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«Corpo io sono in tutto e per tutto, e null’altro. Il corpo
€ una grande ragione. Dietro i tuoi pensieri e sentimen-
ti, fratello, sta un possente sovrano, un saggio ignoto
—-che si chiama Sé. Abita nel tuo corpo, é il tuo corpo»
(Nietzsche, Cosi parlo Zarathustra, «Opere», Adelphi, vol.
VI/1, p. 34).
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THE MIND-BODY PROBLEM IN PHENOMENOLOGY AND
ITS WAY OF OVERCOMING IT

di
ANDREA PAcCE GIANNOTTA

he problem of the relationship between
I mind and body is central to Western phi-
losophy, at least starting from Descartes
and up to now'. Descartes framed this problem
in terms of the relationship between the certainty
of the inquiring subject of being a thinking sub-
stance (res cogitans) and the possibility of doubt-
ing about the existence of the material world (res
extensa) and, with it, of that part of the world that
contingently appears to be the inquiring subject’s
body. Currently, in the contemporary philosophy
of mind and cognitive science, the mind-body
problem comes into play in various interrelated
issues that are the subject of intense debate and
revolve around the so-called “hard problem”* of
consciousness and the problem of the “place of
mind in nature’.

In this paper, I will argue that in Husserl’s
phenomenology the mind-body problem is also
a difficult problem that must be addressed and
eventually overcome. In particular, some central
notions of the transcendental phenomenology
of constitution, such as the epoche and the var-
ious aspects of the phenomenological reduction
give rise to a version of the mind-body problem.
The aim of this paper is to discuss these prob-
lematic aspects of phenomenology concerning
the relationship between consciousness and the
body (sec. 1) and to show the way of overcoming
them that emerges in the further developments
of phenomenology (sec. 2). In this way, I shall
argue that in phenomenology we find not only
a radical version of the mind-body problem but
also a fruitful way of addressing it, through its
investigation of the corporeal grounding of con-
sciousness.

The mind-body problem in the transcenden-
tal phenomenology of constitution

As is known, starting from Ideas I, Husserl

qualifies his phenomenology as transcendental.
This concept is taken from Kant’s philosophy
and refers to the idea that, before being in the
position of claiming anything about the exis-
tence of a mind-independent, objective reality,
we must investigate the conditions of possibility
of our experience, thus developing a critique of
knowledge. The starting point of the phenome-
nological inquiry is therefore to distance oneself
from the beliefs that are tacitly assumed in the
natural attitude and that regard the existence of
the external world, of other human beings, of
physical and psychical realities, etc. All these
beliefs are “bracketed”, within the phenomeno-
logical epoche, thus moving from the natural at-
titude to the philosophical attitude. This change
in attitude allows us to disclose the manifestation
of phenomena as the primary object of phenom-
enological investigation. That is: the object of
inquiry becomes the way phenomena appear as
correlates of consciousness (the Zow of experi-
ence).

The phenomenological method then proceeds
through the phenomenological reduction, which
is articulated into eidetic reduction (the intuition
of essences that are distinct from matters of fact
regarding individual objects), reflective reduc-
tion (the «reflective turning of regard»’ through
which one takes experiences as the object of
inquiry), and transcendental reduction (which
achieves the dimension of “pure” and “transcen-
dental” consciousness).

With this method, by employing the epoch¢ and
the reduction, the transcendental phenomenolo-
gy of constitution reaches the sphere of absolute
consciousness, which is a «sphere of absolute
positing»®, i.e., an «absolute being» that «“con-
stitutes”, within itself, all worldly transcenden-
cies»’.

However, in this way the claim of experience to
relate us to mind-independent objects “in them-
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selves” becomes enigmatic:

How can knowledge go beyond itself
and reach its objects reliably? What
appears to natural thinking as the
matter-of-fact givenness of known
objects within knowledge becomes
a riddle [...]. How do I, the know-
ing subject, know — and how can I
know for sure — that not only my
experiences, these acts of knowing,
exist, but also what they know exist?
Indeed, how do I know that there is
anything at all that can be set over
against knowledge as an object?®.

This is what Husserl calls the «riddle» of tran-
scendence’, which leads us to develop the phe-
nomenological inquiry as, first of all, a critique
of knowledge.

In so doing, Husserl takes up Descartes’ «at-
tempt to doubt universally», but with an «entirely
different purpose»: not to bring out «a sphere of
absolutely indubitable beingy» but as a «methodic
expedient» to reveal the fundamental correlation
between consciousness and objects!'’. However,
the reference to Descartes’ method leads us to
ask: in light of the epoche and the phenomeno-
logical reduction, what does happen to the body?
For Descartes, the body of the inquiring subject
— the “ego cogito” that claims “I think, therefore
I am” — also falls among the objects of univer-
sal doubt, being part of the material world (the
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res extensa) that could be just an appearance in
the mind (e.g., a deception produced by an evil
demon). Even if Husserl doesn’t want to follow
Descartes’ line of thought all the way through,
the adoption of the Cartesian method risks lead-
ing to the same conclusion: that the body is not
essential for the being of the conscious subject
because, together with all transcendent being,
it could be just an appearance in the mind of a
solus ipse''.

In particular, in light of this inquiry, conscious-
ness turns out to be radically distinct from na-
ture, and therefore from the body of a living
being, which is part of the natural world: «The
existence of a Nature cannot be the condition for
the existence of consciousness, since Nature it-
self turns out to be a correlate of consciousness:
Nature is only as being constituted in regular
concatenations of consciousness»'?.

Various authors, starting from Heidegger"”,
have argued that, in this way, Husserl’s transcen-
dental phenomenology risks leading us to a form
of subjective idealism and solipsism. In particu-
lar, according to Heidegger, Husserl’s analyses
take the life of a concrete human being as their
starting point to immediately leave it aside, to
investigate the essential structures of pure con-
sciousness. In so doing, however, transcendental
phenomenology risks losing sight of the concrete
human being (Dasein), in favor of an abstract
and disembodied conception of consciousness.

In this way, the mind-body problem becomes a
central issue for the phenomenological perspec-
tive, together with the problem of the relation-
ship between consciousness and nature, subject
and object, immanence and transcendence.

Husserl’s phenomenology of the body

We could therefore think that Husserl’s phe-
nomenology, in the wake of Cartesian subjec-
tivism and intellectualism, provides us with an
abstract and disembodied view of consciousness.
However, contrary to this conclusion, we must
look at the phenomenological enterprise in its
entirety and, in particular, at those developments
of phenomenology that provide us with a rich ac-
count of corporeality and of its essential role in
the constitution of subjectivity.
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David John Chalmers

1 — Form and matter

First, we can look more in detail at the phenom-
enology of constitution, by investigating its ac-
count of experience in relation to the body.

The phenomenological theory of knowledge
takes from Kant the concept of cognition in
terms of an essential intertwining of form (mor-
phe) and matter (hyle). In particular, perceptu-
al experience, which plays a major role in the
relationship between consciousness and world,
consists of the intentional animation (morph¢) of
qualitative elements (hyle) by means of which
the object as correlate of perception is constitut-
ed (e.g., a lemon that is seen from various points
of view). The intentional animation of hyletic
contents (e.g., sensations of yellowness) gives
rise to the constitution of the objectual correlate
of perception (e.g., a yellow lemon'?). In light of
this analysis, we can claim that the intentionali-
ty of perception (i.e., its being directed toward
an object) is grounded in a hyletic core, i.e., the
“sensuous matter” that gives an intuitive filling
to the intentional act.

However, what about the other forms of in-
tentionality (remembering, imagining, desiring,
thinking, etc.)? One could still conceive of some
of them as intentional acts devoid of any hyletic
content. For instance, an act of “thinking about
p”, where p is a proposition with no actual re-
lation with an intuitive act such as perception,
memory, or imagination. The same could be said
about other “intellectual” activities such as per-
forming a mathematical calculation. These acts
could be the “mental states” of a disembodied
mind, whereas the qualitative filling of intuitive

acts is due to the givenness of qualities that, in-
deed, come exactly from the sensibility of an em-
bodied subject.

The theme of the relationship between hyle
(quality) and form (intentionality) is therefore
crucial for the analysis of the mind-body rela-
tionship. However, this topic is also problematic
in the context of the transcendental phenomenol-
ogy of constitution. In fact, it is raised by Hus-
serl in the § 85 of Ideas I, to be immediately left
aside, when Husserl claims that

Wether everywhere and necessarily
such sensuous mental processes in
the stream of mental processes bear
some ‘animating construing’ or other
[...], whether, as we also say, they
always have intentive functions, is
not to be decided here. On the other
hand, we likewise leave it undecided
at first if the characteristics essen-
tially making up intentionality can
have concreteness without having
sensuous foundations [...] As for the
possibilities left open above, they
should be entitled accordingly form-
less stuffs and stuffless forms."

Husserl claims that the reason why this issue
must be left aside is that it cannot be addressed
within the delimitation of the level of inquiry
that is at play in the phenomenology of consti-
tution. At this level, experiences are considered
as «unitary temporal processes in reflection on
what is immanent.”'® This is the level of inquiry

78

Francisco Javier Varela Garcia

that Husserl will later call the “static phenome-
nological method”"’, distinguishing it from the
later development of the “genetic phenomeno-
logical method”'® (which is at the heart of Hus-
serl’s research in the 1920s and 1930s). It is in
the context of this delimitation that the pheno-
menological version of the mind-body problem
arises.

In contrast, with the genetic deepening of the
phenomenological inquiry we find a way out
of this problem, through its investigation of the
temporal genesis of consciousness in all its mo-
dalities, which, in the end, is a bodily genesis.

A foreshadowing of this transition from static
to genetic phenomenology can already be found
in a significant passage from Ideas I, where Hus-
serl claims that

The transcendentally ‘absolute’
which we have brought about by the
reductions is, in truth, not what is
ultimate; it is something which con-
stitutes itself in a certain profound
and completely peculiar sense of its
own and which has its primal source
in what is ultimately and truly abso-
lute®.

According to this passage, the transcendental
ego is not the ultimate principle and the end point
of the phenomenological analysis because it has
a deeper source, i.c., a genesis. The investigation
of this genesis of transcendental subjectivity re-
quires the analysis of the deeper temporal struc-
ture of experience, which engaged Husserl for a
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long time and in various periods (especially in the
Lectures of 1904-1905 on time-consciousness,
the Bernau Manuscripts [1917-1918] and in the
late manuscripts of the years 1929-1934)%.

In particular, in its later reflection on this to-
pic, Husserl conceives of the “living present” as
the fundamental unit of temporality: a temporal
field structured in three parts that are essential-
ly linked to one another: impression, retention,
and protention. The classic Husserlian example
is that of perceiving a melody, which is a pheno-
menon with a clear temporal extension. This per-
ception is made possible by the fact that flowing
qualitative elements (the sensations of sound)
continuously slide into the just-past (the sound
just-heard) and are “retained” in consciousness,
being joined, at the same time, with the “proten-
tion” toward the future course of the melody to
come. The conscious present is therefore a tem-
poral field with a certain width or incompressible
density*'. This is what James calls the “specious
present”?. The temporal structure of con-
sciousness can be therefore conceived in analogy
to the visual field, which has a center (the hyletic
core) and a periphery (retention and protention)
that are in fact inseparable. The qualitative core
of the living present (e.g., a sound sensation) is
therefore the nuclear phase of a continuum of
retentions and protentions®. In terms of pheno-
menological mereology (the theory of wholes
and parts developed in Third Logical Investiga-
tion**), impression, retention, and protention are
moments (non-independent parts) of a whole that
is a continuous qualitative flow, whose constant
structure is impression-retention-protention.
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The key point of this analysis, in relation to
the theme of corporeality, is that the present of
consciousness is grounded in a flow of qualities,
which are essentially embodied because they
take place in the living and lived body. This point
is stressed by Zahavi:

In concreto there can be no primal
impression without hyletic data, and
no self-temporalization in separation
from the hyletic affection. That is,
there can be no inner time-conscious-
ness without a temporal content.
Time-consciousness never appears
in pure form but always as a perva-
sive sensibility, as the very sensing
of the sensations: “We regard sens-
ing as the original consciousness of
time [...].” But these sensations do
not appear out of nowhere. They re-
fer us to our bodily sensibility.?®

An important aspect of this analysis is that it
applies to consciousness in all its modalities,
even those that seem to be purely intellectual
(such as abstract thinking, calculation, etc.). This
is because these are all experiences for a subject,
thanks to their impression-retention-protention
structure, which is the structure of the pre-reflec-
tive self-manifestation of subjectivity?®. For this
reason, in the Lectures on time-consciousness
Husserl claims that mental states such as the
consciousness of a mathematical state of affairs
or an actual belief are impressional®.

This means that the “absolute flow of experien-
ce” is concretely grounded in a flow of sensa-
tions. These sensations are the ways in which the
living body is self-affected; i.e., sensations are
the modes of the self-manifestation of a living
body that, through them, opens up to the alterity
of the body itself, the world and the other embo-
died subjects®.

This analysis of the bodily grounding of con-
sciousness goes together with the analysis of
the temporal genesis of the concrete conscious
subject — what Husserl calls “monad” — and of
the transcendental ego itself”. In fact, in the late
manuscripts on genetic phenomenology, Husserl
claims that the transcendental ego must be made

subject to a genetic analysis, because «the eidos
of the transcendental ego is unthinkable without
the transcendental ego as factual»®. This pas-
sage significantly points out an answer to the is-
sue that in Ideas I was left open, regarding the
“primal source” of the “transcendentally abso-
lute”. Genetic analysis leads us to consider the
transcendental ego as the «unity of a genesis»®!
and, finally, to claim its embodied nature.

2 — Koérper and Leib

A further development of this analysis of the
bodily grounding of consciousness can be found
in the detailed and rich investigations of corpo-
reality that Husserl develops especially in Ideas
II and, in particular, in the distinction that he in-
troduces between Kérper — the body as object,
investigated “in the third person” (e.g., by anat-
omy) — and Leib — the living and lived body, ex-
perienced “in the first person”. The latter, in turn,
consists of two aspects: a functional and active
dimension (the body that moves and acts in the
environment) and a sensorial and passive dimen-
sion, i.e., the body that feels, being the locus of
“phenomenal consciousness” (sentient body).
The functional dimension allows one to “consti-
tute” the objects of perception by moving around
them. For instance, observing a table from var-
ious points of view and moving around it, one
constitutes the object “table” as the correlate of
a series of perceptual experiences. In turn, each
experience is constituted by an intentional com-
ponent (morphe) and a sensorial component
(hyle). For example, the intentional animation of
a series of chromatic sensations leads to the con-
stitution of the objective color of the table®>. As
we have already seen, the sensorial component
essentially pertains to the sentient dimension of
the body: the body that has sensations. Already
from this analysis we can see the essential link
between the functional and sentient dimensions
of the body. However, we can analytically dis-
tinguish these two dimensions of lived corpore-
ality to investigate their reciprocal relationship
and their role in the constitution of experience*.
The phenomenological analysis of the functional
body leads us to acknowledge its grounding in
the sentient body (the body that feels pleasure,
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pain, joy, hunger; that fears, desires, etc. and that
has sensations of color, smell, taste, etc.).

3 — Localized sensations of contact

In Ideas 11, Husserl develops a detailed analysis
of various kinds of corporeal sensations by dis-
tinguishing at least five kinds of sensations: kin-
aesthetic sensations (sensations of movement);
representing sensations (by means of which the
sensible properties of the perceptual object are
constituted: color, roughness, taste, etc.); the /o-
calized sensations of contact (Empfindnisse); the
sphere of sensitive feelings (pleasure, pain, well-
ness, etc.); and various sensations «difficult to
analyze and discuss [...] that form the material
substrate for the life of desire and will, sensations
of energetic tension and relaxation, sensations of
inner restraint, paralysis, liberation, etc.»**.

Among these sensations, tactile sensations, es-
pecially localized sensations of contact (Emp-
findnisse), have a special role. Indeed, through
them, the living body feels itself and is affected
by itself, being manifest at the same time as a
material object and as a subject, insofar as it is
the locus of localized sensations®. In relation to
a physical event (e.g., when my hand is touched,
pricked or rubbed), in that moment and place,
the feeling happens: there are localized sensa-
tions. In particular, Husserl analyses the case
of the two hands that touch each other: each of
the two hands can alternatively assume the ac-
tive role of touching hand — that has sensations
of contact relative to the properties of the other
hand (smooth, soft, cold, etc.) and localized sen-
sations of contact relative to itself as touching
hand — or the passive role of touched hand — that
has localized sensations relative to the fact of
being touched by the other hand. Merleau-Pon-
ty will later explore in detail this phenomenon
that testifies to the “chiasmatic” intertwining be-
tween sensible body and sentient body**. In fact,
through the Empfindnisse the body reveals itself
to be, at the same time, sensible and sentient. For
this reason, Husserl claims the “privilege” of the
tactile dimension in the constitution of corpore-
ality because — differently from senses such as
sight and touch — tactile sensations reveal both
objects and the body itself as subject of percep-
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tion*’. Furthermore, as claimed by Bernet, the
experience of the Empfindnisse is the primary
form of openness of a subject to alterity®®. The
diffusion of localized sensations makes evident
the spatial and manifold nature of the living
body, which is made of parts and organs, each of
which is sentient and sensible. Starting from this
primary experience of the alterity that is already
constitutive of the Leib — the «non-coincidence
of the flesh with itself»** — the conscious subject
can enter into a relation with the world and the
other subjects.

4 — Kinaesthetic sensations

Another essential role in the constitution of cor-
poreal experience is played by the kinaesthetic
sensations, which are relative to the positions
and the movement of various parts of the per-
ceiving and agent body. In fact, according to
Husserl the perceiver is always an agent, but it
is so because the functional body is at the same
time sentient, given that each corporeal move-
ment correlates with localized sensations of
movement. That is, the functional body that, for
instance, moves in a certain direction to grasp an
object, does so on the basis of the awareness of
its position in space and of the kinaesthetic sen-
sations that are relative to its movements (togeth-
er with the “representing sensations”, which are
relative to objectual properties, and sensations
of tension, relaxation, pleasure, pain, etc., which
also have an essential role in the constitution of
a “cognitive agent”). Kinaesthetic sensations, in
fact, motivate the course of perception, i.e., the
series of experiences by means of which an ob-
ject of perception, such as a table, is constituted.
Each experience, through which the representing
sensations relative to objectual properties of the
table are given, is accompanied by kinaesthetic
sensations relative to the position and the move-
ment of the eyes, the hands, etc. This means that
the functional body is essentially also a sentient
body. There is always a certain “what-it-is-like-
ness” that is associated with the movement of the
functional body.

This analysis therefore leads us to bring into
question the clear distinction between functional
body (which could be replicated by an autom-
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aton with no sentience) and sentient body (or
phenomenal body), because the functional di-
mension of the body is also based on sentience,
which is, first of all, a self-sentience or self-affec-
tion of the body*’. Without this sentient dimen-
sion of the body, the perceiver-agent would not
be so (or it would be so in a very different way:
the way of being of an automaton or a machine).

Conclusion

The above-seen analyses of corporeality have
important consequences regarding the mind-
body problem in phenomenology. Concerning
the relation between psyche and body, Husserl
claims that «the unity of man encompasses these
two components not as two realities externally
linked with one another but instead as most inti-
mately interwoven and in a certain way mutually
penetrating»*!. What is the nature of this “inter-
weaving” of psyche and Leib? In fact, the previ-
ous analyses lead us to claim that concrete con-
scious subjectivity is founded in the existence of
a living and lived body: the Leib or flesh*.
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