani sam podvržen oblikovanju pod vplivi znanstvenega 

razumevanja duševnosti. Cilj magistrskega dela je raziskati večplastno prepletanje 

znanstvenega in življenjskega gledišča na duševnost ter pokazati, da so v luči soodvisnosti 

obeh pogledov discipline kognitivne znanosti poklicane k preizpraševanju predpostavk, ki jih 

privzemajo v preučevanju duševnosti. Delo obenem poziva k refleksivnemu odnosu 

raziskovanja duševnosti do zgodovinske, doživljajske ter družbeno-politične situiranosti 

lastne teorije in prakse in izpostavlja odgovornost, ki jo kognitivna znanost nosi v luči svoje 

vloge v sooblikovanju družbenih pojmovanj duševnosti ter načina, na katerega duševnost 
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izkušamo in razumemo v vsakdanjem življenju. Pot proti zastavljenemu cilju analizo vodi 

preko treh glavnih korakov, ki magistrsko delo delijo v tri poglavja. 

Prvo poglavje je posvečeno eksplikaciji dvojnosti pogledov na človeka v odnosu do 

sveta. V razločevanju med znanstveno in življenjsko perspektivo se opiram na filozofski 

analizi dveh vplivnih mislecev: na razpravo o življenjskem svetu in objektivističnem svetu 

znanosti očeta fenomenologije Edmunda Husserla (1970) ter na razlikovanje med manifestno 

ter znanstveno podobo človeka v svetu filozofa analitične tradicije Wilfrida Sellarsa (1963). V 

delih, ki ju predstavim, se oba filozofa ukvarjata z dvojnostjo znanstvenega pojmovanja sveta 

ter načina, na katerega je svet razumljen v vsakdanjem življenju, in izpostavita razkorak med 

obema pogledoma kot temeljni filozofski problem. Vsak na svoj način pozoveta k nujnosti 

razumevanja, ki bi preseglo prepad med perspektivama in vodilo do integrativnega 

pojmovanja človeka v odnosu do sveta. Ta nujnost tako za Husserla kot za Sellarsa ni le 

epistemološka, temveč tudi eksistencialna, saj – kot izpostavljata – pri prizadevanju za 

celostno razumevanje človeka v odnosu do sveta ni na kocki le znanje, ampak tudi temeljna 

vprašanja o tem, kaj sploh pomeni biti človek. 

Sorodnost dotičnih Husserlovih in Sellarsovih opažanj je posebej zanimiva v odnosu do 

siceršnjih nasprotovanj širših okvirov njune filozofske misli, ki izhaja iz raznolikih 

zgodovinskih in intelektualnih kontekstov in se poslužuje različnih pristopov in metod. Ob 

izpostavitvi izjemno podobnega problema dvojnosti se filozofa tako dihotomije med 

znanstveno in življenjsko perspetivo lotevata iz različnih teoretskih izhodišč. Za namen 

pričujočega dela je najbolj pomenljivo razhajanje njune naravnanosti do znanosti ter njenih 

zmožnosti in spoznavne avtoritete v opisovanju in razlaganju sveta: medtem ko Husserlova 

analiza zgodovinske in izkustvene utemeljenosti znanstvenih konceptov v življenjskem svetu 

predstavlja prepričljivo zgodovinsko in fenomenološko kritiko naturalizma in znanstvenega 

realizma, je Sellars poznan kot eden najbolj gorečih in sistematičnih zagovornikov 

naturalistične in znanstveno-realistične drže. V skladu z razlikami med njunimi pojmovanji 

dihotomije filozofa razvijeta različna predloga za filozofsko rešitev, ki bi omogočila 

epistemološko in eksistencialno nujno celovito razumevanje človeka in sveta. 

Sellars v prepričanju, da je znanost edino merilo resničnosti, zagovarja ontološko 

primarnost znanstvene podobe, ki obravnava človeka v svetu kot kompleksen fizikalni sistem. 

Manifestna podoba, v okviru katere ljudje dojemamo sebe in druge kot osebe, ki živijo in 

delujejo v vsakdanjem človeškem svetu pomenov, norm in namer, je v nasprotju s svetom, kot 

ga opisujejo naravoslovne znanosti, za Sellarsa neresnična. To pa še ne pomeni, da je 

zanemarljiva: Sellars trdi, da je manifestno razumevanje sveta nujno potrebno za razumevanje 

normativnih in pomenskih vidikov človekovega življenja, ki neizogibno ubežijo nevtralni 

objektivistični znanstveni razlagi. Ker pomenskih in normativnih dimenzij človeka v svetu, 

prepoznanih v manifestni podobi, ni mogoče zreducirati na znanstveni opis resničnosti, 

Sellars predlaga, da celovito razumevanje človeka v svetu zahteva združitev obeh podob v t. i. 

“stereoskopskem vidu”, ki bi zaobjel tako znanstveno kot manifestno podobo. 

V nasprotju s Sellarsom Husserl opozarja, da svet, kot ga prikazujejo objektivistične 

znanosti, ni resnični svet, pač pa le idealizirana abstrakcija, umetno skonstruirana na podlagi 

vseobsegajočega življenjskega sveta, v katerem ljudje doživljamo, delujemo in živimo. 

Zaupati – kot zaupa Sellars – v resničnost objektivističnega sveta znanosti je za Husserla 

konceputalna napaka, ki izvira iz pozabe na zgodovinsko ločitev umetnega sveta znanosti od 

dejanskega, konkretnega življenjskega sveta vsakdanjega izkustva. Husserl pokaže, da je 

razvoj pojmovanja sveta od Galileja dalje spregledal dejstvo, da so znanstveni koncepti 
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zgodovinsko, metodološko in pomensko utemeljeni v doživljanju in da smisel znanstvenih 

teorij ne izvira iz njih samih, pač pa iz njihovih korenin in neprestane navezave na svet 

življenja. Pozaba na utemeljenost znanstvene perspektive v življenjski je omogočila porast 

znanstvenega objektivizma, ki je zavladal našemu splošnemu pojmovanju sveta. Da bi zopet 

ugledali življenjski svet, moramo po Husserlu prenehati slepo slediti ideji o znanstveni 

objektivnosti kot merilu resničnosti, ki razsvetljuje pot proti univerzalnemu absolutnemu 

znanju. Izstop iz izkrivljenega objektivističnega pogleda na svet zahteva, da dosežke in 

naravnanost znanstvenih disciplin aktivno postavimo v oklepaj in se skozi t. i. epoché 

objektivnih znanosti vrnemo na subjektivna, relativna in s pomenom prežeta tla življenjskega 

sveta.
39

 

Husserlov koncept življenjskega sveta je večplasten in mestoma nedosleden, saj skuša 

Husserl z njim zaobjeti tako svet neposrednega doživljanja – prekonceptualni svet, ki 

predstavlja vedno prisotni podstat in horizont vsakega potencialnega ali dejanskega izkustva –

, kot tudi zgodovinsko in družbeno relativni intersubjektivni svet ljudi, simbolnih sistemov, 

kulture, institucij, tehnoloških dosežkov in znanstvenih praks (Moran 2012; Carr 1970b). V 

razpravi o pojmu življenjskega sveta (ki ga Husserl sicer uvede kot konstrast 

objektivističnemu svetu znanosti) poskusim pokazati, da problematičnost tega koncepta ni le 

neželena stranska posledica Husserlove terminološke nedoslednosti, temveč izvira (tudi) iz 

neizogibno nerazdružljivega prepleta znanstvene in življenjske perspektive na duševnost. 

Medtem ko Sellarsova in Husserlova analiza – obe iz časov pred vzponom kognitivne 

znanost – v ukvarjanju s pojmovanjem sveta in človeka v njem ne naslavljata prav dvojnosti 

znanstvenega in življenjskega pogleda na duševnost, primerjava njunih pozicij odpre pot 

kritiki naturalizma v kontekstu teoretičnega in praktičnega raziskovanja duševnosti. V drugem 

poglavju v navezavi na predstavitev težkega problema zavesti kot standardnega problema 

sodobne filozofije duha in kognitivne znanosti predstavim Husserlovo kritiko naturalističnega 

pristopanja k razumevanju subjektivnosti. Pokažem, da se problem zavesti v zgoraj opisani 

obliki (Chalmers 1995) pojavi šele, ko v pozabi na neprenehno utemeljenost znanstvenih 

konceptov v subjektivno relativnem življenjskem svetu izkustva in pomena idejo resničnosti 

pomotoma izenačimo z objektivističnim svetom znanosti. V opori na Husserlovo zgodovinsko 

refleksijo izpostavim omejenost konceptualnega prostora raziskovanja duševnosti in filozofije 

duha, v katerem neustrezne dihotomizacije subjektivnega in objektivnega ter mentalnega in 

fizičnega zaznamujejo tako dualistične kot (poudarjeno nedualistične) naturalistične razlage 

duševnosti. Poleg izhajanja iz zgodovinske slepote, ki bi prepoznala povezavo življenjskega 

in znanstvenega pogleda na duševnost, ima naturalizem v kognitivni znanosti tudi druge 

pomanjkljivosti. V svoji gotovosti v naturalistično pojmovanje (naravoslovne) znanosti se 

naturalistična drža namreč zanaša na različne predpostavke o naravi sveta, za katerega 

(pogosto nereflektivno) privzema, da je mehanističen, determinističen ter v vseh svojih 

vidikih doumljiv redukcionistični razlagi naravoslovnih znanosti. Skozi recipročno 

                                                         
39

 Povratek na tla življenjskega sveta prestavlja le prvi korak v Husserlovi poti proti razumevanju sveta 

in zavesti. Epochéju objektivnih znanosti naj bi namreč sledil še drugi, t. i. transcendentalni epoché, ki 

v oklepaj postavi ne le objektivistični svet znanosti, temveč kar celotni svet vsakdanjega življenja in 

izkustva in tako filozofa povzdigne s tal življenjskega sveta v področje transcendentalne 

subjektivnosti. Ker se magistrsko delo osredotoča na razpravo o odnosu med znanstveno in življenjsko 

perspektivo na duševnost, se v njem – četudi zavrnem Husserlovo gotovost v transcendentalno 

fenomenologijo kot temelj univerzalnega in absolutnega znanja – ne podajam v eksplicitno 

predstavitev in kritiko Husserlovega transcendentalizma. 
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dvosmerno utemeljenost svojih epistemoloških in metafizičnih prepričanj naturalizem tako 

vnaprej predpostavlja določen ustroj sveta, ki naj bi ga naturalistična znanost šele razkrila. To 

protislovje privzame še posebej zaostreno obliko v preučevanju človeške spoznave v okviru 

kognitivne znanosti. Da bi utemeljila svoje zaupanje v spoznavne zmožnosti in pristojnosti 

znanstvenega pristopa, mora tu naturalistična drža predpostaviti določene lastnosti spoznavnih 

procesov – procesov, ki paradoksalno predstavljajo prav tisti vidik sveta, ki naj bi ga 

kognitivna znanost šele preiskala. Drugo poglavje se tako zaključi z ugotovitvijo, da se v luči 

zahteve po odprtosti do lastnosti spoznavnih procesov raziskovanje duševnosti ne more 

zanašati na vnaprej privzete metafizične in epistemološke predpostavke o naravi sveta in 

znanosti. 

Tretje poglavje se sooča z vprašanjem, na kakšen način je duševnost mogoče preučevati 

v odsotnosti absolutnih temeljev. Preko pregleda večplastnega prepleta znanstvene in 

življenjske perspektive, ki zaznamuje sodobno razumevanje duševnosti, pokažem, da so 

pristopi kognitivne znanosti po eni strani utemeljeni v pojmovanju življenjskega sveta, po 

drugi strani pa znanstveno raziskovanje duševnosti na raznolike načine vpliva in sooblikuje 

pojmovanja, preko katerih duševnost doživljamo in razumemo ter z ozirom na to razumevanje 

z njo upravljamo in ravnamo v vsakdanjem življenju. V opori na udejanjeni pristop h 

kognitivni znanosti (Varela et al. 1991) zagovarjam, da mora sodobna znanost o duševnosti 

vzeti v obzir tako pristope, metodologijo in orodja empiričnih znanosti kot tudi doživljajske 

vidike duševnosti: preučevanje duševnosti mora torej prepoznati pomen izkustveno-

življenjskega pojmovanja, kako je biti duševnost. 

Klic po prepoznavi soodvisnosti obeh pogledov na duševnost v kognitivni znanosti je 

utemeljen v ugotovitvi, da so vsi spoznavni procesi temeljno in neizogibno zaznamovani z 

nezmožnostjo ločitve spoznavnega subjekta od spoznanega sveta. To inherentno značilnost 

spoznave lahko iz znanstvenega razlaganja duševnosti razširimo na pojmovanje same 

znanstvene razlage: ko je od sveta soodvisni spoznavni subjekt kognitivna znanstvenica, ki 

spoznava duševnost, je v skladu s splošnimi lastnostmi spoznavnih procesov njena znanstvena 

razlaga o duševnosti sodoločena z njeno lastno spoznavajočo in doživljano duševnostjo. Ker 

znanstveno razumevanje duševnosti sestoji iz abstrahiranega nabora rezultatov spoznavnih 

procesov sicer konkretno utelešenih in doživljajočih kognitivnih znanstvenikov, lahko 

znanstveni pogled na duševnost opišemo kot abstraktno manifestacijo odnosa med 

(znanstveno) spoznavo in (znanstveno) spoznavanim svetom. Dosledna kognitivna znanost, ki 

se zaveda nezmožnosti razločitve spoznavnega subjekta od spoznanega sveta, je tako 

poklicana k zavedanju odvisnosti lastnih opisov in razlag od sveta, ki ga raziskuje. 

A kaj to pomeni za preučevanje duševnosti? Izhajajoč iz udejanjenega pristopa h 

kognitivni znanosti Varele et al. (1991; tudi Thompson 2007) pokažem, da prepoznava 

temeljne krožnosti med znanstveno in izkustveno perspektivo v raziskovanju duševnosti 

zahteva, da kognitivna znanost privzame trajno refleksiven odnos do lastnih zgodovinsko in 

družbeno situiranih konceptualnih izhodišč. V odprtosti do možnosti predrugačenja svojih 

teoretskih predpostavk naj bi – kot npr. predlaga raziskovalni program nevrofenomenologija 

(Varela 1996) – kognitivna znanost vzela v obzir ne le tretjeosebne fizikalne, nevrobiološke in 

vedenjske podatke o duševnosti, temveč v isti meri tudi prvoosebne podatke o zavestnem 

izkustvu, pridobljene s sistematičnimi fenomenološkimi študijami doživljanja. 

Krožna povezava med znanstveno in življenjsko perspektivo v raziskovanju duševnosti 

pa se ne pojavlja le na nivoju konkretnih kognitivnih znanstvenikov, ki raziskujejo duševnost 

– in njeno ozaveščenje ni pomembno le zavoljo bolj obetavnega prizadevanja graditi 
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konceptualne mostove čez razlagalno vrzel. Pristopi kognitivne znanosti namreč zaradi svoje 

vključenosti v širše družbeno-politično okolje neizogibno sodelujejo pri oblikovanju 

družbenega razumevanja človekove duševnosti. Krožnost med znanstveno razlago duševnih 

pojavov in njihovim doživljanjem in razumevanjem v življenjskem svetu je tako opaziti tudi 

na bolj abstraktnem nivoju, ki ga v opori na delo filozofa Iana Hackinga (1995) 

konceptualiziram kot zankanje človeških vrst. Pokažem, da so v raziskovanju duševnosti 

discipline kognitivne znanosti odvisne od družbeno-političnega pojmovanja človeka in nanj 

vezanih družbeno kontekstualiziranih duševnih pojavov. Medtem ko je sama umeščena v 

svoje družbeno in politično okolje, kognitivna znanost obenem – kot navaja pojem “zankanja” 

– to okolje in njegovo pojmovanje človeka in duševnosti sodoloča. Njeni opisi duševnih 

pojavov namreč spreminjajo načine, na katere ljudje doživljajo svojo duševnost, razumejo 

sebe in druge ter delujejo v povezavi s tem razumevanjem, hkrati pa tudi krojijo splošnejše 

družbeno-politično razumevanje človeka, ki vpliva na to, kako ljudi in njihovo duševnost 

obravnavajo različne institucije in upravni sistemi. 

Po pregledu mnogoterih načinov, na katere se raziskave duševnosti prepletajo s 

kulturnimi, etičnimi, političnimi in ekonomskimi aspekti modernih življenjskih svetov, 

predlagam, da neizogibno sodelovanje disciplin kognitivne znanosti v zankanju človeških vrst 

kliče po njihovi družbeno-politični refleksivnosti, ki bi upoštevala ne le doživljajsko 

utemeljenost, pač pa tudi družbeno-politično situiranost konceptov in predpostavk znanosti o 

duševnosti. Kot pokažem na primeru nedavno ustanovljene iniciative za kritično nevroznanost 

(npr. Choudhury & Slaby 2012), preizpraševanje v širši družbeni kontekst umeščenih 

predpostavk kognitivne znanosti ne predstavlja nujno ovire za znanstveno raziskovanje, pač 

pa ga lahko razumemo kot posledico prepoznave bolj abstraktne in komplementarne – četudi 

ne identične – krožnosti med znanstvenim in življenjskim pogledom na duševnost. V navezavi 

na kritiko naturalizma v kognitivni znanosti, predstavljeno v prvih dveh poglavjih dela, tretje 

poglavje zaključim z izpostavitvijo implikacij naturalistične drže za družbeno-politično 

pojmovanje človeka v odnosu do sveta. 

Delo zaključim z razmislekom o napetosti, ki se vzpostavi kot posledica tematizacije 

obeh dimenzij krožnosti med znanstvenim in življenjskim glediščem na duševnost. Kako naj 

se kognitivna znanost zaveda pomanjkanja vnaprejšnjih temeljev v raziskovanju duševnosti 

ter obenem privzema vlogo, ki ji je – breztalni ali ne – neizogibno pripisana v utemeljevanju 

družbenega razumevanja, kaj pomeni biti človek? Četudi pričujoča raziskava nasprotuje tako 

Sellarsovemu naturalizmu kot tudi njegovemu razločevanju med (nevtralno) znanstveno in 

(normativno) manifestno podobo človeka v svetu, se v sklepu spomnim Sellarsovega predloga 

za stereoskopski vid. Zdi se namreč, da sodobno raziskovanje duševnosti prežema klic po 

posebni vrsti stereoskopije: ne taki, ki v zaupanju v naturalizem in znanstveni realizem ne bi 

pozabila na pomen normativnih dimenzij človeškega sveta, temveč taki, ki bi uspela združiti 

pobudo za ozaveščenje breztalnosti kognitivne znanosti z njeno eksistencialno odgovornostjo 

za kovanje družbenih pojmovanj duševnosti, ki jo navdaja v luči njene vključenosti v 

zankanje človeških vrst. 


