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MERLEAU-PONTY AND THE “NATURALIZATION” OF PHENOMENOLOGY

Many people working in the area of cogni-
tive science have recently (during the last
twenty years or so) expressed an unexpected
interest in Husserlian phenomenology as a po-
tentially valuable resource in the scientific in-
vestigation of consciousness. This is because it
is increasingly recognized that there can be no
such science if first-person experience is not
taken into account in a serious way, and phe-
nomenology in the Husserlian tradition seems
well-suited to make an important contribution
in this regard. This has led to much discussion
about the idea of “naturalizing” phenomenol-
ogy, that is, of rendering it compatible with the
naturalistic explanatory framework governing
cognitive science. There are various possible
strategies for such an undertaking.' A major
difficulty seemingly facing them all, however,
is that phenomenology in the Husserlian tradi-
tion is essentially a project of transcendental
philosophy, which as such is premised on a
strict rejection of naturalism.

Or is it? While that may be true of Husserl,
some philosophers and cognitive scientists
have pointed to Merleau-Ponty’s reinterpreta-
tion of Husserlian phenomenology—in partic-
ular as this is worked out in Phenomenology of
Perception, with its well-known emphases on
pre-reflective intentionality and the embodied
nature of perception—as breaking with the
transcendental tradition and hence as being
suitably and productively “naturalizable.”
This essay argues that such a claim is funda-
mentally mistaken, and that on the contrary
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology (at least in
its early postwar form) is more accurately seen
as representing a development—albeit a radi-
cal one—within, rather than a departure from,

. the tradition of transcendental philosophy

stemming from Kant. This has the conse-
quence that attempts to appropriate and assim-
ilate aspects of his work for cognitive science
(or for any project based on naturalistic pre-
mises) are philosophically misguided—al-
though this does not imply that all such work
that draws inspiration from Merleau-Ponty’s
work or tries to build bridges with it is
objectionable.
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My essay is divided into three main parts.
The first introduces key features of the larger
context concerning Kant, Husserl, and cogni-
tive science, following which I discuss
Merleau-Ponty in particular, and then offer
some concluding reflections. Owing to con-
straints of time and space the discussion is un-
avoidably brief and selective, but what I hope
to convey is the specific sense in which
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is an exem-
plary kind of transcendental practice.

Kant

Kant’s critical philosophy is based on a
“transcendental turn” away from objects of ex-
perience to their a priori conditions of possibil-
ity.? Transcendental claims concern the cogni-
tive constitution of the subject that makes
objects possible a priori, something that
amounts, for Kant, to “the conditions of the
possibility of experience in general.”

Kant distinguished this “transcendental
idealism” from what he called “transcendental
realism,” which denotes all views that conflate
appearances with things-in-themselves.* Kant
described transcendental realism as wrongly
taking all appearances—inner no less than
outer—as things existing in-themselves, sug-
gesting that the mistaking of psychological ap-
pearance for reality represents the primary—
and essentially Cartesian—error of transcen-
dental realism.” Correspondingly, we might
say that Kant’s own main achievement is ex-
pressed in the “Refutation of Idealism,” where
he contends that “even our inner experience,
which for Descartes is indubitable, is possible
only on the assumption of outer experience.”®
The argument turns on the necessity for tem-
poral self-determination of something endur-
ing [beharrlich] in perception that is outside of
the self, and although its success may be ques-
tioned, the result, at least for Kant, is that inner
and outer experience are necessarily corre-
lated such that Cartesian certainty pertains, if
anywhere, not to empirical but to
transcendental self-consciousness.

Much more could be said here, of course,
but this suffices for conveying the central
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philosophical sense of Kant’s transcendental
turn. And on this basis, I would just like to note
two related points. First, given Kant’s concern
to defend and justify empirical realism as the
basis of natural science, the apriority of tran-
scendental claims involves for him not just ne-
cessity, but also universality. But the latter
need not be directly inscribed within the mean-
ing of the “transcendental” itself. The second
point is that for Kant this universality is a fea-
ture of the world. As Eugen Fink put it, Kant’s
transcendental idealism remains “world-im-
manent” [weltimmanent], in that despite its
stance vis-3-vis intramundane beings, it still
takes the world itself uncritically as given
(even if only its a priori form).” Fink thus
thought—and with this I agree—that the
transcendentality of Kant’s position does not
mark the outer limit of transcendental think-
ing.

These points may be instructively linked to
Mark Sacks’s discussion of transcendental
reasoning in which he distinguishes between
“transcendental arguments” and “transcen-
dental proofs.”® His idea is that if the sort of
claims that transcendental reasoning is sup-
posed to demonstrate concern necessary
epistemic preconditions, then such reasoning
cannot take the form of formally valid deduc-
tive arguments that only involve inferential re-
lations between propositions. Forif it is indeed
apriori, and if it does not beg the question, then
the crucial ampliative move of the transcen-
dental claim cannot be based on propositional
knowledge. Rather, it must be grounded on
what Sacks calls “situated thought.” Sacks
uses this term to denote a thick kind of
“phenomenologically embedded and
[perspectivally] directed” thought that would
fall between bare propositional content and
raw lived experience.’ As Sacks puts it, “in sit-
uated thought the content of the thought is in-
formed by the way the subject is epistemically
positioned in relation to the facts that make the
bare proposition true.”’ It is this, he argued,
that warrants the ampliative move in transcen-
dental reasoning. For it is this that conveys its
“transcendental necessity.”"! Such is the mean-
ing of “transcendental proof”—a form of dem-
onstration that works, not by propositional
content, but rather in virtue of “what the situ-
ated thinker brings to the thinking of it.”** Con-
sequently, “as valid deductive inferences tran-

PHILOSOPHY TODAY
154

scendental arguments are . . . parasitic on tran-
scendental proofs” of this sort.”® And, as Sacks
adds, concern for this sort of situated thought
and its epistemic consequences has
historically been found primarily in the
phenomenological tradition.™

Husserl

The aim of Husserlian phenomenology may
be expressed thusly: to do for human experi-
ence in general what Kant did for scientific ex-
perience, viz., provide a transcendental cri-
tique of its constitutive conditions.

Although he recognized an important conti-
nuity between Kant’s project and his own,
Husser] was critical of Kant on a number of
points. Most importantly, he objected that
Kant did not ground his own transcendental
approach in intuitional self-evidence. In con-
trast, phenomenology is firstly a descriptive
project of what is given in pre-scientific expe-
rience. The canonical formulation is Husser]’s
“principle of all principles,”> which claims
that propositions are validly scientific just in
case they are demonstrably based on the what
and how of the evidence of lived experience.
Phenomenology thus expresses a commitment
to consider all experience on equal terms, a
commitment that is especially important with
respect to those experiences, consideration of
the reality or significance of which may other-
wise be unduly discounted by unchecked
bias.'¢

So, whereas Kant was a booster of natural
science, Husserl was considerably more wary,
seeing science as “naive” with respect to its
own foundations. He thus wanted to rethink
the “objective” experience that Kant had as-
sumed as normative. He pursued this by estab-
lishing a transcendental theory of conscious-
ness on the basis of an analysis of its
intentionality—its always being of and di-
rected toward something. This standpoint is
made possible by certain methodological

moves designed to suspend the presupposi-

tions of the “natural attitude” concerning what
is given in experience. Crucially for Husserl,
this would even suspend ordinary belief in the
“thereness” of the world itself—hence the fa-
mous discussion of the Vernichtung of the
world"—in order to disclose and thematize
the transcendental “origin” or “ground” of its
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(the world’s) “objective” sense. Herein lies the
key contrast with Kant.

Husserl aimed to reveal this ground in the
constitutive activity of subjectivity considered
transcendentally. He thus did not approach
consciousness as an inner region of the world,
i.e., the psychic life of an empirical subject, but
rather as the site of the “phenomenality” of ex-
perience. Whether or not it is philosophically
viable, vis-a-vis Kant this approach can be
seen as more generally and consistently tran-
scendental inasmuch as it aspires, as Fink put
it, to “the realization of a ‘world-transcendent’
knowing” [die Verwirklichung eines “welt-
transzendenten” Erkennens).’®

It was along these lines that Husser] articu-
lated his uncompromising critique of natural-
ism. For Husserl, this is the view that every-
thing real belongs to, or is reducible to,
physical nature, and is explicable in terms of
natural law. He was particularly concerned
about the tendency for naturalism to make con-
sciousness itself part of the natural world. For
Husserl, this is “the absurdity of naturalizing
something whose essence excludes the kind of
being that nature has.”*® Consciousness is the
site of the phenomenality of experience, it is
that through which alone the world itself is
meaningfully opened up and disclosed in the
first place. Husserl thus regarded phenomenol-
ogy as offering nothing less than a fundamen-
tally incompatible alternative to philosophical
naturalism.

Cognitive Science

Cognitive science is a multidisciplinary
empirical approach to the study of mind and
consciousness which, even though pursued on
the basis of different models (computational,
connectionist, and, more recently, embodied
and enactivist), has as its goal to provide a
complete understanding of the conscious mind
in objective, naturalistic terms.

But recently there has been much skepti-
cism among cognitive scientists as to whether
such a reduction of the mental to the natural is
possible, even in principle. The concern is
based on various objections, the most funda-
mental of which is that any such move could
only work by presumptively stipulating that
the events of consciousness just are objectively
describable in third-person terms—a move

that simply leaves out of account all first-per-
son experiential aspects of consciousness. The
basic problem is that whatever may be the case
for other scientific inquiries, here there can be
no ideal of subject-independence. For the ob-
jective reality of consciousness is tied to its be-
ing subjectively experienced—an act of cogni-
tion includes the subjective experience of
“what it’s like to cognize.”

From this it follows that the explananda of
cognitive science must be taken as necessarily
including a dimension of subjective appear-
ance. Recognition of this has given rise to the
increasingly common idea among cognitive
scientists that—in the words of Petitot,
Pachoud, Roy, and Varela—"a successful sci-
entific theory of cognition must account for
phenomenality, that is . . . for the fact that fora
whole set of cognitive systems, and for the hu-
man one in particular, things have appear-
ances.”” Such phenomenality is here seen as a
matter of data that can only issue from method-
ologically first-person accounts of experience.
While foreign to cognitive science as a natural-
istic project, in particular in computational and
connectionist forms, such approaches are stan-
dard in phenomenology. Thus these writers
recommend a turn to phenomenology, noting
that “phenomenological data can be ade-
quately reconstructed on the basis of the main
tenets of Cognitive Science, and then inte-
grated into the natural sciences.”'

Such is the sense of the idea within cogni-
tive science of “naturalizing” phenomenol-
ogy—the attempt to bridge what Joseph Le-
vine called “the explanatory gap”* between
physical processes and conscious experience,
by coming to terms, at least to some extent,
with what David Chalmers called “the hard
problem” of consciousness® through the as-
similation of a phenomenological account of
its phenomenality “into an explanatory frame-
work where every acceptable property is made
continuous with the properties admitted by the
natural sciences.”®

As we have seen, however, there is the diffi-
culty that at least as developed by Husserl,
phenomenology is not only not naturalistic,
but it is essentially anti-naturalistic. There
would thus not seem to be any way for cogni-
tive science to “naturalize” phenomenology
without fundamental distortion.* The two pro-
jects are simply not talking about the same
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thing. From one side, consciousness is seen as
an empirical, psychological fact, while from
the other, it is approached as a non-psychologi-
cal dimension of consciousness—a transcen-
dental condition of any empirical fact. The one
side pursues a better understanding of empiri-
cal consciousness on the basis of an under-
standing of the natural world, which includes
first-personhood, while the other pursues a
better understanding of the natural world—in-
cluding empirical consciousness—on the ba-
sis of a more explicit understanding of con-
sciousness understood transcendentally. From
the Husserlian perspective, the basic problem
with naturalistic cognitive science is that it
contents itself with a position of naiveté vis-a-
vis the foundational question of objectivity—
it does not first clarify the sense of this before
uncritically imposing an ontological frame-
work that relegates consciousness to being an
inner psychic region of the world, the subjec-
tive mode in which the presumed objective
world shows up. So, the pivotal point of con-
tention is not that between first- and third-per-
son viewpoints, where all are situated in the
natural world, but rather that between any such
mundane view and a transcendental—which is
to say, extramundane—one.

Before turning to Merleau-Ponty, there are
two things to point out: first, there are serious
arguments to be made for the naturalizability
of Husserl—although these may not ulti-
mately work, it is not the case that the ideas
that I have emphasized here necessarily set up
an unbridgeable abyss.” Second, what is im-
portant for the present discussion is that even
across the apparent abyss there is a basic point
of agreement, namely, that there is a determi-
nate sense of “world” or of “nature,” and spe-
cifically of what we might term the “natural-
ness” of the natural attitude—it’s just that
whereas in one case this is uncritically em-
braced (not unlike Kant), in the other it is
critically “bracketed out.”

Merleau-Ponty

As mentioned at the beginning, a number of
writers have suggested that while Husserl may
not offer a suitable model for the phenomenol-
ogy of which cognitive science is in need,
Merleau-Ponty does.” This is largely because
he is seen as having “integrated phenomeno-
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logical analyses with considerations drawn
from the empirical sciences of psychology and
neurology.”* However, to align with Merleau-
Ponty does involve an important shift of focus,
so it does not appeal to all cognitive scientists
equally. Those who see his work as continuous
or congruent with cognitive science—who
tend to be working in the embodied and
enactivist frameworks—have at least come to
the view that cognitive science cannot succeed
on representationalist models—in particular,
that the body must be brought into the picture.
This is linked to the distinction—crucial to
Merleau-Ponty, especially in Phenomenology
of Perception—between reflective and pre-re-
flective (or bodily) intentionality. This latter,
more basic intentionality is the body’s con-
crete, spatial, and pre-reflective directedness
toward the lived world—and for Merleau-
Ponty, it is “that which produces the natural
and antepredicative unity of the world and of
our life.”® This sort of intentionality shares
with reflective intentionality the feature of
directedness, but not that of aboutness—it’s a
matter of “orientation” without a specifiable
objective “content.” This is indicative of the
way in which Merleau-Ponty is seen as
offering an non-representationalist radicaliza-
tion of Husserl.

Bodily intentionality is closely linked to
other aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s account of
the embodied perceiving subject, for example,
the notions of “body schema” and “intentional
arc,”® notions which have been taken up re-
spectively by Gallagher in his work on embod-
ied cognition,” and Dreyfus in his work on
“skill acquisition.”* In general, this sort of ap-
propriation of Merleau-Pontian phenomenol-
ogy includes empirical correction, ameliora-
tion, and extension of the phenomenological
results—the guiding assumption being that
Merleau-Ponty’s work does not pose any
“transcendental objection” to this.

As all this falls within Merleau-Ponty’s
general treatment of perception, it is helpful to
recall a paper by Gary Madison provocatively
titled, “Did Merleau-Ponty Have a Theory of
Perception?”* Madison answered this ques-
tion in the negative, on the grounds that the
standard notion of perception belongs to the
conceptual apparatus of “modern objectivistic
naturalism,” and that this notion thus “plays no
role whatsoever in . . . Phenomenology [of Per-
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ception].’® Sebastian Gardner has recently
taken this thought further, claiming with re-
gard to cognitive science that Merleau-Ponty’s
view “implies that there cannot be a theory of
perception . . . of the sort that the philosopher
of mind attempts to provide.”* The idea is that
what is going on in Merleau-Ponty’s phenom-
enology is a process of disclosing general
structures of intentionality as necessary, a pri-
ori transcendental conditions of experience,*
and hence that notions such as “body schema”
and “intentional arc”—understood within this
context, wherein they have in effect been de-
naturalized—are incompatible with natural-
ism. And if that’s the case, then there are
grounds for claiming a kind of “unnaturaliz-
ability” for Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.
For, like Husserl’s, it is not talking about the
same thing—or rather, it is talking about the
same thing, but fundamentally differently. It is
along these lines that Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenology should be understood as
belonging to the transcendental tradition.

Against le préjugé du monde

Merleau-Ponty did often describe his phe-
nomenology in transcendental terms, a label
he glossed as follows: “a philosophy becomes
transcendental . . . not by postulating the total
explicitation of knowledge, but by recognizing
as the fundamental philosophical problem this
presumption on reason’s part.”’ This says that
the transcendental turn is effected by rejecting
“objective thought,” thought that assumes an a
priori knowability of the world—that is, that
assumes that the “world” is just there, always
already consisting of a fully determinate realm
of objects. This assumption is what Merleau-
Ponty called “le préjugé du monde,” and it is
central to his view of the “natural attitude.”

Merleau-Ponty thus expressed support for
Husserl’s rejection of naturalism,?® and there
are many moments at which he employs dis-
tinctly transcendental modes of reasoning with
respect to a necessary apriority of experi-
ence—in particular, the enduring, “perma-
nent” presence of the body is described as a ne-
cessity that is not “merely physical” but rather
“metaphysical”—arguing that it cannot be “a
necessity of fact, since such necessity presup-
poses” it, and that “factual situations can only
impact upon me if my nature is already such

that there are factual situations for me.”® As
Gardner points out, here as elsewhere
Merleau-Ponty invokes a distinction between
transcendental and empirical necessity that
does not differ substantially from Kant’s view,
and to a considerable extent he accepts the idea
that claims about subjective modes of cogni-
tion—now understood in terms of the body—
have a certain priority over those concerning
the objects of experience.”

Merleau-Ponty’s guiding philosophical
concern is to understand critically the “objec-
tive” character of experience—which for him
means in pre-objective terms. As is well
known, Merleau-Ponty’s basic strategy in
Phenomenology of Perception (which is remi-
niscent of Kant’s approach in the Antinomies)
is to jointly critique the two opposed forms of
“objective thought” (viz., empiricism and in-
tellectualism) in a way that serves to expose
their common error—namely, le préjugé du
monde—and, in suspending that, to “deci-
sively transform the phenomenal field into a
transcendental one.”* This would ultimately
lead to a new account of objectivity, according
to which it would be in virtue of the pre-objec-
tive nature of perception that the subject of ex-
perience is confronted with an objective field,
while also enabling us to understand how that
subject ordinarily subscribes to the mistaken
prejudice of the “natural attitude” concerning
the determinate reality of this field. The crucial
point in this—and this disrupts any attempt to
“mine” Phenomenology of Perception for par-
ticular insights—is that the descriptions of
pre-objective experience that Merleau-Ponty
presents cannot be taken as some sort neutral
evidence for any philosophical claim, for they
are already the methodological products of an
overarching transcendental approach.

Out-Kanting Kant?

But the decisive question concerns how to
understand Merleau-Ponty’s transcendental-
ism. In particular, is he an idealist? Perhaps
even a transcendental idealist? Such is pre-
cisely what Gardner has argued—what he calls
simply the “Transcendental Interpretation” of
Merleau-Ponty, which is opposed to the “Psy-
chological Interpretation.” The latter would ef-
fectively denote a family of philosophically
neutral readings that identify and isolate a the-
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ory of perception in Merleau-Ponty’s work
that is basically congruent and continuous
with naturalism. The chief problem with this
view is that it is incapable of supplying a com-
plete account of Merleau-Ponty’s work—in
particular, it tends to bifurcate Phenomenol-
ogy of Perception itself. Opposed to this, then,
Gardner’s Transcendental Interpretation reads
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology as “a form
of idealist metaphysics”—specifically, an ide-
alist metaphysics of ambiguity.” Although this
strikes me as mistaken, it will be instructive to
consider how Gardner develops the affinities
and differences between Merleau-Ponty and
Kant.

Consider the following (well-known but not
often-discussed) comment from Merleau-
Ponty: “One of Kant’s discoveries, the conse-
quences of which we have not yet fully
grasped, is that all our experience of the world
is woven entirely from concepts which lead to
irreducible contradictions if we attempt to take
them in an absolute sense or transfer them into
pure being.”** What Merleau-Ponty meant was
basically this: in the same way as Kant sought
to avoid contradictions within reason by as-
serting the distinction between the empirical
world of appearance and the rational idea of
the world as an unconditioned totality of
things in themselves, so too has he—Merleau-
Ponty—asserted in his treatment of perception
the need to distinguish the world as lived and
experienced perceptually from how it is under-
stood and known in “objective thought.” So,
whereas Kant aimed to demonstrate that em-
pirical reality is a matter of conceptually (uni-
versally) determinate appearance, Merleau-
Ponty’s argument aimed to show that the per-
ceptual world is a matter of “pre-objective be-
ing”—still structured by a priori necessities,*
but precisely not yet exhibiting the sort of (uni-
versal) objectivity that Kant took for granted.®
Merleau-Ponty thus upped the ante, so to
speak, on Kant’s notion of appearance by look-
ing to the appearance of appearance, the phe-
nomenon of the phenomenon.*

On the basis of this sort of analysis, which
he develops with admirable clarity, Gardner
made the following striking suggestion: that
Merleau-Ponty applied to the faculty of under-
standing [Verstand] the sort of argument that
Kant applied to reason [ Vernunft], thereby sub-
jecting Kantian transcendental idealism to the

PHILOSOPHY TODAY
158

same sort of critique to which Kant subjected
transcendental realism, a result that could be
described, not merely as a transcendental ide-
alism, but as a second-order transcendental
idealism.”’

Although this characterization is not inac-
curate, I do nevertheless think that Gardner’s
view is mistaken. For it is incomplete. It is cor-
rect insofar as it implies that Merleau-Ponty
succeeded where Husserl failed. But it over-
looks what makes this possible and what it en-
tails. This can be seen most clearly in terms of
how it mischaracterizes in overly narrow and
passive terms Merleau-Ponty’s conception of
philosophy. According to Gardner, for
Merleau-Ponty “the task of philosophy” is
completed through the attainment of certain
privileged, non-propositionalizable states of
mind.* To be sure, this does in a way reflect the
goal of philosophy as Merleau-Ponty put it in
the Preface to Phenomenology of Percep-
tion—viz., “to learn to see the world anew.”*
But something is missing. Consider how
Gardner puts the broader idea: “Expressed in
general terms, Merleau-Ponty’s mode of solu-
tion to philosophical problems is . . . to reduce
them to representations . . . produced by objec-
tive thought in its confrontation with pre-ob-
jective being. All that remains of those prob-
lems, after this fact has been grasped, is the
recognition that there is in reality, i.e., in pre-
objective being, an irresolvable ‘ambiguity.”>

The sense of deflation here is quite out of
tune with Merleau-Ponty’s repeated invoca-
tion of the very practical idea of the “realiza-
tion of philosophy,” in particular as this im-
plies the realization of the world. For,
inasmuch as the objective representation of the
world—Ie préjugé du monde—is, in Merleau-
Ponty’s words, “a rationalization of [our] pri-
mordial faith [in the world],”' then the recog-
nition of this amounts to the desire to better re-
alize that faith as the background for shared
human experience. Whereas Kant and
Husserl—along with naturalism—uncritically
take for granted a determinate sense of
“world,” Gardner’s account correctly recog-
nizes that, for Merleau-Ponty’s transcenden-
talism, such does not obtain. But it loses the
recognition—which was thoroughly alive in
Merleau-Ponty’s thought—that the world’s re-
alization can be approached through praxis.
This is how universality re-enters the picture—
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for Merleau-Ponty, it is a normative goal in
which phenomenology issues. Whereas in
Gardner’s account universality is forsworn,
Merleau-Ponty’s view was that the wrongness
of the philosophical positions that he opposed
lay in their having “taken universality for
granted, whereas the problem is its realization
through the dialectic of concrete
intersubjectivity.”*

Extending Sacks’ account of transcendental
arguments and transcendental proofs, I would
characterize Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenol-
ogy as a transcendental practice—it is a matter
of generating “situated thought” that expresses
our bodily-intentional orientation to the (sin-
gular and common) world—e.g., in practices
of anti-oppression. This reminds us that
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, and hence
its transcendentalism, exceeds the bounds of
philosophy per se. It is the failure to appreciate
Merleau-Ponty’s insistence that philosophy is
not “separate” that ultimately leads Gardner to
his idealistic conclusion.*

If this is indeed the sense of Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenology of perception, then
we see that in radicalizing Husserl’s own radi-
calization of Kant, Merleau-Ponty is not at a
further remove from Kant. Rather, it is by
pushing Kant’s own strategy further that
Merleau-Ponty is able to critique the critical
position and make the audacious claim that
fundamental philosophical aporias dissolve
when approached on the basis of the percep-
tual world. For this, as he said, is “the true tran-
scendental”*—and this not despite but pre-
cisely on account of its ambiguity and
contradictoriness. It is the determinate actual-
ity of universality that Merleau-Ponty puts at
issue.

This is central to the meaning of “transcen-
dental” that is in question here: the refusal to
take natural-attitudinal “naturalness”—the
world of the Weltglaube—for granted as the in-
carnate paradigm of objectivity. This is what
crucially distinguishes Husserl from Kant. Yet
while Husserl does not take the world for
granted, by taking its constitution for granted
he does take for granted that there is a world to
be taken for granted. An even more consistent
way to discharge the transcendental task, then,
would be to ask, not about its presumed consti-
tutive origin, but whether there truly is a com-

plete, singular, and common world—whether,
in other words, universality obtains concretely.

What distinguishes Merleau-Ponty from
Husserl, then, is the recognition that the origi-
nal pregivenness of the world is corporeally id-
iosyncratic, and that universality is normative.
Itis given, and it is given in perception, but it is
given horizonally as a task to be realized.
There is thus a double transcendental sense in
Merleau-Ponty: to thematize the world, but
also to realize it. And this is why he can look
like a second-order idealist—but his position
offers a totally different sense. Merleau-
Ponty’s turn back to Kant, and to the body, is
not a matter of intensifying the subjective
character of cognition, but rather its
intersubjective character.”®> The key move is
not to “deconstruct” the first Critique, but to
accord epistemological priority over its ac-
count of theoretical reason to the account of
“reflecting” [reflectierend]—as opposed to
“determining” [bestimmend}—judgment that
Kant gives in the third Critique.*

The outcome of this transcendentalism thus
becomes a matter of practical reason. The in-
completeness of “the world” accounts for
Merleau-Ponty’s limited view of theoretical
reason. But the point is to recognize the real-
ization of the world—and thus of philoso-
phy—as an unfinished task. The transcenden-
tal character of this task, which (crucially)
subsumes the question of the meaning of na-
ture, thus fundamentally lies in an orientation
to reality that is practical and normative—
whether we take it such as it is as the touch-
stone of objectivity (or lack thereof), or else
whether, on the grounds of some form of
Urdoxa, we orient ourselves toward a (greater)
universality to come.

Hence, concerning cognitive science, re-
sults borrowed from Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenology of perception are not necessarily
falsified, and may be productively applied. But
they cannot have the same meaning. For not
only do they deal with the conditions of the ob-
jectivity that is uncritically assumed in natu-
ralistic contexts, and which, as such, cannot in
general be admitted as data. But, moreover,
they are implicated in a transformative ap-
proach to the sense of “Nature” that undergirds
naturalism—an approach that is oriented to-
ward what Renaud Barbaras provocatively de-
scribed as a deobjectivated and dialectically
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participatory “anti-Nature.”” If empirically-
based research in cognitive science can be ac-
commodated methodologically within such a
framework, then that would be a welcome de-
velopment.® But, far from a “naturalization of

phenomenology,” this would amount to, and
could only be understood as, a “phenomeno-
logization of naturalism.”
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