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How to do things with brackets: The epoché explairte

Sgren Overgaard

Abstract

According to ‘purification interpretations’, the ipb of the epoché is to purify our ordinary expade of certain
assumptions inherent in it. In this paper, | arthad purification interpretations are wrong. Ordinaxperience is just
fine as it is, and phenomenology has no intentfogparecting or purifying it. To understand the epé, we must keep
the reflective nature of phenomenology firmly innghi When we do phenomenology, we occupy two distivies,
which come with very different responsibilitiess reflecting phenomenologistgse must deactivate all our beliefs
about the world. But the only point of this is te &ble to describe the experiences we lzesvexperiencing subjegts
including all those beliefs about the world thatyrb@ part and parcel of those experiences. | ergliggesting that

there is a useful analogy between phenomenologifiaiction and the familiar practice of quoting.

Philosophy ... leaves everything as it is.

(Wittgenstein 1963: § 124)

If ... the reflection is not to presume upon

what it finds and condemn itself to putting

into the things what it will then pretend to
find in them, it must suspend the faith in the
world only so as tgee it... (Merleau-Ponty

1964, 38)

1. Introduction



Few phenomenological notions are as fraught witlirowersy as Husserl’s ‘phenomenological
epoché’. One important reason for this, as | suggdhkis paper, is that the epoché is not well
understood. As | will show, the fundamental misted@ders make again and again is to think the
point of the epoché is to ‘purify’ our supposedigided or impure ordinary experiences.
Disagreement then revolves around precisely whsgleets of our experience the epoché is
primarily intended to target, and around the furtipgestion of whether Husserl is right to thinkttha
any such purification is called for. But the whtikéng is based on a misunderstanding. Ordinary
experience is just fine as it is. Phenomenologysamrdescribe and analyse it, as well as outlse it
conditions of possibility; it has no intention areecting it or disregarding aspects of it.

As | will suggest, commentators may miss this pbextause they do not fully
appreciate the implications of the reflective nataf phenomenology. When we do phenomenology,
we are wearing two hats, as it were: on the oné haa are subjects of ‘straightforward
experience’; on the other hand, we are reflectimgnemenologists. Everything depends on
distinguishing clearly between these two rolespAsnomenologists, we are supposed to ‘bracket’
beliefs about the existence or metaphysical natlinetended objects. But this does not — indeed, as
we will seemustnot — affect the reflected-upon experience in\aay. Phenomenological
descriptions under epoché, | will suggest, shoeldderstood as efforts to ‘quote’ the experiences
reflected upon, that is, recount how things aredading to the experience’, without either

endorsing or rejecting that picture of things.

The paper is structured as follows. In the nextisegl briefly review some of the key
points Husserl makes about the epoché. Then, tioee’; | provide various examples of the
‘purification interpretations’ with which | want tiake issue. In Section 4, | question each

individual purification interpretation in turn amdfer some general reasons to think no such



interpretation could be right. Finally, in sectidnl outline what | think is the correct interprigba
of the epoché, centred on an analogy between phamaoyical reflection and the familiar practice

of quoting.

2. The point of bracketing

Let me begin by marking an important distinctiotmzEen the epoché and the so-called
‘transcendental reduction’. Husserl occasionallkesasuch a distinction, but by no means
consistently; nor do all of his commentatbfSor present purposes, we need not commit to any
particular interpretation of the transcendentatictidn. We can simply note that it is intimately
connected with Husserl's project of unearthingtthescendental preconditions for world-
experience; preconditions Husserl ultimately losatetranscendental (inter)subjectivity. Although
the epoché for Husserl constitutes an importast $itep towards the realization of that projed, th
former can also be performed independently of dttel.

What, then, is the epoché? In order to reply te tjuiestion, let us begin by considering two
remarks by Husserl of the sort that motivate tlaglirgs | am going to suggest are misguided. In

Ideas | Husserl writes:

We put out of action the general positing whictohgk to the essence of the natural
attitude we parenthesize everything which that positingoempasses with respect to being:
thus the whole natural worlehich is continually ‘there for us’, ‘on hand'... Ifdo that, as

| can with complete freedom ... | am exercising ghieenomenologicakroyn ... (Husserl

1983, 61)

! See Zahavi (2003, 46) and A. D. Smith (2003, B7 cbmmentators who do make this distinction.



Almost two decades later, in tiartesian MeditationsHusserl essentially repeats the point:

This universal depriving of acceptance, this ‘intily’ or ‘putting out of play’ of all
positions fller Stellungnahmgrtaken toward the already-given Objective world an the
first place, all existential positions (those caméeg being, illusion, possible being, being

likely, probable, etc.) [is called the] ‘phenomergital epoché’... (Husserl 1995, 20)

Taking certain positions vis-a-vis the so-callegeobve world belongs to the essence of the
‘natural attitude’ — the pre-philosophical, or pgpls more accurately pre-phenomenological,
attitude in which we tend to live most of our lie&nd to perform the epoché is to ‘inhibit’, ‘put
out of play’ or ‘out of action’, or ‘deprive of aeptance’, those positions. While Husserl
emphasizes that such inhibiting (etc.) ‘in thetfpkace’ applies to existential position-taking, he
seems equally clear that it ultimately appliesaoheand every position-taking. | take it that
includes beliefs not only about the existence (or-axistence, etc.) of objects in the world, bsbal
about their intrinsic and relational propertiespaihe laws governing their behaviour, and so on.
What is the purpose of such bracketing? Accordingusserl, it allows us to ‘gain
possession of something’ (1995, 20), indeed sometiat is crucial to the phenomenological
project. Phenomenology is essentially a descrigiverprise. It aims faithfully to describe our
experiences, including the world as it shows upunexperiences. As Husserl’s ‘principle of all
principles’ stipulates, we must accept our expeesrsimply as they present themselves to us,
without adding or subtracting anythifigusserl 1983, 44). In th@risis, Husserl expresses the same

point as follows: ‘The first thing we must do, afirdt of all in immediate reflective self-experiexc

2 Much philosophy, it seems to me, is carried owlrat Husserl calls the natural attitude.



is to take the conscious life, completely withorgjpdice, just as what it quite immediately gives
itself, as itself, to be’ (Husserl 1970, 233 usserl believes it is precisely the epoché thalres
the phenomenologist’s possession of that themiatit. fin other words, by performing the epoché,

| gain possession of

my pure living, with all the subjective processeaking this up, and everything meant
in them,purely asmeant in them: the universe of ‘phenomena’ in the ...

phenomenological sense. (Husserl 1995, 20-21)

Husserl’s thought is that without inhibiting or désating all our assumptions about the world,
these are liable to influence and hence falsifyghenomenological descriptions. What matters
here is not the fact that many of these assumptiansbe false. Even the most well-established
knowledge must be bracketed if we are to securesado our experiences and their objects purely
as experienced. Even known truths — perhaps edlgdaiawn truths — may lead us astray when
our aim is to do phenomenology.

What may happen is not dissimilar to the phenomeémanvn as ‘the curse of
knowledge™ This refers to the difficulties someone who kn@emething may have with
imagining not knowing it, and hence with predictingat someone not in the know will think or do.
Thus, someone tapping a popular tune will tendhitaktit much easier than it actually is for others
to guess which tune is being tapped. To achieveghe understanding of what it is like to guess a
tune from the available stimulus, we precisely nieethracket’ our knowledge, inhibit it, but this

may be very hard to do. Perhaps there may eversbase in which the person in the know may

3 See Heath and Heath 2007.



find it hard to gauge what the available auditeriprmation actuallys — their knowledge

preventing them from forming an accurate impressiotiie sounds that are actually ‘out there’.
When describing, say, our visual perceptual expegeas we live through it, a similar

problem can arise. An example may help to illustthts. Inintentionality, John Searle’s contends

that visual perceptual experiences are ‘causalfyreferential’. What he means thereby is that they

have contents of a type exemplified by the paresitied portion of the following:

| have a visual experience (that there is a yelitation wagon there and that there is a

yellow station wagon there is causing this visuglezience). (Searle 1983, 48)

Searle may not intend this to reflect our visuglexences ‘just as experienced’, though it is g ver
common thought that the content of a perceptuatespce precisely does reflect how things
appear to the subject of the experiehtfehat is also Searle’s view, then this couldsbease in
which knowledge about the world — in this case ualvgsion — is smuggled into, and potentially
falsifies, the description of the experience. Lablsomething in front of you. Does it seem to you
that the presence of that thing is causing youeggpce? |, for my part, am not aware of any such
causally self-referential content.

Whether or not Searle’s account is a phenomenatigiaccurate description of our
visual experiences, the general point is hopettlhar: We need to bracket all our assumptions
concerning the world, including all we know andhthive know about the world, if we want to

achieve a secure grasp of our experiences ‘pustlyealive through them.

3. Purification interpretations

* Searle gestures at thoughts in the vicinity, @hlien he writes that ‘a report of how it seemechmagent is, in general,
a specification of the Intentional content’ (Sed®83, 42). This formulation is, however, compatiblith the claim
that not all specifications of the content refleotv things seem to the agent.



We should now have a rough notion of the purposaegtpoché, and of the terms in which Husserl
describes the procedure. As for the latter, itdessmed to many of Husserl's readers that the
epoché asks us to remove or, perhaps better, datgctiertain elements that are inherent in our
ordinary (pre-philosophical) experience and actMgny have taken issue with this idea, often on
the grounds that it seems contrary to the desee®pirit of phenomenology. Indeed, according to
Taylor Carman, ‘most representatives’ of the phesmootogical movement have ‘rejected the
epochéas a phenomenologically unmotivated dogma’ (Car2@0b, 76). Interpreters have,
however, tended to identify somewhat different positakings as the ones most affected by the
phenomenologist’s brackets. Stanley Rosen, for gk@nfocuses on position-taking with respect to

values

[1]t seems to me that the time has come for a nettoiordinary experience. ... The
return | contemplate is not quite that of the Husmse phenomenology of the
Lebenswelt.. I do not recommend alusschaltungr switching-off of our existential
immersion in the value-saturated stream of everyifiaysince it is precisely this

value-saturated character that | take to be outirsggooint. (Rosen 1999, 234)

According to Tyler Burge, the method of bracketiegds rather straightforwardly to a sense-datum
theory of perception, because it severs the commmebetween the contents of perceptual experience

and the physical environment:

Husserl assumes, in his ‘bracketing’ method of pneenological reflection, that it is
possible to understand the nature and contentroépgon ... without any

consideration of perceptual reference to the playsiovironment. ... [H]e construes



[perceptual] contents as not already implying r&fiee and attribution to the physical
environment. In this respect, Husserl’s conceptibperception is very like that of the

phenomenalists/sense-data-theorists inspired bgeRu@Burge 2010, 131)

Burge’s point, presumably, is that the putting oluplay of the positing of physical, mind-
independent objects leaves only mind-dependeniemnlike sense-data for our experiences to be
experiences of. Carman pursues a similar poingyghdnis is not restricted to perception. He

observes that:

The phenomenologicapoché.. consists in bracketing or abstracting from ajlects
transcendent to consciousness in order to refleth® contents immanent within it.

(Carman 1999, 208-9)

Echoing Carman’s claim that the majority of phenaoiegists have rejected the epoché, H. P.

Steeves asserts that

Husserl has been taken to task by everyone frordddgier and Merleau-Ponty to
Levinas and Derrida for not dealing with the reatif ... phenomena. Such criticisms
are typically well-taken, though the later-Hussenlely realized some of the need to

return to the world and its things. (Steeves 20@8°

® Steeves is right to suggest that such criticisraad-the interpretations of the epoché on whicl #re based — have a
long history within the phenomenological movemétdarbert Spiegelberg, the great historian of the enaant,
essentially voiced those very criticisms more thewen decades ago (Spiegelberg 1940, 93). Bubfoe sloubts about
Steeves’ portrayal of Heidegger here, see Overd2@t0. For similar doubts concerning Merleau-Poség J. Smith
2005.



Again, of course, the culprit is the epoché. BuSteeves reads the later phenomenologists and
post-phenomenologists, their complaint is not dpadly that the ‘transcendence’ of objects that is
inhibited or put out of play. Rather, their — ire8tes’ eyes justified — charge is that the ‘reatify
objects is bracketed, and ought not to be.

Steeves’ focus on the ‘reality of phenomena’ fisdmeprima faciesupport in the
fact that Husserl himself singles out ‘existent@dsiting as what should first and foremost be
bracketed. But the fact that Husserl recommends bracketing is of course not sufficient to show
that the criticisms are on target. We are stilhatit a basis for claiming that we ougjuit to
bracket at least some of our existential assumgtiecording to Lilian Alweiss’ (2013) recent
defence of Husserl, critics make the mistake afkimg that the epoché implies somehow denying
or disregarding the reality, existence or mind-petedence of the world and objects in the world
tout court whereas in actual fact it only purges our expeeof a particular — and highly

problematic -interpretationof what such existence involves. Alweiss writes:

Phenomenological bracketing does precisely whesys: it ‘brackets’ the realist and,
indeed theoreticalpresupposition implicit in all our straightforwagaperiences of
the world and its objects, namely, that the world ds objects are in a strong sense

mind-independent. (Alweiss 2013, 455-56)

Alweiss describes the effect of such bracketingerms of its ‘point[ing] to a theory-free or pudt
way of seeing the world’ (Alweiss 2013, 460). Togteenomenology, we need something like the
epoché, she thinks, ‘because it is only througtigere or genuine doubt that our seeing can be
purified from theory’ (Alweiss 2013, 459). Contraisserl’s critics, the epoché purges our

experience of a theory we should not want to regayway: it is a ‘realist assumption’ (Alweiss



2013, 456) that may be ‘implicit in all our straifgirward experiences’ but is no less ‘unreasonable’
for all that (Alweiss 2013, 458)Purifying our experience from metaphysical reassumptions,
contra Burge and Carman, is entirely consistertt vatognizing the mind-independence of objects.
We see things like tables and trees, and thesechienmanent to consciousness. Indeed, the
epoché precisely permits us to recognize that sadohel treespresent or manifest themsehaess
mind-independent [objects] existing in a world’ @WAdiss 2013, 458). On the Husserlian picture,
this is how they ‘constitute’ themselves for th@esencing subject (Alweiss 2013, 459). All that
this is inconsistent with is metaphysical realisuhéemial that the nature and existence of material
things depend in any way upon a subject’s actupbssible experience.

This is not the place to discuss Husserl's so-datlanscendental idealism’, of which
Alweiss provides an essentially correct outlinenly want to call attention to the fact that she
agrees with Husserl's critics that the epoché msibur experience from certain assumptions
‘implicit in all our straightforward experiences thfe world and its objects’, to quote Alweiss (2013
455) again. That is, Alweiss and the other intagysediscussed in this section offerrification
interpretationsof the epoché. According to such interpretations,goint of the epoché is to
cleanse our straightforward experiences of sompaaeully problematic presuppositions inherent
to them. To be sure, Alweiss and the other intégpsedisagree about just what the purification
targets: does it mainly target assumptions abdueyabout the transcendence of perceived objects,
about their status as real — or is it rather tladiseassumption that the physical world is inti@sg

sense’ mind-independeftPhere is also disagreement about whether or ruit gurification is

® These considerations ultimately lead Alweiss #rolthat, for Husserl, ‘The natural attitude is natural at all. It is
imbued with theoretical assumptions’ (2013, 459)t &ince she also (correctly) describes the naattiédide as one
that ‘defines all aspects of our life’ (Alweiss Z)#U50), it seems the obvious conclusion to drawld/aot be that the
natural attitude is not natural, but that certheoretical assumptions comery naturally to us. One wonders what sort
of ‘attitude’ might qualify as natural in Alweissyes, since it would apparently have to be devballdheoretical
sedimentations. Surely, all adult experience costaediments of years of education. Are only newlitfants in a
properly ‘natural’ attitude?

" Perhaps other disagreements are also worth higirigy An anonymous referee suggests that | am ingripgether
two very different sorts of views under the headifipurification interpretations’: on the one hameductionist’

10



needed. But these differences are not very imppritamy view, since, as we are about to see, the
epoché is not supposed to purify or cleanse otai(gitforward experience’ of anything whatsoever.
What we need to ‘purify’, if this term is at all gqopriate here, is outescriptionof our

straightforward experiendeThe latter itself must be left entirely as it was.

4. Against purification interpretations

In this section, | first want to present some (mdasive, though suggestive) reasons for thinking
that none of the purification interpretations skett in the previous section is correct as it stands
After that, | offer some considerations that | beé challengany purification interpretation.

So, first of all, | think our suspicions vis-a-\fee purification interpretations we have outlined
should be raised when we notice that Husserl s¢emntradict every single one of them. Rosen,
as we have seen, seems to think the epoché pungesmeriences of their ‘value-saturated’
character. Bracketing, then, is supposed to ammupasiting of value our experiences may involve.
But this squares very poorly with some of Husse#dimarks on the issue. Discussing how a
blossoming apple tree appears in perception wheepbché has been performed, Husserl remarks

that

everything remains as of old. Even the phenomemnzdtlg reduced perceptual mental

process is a perceivirgj ‘this blossoming apple tree, in this garden,’ ,eaad

views that reduce the experienced object to somesmind-dependent or immanent entity, and ondtier hand
‘eliminativist’ views that think of the epoché amhibiting or deliberately ignoring certain assurops characteristic of
the natural attitude. Only the latter, it mightdd@imed, truly deserve to be called ‘purificationerpretations’. It seems
to me that, with the exception of Burge’s, non¢haf interpretations | have mentioned fit the reunist pattern,
however. And even in Burge's case, the ‘reducta@eéms merely the flipside of the ‘elimination’ bétphysical
environment. (To repeat: as | read him, Burge ggssting thatsince the epoché severs all bonds to the physical
environmentwe are only left with non-physical entities farr@xperiences to be experiences of. The italicets

the ‘eliminative’ move.) So it seems to me thain jstified in treating all the mentioned positi@asexamples of
‘purification interpretations’.

& | am grateful to an anonymous referee for urgirgtomake this point explicit.

11



likewise, the reduced liking is a liking of thisnsa thing. The tree has not lost the
least nuance of all these moments, qualities, ckeniaticswith which it was

appearing in this perceptiorcwith which> it <was appearing adovely,’ ‘attractive,

and so forth in this liking. (Husserl 1983, 216)

It evidently is not Husserl’s view that bracketings any effect at all on the value-saturated
character of our experience. If the apple tree apgplevely or attractive in our straightforward
experience of it, then it retains every nuancénesé qualities when we apply the brackets. As for
the suggestion that bracketing implies a conswtiiie contents of perception in purely immanent

terms, devoid of reference to the physical envirentnHusserl has this to say:

| perceive the physical thing, the Object belongimdlature, the tree there in the
garden; that and nothing else is the actual Olgjettte perceptual ‘intention.” A
second immanental tree, or even an ‘internal imag#ie actual tree standing out
there before me, is in no way given, and to suppluaehypothetically leads to an

absurdity. (Husserl 1983, 219)

Indeed,

For everyone except confused philosophers itselabely without question that the

thing perceived in perceptios the physical thing itselin its own factual beingn

seinem selbsteigenen Dadein(Husserl 1969, 281)

12



But could Husserl construe ‘physical thing’ in marerms, say as ‘constructions out of sense data’?

It seems unlikely:

Here, in immediate givenness, one finds anythingcblor data, tone data, other
‘sense’ data or data of feeling, will, etc.; trgtaone finds none of these things which
appear in traditional psychology, taken for graritede immediately given from the
start. Instead, one finds intentionality, in those familiar forms which, like
everything actual in the surrounding world, fin@itrexpression in language: ‘I see a
tree which is green; | hear the rustling of itsvlesy | smell its blossoms,’ etc. (Husserl

1970, 233)

In fact, Husserl never tires of emphasizing hovhgsiral thing such as a tree or a table is
experienced ‘as a transcendent perceptual objextisely as an object that is more than what we
directly perceive, as an object that can completahjish from my perception and yet still persist’
(Husserl 2001, 52). Husserl even seems to contr&teeves’ interpretation, which appeared to
cohere so well with Husserl's emphasis on ‘exisédrmresuppositions as the primary targets of

bracketing:

through the epoché a new way of experiencing, iakithg, of theorizing, is opened to
the philosopher; here, situatadovehis own natural being arabovethe natural
world, he loses nothing of their being and theijeobve truths and likewise nothing
at all of the spiritual acquisitions of his woridelor those of the whole historical

communal life; (Husserl 1970, 152)

13



This quote, in conjunction with the quote fréfarmal and Transcendental Logielusserl 1969)
concerning the object of perception, suggeststtige is no straightforward sense in which the
epochés supposed to deprive phenomena of their ‘reality’

That leaves Alweiss’ interpretation. Could it battthe epoché has a more limited
target — a realist assumption embedded in our expEes? The main difficulty that applies
specifically to this interpretation is Husserl'sich that although existential positing has a certai
priority, we ultimately need to bracketlf positions[aller Stellungnahmgrtaken toward the
already-given Objective world’ (1995, 20; emphaxgisled). That hardly suggests a narrow target
along the lines proposed by Alweiss.

Even if | am right that there is good reason toldd@ach of the purification
interpretations we have considered, it does nddviothat no purification interpretation is right.
There could be other such interpretations besiuesnes | have discussed. Indeed, it might also be
suggested that my case against Alweiss’ interpogtas weak: perhaps the single instance where
Husserl suggests that we need to bracket ‘all ippositis simply a slip of the pen, or at any rate
does not reflect his considered view. But as I molw show, there are general reasons for thinking
that no purification interpretation could be cotrec

First of all, purification interpretations seemi® in tension with the very idea of
phenomenology. As already explained, phenomenaagy faithfully to capture our experiences
as we live through them, including their intentibabjects precisely as they show up in our
experiences. So if, in our straightforward experes; we accept the world ‘as actually existing’, or
as mind-independent in whatever sense, then thresapgpositions, too, must be accurately
recorded, not removed or altered, or in any wayptned with. To do so would be to violate the
basic principles of phenomenology. Nor is this stmmg Husserl himself failed to realize. In the

Cartesian Meditationsfor example, he emphasizes that the phenomemaloggscription of the

14



perception of a house encompasses ‘the house-piercepth all its moments, which belonged to it
before [i.e., before the brackets were introdueed] are continuing to take shape’ (Husserl 1995,
34). As if it were not already abundantly cleart ttigs means thaill moments of the

straightforward experience have to be retainedseligioes on to emphasize specifically that:

There is lacking neither, on the one side, thetemce-positing (perceptual belief) in
the mode of certainty, which is part of — normalerceiving, nor, on the other side
(that of the appearing house), the character gbleinfactual existence’dchlichten

Dasein$. (Husserl 1995, 35)

Clearly, Husserl does not think that straightfordygore-phenomenological experience should be
subjected t@ny purification. If we experience the world as ‘adly&xisting’, as no doubt we do,
then to purify our experience of that existentiasition is precisely to modify the very thing it sva
our task faithfully to describe. It seems somewss obvious that, in our pre-philosophical lifes w
experience the world as being mind-independerd $trong sense’. Biuft we do, then again,
purifying our experience of that intrinsic realistters what we merely had to record. Quite
generally, if the point of phenomenology is to déseour pre-phenomenological experiences, then
doing phenomenology cannot involve cleansing, gundf, or in any other way changing those
experiences. In the words of A. D. Smith, it ifant ‘absolutely vital that, as far as the containt
our natural experience is concerntiéy epoché leaves everything exactly as {803, 23)°

Many other things Husserl says yield the same csmah. In the epilogue tiaeas 1
for example, he emphasizes that the ‘sole taskhehomenology ‘is to clarify the sense of this

world, precisely the sense in which everyone accptand rightly so — as actually existing

® Sokolowski (2000, 190) makes the same point: ‘Wistteave everything as it was, for otherwise wald@hange
the very thing we wish to examine’.

15



[wirklich seiend (1989, 420). This is echoed in ti@artesian Meditationsvhen Husserl remarks
that ‘phenomenological explication does nothingdoilicate the sense [the] world has for us all,
prior to any philosophizing ... — a sense whicHgduphy can uncover but never alter’ (Husserl
1995, 151; emphasis removed). Presumably, thees€dmn) the world has to us all pre-
philosophically refers to the world as experienbgdis, as we all experience it to be. Philosophy
cannot alter that sense, Husserl thinks, but ontpuer it. But again, to ‘purify’ experience in any
way, to deactivate any presuppositions vis-a-wswbrld that may be inherent in it, is precisely to
tamper with the sense the world has for us, to altedit that sense.

In summary, it seems as if purification interprietas get the very idea of bracketing
wrong. It does not follow that they misconstrue plagposeof epoché. Alweiss, for example, says
precisely the right thing about the latter. As veerdn seen, the epoché is indeed supposed to permit
us to ‘describe experienggst as it is experiencé@Alweiss 2013, 456). But the purificatiaf our
experiences that she envisages does not leavetitechjust as they are experienced. It therefore

does not serve the purpose the epoché was supimoser/e'°

5. The epoché explained

At first blush, it may seem as if we have landetselves in something of a paradox. Waedto
bracket all our assumptions about the world in ptdesecure our access to our experiences just as
they are lived through. Yet inhibiting all our asgutions is what we musiot do, on pain of

changing the very experiences we wanted to des@ili@eone might find it tempting to apply to

19 Note that the point here is not to contest Alweiserpretation of Husserl as being critical oftagghysical realism.
What | object to is her interpretation of the epbels a purification of straightforward experiereeeactivation of
some presupposition inherent in it.

16



the case at hand what Kierkegaard notoriously &agdit marriage: Bracket, and you will regret it.
Do not bracket, and you will regret that tdo.

But if it looks that way it is because we have fuitgn to take the essentialigflective
nature of phenomenology into account. Phenomenaiegyires us to wear two hats, as it were: on
the one hand, we are subjects of ‘straightforwagmkedence’. And on the other hand, we are
phenomenologists reflecting on that straightforwexgerience. Distinguishing clearly between
these two roles is the key to a proper understgnafithe epoché. Ashenomenologistsve are
supposed to ‘bracketill our beliefs about the existence or metaphysicalreaif intended objects,
and that does mean inhibiting them, deactivatimgthputting them out of play. That is to say, we
must deactivate atlur positions with respect to the value, mind-dependemdndependence
(whether ‘strong’ or ‘weak’) of the experienced etts, and even our positions vis-a-vis the reality
of those objects. But, crucially, this must noeaffthe reflected-upon experience in any wsy:
positions with respect to reality, value, etc. mhesteft untouched. For they are part of that which
we want faithfully to describe. Husserl phrasesahueial point vividly, if somewhat dramatically,

in terms of a distinction between two ‘egos’

The non-participating, the abstaining, of the Edmwas the phenomenological
attitude ishis affair, not that of the perceiving he considefteatively, nor that of the

naturally perceiving Ego. (Husserl 1995, 35)

As he continues, the phenomenological reflectias ihvolves arichspaltung ‘a splitting of the

Egd (Husserl 1995, 35)Husserl’s claim is of course not that hencefaniré literally are two

! Compare: ‘Marry, and you will regret it. Do not ma and you will also regret it. Marry or do noamy, you will
regret it either way’ (Kierkegaard 1987, 38).
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distinct egos present.In the standard case, the reflecting, phenomeiwalthg attuned ego, and the
ego whose experiences are reflected upon, remaimuath the same. Husserl's phrasing does,
however, make it vivid that in such a case, thenph@nologist is occupying two very different
roles, which come with very different responsii@kt In order faithfully to capture the reflected-
upon experiences witlll the inbuilt assumptions they may hawe,— the would-be faithful

describers — must deactivate all our assumptioadddsserl writes itdeas 1

As phenomenologistae abstain from all such positings. But on thaioant we do
not reject them by not ‘taking them as our ba&ig’not ‘joining in’ them. They are
indeed there, they also essentially belong to Hepmenon. Rather we contemplate
them; instead of joining in them, we make them ©fgjetake them as component

parts of the phenomenon ... (Husserl 1983, 220; ersiplhathe original)

It must be conceded, though, that there is somg#lightly odd — in a ‘split-
personality’ sort of way — about this whole bussiésSome of the very same ‘positings’ that we —
gua phenomenologists — must deactivate are positirag we — qua experiencing subjects -Adb
deactivate. For example, we (= phenomenologistst mtibit all belief in the mind-independent
existence while we (= experiencing subjects) carito ‘live’ such beliefs, without the slightest
inhibition. But there are at least two reasons wWigystrangeness of this must not be exaggerated.

First, it is far from clear that what Husserl hasnind is a situation in which one
personsimultaneouslyccupies both roles. Rather, he frequently spebghenomenological

reflection in terms of a relation to an ‘earliexperience (e.g. Husserl 1995, 34). That is to kay,

12t all phenomenology were what Dennett (1991)sc4ieterophenomenology’, then that would be the cBsit this is
not Husserl’s view.

13 Indeed, Eugen Fink referred to thitispaltungat the heart of the phenomenological method asdadé
‘methodological schizophrenia’ (Fink 2004, 51). Tka to an anonymous referee for drawing this passagy
attention.
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seems to envisage a procedure in which the pheraoggsts reflect on pastexperience, perhaps
still held in retention. Importantly, this expereawasexperienced straightforwardly, with all that
this involves for a naturally attuned subjectslbnly in thesubsequenteflection that the brackets

are put in place. But if we are not required sieumtously to both bracket and not bracket our
natural positings, but to alternate between expeng in an ‘unbracketed’” manner, and reflecting
on previous experiences (now with the bracketdang), the recommended procedure seems much
less mysterioud?

Secondly, even if phenomenology did require usctupy both roles simultaneously,
the question is whether this would be so odd oatumal. We find a somewhat similar state of
affairs, for example, in cases of illusions expoasdguch. When looking at the Muller-Lyer lines
that you know to be the same length, one still $otwkbe longer than the other. That is to say, your
visual experience continues to ‘posit’ that one lis longer than the other, while you posit an
incompatible state of affairs. In a related sorta$e, we may simply be unsure about whether to
‘believe our eyes’. In such a case, we may enjogxqerience that is committal in some way about
our environment — e.g. presents a dagger as fopatimid-air before us, as Macbeth But,
perhaps reflecting on the unlikely content of tkpezxience, we refrain from ‘going along with it’.
Performing the epoché may perhaps involve a temp&plit personality’ of sorts, then, but it is
not the case that such a state of affairs is éptivithout precedent in natural life.

If this all still sounds rather abstract, it midig helpful to compare bracketing with
the familiar practice of quotinty.Husserl in fact suggests this himself when helepe&‘inverted
commas’ or ‘quotation marksApfuhrungszeichgriHusserl 1983, 216, 220) instead of brackets.

When you quote someone, you reproduce their spokemitten words. But that is obviously not

14 Again, | am indebted to an anonymous referee fesging this point.

15 This comparison was originally made in Sokolowk#84. As Sokolowski writes, Husserlian ‘bracketaamn be seen
as an analogue to the quoting we execute when mecge’ (1984, 718). See also D. W. Smith 20072914 thank
my two referees and Dan Zahavi for drawing thegtst my attention.
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sufficient. You reproduce someone’s words also wyanrepeat what they said because you want
to express your agreement with them (‘I agree Wehen:Annie Hallis Allen’s best movie’). But
stating what someone else stated is not quoting.tme the other hand, merely referring to what
someone else said (‘What John said the other dagdt quoting them either. As Sokolowski (1984,
702) points out, one of the remarkable things aljooting is that when we quote, our words both
refer to what someone said ar@bhtain’ what they said. What is particularly important éaur

purposes is that by quoting someone we do thersdgrawhat that person asserted. By writing,

Karen said: ‘Snow is white’

| have asserted that someone said something dimuabtour of snow. | have not asserted anything
about the colour of snow.l have neither affirmed nor denied that snow isteytnor have |
surmised, questioned, or doubted anything aboutdlour of snow. One may of course quote
something in order to show its truth, falsity, awdon®’ but the point is that, in and of itself, to
guote is to do none of these things. Furthermarerder to produce an accurate quote you must
focus on faithfully recountingvhat the person saji@s opposed to what you might know or believe
about the subject matter the person spoke alfoThat is to say, for the purposes of quoting, you
must ‘bracket’ whatever knowledge you have pertajro the matter addressed — it must not be
allowed to interfere with your recounting of whaasvsaid. Similarly, in phenomenology, the

brackets are imposed simply in order to ensurewieadre impartial reporters of our own

1 Nor (1 am happy to say) did | assert anything altbe consequences of marrying or not marrying whguoted
Kierkegaard on the topic in note 11 above.

" Indeed, as Sokolowski observes, one can quotétéldly, assuredly, with probability or with certay, suspiciously
or mockingly’ (1984, 705).

'8 Which is not to say that you are not supposecetodncerned with the subject matter, but only withperson’s
choice of words, for example. See the next footnote
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experience, as it were. And, pace the purificaiimarpretations, that means faithfully reporting
everything the experience ‘say¥’.

P. F. Strawson offers a vivid illustration of (vileessentially) the epoché in a
passage Alweiss also cites. Strawson imagines wbiald happen if we asked a non-philosopher

observing a rural scene through a window to desedrib or her visual experience.

Uncautioned as to exactly what we want, he mighltyren some such terms as these:
‘| see the red light of the setting sun filterifgdugh the black and thickly clustered
branches of the elms; | see the dappled deer grazigroups on the vivid green

grass ..."; and so on. (Strawson 2011, 127)

As Strawson goes on to say, what we as philosopbensis a description that confines itself to
recording what is experienced, without smugglirtg that description assumptions about the
(mind-independent, physical) world. But our subgotport — mentioning ‘the sun’, ‘the elms’, the

‘dappled deer’, and so on —is replete with sucuagptions. We therefore ask the person

to amend his account so that, without any sacrdicedelity to the experience as

actually enjoyed, it nevertheless sheds all thatpéoad of commitment to

19 et me briefly indicate one other respect in whittenomenological descriptions under epoché mayphwared
with quoting. Typically, when we quote someone,ake still concerned with the thing the person quiédeconcerned
with. That is to say, we are not focussing exclelsivn what is going on within that other persamisd, or on the
words coming out of her mouth. When | quote Karestésdement aboutnnie Hall | am still dealing withAnnie Hall
but as viewed through Karen'’s eyes, so to speak{s&olowski 1984, 700). Perhaps an even cleaserisahe
following: ‘What did Mummy say?’ — ‘She said thelsivalk is slippery today’. Clearly, the point okasy the child to
recount the mother’s warning is to ensure the chélels thaidewalkin a particular way — namely, as the mother sees i
The child is not supposed to become preoccupie thé mothers mental states, or with her choiogasfls. In a
similar manner, phenomenological descriptions Hasserl emphasizes repeatedly — do not excludedhiel in order
to focus on our subjective experiences. Rathenvibrdd remains our focus, but preciselyit shows up in the
experiences we are describing (for a particulddgrcstatement, see Husserl 1997, 494). (D. W.I5(@007) offers a
somewhat different reading here, which | do notehgwace to discuss.)
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propositions about the world which was carriedhey description he gave. We want
an account which confines itself strictly withirethmits of the subjective episode, an
account which would remain true ... even if he haghbsubject to total illusion.

(Strawson 2011, 127-28)

Although the restrictions Strawson describes hezdlese he finds in a certain kind of empiricist
philosopher of perceptiof} the restrictions are clearly those of the epazhévell. And, as
philosophically unschooled as Strawson’s imagimeenson is, he evidently knows how to apply the

brackets. For the person

does not start talking about lights and coloursshpes and patterns. For he sees that to
do so would be to falsify the character of the eigmee he actually enjoyed. He says,
instead, ‘I understand. I've got to cut out of neport all commitment to propositions
about independently existing objects. Well, thepest way to do this, while

remaining faithful to the character of the expeceias actually enjoyed, is to put my
previous report in inverted commasavatio obliqua... | render the perceptual
judgement internal to the characterization of thgegience without actually asserting

the content of the judgement...” (Strawson 2011,128)

This is exactly what we do when we offer phenomegickl descriptions under epoché: we quote
our experiences, without asserting (or denyingiy thgplicit ‘claims’; indeed, we make a conscious
effort to avoid relying on any assumptions whatealmwut the nature or reality of the world. What

Husserl would want to add to Strawson’s descripisathat it is in fact the brackets that secure our

% The quoted passages appear in a critical disaus$idyer’s sense-datum theory of perception.
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reflective hold on the experience as actually littedugh. The description of our experience should
contain no commitments to propositions about thedyexcept in inverted commas, and only
insofar as these commitments are found to be iatéorthe experience. And so to ensure that no
commitments unduly influence our descriptions arakenus ‘misquote’ our experiences, we, as
phenomenologists, must deactivate them all. Theréhaee crucial points here. Before concluding,

let me recapitulate them:

1. No ‘positions’ towards the experienced world mapesr in the description, except in
inverted commasThe description may contain no (unbracketed) caments to
propositions about the world. As phenomenologisesneed to inhibit all our commitments.

2. All positions internal to the reflected-upon exp@ace must figure in the description, and
only such positions may figure in ifust as we must not remove positions or comnnitsne
from the reflected-upon experience, we must notaaddto it.

3. Itis by inhibiting all our positiongi.e., 1)that we secure ‘impartial’ access to the
experience ands positions(i.e., 2). Relying on none of our positions — beinghat extent
‘impartial’ — we are in a position faithfully to pert which commitments the experience

itself contains.

6. Conclusion

To conclude, | have suggested that ‘purificatiadeiipretations’ of the epoché are misguided.

Contra such interpretations, purifying our experesiofanyassumptions inherently belonging to

them would be to change that which we were supptesddscribe. | have suggested that we might
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instead think of bracketing as inhibiting one’siéis (knowledge, suppositions, etc.) in order
faithfully to quote one’s experience. Our aim asmpdmenologists is to say how things are
according to the experiencand so we must take measures to avoid beingeiméled by our
knowledge (beliefs, etc.) about how things areigaer

At this point, let me dispel a possible misundending. My claim is not that
phenomenology hawo furtheraim than to describe our experience. In factplainomenologists
have larger, systematic agendasiusserl, for example, ultimately wants to inqui® our
experiences’ conditions of possibility. But wher#ias epoché is a necessary precondition for any
such transcendental-cum-phenomenological inquie/former does not imply the latter. The
epoché is not inherently tied to any particulateystic agenda. The epoché enables us to
faithfully describe our experiences; but it doeselt us what talo with those descriptions.

One notable consequence of this is that we nedstioguish carefully between the
epoché and the transcendental reduction. Insofdnedatter is Husserl’'s method for investigating
the conditions for the possibility of world-manifaton (or ‘world-constitution’¥? it clearlyis tied
to Husserl's transcendental project. It might ddeovorth mentioning that the epoché is not
inherently bound up with any particular philosogthidoctrine either. Thus, even if Husserl (1995,
86) is adamant that ‘phenomenology [iles phenomenology] iso ipso “transcendental
idealism™, this is not because of any anti-realistic teraies built into the epoché. Rather, the
‘idealism’ in question is supposed to result framtual work (ibid.), that is, systematic
phenomenological ‘uncovering of the constitutingeirtionality itself’ (ibid.). But the epoché ‘does
not of itself clarify anything; it is only the gaté entry through which one must pass’ (Husserl

1970, 257) in order to be abledtart working. And since the epoché can be detached from

2 This takes care of Ayer’s objection that ‘the meo#lecting’ of descriptions, ‘as a child collesisa-shells, is unlikely
to be of philosophical interest’ (Ayer 1976, 242).
%2 As argued in Overgaard (2004, chapter 2).
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Husserl’s transcendental project, it can also haadted from the ‘idealism’ that results from the
carrying out of that project.

As Merleau-Ponty — one of Husserl's best intergeetepointed out, the
phenomenologist’s bracketing ‘of the world andlod vision of the world which are operative and
take form continually within him’ initially servesnly one purpose: ‘to make them speak’
(Merleau-Ponty 1964, 4). But one obviously hasetmord everything one’s experiences ‘say’,
including any positions (beliefs) taken towards éiperienced object, or towards the world.
Inhibiting beliefs is our businesgia phenomenologists only, nquiaexperiencing subjects. We

will not understand Husserl’s epoché until we hfwlly appreciated this poirft
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