
The Beginnings of Some Thoughts on The Transcendental Body

With my whole body I taste these peaches,
I touch them and smell them. Who speaks?

I absorb them as Angevine
Absorbs Anjou. I see them as a lover sees,

As a young lover see the first bids of spring
And as the black Spaniard plays his guitar […]

Wallace Stevens: ‘A Dish of Peaches in Russia’1

Introduction

As I struggled and stumbled through the slushy Dublin streets this morning I was given a 
visceral reminder of my body’s place in the world. And it seemed a precarious and 
slippery place. But this also seemed at the time like a very particular place. This was my 
experience; it was something happening to me.

The particularity of bodily experience raises important questions as to its place in the 
production of knowledge. Can a body know the world like we imagine the mind does? 
And if so, what does this mean?

These questions concerning the body and knowledge form the context of the following 
short discussion.  In what follows I discuss the body in the context of transcendental 
philosophy and in particular Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. In other words I 
consider the transcendental body. 

My argument lies in Husserl’s positing of transcendental ego as an embodied ego. It 
follows from this, I argue, that Body must also be transcendental. In other words there is 
some aspect the body that cannot be bracketed.

The Transcendental Turn

“What are the conditions of possibility for appearance as such?” This is, as Zahavi says, 
“The specific and unique transcendental phenomenological question.”2 Transcendental 
philosophy is an inquiry into the fundamental A Priori conditions of experience; in other 
words it’s about the necessary conditions that make experience possible. And 
Phenomenology is, Husserl writes, the final form of transcendental philosophy; which 
seems to suggest that that it is the moment when modern philosophy (which according to 

1 For a discussion on the philosophical implications of Stevens’ poetry see, S. Critchley, Things 
Merely Are, (Routledge, 2005) 
2 Dan Zahavi, Husserl’s Phenomenology, (Stanford University Press, 2003), Pg. 54
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Pietersma took a “transcendental turn”3) culminates in its most thorough and complete 
methodological manifestation.4

As it develops in his later philosophy, (after its formulation in Logical Investigations, 
1900-01) Husserl works with an understanding of Transcendental Philosophy in what he 
calls its “broadest sense”5. It is, he claims, characterized by:

“inquiring back into the ultimate source of all formations of knowledge, the motif 
of the knower’s reflecting upon himself and his knowing life in which all the 
scientific structures that are valid for him occur purposefully, are stored up as 
questions, and have become and continue to become, freely available. Working 
itself out radically it is the motif of a universal philosophy which is grounded 
purely in this sources and this ultimately grounded. This source bears the title I-
Myself with all of my actual and possible knowing life and, ultimately, my 
concrete life in general.”6

As Allison notes (pace Iso Kern7) this method is grounded in a method that “as Husserl 
himself acknowledged, is very Kantian.”8 This means that Husserl’s transcendental 
method corresponds to Kant’s definition of the transcendental as: “all knowledge which 
is occupied not as much with objects as with the mode of our knowledge of objects in so 
far as this mode of knowledge is to be possible a priori.”9

Both Kant and Husserl formulate a Transcendental Idealism which is, according to 
Moran a method in which:

3 In Henry Pietersma, Phenomenological Epistemology, (Oxford University Press, 2000) he traces 
a development in modern philosophy from Kant, through Husserl to Heidegger and Merleau-
Ponty. Husserl places this historical trajectory as beginning with Descartes, and does this most 
notably in the Cartesian Meditations.
4 “It affords the first insight into the thoroughgoing meaningfulness which unifies the whole 
movement of philosophical history in the modern period: a unity of purpose binding generations 
of philosophers together, and through this a direction for all the efforts of individual subjects and 
schools. It is a direction, as I try to show here, toward a final form of transcendental philosophy –
a s phenomenology. This also contains, as a suspended moment, the final form of psychology 
which uproots the naturalistic sense of modern psychology.”. E. Husserl, The Crisis of European 
Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. Carr, (Northwestern University Press, 
1970), pg. 70
5 E. Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. Carr, 
(Northwestern University Press, 1970), pg. 97
6 E. Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. Carr, 
(Northwestern University Press, 1970),Pg. 98
7 Iso Kern, Husserl und Kant, (Martinus Nijhof, 1964)
8 Henry Allison, ‘The Critique of Pure Reason as Transcendental Phenomenology,” Ihde and 
Zane (eds.), Dialogues in Phenomenology, (Martinus Nijhoff, 1975), pg. 140
9 Kant, (A 12/B 25)
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“all meaning and being are conceived as productions or accomplishments of 
transcendental subjectivity, and transcendental subjectivity itself must be 
conceived not as some ‘dead’ identity pole but as living, communalized spirit.”10 

Such Transcendental Idealism, by necessity, sits in opposition to both empirical idealism 
and transcendental realism both of which presuppose that the world is unknowable in 
itself, that is, without being represented mentally. On the one hand empirical idealism 
(such as Berkley) holds that, as Allison states:

“what is actually experienced by the mind, and therefore cognizable, namely, its 
own representations, with the postulation of an additional set of entities, which, in 
terms of the very theory, are uncognizable… The basic assumption is simply that 
the mind can acquire materials only as a result of being “affected” by things in 
themselves.”11

Whilst on the other transcendental realism such as naïve realism or the recent 
philosophies of speculative realism12 for example also lead to a gap between mind and 
world that both Kant13 and Husserl struggled to navigate and bridge.

10 Dermot Moran, ‘Making Sense: Husserl’s Phenomenology as Transcendental Idealism,” 
Malpas (ed.) from Kant to Davidson: Philosophy and the Idea of the Transcendental, (Routledge, 
2003), pg. 84
11 Henry Allison, Kant’s Transcendental Idealism, (Yale University Press, 2004), Pg. 5
12 See Graham Harman, Towards Speculative Realism, (Zero Books, 2010) in which he critiques 
tendencies within both phenomenology and deconstruction thus: “In both cases the inanimate 
world is left by the wayside, treated as little better than dust or rubble. When rocks collide with 
wood, when fire melts glass, when cosmic rays cause protons to disintegrate, we are asked to 
leave all of this to the physicists alone. Philosophy has gradually renounced its claim to have 
anything to do with the world itself. Fixated on the perilous leap between subject and object, its 
tells us nothing about the chasm that separates tree from root or ligament from bone. Forfeiting 
all comment on the realm of objects, it sets itself up as master of a single gap between self and 
world, where it holds court with a never ending sequence of paradoxes, accusations, counter-
charges, partisan gangs, excommunications, and alleged renaissances.”, pg. 94
13 Kant states: “I understand by the transcendental idealism of all appearances the doctrine that 
they are all together to be regarded as mere representations and not things in themselves, and 
accordingly that space and time are only sensible forms of our intuition, but not determinations 
given for themselves or conditions of objects as things in themselves. To this idealism is opposed 
transcendental realism, which regards space and time as something given in themselves 
(independent of our sensiblity). The transcendental realist therefore represents outer appearances 
(if their reality is conceded) as things in themselves, which would exist independently of us and 
our sensibility and thus would also be outside us according to pure concepts of the understanding. 
“(A369) “The transcendental idealist, on the contrary, can be an empirical realist, hence, as he is 
called, a dualist, i.e., he can concede the existence of matter without going beyond mere self-
consciousness and assuming something more than the certainty of representations in me, hence 
the cogito ergo sum. For because he allows this matter and even its inner possibility to be valid 
only for appearance– which, separated from our sensibility, is nothing –matter for him is only a 
species of representations (intuition), which are call external, not as if they related to objects that 
are external in themselves but because they relate perceptions to space, where all things are 
external to one another, but that space itself is in us”. (A370)
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The problem here would be that this gap between mind and world inheres within a 
dualism of mind/ world which potentially either negates the body (as part of the world) as 
philosophically significant or effaces the significance of body in the production of 
experience and knowledge.

To even imagine a gap is, in Husserl’s terms, “nonsense” because, as he says in the fourth 
Cartesian Meditation:

“The attempt to conceive the universe of true being as something lying outside the 
universe of possible consciousness, possible knowledge, possible evidence, the 
two being related to one another merely externally by a rigid law, is nonsensical. 
They belong together essentially; and as belonging together essentially, they are 
also concretely one, one in the only absolute concretion; transcendental 
subjectivity. If transcendental subjectivity is the universe of possible sense, then 
an outside is precisely – nonsense. But even nonsense is always a mode of sense 
and has its nonsensicalness within the sphere of possible insight.”14

In other words the world as it is lived, experienced, understood, described and depicted 
can only exist insofar as there is a transcendental subjectivity that can live, experience, 
understand, describe and picture. And this is the only real world. This is because, as 
Zahavi argues, any talk of a world that imagines it hidden behind phenomena or as 
transcending experience is, for Husserl not only “an empty speculative postulate that 
completely lacks phenomenological credibility” but is also, “based on a category 
mistake.”15

So the Husserlian account of experience and knowledge requires an account grounded in 
a transcendental method. But this leaves open the question as to what exactly it is that is 
transcendent?

In Husserl’s terms it is the “pure ego” or “transcendental ego,” which, as Husserl was to 
argue is also an embodied ego.

The Transcendental Reduction and the Epoché

The move by Husserl to transcendental philosophy is enacted through the epoché and the 
transcendental reduction. The epoché becomes the context for observing the conditions of 
the transcendental ego. Zahavi argues: “even though the epoché and the reduction are 
closely linked and parts of one functional unity, Husserl occasionally speaks of the 
epoché as the condition of possibility for the reduction.”16

In the epoché the subject assumes a perspective in which the ‘natural attitude’ toward the 
world is suspended or ‘bracketed’. Following this, the transcendental reduction is a 
process by which a subject themeatizes, observes and thus comes to know and understand 

14 E. Husserl, Cartesian Meditations, trans. Cairns, (Martinus Nijhoff, 1977), Pg. 84
15 Dan Zahavi, Husserl’s Phenomenology, (Stanford University Press, 2003), Pg. 55
16 Dan Zahavi, Husserl’s Phenomenology, (Stanford University Press, 2003)
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that they are embedded in the world in a mode of being that is correlative and mutually 
constituting.

The epoché thus involves a transcendental turn from normal experience that is 
unreflective or naïve to a phenomenological reflection on the very conditions of 
experience as they are experienced; that is a turn to the transcendental ego that 
‘constitutes’ the world through an active co-relationship with the world that is ordered by 
structures of intentionality. This turn, then, requires the suspension (bracketing, or to 
“parenthesize”) of judgments, pre-conceptions, beliefs and attitudes toward the world:

“We put out of action the general positing which belongs to the essence of the natural 
attitude; we parenthesize everything which that positing encompasses with respect to 
being; thus the whole natural world which is continually ‘there for us’, ‘on hand’ and 
which will always remain there according to consciousness as an ‘actuality’ even if we 
chose to parenthesize it.” 17

This would guide the phenomenologist to the fundamental nature, or essence, of things as 
they appear in perception to consciousness; that is, as Husserl famously claims to guide 
her back to things themselves. In turn, this leads to two sequential implications for a 
phenomenological project.

First through the transcendental reduction the method for a descriptive phenomenology in 
which a thorough interrogation of the objects of consciousness is established. This, in 
turn, establishes the conditions of transcendental consciousness (that which is 
apodictically grasped) from within empirical consciousness (lived experience).

Second, this in turn allows for the “eidetic” reduction which concerns itself with pure 
essences. It is through this second reduction that a more perspicacious and accurate 
knowledge the world is achieved; a knowledge that holds the promise (for Husserl at 
least) of being general and universal. 

However, it is important to stress that both the epoché and the reduction do not involve a 
radical or total suspension of the world, either in experiential or ontological terms 
(despite Husserl’s notorious claim that phenomenology could still continue following an 
“annihilation” of the world18.)

Zahavi explains this:

“As I see it, the purpose of the epoché is not to deny, doubt or neglect, abandon or 
exclude reality from our research, but to suspend or neutralize a certain dogmatic 
and objectivistic attitude toward reality, and not an exclusion towards reality. 
Thus the epoche entails a change of attitude towards reality, and not an exclusion 

17 Edmund Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to  a Phenomenological  
Philosophy, First Book, (trans. Kersten), (Martinus Nijhof Publishers, 1983), Pp. 60-61
18 E. Husserl, Ideas I ,  trans F. Kersten, (Kluwer, 1983) pg. 109-11 §49,
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of reality. It is only through such a suspension that we will be able to approach 
reality in a way that will allow for a disclosure of its true sense”19

Bracketing the Body

However, despite its philosophical efficacy, the difficulty of the epoché lies in what it is 
that might have to be bracketed. What aspects of experience can be put on hold, 
suspended and disregarded when one attends to the fundamental structures of experience? 

If, for example, everyday experience and those things that are unique to my own 
perspective are to be subject to the epoché (as part of my natural attitude), then does this 
require that those experiences peculiar to my own body are to be suspended too?

This was a major problem identified by Merleau-Ponty when observed that he thought 
that the epoché would never be possible because: first one would not be able to bracket 
the natural attitude, and second that to do so would be philosophically undesirable as it 
would sever philosophical inquiry from the world and lead to bloodless abstraction.20 He 
argues that that:

“the most important lesson which the reduction teaches us is the impossibility of a 
complete reduction. This is why Husserl is constantly reexamining the possibility 
of the reduction. If we were absolute mind, the reduction would present no 
problem.”21 

For Merleau-Ponty the body can’t be bracketed. We are not absolute mind. We don’t 
have subjectivity that transcends our body. Instead we are embodied consciousness 
positioned in a world.

However, whilst he argues that although a complete indifference towards the natural 
attitude is not possible, Merleau-Ponty still maintains that the attempt to do so is 
necessary.22From the very beginning of Phenomenology of Perception he outlines what is 

19 Dan Zahavi, ‘Transcendental Subjectivity and Metaphysics’, Human Studies, 25, (2002), pp. 
103-116
20 Merleau-Ponty states that the impossibility of the reduction is no reason to not incorporate it 
into the phenomenological method and that: “the incompleteness of the reduction …is not an 
obstacle to the reduction, it is the reduction itself.” Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 
trans. A. Lingis (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968), p. 178.
21 The Phenomenology of Perception, xiv
22 As Smith argues, the majority of accounts of Merleau-Ponty’s thought argue (mistakenly) that, 
ultimately, he rejects the phenomenological reduction and: “That the reduction, so central to 
Husserl’s phenomenological method, is jettisoned in favour of a new methodology and an 
entirely new conception of phenomenology.” However, Smith argues that although Merleau-
Ponty does turn toward the existential notion of Being-in-the-World (which Smith says is often 
seen as incompatible with the reduction) and uses examples from psychology (which Smith says 
is often seen as not following Husserl’s relinquishing of the ultimate validity of scientific 
knowledge) he does so in a way that it consistent with the method of phenomenological reduction 
“A better reading of Merleau-Ponty makes clear that he, in fact, accepted the epoche as a 
fundamental methodological principle, whilst simultaneously rejecting what we saw as the 
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at stake in the reduction, which seems to highlight its significance for his whole 
philosophical project:

“The best formulation of the reduction is probably that given by Eugen Fink, 
Husserl’s assistant, when he spoke of ‘wonder’ in the face of the world. 
Reflection does not withdraw from the world towards the unity of consciousness 
as the world’s basis; it steps back to watch the forms of transcendence fly up like 
sparks from a fire; it slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world 
and thus brings them to our notice; it alone is consciousness of the world because 
it reveals that world as strange and paradoxical.”

Further it is now well known that Merleau-Ponty was drawing specifically on Husserl’s 
unpublished manuscripts. In other words it is more likely in older readings of Merleau-
Ponty (and Sartre) to read him as improving Husserl whilst more recent scholarship (in 
English at least) such as Zahavi, Moran, Behnke amongst others have identified the 
affinities between their respective projects.   

The Transcendental Person

It’s my argument here that Merleau-Ponty’s critique can be read with rather than against 
Husserl; that is within the framework of transcendental phenomenology. Such a position 
would seem to suggest that transcendental subjectivity extends into a body. In other 
words Body is not a surplus to the fundamental character of experience but it also a 
necessary condition of possibility for transcendental phenomenology; or Body is also (in 
some sense) transcendental.

Husserl certainly uses the term ‘transcendental person’ in his later work to re-describe 
what had been previously referred to as transcendental subjectivity (as Luft has 
discussed.) This hints at a fuller, that is a fleshed-out, understanding of a transcendental 
ego. It suggests, in other words a transcendental ego that is made concrete by being 
embodied in figure of the transcendental person.

Luft writes:

“Although it [‘transcendental person’] only features in some later manuscripts, I 
am inclined to call it a key concept regarding what Husserl himself considered 
hims main discovery, i.e. transcendental subjectivity in its universal dimensions 
(ultimately as intersubjectivity).”23

transcendental idealist context in which Husserl presented it.” Joel Smith, ‘Merleau-Ponty and the 
Phenomenological Reduction,’ Inquiry, 48, (2005) Pg. 7
23 Sebastian Luft, ‘Husserl’s Concept of the “Transcendental Person”: Another Look at the 
Husserl – Heidegger Relationship,’ International Journal of Philosophical Studies, Vol. 13, no 2, 
(June, 2005). Luft refers here to Husserliana (HUA) XXXIV, Zur Phaenomenologischen 
Reduktion: Texte aus dem Nachlass (1926-1935), (Kluwer, 2002)
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Luft argues that this late turn comes as a response to the celebrated disagreements 
between Husserl and Heidegger that came to a head during Husserl’s writing of the entry 
on Phenomenology for the Encyclopedia Britannica.24

Zahavi and Behnke also write about (what I’ll call here) a bodily turn after Husserl’s 
transcendental turn in Husserl’s later (and only recently translated and published 
manuscripts.)25 Zahavi argues that an account of the body is “systematically integrated” 
into the transcendental method. This means that, contrary to the critique of the Husserlian 
epoché that neither world nor body can be bracketed, Body itself forms part of that which 
can’t be bracketed; Body is, in other words, another facet of transcendental necessity.

Husserl acknowledges this in Ideas II 26 where he presents a detailed discussion of the 
body. Here he argues that the body is “necessarily involved” in perception because it is 
the “organ” and the “medium” of perception.27 The body, then, forms part of what he calls 
a “nexus” of subjectivity and world, and is “the place where, and always by essential  
necessity, a system of subjective conditionality is interwoven with this system of 
causality.”28 Hence the body will remain during the epoché rather than be excluded by it. 
Body can’t be bracketed.

The body then, for Husserl, is a body at the centre of its own time and space. It is, 
Husserl says a: “zero point of orientation, the bearer of the here and now, out of which 
the pure Ego intuits space and the whole world of the senses.”29 It is also the site around 
which time and space, as experienced, is orientated:  “ ‘Body’ is given as the constant 
bearer of the centre of orientation.”30

This gives further evidence of how, for Husserl, a body is an entity positioned in time and 
space which are orientated in relation to consciousness. This is, as Allison observes31, 
similar to Kant’s conclusion in the Transcendental Deduction that “the a priori conditions 
of a possible experience in general are at the same time conditions of the possibility of 
objects of experience.”32

24 ‘ “Phenomenology”, Edmund Husserl’s Article for the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1927),” 
revised translation by Richard E . Palmer, in Husserl: Shorter Works, ed. Peter McCormick and 
Frederick Elliston (University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), pp. 21-35.
25 Zahavi, ‘Husserl’s Phenomenology of the Body,’ Études Phénoménologiques, 19, (1994) pp 
63-84; E. Behnke, ‘Edmund Husserl’s Contribution to the Phenomenology of the Body in Ideas 
II,’ T. Nenon, L. Embree (eds.), Issues in Husserl’s Ideas II¸(Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
1996), pp. 135-60
26 E. Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy: 
Second Book: Studies in the Phenomenology of Constitution, (Collected Works Vol. 3) Trans. 
Rojcewicz, Schuwer, (Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1993) 
27 Ibid. Pg. 61 [56]
28 Ibid. pg. 69 [64], my emphasis.
29 Ibid. pg61 [56]
30 Ibid. pg. 70 [64]
31 Henry E. Allison, ‘The Critique of Pure Reason as Transcendental Phenomenology,” Ihde and 
Zane (eds.), Dialogues in Phenomenology, (Martinus Nijhoff, 1975), pg. 140
32 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A111
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However, whilst Kant gives transcendental priority to time and space as accomplishments 
of consciousness (they are “not only a priori forms of intuition but also themselves a 
priori intuitions with a manifold of their own”33), he does not attend to the specifically 
bodily positioning of consciousness. Husserl on the other hand takes the position of the 
subject in time and space as it is relative to consciousness to demonstrate that the 
positioning itself is an absolute and necessary condition for the experience of that subject. 
And a positioned subject must be positioned according to that subject’s body; hence the 
transcendental body is identified.

Husserl gestures toward the transcendental aspect of the body in his use of Leib (lived 
flesh) in distinction to Körper (dumb physical matter); a distinction of which his 
translators note that he: “often plays on the distinction between the two.”34 Leib (much 
like Merleau-Ponty’s “one’s own body” (le corps propre) and flesh (chair)), is a 
necessary condition for the possibility for appearance. It is a component of transcendental 
subjectivity. Knowing of the world involves body and mind.

Yet every body seems different, just like everybody seems different. We’ve all got 
different lumps and bumps; hairs and cares; perspectives and potentials. So, if there is 
some aspect of body that is coupled with transcendental subjectivity it’s difficult to 
imagine exactly what this might be. It must be specific yet general; personal yet 
collective; unique yet inter-subjective. Exactly what this might be, what it is, is beyond 
the purview of this short discussion. I’d like to believe that Husserl’s positioning of Body 
at the very heart of his phenomenological project opens that project up to an interrogation 
of the sensing body, the aesthetic body and aesthetics broadly conceived. So perhaps the 
knowledge brought forth through aesthetic experience – when we taste with whole body - 

33 Henry Allison, Kant’s Transcendental Idealism, (Yale University Press, 2004),  Pg. 115
34 R. Rojcewicz, A. Schuwer ‘Translators’ Introduction,’ in E. Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a  
Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy: Second Book: Studies in the  
Phenomenology of Constitution, (Collected Works Vol. 3) Trans. Rojcewicz, Schuwer, (Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1993). Pg. XIV
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is a good place to start looking35. And perhaps art can offer us some answers.[2800 
words]

35 The connection between the epoché  and the Kantian account aesthetic reflection is something 
that Husserl remarked upon. In “Letter to Hofmannsthal” he writes: “For many years I have 
attempted to get a clear sense of the basic problems of philosophy, and then of the methods for 
solving them, all of which led me to the “phenomenological” method as a permanent acquisition. 
It demands an attitude towards all forms of objectivity that fundamentally departs from its 
“natural” counterpart, and which is closely related to the attitude and stance in which your art, as 
something purely aesthetic, places us with respect to the presented objects and the whole of the 
surrounding world. The intuition of a purely aesthetic work of art is enacted under a strict 
suspension of all existential attitudes of the intellect and of all attitudes relating to emotions and 
the will which presuppose such an existential attitude. Or more precisely: the work of art places 
us in (almost forces us into) a state of aesthetic intuition that excludes these attitudes.” Here 
Husserl is proposing that the phenomenological method of suspending natural attitudes is 
analogous to aesthetic experience in which there is a disinterested focus on the form of the work 
of art. See Edmund Husserl, “Letter to Hofmannsthal,”Husserliana Dokumente, Briefwechsel, 
vol. VII, Wissenschaftlerkorrespondenz, (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994), 133–36. Translation: Sven-
Olov Wallenstein. Printed in Site, (26/27, 2009)
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