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In recent work Hilary Putnam advocates a metaphysical 
position that he calls internal realism or, more piquantly, “re- 
alism with a small ‘r’.’’l Realism with a small ‘r’, he says, is “a 
view that takes our familiar common sense scheme, as well as 
our scientific and artistic and other schemes, at face value, 
without helping itself to the notion of the thing ‘in itself’.”* 
The view he opposes to  realism with a small ‘r’, Realism with 
a capital ‘ R ,  Putnam often identifies with scientific realism: 
the view tha t  privileges the “scientific scheme” by claiming 
that it alone can or will someday capture the way things really 
are. In  this context Putnam refers approvingly to Edmund 
Husserl’s critique of scientific realism in The Crisis of Euro- 
pean Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology. Putnam 
does not go so far as t o  label Husserl himself a n  advocate of 
realism with a small ‘r’, but  i t  is clear t h a t  he considers 
Husserl, along with Wittgenstein and William James, to be- 
long in this general camp.3 

In this paper I want to explore the extent to which this 
characterization of Husserl is correct. I am not, however, going 
to focus on Husserl’s defense of what Putnam calls “common 
sense realism” in the Crisis. A great deal of work has  been 
done on the Crisis, some of which touches on just those issues 
addressed by Putnam.‘ Instead, I want to tu rn  to another 
work of Husserl’s that  has recently been published in English 
translation for the first time, the second volume of his Zdeas 
Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenologi- 
cal Philosophy. This text sets these issues in a new and inter- 
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esting context. Rather t h a n  addressing the conflict between 
modern science and common sense, it compares and contrasts 
the rival visions of the world presented by the human and the 
natural sciences. 

I. ONTOLOGICAL PLURALISM IN IDEAS II 

I will label the position that Husserl upholds in Ideas II on- 
tological pluralism. Husserl’s ontological pluralism is quite 
similar to what Putnam describes as  realism with a small ‘r’. 
It regards scientific and  humanistic interpretations of t h e  
world t o  be of equal justification and value. Yet, a s  Putnam 
also emphasizes about his version of realism, this  tolerance 
has its  limit^.^ Ontological pluralism is not equivalent to  rela- 
tivism. Ontological relativism would be the position that  what 
reality is, is relative to  what conceptual scheme or belief sys- 
tem one happens to hold. An ontological pluralist holds tha t  
there is more than one ontological scheme tha t  merits accep- 
tance, not that  any ontological scheme tha t  happens to  be ac- 
cepted is correct. Husser l  painstakingly describes how 
scientific and humanistic ontologies are built on and can be 
traced back to  more basic, indeed fundamental features of our 
experience of the world. Ontological schemes that  are not mo- 
tivated in a rigorously consistent fashion by our fundamental 
experience of the world in this way do not merit acceptance.‘j 

Putnam regards the basic mistake of Realism with a capi- 
ta l  ‘R’ t o  be “the notion of a n  ‘intrinsic’ property, a property 
something has ‘in itself,’ apart  from any contribution made by 
language or the  mind.”7 Husserl’s phenomenology of course 
makes no use of this notion. Indeed, appeal to  such ‘intrinsic’ 
properties is ruled out at the  start by the transcendental re- 
duction, which is the cornerstone of Husserl’s philosophical 
method. The transcendental reduction requires one to  abstain 
from judging or  even considering whether the objects of hu- 
man consciousness actually exist apart  from out experience of 
them; these objects are to  be described just  as they are expe- 
rienced. For this reason Husserl’s philosophy is opposed to any 
version of traditional metaphysics. But it still deals with onto- 
logical questions, because, as  Husserl constantly emphasizes, 
consciousness is by its nature  consciousness of something. In 
Husserlian terms, then, ontology concerns itself with the gen- 
eral structure of the objects of consciousness. 

When t h e  existence of these  objects is  bracketed, a s  
Husserl puts it, the way tha t  consciousness confers meaning 
on them and organizes our experience is given center stage. 
The subtitle of this second volume of Ideas, Studies in  the Phe- 
nomenology of Constitution, indicates that  it offers a n  analysis 
of various specific ways this  process takes place. The three 
ways of making sense of the world tha t  i t  focuses on are  the 
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natural sciences, the animal sciences and the human sciences. 
But the second section on the animal sciences is really an  ex- 
tension of the first section, because here Husserl analyses the 
way that psychic reality or human and animal consciousness 
is regarded from a natural scientific viewpoint. So I will pass 
over this second category and concentrate on Husserl’s treat- 
ment of the natural sciences and the human sciences. 

I t  is interesting to hold up Husserl’s analysis of the way 
the world is understood by the natural scientist in Ideas ZZ for 
comparison to his critique of the modern scientific world view 
in the Crisis. In the Crisis Husserl’s critique of Objectivism, or 
the type of scientific realism tha t  Putnam rejects, is so em- 
phatic that  one easily loses sight of Husserl’s avowed admira- 
tion for the accomplishments of actual scientists themselves.8 
Husserl’s approach in Zdeas ZZ reminds us that Husserl did not 
question the legitimacy of the practice of natural science. In- 
deed, this section of Zdeas ZZ analyses how the scientific con- 
ception of nature develops naturally out of more basic and 
essential aspects of perception. He even makes the surprising 
claim: “ ... what natural science claims about a thing, namely 
that  it is constructed out of molecules and atoms, is already 
pre-delineated as a possibility in the intuited thing, ...”9 

To Husserl, then, the physical world that  is studied by the 
natural scientist is real, but real with a small ‘r’, not with a 
capital ‘R’, t o  use Putnam’s locution. For in Zdeas ZI other per- 
spectives than that of the natural scientist are accorded legiti- 
macy as well. The situation that Husserl decries in the Crisis 
arises when the stance of the natural scientist is taken to be 
the only legitimate one and material nature or the nature de- 
scribed by physics is taken to  be the primary reality. 

In the third section of Zdeas ZI Husserl turns  away from 
natural science to analyze the world that is studied by the hu- 
man sciences. The parallel between this sort of science or type 
of human knowledge and its subject matter is much clearer in 
German. The Geisteswissenschaften, which include what En- 
glish speaking people call the humanities as well as certain of 
the social sciences-Husserl explicitly mentions history, sociol- 
ogy, and cultural anthropology-are sciences of Geist, or the 
human spirit.1° The world that the Geisteswissenschaftler stud- 
ies, then, is the geistige or human spiritual world. 

The human sciences do not try to explain the workings of 
the physical world, but rather the human world. These sci- 
ences appeal to human values as causal factors in their ac- 
counts. These values are why wars are fought, religions spring 
up, pictures are painted and preserved; they are what litera- 
ture conveys to  us. These sciences thus presuppose the reality 
of such values. 

The natural sciences attempt to  abstract from human val- 
ues.” Therefore, according to Husserl, the human sciences 
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draw their themes from a more basic mode of experience of 
the world. Husserl stresses that the world that  surrounds us 
in our everyday life is a practical world structured in terms of 
human purposes and values. This is the way all people, even 
natural  scientists, experience the world most of the time. 
What Husserl here calls the surrounding world (Urnwelt) of 
everyday life in which the human sciences anchor their inves- 
tigations thus has an undeniable resemblance to the life world 
that  Husserl uncovers as “the forgotten meaning-fundament 
of natural science” in the Crisis.’* 

At this level the philosophical distinction familiar since the 
Scientific Revolution between primary and secondary quali- 
ties- the subjective and objective properties of an object-does 
not come into play. The beauty of certain tones played on a 
violin is “given originarily,” as Husserl puts it. The usefulness 
of the objects we encounter is directly apprehended. These are 
not just  properties that  are added on to the objectively exist- 
ing physical thing t h a t  is  described by na tura l  science.13 
Husserl explicitly says tha t  the objects encountered in the 
surrounding world of everyday life are not “the things of exact 
natural science, with the determinations claimed there to  be 
the only Objectively true ones.”14 These things are beautiful 
things,  useful things-beautiful or  useful through and 
through. The beauty of the violin and the usefulness of the 
hammer are real, as real as their molecular structure is. That 
these qualities of beauty and usefulness exist in relation to 
and thus  presuppose a human community does not make 
them subjective. The objective properties discovered by natu- 
ral science also can be traced back to and thus presuppose a 
realm of human practice. All of these properties are real, but 
real with a small ‘r’ not a capital ‘R’, to use Putnam’s locution 
again. 

11. THE PRIORITY OF THE HUMAN SCIENCES 
FOR HUSSERL 

This is the ontological pluralist position that Husserl pre- 
sents in Ideas ZZ, and the parallels to Putnam’s internal real- 
ism seem clear. Yet the picture I have presented so  far  of  
Husserl’s stance in this work is complicated by the fact that  
Husserl appears to compromise it significantly at the end. In 
the final chapter of Ideas ZI Husserl asserts “The Ontological 
Priority of the Spiritual World over the Naturalistic.” Can 
such a claim possibly be reconciled with either Husserl’s onto- 
logical pluralism or Putnam’s internal realism? 

I t  tu rns  out tha t  a great deal hinges on just  how these 
claims for the ontological priority of the spiritual world are in- 
terpreted. These closing pages of Ideas ZZ are somewhat dense 
and disjointed, which can be laid t o  the fact tha t  the book 
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never progressed beyond the manuscript stage in Husserl’s 
lifetime.15 There are three separate strands of argument wo- 
ven together in the text. They are: (1) the ontological priority 
of the spiritual world entails merely the failure of any attempt 
to  explain consciousness solely in physiological terms; (2) the 
human sciences have a certain methodological priority over 
the natural  sciences because of their greater scope; (3) the 
standpoint of the human sciences has a philosophical priority. 

As to the first interpretation, a t  times in this final chapter 
Husserl seems only to  be arguing against any form of physical- 
ism. In particular, he argues against psycho-physical parallel- 
ism, the position t h a t  each mental  event corresponds to a 
particular brain process on which it depends.lG Now, if this is 
all that  the ontological priority of the spiritual world consists 
in, then it certainly poses no threat to ontological pluralism. A 
refutation of psycho-physical parallelism such as Husserl 
claims to be offering simply would show that  a physiological 
account of conscious processes, although relevant in certain 
contexts, can only go so far and no further. Husserl himself 
draws this conclusion a t  one point.” This would then be an  ar- 
gument against the type of scientific realism rejected by Put- 
nam and by Husserl  i n  the  Crisis and a n  argument for 
ontological pluralism. 

The second way that Husserl’s claim for the ontological pri- 
ority of the spiritual world can be interpreted should be famil- 
iar t o  readers of Husserl’s Crisis. The argument presented 
there goes: natural science is itself a cultural product and thus 
presupposes a community of human subjects unified by vari- 
ous values and purposes. Furthermore, the scientist never ac- 
tually transcends the everyday world of perception, but in fact 
relies on it in making h isher  measurements, e.g., in reading 
dials, making graphs, etc.18 It  is true that Husserl does not de- 
vote much space in this final chapter of Ideas ZI to making 
this argument.l9 But it is a powerful argument nonetheless. 

However, this  argument is  not s o  very damaging to the 
prospects for ontological pluralism. The upshot of i t  seems to 
be only that the human sciences have a certain methodological 
priority over the natural sciences, because the world studied 
by them is the world of a more basic o r  primary level of hu- 
man experience. Not everyone is a natural scientist, or even 
accepts the natural scientific world view, but everyone lives in 
the practically structured world of everyday life. The stand- 
point of the human sciences is thus more inclusive. It is true 
that certain human sciences, the history of science, say, or the 
history of ideas, can tell us  more about natural science than 
natural science can tell us about literature, for instance. But 
only natural science has the potential to give us real insight 
into physical nature. The practice of natural  science can be 
analyzed by the human sciences, but they cannot investigate 
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the domain of natural science, physical nature itself. Husserl 
himself says something to  this effect at  one point.20 

By contrast, under the third interpretation tha t  can be 
given t o  Husserl’s claim for  the ontological priority of the 
spiritual world, the human sciences have not only a method- 
ological priority but also a philosophical priority over the 
natural sciences. Two different versions of this interpretation 
can be given: one rather extreme and one more moderate. The 
extreme version, which I shall discuss first, is clearly a t  odds 
with ontological pluralism. But this interpretation of the claim 
is not consistent with Husserl’s basic phenomenological prin- 
ciples and should be rejected. 

In  some places in  th i s  chapter Husserl  seems t o  imply 
rather strongly that the spiritual world is, in Putnam’s terms, 
more Real than the physical world studied by natural science. 
He suggests tha t  the spiritual world is ontologically prior t o  
the natural world because not only is spirit not dependent on 
nature, but nature is dependent on spirit in some fashion. In 
one place Husserl even appears t o  be making the extreme 
claim that nature is dependent on spirit for its very existence: 
“All natural  existence depends on the existence of absolute 
spirits.”21 The human spirit, unlike nature, is, as Husserl says, 
“absolute.” Husserl thinks that  this dimension of spirit is re- 
vealed in a thought experiment he envisions: “ ... if we could 
eliminate all spirits from the world, then that is the end of na- 
ture. But if we eliminate nature, ... there always still remains 
something: the spirit as individual spirit.”22 

If this interpretation is accepted, then the ontological prior- 
ity that  Husserl is claiming for the spiritual world should be 
taken in a very strong sense. Indeed, if this interpretation is 
right, then Husserl’s thought seems t o  be veering in the direc- 
tion of Hegelian idealism (although, admittedly, Husserl’s use 
of the term Geist differs significantly from Hegel’s). This type 
of idealist of course is just as much an opponent of ontological 
pluralism as the scientific realist. 

But Husserl is not a Hegelian idealist, although one com- 
mentator at least detects such tendencies in his He 
is a transcendental phenomenologist. For a transcendental 
phenomenologist, the transcendental reduction serves as a fi- 
nal brake on any sort of metaphysical speculation. What the 
transcendental reduction reveals is how the world we encoun- 
ter, whether the physical world of the natural scientist or the 
everyday world or  the world of the human sciences, is always 
the world for us. The world must always be considered in its 
relation to a possible human subject, but that  does not mean 
that i t  depends on the human subject or  the human spirit for 
its existence. 

This insight leads to a more moderate and tempered ver- 
sion of Husserl’s claim for the ontological priority of the spiri- 
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tual world. In proclaiming limits t o  the extent to which the 
human spirit can be naturalized or  comprehended in a natural 
scientific explanation Husserl declares: “Subjects cannot be 
dissolved into nature, for in tha t  case what gives nature its 
sense would be missing.”24 This statement can be taken to 
mean that the natural world is not dependent on the human 
spirit for its existence, but rather that  it is dependent on the 
human spirit for i ts  meaning, even-or rather precisely-its 
natural scientific meaning. It is human beings who do science; 
they are the source of scientific theories and they provide the 
criteria for their confirmation. Putnam makes a similar point 
when he states, “we did not make the stars. But we did make 
the concept star, and we can, and sometimes do, describe a re- 
gion of astronomical space using different concepts entirely 
(e.g., concepts like “thermonuclear r ea~ t ion” ) . ”~~  

This understanding of the ontological priority of the human 
spiritual world has less alarming consequences than the inter- 
pretation of i t  I sketched just  previously. And it is certainly 
consistent with Husserl’s general  philosophical stance: 
Husserl’s statement that  spirit is what gives nature its sense 
is in a way a restatement of the central insight on which his 
transcendental phenomenology is based. 

Furthermore, it  is in this sense that the philosophical pri- 
ority of the human sciences vis-a-vis the natural sciences can 
be understood under this interpretation of Husserl’s claim for 
the ontological priority of the spiritual world. When Husserl 
says that spirit is what gives nature i ts  sense he is bringing 
out the root connection between Geist or the human spirit and 
what he elsewhere calls transcendental subjectivity- the ulti- 
mate source of all sense and meaning, Of course, i t  would be 
wrong to simply equate the human spirit with transcendental 
subjectivity. Transcendental subjectivity, the ability of the sub- 
ject t o  give any meaning at all to the world, is more funda- 
mental, for  it  underlies the operations of the human spirit. 
The human spirit is itself a construction of the sciences that  
study it. Yet transcendental subjectivity and the human spirit 
are, in a sense that is revealed fully only by the transcenden- 
tal reduction that stands at  the basis of Husserl’s phenomend- 
ogy, essentially identical.26 This is the way tha t  the human 
spirit is  to be distinguished from nature as studied by the 
natural sciences. The human spirit both gives meaning to the 
human world and is given meaning by the disciplines tha t  
study it,  whereas nature is not human; it is not meaning-be- 
stowing; it is solely the object of our research. 

Finally, if the human spirit is really only transcendental 
subjectivity under another description, then the distinction be- 
tween the human sciences and transcendental phenomenology 
is a relative and not an  absolute one. Husserl does hint here 
and there in the manuscripts at a fundamental connection be- 
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tween transcendental  phenomenology and the human sci- 
ences.*’ What is at stake here is what Husserl described as the 
problem of the ‘way in’ to transcendental  phenomenology. 
Throughout his career, Husserl looked to  a range of different 
intellectual activities-Cartesian doubt, intentional o r  ‘pure’ 
psychology, the history of science (the way in through the life- 
world described in the Crisis)-to provide a suitable beginning 
point from which t o  make the transition t o  the type of t ran-  
scendental reflection his phenomenology involves.28 Although 
he changed his mind about the relative merits of these differ- 
ent pathways, one thing is clear: natural  science was never 
considered for this role.29 Yet while natural science cannot, the 
human sciences can serve as a ‘way in’ to transcendental phe- 
nomenology. For the human sciences study the ways in which 
humans have given meaning to  their world over the centuries. 

In any case, it  is the essential identity of the human spirit 
and transcendental subjectivity that gives the human sciences 
a philosophical priority over the na tura l  sciences within 
Husserl’s system. Given the restricted sense the word ‘onto- 
logical’ must carry in a phenomenological context, this is per- 
haps all that  Husserl’s claim for the ontological priority of the 
spiritual world entails. Thus the ontological priority of the hu- 
man spirit, even under this third interpretation of Husserl’s 
claim, is still consistent with ontological pluralism, a t  least 
the Husserlian brand of ontological pluralism based on his 
phenomenological principles. 

111. HUSSERL VERSUS PUTNAM 

Nonetheless, Husserl’s proclamation of the ontological pri- 
ority of the human spiritual world at the end of Ideas ZI is one 
place where the ultimate differences between Husserl’s and 
Putnam’s thought become evident. As I discussed, it does not 
necessarily follow from Husserl’s claims about ontological pri- 
ority tha t  this world is more Real, in  Putnam’s terms, than  
the world of na ture  delineated by modern science. Thus 
Husserl’s position is not directly a t  odds with the central te- 
nets of Putnam’s internal realism. Yet, even though Husserl 
and Putnam do not part  ways entirely a t  this point, a basic 
tension between their approaches to this issue emerges. 

I t  turned out that the priority of the human spiritual world 
for Husserl could entail three different and not necessarily 
connected consequences: (1) the rejection of physicalism; (2) 
the methodological priority of the human sciences over the 
natural sciences due to their greater scope; (3) the philosophi- 
cal priority of the human sciences over the natural sciences. 

All three of these consequences conform t o  basic phenom- 
enological principles. First, a physicalist position on the na- 
ture of consciousness is ruled out by the implementation of the 

362 



Husserl and Putnam 

transcendental reduction. Secondly, Husserl argues directly in 
the Crisis tha t  the life-world, which is the world the human 
sciences study, is  more fundamental  t han  the  world con- 
structed by the natural scientist. Thirdly, the essential iden- 
tity of the human spirit with transcendental subjectivity and 
the potential for the human sciences to serve as a ‘way in’ to 
transcendental phenomenology assures the human sciences a 
philosophical priority within Husserl’s system, as I have ar- 
gued. 

The next question is whether Putnam would accept any of 
these three conclusions. As to the first one, Putnam does reject 
p h y s i ~ a l i s m . ~ ~  Indeed, as an  internal realist he would have to 
reject physicalism, for physicalism, as a philosophical position 
a t  least, purports to have the one correct story on the nature 
of human consciousness. 

Would Putnam accept t h a t  the  human sciences have a 
greater scope than the natural sciences and thus can claim a 
certain methodological priority? All indications are  tha t  he 
would not. In  an  essay entitled “Literature, Science and Re- 
flection” Putnam implies the reverse- that  natural scientific 
knowledge has  a methodological priority over humanistic 
knowledge because it is testable. Of course Putnam is just dis- 
cussing literature here (though he accords i t  a central place 
within the humanities); he lumps the social sciences together 
with the natural  sciences in  regard t o  their t e ~ t a b i l i t y . ~ ~  To 
Putnam the type of insight that  great literature imparts is not 
a more basic kind of knowledge, but a lesser rival to  scientific 
knowledge: “No matter how profound the psychological in- 
sights of a novelist may seem to be, they cannot be called 
knowledge if they have not been tested.”32 (Husserl would dis- 
agree with Putnam’s contention that humanistic knowledge is 
not testable, due to Husserl’s distinctive phenomenological ap- 
proach to deciding knowledge claims.33 But Putnam does not 
share Husserl’s phenomenological conception of truth.) 

As to the last consequence of Husserl’s claim for the onto- 
logical priority of the human spirit, the philosophical priority 
of the human sciences, here I think tha t  Putnam definitely 
would bow out. Any attempt to secure this sort of ascendancy 
for the human sciences would have to  fall under the rubric of 
what he calls the full-blown obscurantist position that human- 
istic knowledge is higher or more important than  scientific 
knowledge. At this point Putnam sounds a very ontological 
pluralist note: “why should placing a high value on art be in- 
compatible with placing a high value on science, and a high 
value on yet other good things beside.”34 

Yet, it is not the case tha t  Husserl does not place a high 
value on natural  science, as I have stressed in this  paper. 
Husserl subscribes to  the philosophical priority of the human 
sciences for entirely different reasons than do the ‘obscuran- 
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tist’ humanists that  Putnam takes to task in his essay. In ex- 
plaining the philosophical priority of the  human sciences 
within Husserl’s system I have appealed to  certain deep philo- 
sophical connections between the human sciences and t ran-  
scendental phenomenology, a connection tha t  only becomes 
apparent a t  the transcendental level revealed by the transcen- 
dental reduction. 

No one can expect Putnam to accept the philosophical pri- 
ority of the human sciences on these grounds. This is the point 
at which the central difference between Husserl and Putnam 
arises. Not only is  Putnam not a transcendental phenome- 
nologist, there  is no transcendental  level a t  all  within 
Putnam’s internal realism. That is why it is called internal re- 
alism. Putnam can have no recourse to a detached point of 
view from which to sort out the deeper philosophical relevance 
of the various  discipline^.^^ 

For Putnam, no doubt, ascending t o  the transcendental 
level smacks too much of assuming a God’s Eye point of view, 
a point of view he rejects as humanly impossible. Much of 
Husserl’s philosophical enterprise, of course, including the 
problematic of the ‘way in’ t o  transcendental phenomenology, 
is devoted to  showing that achieving a transcendental point of 
view is possible, justified and philosophically correct. For rea- 
sons inherent in the nature of transcendental phenomenol- 
ogy-its fundamental  focus on subjectivity-Husserl is  
motivated in the end to  ally himself with the humanist tradi- 
t i ~ n . ~ ~  Putnam’s internal realism is not a species of transcen- 
dental  philosophy. This is  the central  difference between 
Putnam’s and Husserl’s thought. Lacking a transcendental 
level, Putnam’s internal realism differs intrinsically from the 
ontological pluralism espoused by Husserl in Ideas ZZ. 37 
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24 Ideas ZZ, 311. 
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tion, which is revealed by the transcendental reduction, is made possible 
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Danscendental Philosophy (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 19851, 143. 
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30 See Putnam, Reason, l’kuth and History, 78-89. 
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bility casts some doubt on his ultimate commitment to internal realism. 
Hilary Putnam, Meaning and the Moral Sciences (London: Routledge & 
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32 Putnam, Meaning and the Moral Sciences, 89. 
33 Husserl holds that  all knowledge claims are testable in tha t  they 

contain meaning intentions that either can or cannot be fulfilled in intu- 
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on a perception of actors performing it in some physical setting. 

34 Putnam, Meaning and the Moral Sciences, 89. 
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