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“Esto puede entenderse metaféricamente pero apunta en
todo caso a un temperamento que no ha renunciado a la visiéon
pueril como precio de la visién adulta, y esa yuxtaposicién que

hace al poeta y quiza al criminal, y también al cronopio y al
humorista (cuestion de dosis diferentes, de acentuacion aguda
o esdrtjula, de elecciones: ahora juego, ahora mato) se
manifiesta en el sentimiento de no estar del todo en
cualquiera de las estructuras, de las telas que arma la vida y

en las que somos a la vez arafia y mosca.”

[“This can be understood metaphorically, but it points in

any case to a temperament that has not renounced childish
vision at the cost of adult vision, and that juxtaposition, which
makes the poet and perhaps the criminal, as well as the
‘cronopio’ and the humorist (a matter of different doses, of
acute or proparoxytone accentuation, of choices: now I play,
now I kill), manifests itself in the feeling of not being entirely
in any of the structures, of the webs that life spins and in
which we are both spider and fly.”]

— J. CORTAZAR, Del sentimiento de no estar del todo






Introduction

The State of the Art and the Research Question

Phenomenology has engaged with social ontology and sociology in many ways. The
nature of human sociality, interpersonal experience, the forms of communities, and
the social dimension of the lifeworld have all been major topics both in the works of
classical phenomenologists and in contemporary phenomenological research. The
label ‘social phenomenology’ has thus gained widespread recognition among scholars
nowadays to designate this area of study (Chelstrom, 2013; Szanto and Moran,
2016a).

My work is intended to contribute to this broad field of research by addressing a
subject that is mostly neglected and marginalized in these discussions: the problem
of social structures. This concept and its satellites are certainly not absent in current
phenomenological discussions, and to be sure, phenomenologists often emphasize
the fact that subjects are embedded within traditions and historical realities.
However, the nature of structural phenomena never receives an explicit and
extensive treatment, nor does it seem to be conceived of as a domain distinct from
intersubjective, collective, cultural, and institutional phenomena.t

Two major tendencies seem to me to be recognizable within social
phenomenology: either the concept of ‘social structure’ is thought of as an
abstraction, denoting no real entity and being looked at with skepticism as a concept
of positivistic bent, or it is somehow taken for granted, being implicitly viewed as not
requiring any further investigation. An exception to both tendencies is represented

by the research framework of ‘critical phenomenology’, wherein social structures

1t By way of illustration, if one browses the indexes of the main books and collective volumes
on social phenomenology, one would be surprised at how little coverage is given to this topic.
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(especially power structures) become far more relevant than in classical
phenomenological approaches. I will return to this at the end of this Introduction.

Naturally, all this disinterest in social structures is anything but accidental, nor is
it owing solely to scholars’ lack of interest in the issue. On the contrary, I argue that
the lack of attention has far deeper roots. On the one hand, it stems from the shape
that phenomenology took as it entered the field of sociology through Alfred Schutz’s
work and those inspired by him. In fact, when Schutz transplanted phenomenology
into North American sociology, he introduced it as a markedly individualistic
approach, focusing on the everyday micro-social dimension of human agents.
Interestingly enough, till this today, such is the meaning that the adjective
‘phenomenological’ holds amongst sociologists, designating a subjectivist,
interactionist and hermeneutical approach (see e.g. Layder, 1981).2

On the other hand, this disinterest seems to derive from the very nature of
phenomenological philosophy. Since phenomenology’s primary interest is in
subjectivity and intentionality, it seems that an interest in structural phenomena
must be viewed as either altogether misleading and at variance with phenomenology,
or more simply as being beyond the scope of phenomenological analysis. According
to the first of these perspectives, phenomenology would seem to express a sort of
humanist vocation, as if it were essentially there to instruct sociologists that behind
any social phenomenon, there are ultimately people. According to the other
perspective, even if one were to acknowledge the legitimacy of social structures, it
would seem that phenomenology does not offer any insights about things so far
removed from human experience anyway. It would follow that inherent to
phenomenology is a sort of ontological neutrality regarding the sociological issue of
whether social structures exist.

Moreover, it is noteworthy to recall that in recent years, social phenomenology has
been developed in connection to contemporary social ontology—a field of research
embedded within the tradition of analytical philosophy, whose more prominent
representatives are Searle, Gilbert, Bratman, Pettit, and Tuomela. In my view, the
lack of interest in the problem of structures is largely handed down by the framework

that shapes the investigations of this cohort of authors.

2 T will discuss Schutz’s position extensively in Chapter 2, Section 2.1.
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Over the past three decades, such analytical philosophers have directed attention
to the phenomena of ‘collective intentionality’—the fact that individuals can think,
act, and feel together—as the key to conceptualizing the constitution of the social
world (see Schweikard and Schmid, 2020), proposing varied accounts of such
phenomena. This has led phenomenologists to revive the great number of insights
and fine-grained analyses on such topics produced by classical phenomenologists
such as Husserl, Walther, Reinach, Stein, and Scheler.3

The major strategic thrust behind this recent interest has been twofold. The first
is to demonstrate the potential and relevance of the phenomenological frame for
contemporary social ontology. Phenomenology indeed provides subtler taxonomies
of social relations and groupings, differentiating between cognitive, affective, and
normative dimensions of sociality (see Szanto and Moran, 2016b, p. 3; Szanto, 2020).

In addition, this project has served to fully dispel the accusations of Cartesianism,
solipsism, and intellectualism often leveled at phenomenology.4 In this sense, this
recent ‘collective’ or ‘We turn’ in phenomenology takes forward the theoretical efforts
initiated by scholars in the 1990s to spotlight the centrality of intersubjectivity to the
phenomenological project, notably to Husserl’s phenomenology.5 Thus, the focus on
dyadic, face-to-face interaction and the second-person perspective, which marked
the first phase of this new phenomenological trend, has been followed and broadened
by an interest in the collective and triadic forms of interaction and the so-called first-
person plural perspective (see Carr, 1986; Zahavi, 2015).

Over the last few decades, this project has yielded a great number of fascinating
and insightful contributions on the most varied topics revolving around the issue of
collective intentionality—including attention, emotions, social norms, habits,
imagination, politics, institutions, and many others. This has brought to light a new

picture of what phenomenology is, both historically and theoretically, while casting

3 Among the great number of contributions, two collective volumes stand out: The
Phenomenological Approach to Social Reality: History, Concepts, Problems (Salice and Schmid,
2016) and Phenomenology of Sociality: Discovering the ‘We’ (Szanto and Moran, 2016b). For a
narrower focus on Husserl, it is worth mentioning the recent special issue on Husserl and
Community (Szanto, Meindl and Zahavi, 2023).

4 Such a view of phenomenology is found in several sources. It started with reservations about
Husserl's theory of empathy in the fifth Cartesian Meditation, expressed by such thinkers as
Levinas and Ricceur, and continued with the criticisms made by authors such as Adorno,
Habermas, and Foucault.

5 Steinbock (1995) and Zahavi (2001; originally published in German in 1996) are perhaps the
two most significant examples of this new trend. Before them, back in the 1960s, Enzo Paci drew
attention to the pivotal role of intersubjectivity (see Paci, 1972 [1963]).
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light on (more or less) neglected thinkers—significantly, most are women—such as
Edith Stein (see Magri and Moran, 2017), Hedwig Conrad-Martius, and Gerda
Walther (see Luft and Hagengruber, 2018), as well as such authors as Dietrich von
Hildebrand and Tomoo Otaka.

However, it seems to me that the problems internal to this research paradigm have
prevented it from considering other aspects of social reality that are equally key to
understanding both the nature of social experience and the ontology of the social
world, social structures among them. Now, one of the tacit and implicit assumptions
of most of this recent phenomenological research lies in taking the domain of social
reality to be tantamount to human sociality. That is, the real focus of this program
lies not so much on the nature of social reality as it does on the social dimension of
selfhood and subjectivity. As such, the spectrum of phenomena ranging from
empathy and interaction to collective experience and we-intentionality would seem
to cover the domain of the ‘social’, thereby exhausting what it is understood social
reality amounts to. In other words, by considering sociality as the only theoretical
problem surrounding the scientific study of social reality, social ontology is implicitly
reduced to a theory of social cognition, or to social psychology.

Once more, it is not always clear whether this restriction of focus is accepted as a
consequence of the phenomenological method (and therefore does not exclude other
aspects of social reality, claiming instead that phenomenology is simply not designed
to address them) or whether the restriction comes down to a more radical thesis, one
that would advocate for a conflation of social reality to sociality. Were the latter the
case, the line of reasoning might roughly go as follows: since social reality is made up
of people, there is nothing else to investigate about social reality than the social
character of people’s behaviors, feelings, thoughts, and so on.

One of the fundamental goals of my work is to bring out into the open this implicit
issue about the nature of social reality, and to seek to resolve it from a
phenomenological standpoint. By doing so, I will come to question and warn against
such a reductionist view, which can be labeled as ‘psychologism’—as I propose in
Chapter 2—or as ‘subjectivism’ and ‘upwards conflation’—as many sociologists do
(see Chapter 3). As I will try to demonstrate throughout this work, sociality, while

being key to conceptualizing the social world, must be investigated within a wider
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context of social entities that are not reducible to any subjectivity (be it individual or
collective).

As I have said, social phenomenology has not been utterly blind to these issues.
On the contrary, similar problems have emerged within recent phenomenological
discussions. For example, Caminada (2019a, 2023) has drawn attention to Husserl’s
concept of ‘common spirit’ or ‘mind’ (Gemeingeist) as a ‘plural substrate of habits’
that outlast individuals and communities. Meindl and Zahavi (2023) have pointed
out that social communication cannot be construed as a “subject-subject” relation, as
it always presupposes a “public world”, a common and shared background against
which communication takes place. Similarly, Costa (2010) has emphasized that
intersubjectivity is always mediated by the pre-given world. Most recently, drawing
upon Sartrean insights, Hedges (2023) has advocated the importance of an external
‘third’ as a necessary condition for having first-plural-person experience.

These are only a few examples of such reflections, but while they all spotlight the
impossibility of reducing social reality to sociality, I believe there is still work to be
done, and that important aspects of social reality still need to be addressed. I contend
that it is impossible to make sense of social reality as autonomous from subjects
without introducing a robust conception of social structure. Leaning on the public,
shared and communal nature of the social world is not enough, nor is it satisfactory
to underscore that the human world is always both the outcome and the condition of
social communication and interaction, for the simple reason that this does not tell us
anything about the specific nature of social phenomena.

Now, while absent in analytical socio-ontological discussion, the problem of social
structure has been one of the most central and longstanding issues in sociology and
social theory for a century.® There is almost no important theoretical sociological
work in recent decades that has not addressed the problem of structure and its
relation to human agency and social interaction—the theories of Anthony Giddens
and Pierre Bourdieu are perhaps the most known and influential investigations of it.
It is important to recognize that the issue of social structures, far from being a solely
empirical question of no concern for philosophers, is rather a fundamental

ontological issue, preliminary to empirical research.

6 For an overview see Blau (1975a), Layder (1981), Crothers (1996), and Lopez and Scott
(2000). See also below Chapter 3, Section 1.
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Now, it seems to me that to this day, a deep gulf separates sociological theories on
structure and agency from social philosophy and analytical theories. More recently,
this separation has started to be addressed, with the notion of ‘social structure’
gaining prominence in social ontology discussions (see Haslanger, 2016; Ritchie,
2020; Ross, 2023), and conversely, with sociologists starting to engage with the
problems raised by analytical social ontology (see Elder-Vass, 2015; Donati and
Archer, 2015).

Thus far, however, phenomenology seems to have remained largely impervious to
such structure-based accounts of social reality. This work represents the first attempt
to bridge this gap, and discusses the problem of social structures from a
phenomenological standpoint. In this respect, the guiding hypothesis of this study is
that, although structures were not a central concern of classical phenomenologists,
there is nothing in the main tenets of phenomenological philosophy that prevents us
from introducing them and addressing the ensuing phenomenological questions.

Having elaborated a nuanced theory of social structures is one of the greatest
achievements of social theory in recent years. Therefore, if we want phenomenology
to be an ongoing research program and not a mere historical remnant, I contend that
the problem deserves greater attention and cannot be dismissed with the old
accusations of advocating a deterministic and positivist view of the human world.
Such criticisms have indeed lost any justification in light of more recent sociological
theories. Thus, the central idea behind this work is that social structures do not fall
outside the domain of phenomenological investigation. Rather, I shall argue that
since they denote a complex of social phenomena that are linked with human
experience, they fall well within it.

Interestingly, in a recent contribution about ‘collective intentionality’, Szanto
(forthcoming) sketched a similar research pathway. He identifies the problem of
social structures as integral to the phenomenological perspective, stating that “social
reality surely would lack some crucial building blocks if we were only to consider
interacting individual subjects, more or less generic types of groups or corporate or
institutional agents and ignore meso- and macro-level phenomena, that dynamically
and discursively structure the social positions individuals occupy in society, their

social roles and identities.” Thus, as a potential strategy to accomplish this task, he
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suggests combining “a broadly Schutzian account of social types” with “a Bourdieu-
inspired theory of social fields and habitus.”

In this work, I take a somewhat different path on both fronts. Firstly, I take issue
with Schutz’s contribution, which steers phenomenology in an individualistic and
psychologistic direction—as I examine thoroughly in Chapter 2 (Section 2.1).
Secondly, I do not place so much importance on the work of Bourdieu, and identify
instead a more promising ‘partnership’ in the morphogenetic theory of critical
realism. Before justifying this choice, I would make a few more observations about
phenomenology and the strategy I adopt in order to incorporate social structures into
it.

From Sociality to Social Reality

To lay the groundwork for my research, I must first demonstrate that the
phenomenological method can accommodate such a problem. The first step in this
direction is reconstructing what social ontology should look like from a
phenomenological-transcendental standpoint—which will be the concern of the first
two chapters. This analysis will serve to challenge the reduction of social reality to
sociality, which I have already mentioned as the main barrier to a discussion of social
structures. To this end, I seek to identify the roots of this reduction in the way Husserl
conceives the relationship between phenomenology and the ontologies of the
spiritual world. Thus, this issue is addressed in a mediated way, following a
metatheoretical path, that is, I raise the question of whether the science of society
(both as sociology and social ontology) is to be construed as a subfield of psychology
(hence, social psychology) or rather as an autonomous field. This question is
prompted by the very way the transcendental project is presented by Husserl.

As I explore in Chapter 1, Husserl indeed portrays transcendental phenomenology
as a new kind of science that differs radically from ontological investigation. Such a
stark contrast becomes much more nuanced, however, when it comes to relating
phenomenology to the sciences of the human world, the so-called ‘sciences of spirit’,
which in Husserl’s view also encompass rational psychology and social ontology.
Furthermore, Husserl repeatedly stresses the affinity between phenomenology and
psychology, crowning the latter as the fundamental science of the spiritual world.

This would seem to imply that social ontology amounts to a psychological
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investigation. In my view, herein lies the root of the reduction of social reality to
sociality that seems to shape much of phenomenological research.

This work is divided into two main parts, each comprising two chapters. Part I
aims to question this reduction, which I call ‘psychologism.’ To this end, in this first
Part, particularly Chapter 2, I will focus on the features of the phenomenological
method and its views on the human sciences, employing two main argumentative
strategies.

(1) The first one consists in demonstrating that Husserl conceives the ontology of
spiritual reality (what he calls the ‘eidetics of spirit’) as comprised of not only a theory
of individual and socialized subjects, but also a theory of ‘objective spirit’, that is, of
the objectifications and formations arising from human activity and interaction.
More particularly, I give prominence to the often-neglected notion of social
‘formations’ (Gebilde), which Husserl employs to designate those products of social
interaction that outlast the subjects from whom they arise (see Chapter 2, Section
2.2.2). While remaining somewhat underdeveloped within his philosophy, this
inclusion testifies to Husserl’s awareness that social reality cannot be conflated with
the ‘mental’, and requires introducing non-agential and non-subjective entities.
Moreover, I underscore the importance of differentiating this notion from another
Husserlian concept, that of ‘higher-order persons’—which in recent years has gained
prominence thanks to the work of Caminada (2011, 2016, 2019a, 2019b). Unlike
Caminada, I do not think that this concept enables us to conceptualize the objectivity
of social reality, as it remains bound to a subjectivist model. Equally subjectivist is,
in my view, the Schutzian ontology which conceives of social phenomena mostly as
the aggregate outcome of the interplay between several individuals’ mental (that is,
intentional) activities, thereby depriving social reality of any autonomy and
objectivity in relation to subjects. Thus, I contend that however rudimentary,
Husserl’s account of objective spirit and social formations can provide a framework
for accommodating the non-psychological, non-agential, and objective nature of
social reality.

(2) The second strategy that I employ in order to challenge a psychologistic
interpretation of the phenomenological approach is to elaborate upon the key tenets
of the phenomenological method. In particular, I emphasize that phenomenology is

concerned less with subjectivity and more with the correlation between subjective
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experience and reality. In this light, phenomenology is primarily a theory of
experience, and how experience is constitutive of objectivity and reality. What I want
to stress is that this statement gains considerable significance when read in
conjunction with a more stratified view of the ontology of the social world. Indeed,
once has been ascertained that social reality extends beyond the realm of
subjectivity—that social entities such as structures possess an autonomy from human
agency—then the task of phenomenology turns out to be broader than a psychological
analysis. It amounts rather to a description of the constitutive correlations between
socialized subjects and the objective social system or order, that is to say, an analysis
of how social reality is given, reproduced, and transformed in and through social
experience. Constitution therefore becomes the key to rethinking the
phenomenological account of the social world.

For this reason, the problem of constitution permeates the entire work, and every
chapter includes discussions on this subject. Chapter 1 introduces it as the key
problem of transcendental analysis. In Chapter 2, it is discussed in connection with
the Schutzian model and the competitor notion of ‘institution’ advocated by critics of
social phenomenology, such as Descombes and Benoist. In Chapter 3, the notion of
‘constitution’ is observed within the work of Berger and Luckmann in contrast to the
idea of ‘social construction,” and in Chapter 4 it is finally readdressed in light of the
theory of structure presented here in this work.

What I have introduced so far constitutes Part I (Methodological and Ontological
Issues in Social Phenomenology), which is devoted to bringing into view an
alternative path available to phenomenology for the investigation of social reality, a
path that does not entail a reduction of the social to the psychological (hence social
reality to sociality), and which allows us to carry out constitutive analyses in a more
complex way.

Part IT (Phenomenology and the Problem of Social Structures) has less historical
and more theoretical ambitions. It aims to follow through with the program outlined
in Part I in three moves: by introducing a more solid concept of social structure, by
showing how it can be accommodated within a phenomenological framework, and
finally by outlining and recasting, on this new basis, an account of the constitution of
social reality. Having introduced the way in which I rethink the phenomenological

method in Part I, let me now provide more insight into the notion of social structure
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and its possible relation to phenomenology, thereby offering an overview of the

arguments developed in Part II.

Framing Social Structures within Phenomenology

As I said, the concept of social structure is regarded with skepticism and concern,
especially by those who endorse approaches like phenomenology that focus on
human experience. Indeed, this notion is often associated with functionalist and
structuralist views of society that spotlight mechanisms of social systems at the
expense of the people who are located in the midst of them. In such theories, subjects
are portrayed as the unwitting executors of macro-social functions, and as unable to
affect or resist the social forces within which they are entangled. In this sense, the
concept of ‘social structure’ is considered inherent to a misguided positivist view of
social reality—one which is utterly untenable, especially for phenomenologists who
contrastingly highlight the categorial and methodological differences between
natural and human reality.

However, as I start exploring in Chapter 3, this is not the only way of dealing with
structures available to us. On the contrary, it is possible to substantiate the structural
functioning of social reality without overshadowing or undermining the crucial role
of human agency—that of people’s purposiveness, inventiveness, and freedom.

Back in the 1970s, sociologists such as Anthony Giddens, Pierre Bourdieu, and
Roy Bhaskar put forward this alternative, proposing a middle way between the
extremes of objectivism (such as structuralism and functionalism) and subjectivism
(such existentialist-phenomenological and hermeneutical approaches). To
conceptualize the difference and interplay between these two domains, Margaret
Archer—a critical-realist sociologist—suggests considering structures both as
relatively autonomous from people and dependent on their activity over time. If
structures were utterly autonomous, it is argued, they would work like blind forces—
as determinist views convey. Conversely, if structures were dependent on human
activity in the present tense and not in the past tense, then there would be no
difference between interaction and structures, and hence no need to distinguish

structures from people.
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Interestingly, before even these writers, a first attempt to overcome the dichotomy
between structure-based and agency-based approaches to social reality was
undertaken by two authors greatly influenced by phenomenology: Peter Berger and
Thomas Luckmann, who in 1967 published their book The Social Construction of
Reality. In Chapter 3, after exploring the relationship between structure and agency,
I discuss Berger and Luckmann’s arguments extensively, assessing whether they can
be still taken as a viable model to deal with this problem from a (broadly)
phenomenological standpoint. From this analysis, it emerges that despite the many
interesting reflections and analyses that these authors make, their account is
ambiguous and not entirely satisfactory as far as the theory of social structures is
concerned. Notably, one of the major problems in their account is that they restrict
the notion of ‘social structure’ to the institutionalized, socially established meanings
of human behaviors. In this way, they yield an overly idealistic conception of social
structures, incapable of grasping those structural phenomena that are not
describable as meanings and stocks of knowledge, and which do not arise through a
process of institutionalization of social conduct.

In contrast to this tendency, sociologists working within the framework of ‘critical
realism’ have proposed a distinct and stronger conception of social structures. In
their view, structures are not rules, norms, or codified behavior that pre-exist and
shape the single episodes of social interaction among individuals. Rather, structures
are to be thought of as sets of “constraints and opportunities” deriving from the
system of relationships involving roles and relevant material conditions in any given
situation (Sayer, 2000, p. 25; Donati and Archer, 2015, p. 195). In this sense,
structures intervene in human action both as impeding and enabling factors, and can
be said to possess causal powers, as they can steer individuals’ actions in a certain
direction without determining them.

Thus, while structures do not designate “lawlike regularities among social facts”,
as determinists and positivists claim, neither are they only a matter of “rules, norms
and ideology”—as thinkers such as Giddens and Berger and Luckmann convey.
Rather, structures are chiefly about “the causal properties of objective relationships”
that express themselves in “actor’s motives and, through motives, in their actions”
(Porpora, 1989, pp. 207-9).

The details of this conception of social structure are elaborated on both in Chapter

3 (Section 2) and Chapter 4 (Section 1). One of the reasons for which I advocate this
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model is that it brings into view the material and objective aspects of social
phenomena, which other models do not allow us to grasp. Most importantly,
however, it does so without overshadowing human subjectivity. On the contrary, it
ascribes it a pivotal role. These two considerations make morphogenetic theory a
good theoretical interlocutor for phenomenology. Indeed, embracing a similar
concept of social structure encourages us not to dismiss the most vital points of
phenomenology, but to seize on them in order to reconceptualize social experience
in more complex terms. This is what I aim to achieve in Chapter 4 (Sections 2 and 3)
by directing attention to two aspects of phenomenology: the notion of ‘motivation’ as
the causal framework of the social world, and the functioning of subjective
experience as a condition not only for the manifestation of social entities, but also for

their reproduction and transformation.

A Different Pathway: Critical Phenomenology in Contrast

Before beginning the text proper, I wish to briefly discuss a field of phenomenological
research where the problem of structures has recently achieved a certain
prominence: critical phenomenology. While critical phenomenologists’ arguments
are not examined in this study, a few observations are in order. More specifically, I
deem it important to highlight the differences between this framework and the
approach that I advocate, since their scientific objectives partly intersect with my
own.

Very roughly, critical phenomenology is a diverse philosophical program that
seeks to employ phenomenological tools in order to come to grips with those
subjective experiences that are shaped by power and contingent hegemonic norms.
In so doing, it aims not only to describe these conditions and presuppositions, but
chiefly to question their normative status and contribute to changing them (see
Guenther, 2021, p. 6). In my view, one of the greatest merits of critical
phenomenology is its having brought into view a less idealized and irenic picture of
the social world—a theoretical urgency that has also arisen among social ontologists
(see Burman, 2023). As well phrased by Elisa Magri and Paddy McQueen in their
recent introduction to these topics (2023), critical phenomenology analyzes social

phenomena by adopting “the embodied viewpoint of a social position situated in a
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web of different power relations”, focusing therefore on the “conflicts that emerge in
a world riven with social inequality, political exclusion, and discrimination” (2023,
p. 3).

As can be surmised, the program of critical phenomenology aims to cover an
extremely rich spectrum of topics, ranging from gender, class, and race to love and
sexuality (see Weiss, Salamon and Murphy, 2019). What I want to focus on here
though is the underlying model that most critical phenomenologists employ to
conceptualize such phenomena. Lisa Guenther observes, for example, that ‘critical
phenomenology’ is inherently a “hybrid method” (2021, p. 8), arising from the
intersection of, on the one hand, classical phenomenology and on the other, insights
stemming from Feminist theory (chiefly, Judith Butler), Critical Theory as well as
deconstruction and French post-structuralists (chiefly, Michel Foucault). From these
approaches they derive the notions of ‘power relations’ and ‘structures’, to which they
often resort for a conceptualization of social phenomena.

Now, these concepts are intended to designate social categories, narratives, and
any socially constructed meanings and norms that are interpreted by subjects as
‘natural.” By contrast, the notion of ‘structure’ that I aim to introduce within
phenomenology is quite different, as will become clear in Part II. I am less concerned
with how narratives and concepts mold reality and impinge upon social perception,
and more so with a sense of structure that is ontologically more objective—i.e. largely
independent from social norms and imaginaries. As I have already observed,
structures refer to the constraints and interests stemming from a pre-existing system
of relationships and material conditions (such as unequal distribution and access to
resources).

Thus, while I share the same interest as critical phenomenologists in social
structures, I find that my research proposes a different viewpoint on these
phenomena, and brings into view a different notion of social structure. In this sense,
it seems to me that the meaning of ‘structures’ employed by critical
phenomenologists partly aligns with Berger and Luckmann’s viewpoint. Therefore,
to some extent, the arguments I provide in Chapter 3 concerning their work may also
be applied to critical phenomenologists. Once again, it is noteworthy to emphasize
that my aim is not to criticize this approach but to shed light on different social

phenomena.
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This also implies that the facets of social experience that my research is interested
in are somewhat different. That is to say, I focus principally on how agents are
motivated by structural situations to act in specific ways, rather than on how their
identities and selves are shaped by (mostly prejudiced or discriminatory) social
contexts and presuppositions. For this reason, in comparison to critical
phenomenologists, I afford less space to embodiment and habituality as the means
of functioning attributed to structures. Indeed, from my theoretical perspective, the
interplay between individuals and structures is best observed not in routinized
behaviors but in agents’ responses to the constraints and interests deriving from
structured circumstances.

Consequently, a further crucial departure from critical phenomenology here is
that my work does not pursue any critical aim (in the specific political sense apparent
in that school of thought). Rather, the arguments and reflections I develop here must
be taken as mostly preliminary to a social critique. Of course, they make socio-
political discourse possible insofar as they work out the key concepts and dynamics
instrumental to studying social phenomena and identify those factors which open the
door to possible change, but they do not entail any critical element as such. This
brings me to a further pair of important details in my approach: the social structures
that I discuss are not necessarily harmful or inhibitive, and most importantly, they
cannot be separated from the social world, as they are part and parcel of it. In this
sense, structures are emancipatory or oppressive only in strict relation to their
historical content and the effects they produce on human individuals. Per se, the
plain fact that structures occur is neither good nor bad; it is only necessary. Thus, a
central contention of this work is that social interaction without the emergence of
structures is impossible, and while the contents of social structures vary historically
and are inherently contingent, that interactions are preconditioned and give rise to
social structures belongs to the invariant and a priori features of social reality.

While a detailed examination of the differences and potential intersections
between the critical phenomenological paradigm and the model I propose here is
beyond the scope of this introduction and the present study, this brief comparison is
important in that it brings out the distinguishing feature of my approach and clarifies
how it can contribute to the ongoing phenomenological discussion on social

philosophy. Let me then conclude by expressing the hope that this research will
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convince its readers of the importance of expanding our comprehension of the social
world by way of of a robust theory of social structure. If I succeed in this task, I am
confident that this research can also open up new avenues for phenomenological

inquiry that will shed light upon unseen aspects of our social experience.
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CHAPTER 1

Ontology, Psychology, and Phenomenology

This chapter aims to introduce the phenomenological approach to social reality by
exploring some preliminary issues about the relationship between phenomenological
and ontological analysis, as well as their differences. This will serve to make plain the
role of phenomenology in relation to social ontology, which I will take up in the next
Chapter. I will thus temporarily set aside the more specific topic of social reality and
social ontology in this Chapter, focusing on ontology in its broader sense, and the
spiritual sciences.

In the following Sections, I will first delve into Husserl’s view of the relationship
between ontological and phenomenological investigations (Section 1), contrasting
his view with realist readings of phenomenology. I will identify the issues of
correlation and constitution as the core of the research program of phenomenology
in contrast to all other ontological investigation. Following that, I will explore the
distinctive case of the spiritual sciences (Section 2)—a class of eidetic and empirical
sciences that includes ‘social ontology’—which exhibits a closer relationship with
phenomenology than any other ontology. In this context, I will emphasize the role
played by ‘psychology’ as an ‘ontology of the psychic’, elucidating how Husserl
conceives its similarity to and differentiation from phenomenology. This discussion
will set the stage for the next Chapter, where I raise the question of whether or not
social ontology must be taken as a branch of psychology, and bring out the main
problems involved in such a position, which seem to follow from the

phenomenological premise.

1. Ontology and Transcendental Philosophy

Phenomenology has been construed and practiced in so many ways that it is hardly

possible to determine univocally its subject matter and method. Certainly, the
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various phenomenologies have in common a certain philosophical spirit and some
common interests and topics, but not necessarily a common project, much less a set
of tenets. Nonetheless, it is a matter of fact that ontology has been a central concern
of nearly all phenomenologists; and it is no overstatement to say that one of the major
legacies that phenomenology has left to philosophy lies in having taken the old
problems of ontology up again and deeply renewing them. Contrary to what one
might think, this is due not only to Heidegger and his speculative reflections on the
ontological difference, but also—and even primarily—to Husserl and
phenomenologists such as Conrad-Martius, Hering, Ingarden, Stein, Walther, and
chiefly, Reinach.”

Nonetheless, there is a sense in which equating phenomenology with ontology is
quite mistaken—even though, as we shall see, the two have fundamental features in
common. In this respect, social ontology should not be an exception. If this is true,
though, one might wonder what phenomenology has to do with social ontology.
Specifically, we might ask what scientific goals it is supposed to pursue in this field,
or in relation to it, and what contribution (if any) it can provide to socio-ontological
issues.

To bring clarity to this intricate issue, we need first to understand the difference
between ontology and phenomenology, as conceived by Husserl. Let us then start
with a couple of rough definitions, which I will elaborate on and validate as we
progress.

As an initial approximation, one can characterize ontology as the study of what
pertains to being as such, and to types of being, such as ideal, real, physical, or
psychic. Phenomenology, on the other hand, can be defined as the study of
phenomena. In at least one sense, this means that phenomenology studies every type
of entity, not as such, but insofar as they are unities of a manifold of consciousness
experiences [Erlebnisse], correlates of subjective appearances [ Erscheinungen]; or
alternatively—as Husserl puts it—as something that acquires its meaning and
existential validity only through intentional accomplishments [Leistungen]. Thus,
phenomenological investigations appear to revolve around the themes of

‘consciousness’, ‘subjective appearances, and ‘intentionality.” On this basis, the most

7 See the classic book by Spiegelberg (1965), and the collective volume edited by Bertolini and
Fabbianelli (2016), featuring essays in English, Italian, French and German.



Chapter 1 29

glaring difference between ontology and phenomenology appears to lie in the
different angles from which the two disciplines view ‘being’ and ‘entities.’

However, while this captures Husserl’s standpoint, it is not representative of the
entirety of the phenomenological tradition, especially in its early development. Thus,
to bring out the distinctive features of Husserl’s view of ontology, I want to broaden
the view and consider some fundamental aspects of ontology as conceived within the

phenomenological tradition.

1.1. Same Ontology, Different Phenomenologies

As mentioned, phenomenology marked a revival of ontology in contemporary
philosophy. And all philosophers who identified themselves with this intellectual
movement dealt with ontological problems, sharing some basic claims with each
other. One of them was the need to differentiate subfields of ontology on the basis of
specific domains or provinces of being. Following Husserl8, most phenomenologists
distinguish between two types of ontology. The first type, called formal ontology,
deals with objects in a general and abstract sense, without any reference to specific
determination or content. The second type, known as regional or material
ontologies, focuses on the various regions or provinces of being and explores the
specific contents of ‘being’ within these regions. Furthermore, phenomenologists
believed that in order to study ‘being’ and its main regions, it was necessary to
pinpoint those features or principles that define a certain object as what it is (a being
in general, a spatial thing, a natural entity, an ideal object, or a social being). In this
respect, their key contention was that these features correspond to a priori or
essential properties and relations that are instantiated by objects and facts.
Importantly, these properties and relations can be intuitively and directly ‘perceived’
or ‘grasped’ through the methods of ‘eidetic intuition’ (Wesensschau) and ‘variation.’
Hence, phenomenologists considered ontologies to be eidetic disciplines, namely
disciplines concerned with the study of essences and essential laws.

As we can see, phenomenology’s contribution to ontology appears quite
substantial. Indeed, it aimed to affect the very practice of ontology and provide it with
a new foundation. In brief, this is accomplished in two ways: (i) by anchoring

ontology’s subject matter to the fact-essence distinction and the concepts of formal

8 See the third Logical Investigations (Hua 19.1, III, §§ 11-2).
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and material a priori, and (ii) by invoking an intuitive-eidetic method. In the early
stages of the development of phenomenology in German, this approach was
considered the cornerstone of the phenomenological method, epitomized in the
famous Husserlian motto ‘back to the things themselves.” However, as
phenomenology developed (especially in Husserl’s works), it took on different traits,
and its equation with ontological analysis came to be questioned.

In this sense, the way of conceiving the relationship between phenomenology and
ontology marked a significant turning point in the history of phenomenology after
which the trajectories of many phenomenologists diverged. The Munich and
Gottingen phenomenologists viewed phenomenology as concerned with eidetic and
objectual descriptions. Accordingly, they did not prioritize the psychological sphere
(whether meant in a transcendental sense or not) over the other ontological regions.
For these authors, phenomenology was basically a form of objectivism, namely, a
turn to the objects in contrast to both the constructivism of neo-Kantians and the
prevalent psychologism of that period (see Salice, 2020). According to these thinkers,
the investigation of the mental or cognitive domain has no privileged place, rather it
is just an ontological sub-theme among the others: that is, it is the investigation of
essences related to intentional acts, such as perception, judgment, will, or desire—
one that does not differ in kind from other eidetic analyses.

In this reading—embraced by the majority of early phenomenologists, including
even Heidegger, albeit in a different sense—phenomenology, far from being a
doctrine with its own subject matter, is rather a method for carrying out ontological
analysis. One implication of this is that the experiences of the subject related to a
certain ontological domain are relevant to philosophy not in their own right, but only
to the extent that they give us intuitive evidence to formulate eidetic statements. In
simpler terms, we resort to our subjective experience of objects only as a means to
ensure that such experiences and the resulting knowledge are faithful to the
phenomena and not biased by preconceptions or pre-existing theories.

Incidentally, it should be noted that herein lies the reason why this approach
claims for itself a phenomenological character and perceives itself as tuned to the
motto ‘back to the things themselves.” Indeed, the phenomena that this variety of
phenomenology speaks of are not subjective experiences, but rather the things as

they offer themselves to us, shorn of any theoretical construction and pre-
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conceptions. Therefore, as Reinach once said, phenomenology is nothing but the
“effort to transport ourselves into the phenomenon in order to be able to render
faithfully what we can vividly intuit there” (cited in Spiegelberg, 1965, p. 197).

What then is Husserl’s position on this issue? As is well known, early
phenomenologists’ understandings of phenomenology were directly inspired by
Husserl—specifically, by his Logical investigations (1900-1), which appeared as a
groundbreaking work on the German philosophical scene and marked a complete
reversal of the philosophical trend of the time. Above all, it was Husserl’s fierce
confutation of psychologism that made a profound impression on all these authors.
In the years that followed, however, Husserl sought to refine and expand on his
conception of phenomenology by elaborating on the nature of intentionality, which
he had first addressed in the Fifth Logical Investigation. Ultimately, as is well known,
he came to argue that the region ‘consciousness’ has priority over any other
ontological domain and, notably, has a transcendental function vis-a-vis every being.

I will not here enter the debate as to how to read this turning point in the
development of Husserl’s thought, which has been extensively discussed in the
secondary literature. Nor will I discuss whether it was Husserl who overturned his
notion of phenomenology or rather the other philosophers who misinterpreted or
reinvented his theory from the outset. It seems rather that the truth lies somewhere
in the middle, for on the one hand, Husserl’s theory clearly developed and changed,
though those changes were well-rooted in his first conceptions; on the other, realist
phenomenologists certainly drew on Husserl’s insights, emphasizing some aspects,
while overlooking others. But what is important to highlight here is that, however
one understands the relationship between Husserl’s Logical Investigations and his
later transcendental project, one thing should not be controversial: for Husserl,
phenomenology has always been a new philosophical discipline in its own right,
rather than simply a method. Moreover, in Husserl’s view, phenomenology was to be
intimately linked with the investigation of consciousness, and represented indeed a
radically new way, a philosophical one, of carrying out psychology.

Phenomenology seemed to Husserl to offer a solution to the vexed problem of the
role of psychology in philosophy; an issue that was at the center of the philosophical
stage in those years. Husserl sought to address the question of whether philosophy

was to be reduced to empirical psychology, or whether there was any room left for
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philosophy in the realm of knowledge and science.? Clearly, the strong confutation of
psychologism that he provided in the Logical Investigations was a crucial component
of his answer. However, far from implying a refusal of the importance of psychology
for philosophy, these criticisms were rather the precondition to clarify definitively
the real nature of psychology and its function for philosophy—initially, to be more
precise, for logic and the theory of knowledge, and subsequently also for the sphere
of practical and axiological activities. Thus, Husserl’s shift towards a transcendental
conception of phenomenology was not intended as a dismissal of his previous
philosophical achievements (i.e., those reached in the Logical Investigations), but
rather as a continuation of the same project.

For this reason, Husserl’s emphasis on consciousness did not imply a disregard
for objectual phenomena, as many seemed to think in those years. Quite the contrary,
it represented to him the only method for describing the things themselves in a
genuine philosophical way. If phenomenology was to be a way to breathe new life
into philosophy and put it on a scientific path, such a transformation could only be
achieved through a radical renewal of psychology. Thus, as Husserl would re-state in
Crisis, rectifying psychology was crucial to developing a transcendental philosophy;
for the troubles transcendental philosophy encountered hitherto in the history of
philosophy—in Husserl’s (unconventional) reading, from Descartes onwards—were

intimately linked to a lack of clarity concerning psychology:

“...the history of psychology is actually only a history of crises. And for this
reason psychology could also not aid in the development of a genuine
transcendental philosophy, since this was possible only after a radical
reform through which psychology's essentially proper task and method
were clarified through the deepest sort of reflection upon itself. The
reason for this is that the consistent and pure execution of this task had
to lead, of itself and of necessity, to a science of transcendental
subjectivity and thus to its transformation into a universal transcendental
philosophy” (Hua 6, § 57)

In this sense, it is not by chance that Husserl even came to define his

transcendental philosophy as “a psychology of a higher and new sense” (Hua 9, § 44).

9 In the same years, the neo-Kantians gave a different solution to this question, viewing
psychology as belonging to the natural sciences, and sharply separating the tasks of philosophy
and human sciences from that of psychology. See Staiti (2014, pp. 9—10)
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Also, it is noteworthy that Husserl chiefly blamed Kant for severing transcendental
philosophy and psychology.z°

Bearing these general considerations in mind, we can now return to the issue of
where ontology fits into the phenomenological project and approach the key point.
According to Husserl, while ontologies can be pursued in a phenomenological way,
phenomenology is different in kind from ontology. For it is one thing to do
philosophy following the phenomenological method, but quite another to carry out
pure and transcendental phenomenology as a distinctive and autonomous science.™
As Husserl writes, phenomenology is “the fundamental science of philosophy” (Hua
3.1, p. 1), which means that it is not philosophy in its entirety, but only its most
important part (that is, the foundational discipline). Ontologies can indeed be
philosophical disciplines’? and hence can be treated phenomenologically.
Specifically, they can be treated intuitively and eidetically.'3 Yet, strictly speaking,
they are not phenomenology and notably, not transcendental phenomenology.

At least in one respect, however, phenomenology and ontology are similar:
namely, both are eidetic disciplines. Husserl indeed defines phenomenology as an
eidetic of consciousness, a science of the essence of consciousness. This raises a
thorny question, however. In fact, since consciousness is a regional concept, it might
seem that phenomenology amounts to a material ontology (Hua 3.1, § 72, p. 133). But
if so, why should phenomenology hold such prominence in philosophy? Why,
instead, does phenomenology not count as an eidetic discipline like any other? How
can a regional ontology say something relevant about being as such, and hence about
any other ontological regions? And ultimately—as we will investigate in Chapter 2—
what does all this entail for social ontology? Is social ontology to be regarded as part
of phenomenology, in the narrow sense of the term, or is it rather related to it in the
same way as the other ontologies?

To answer these questions we must make some further distinctions between

phenomenology and ontology. This requires considering two aspects that, in

10 T will examine this aspect more extensively in the following Section (2).

11 On the ontology-phenomenology relation, see Kern (1964, p. 330ff.). My interpretation
diverges from Schwab’s and Smith’s (2012), in that I take issue with their stressing the
interdependence between the two disciplines.

12 To be precise, only some ontologies pertain to philosophy, for there is a set of eidetic
disciplines that can certainly be phenomenologically clarified but are not philosophical
disciplines. Geometry is perhaps the best example.

13 Yet another philosophical but not phenomenological discipline is metaphysics.
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Husserl’s view, mark phenomenology as a radically different philosophical enterprise
from all other ontologies, thus making it somehow overarch them. Now, the subject
matter is not the unique criterion to distinguish philosophical disciplines or fields.
Indeed, phenomenology differs from ontology not only because it deals with
consciousness instead of such-and-such way of being, but also by virtue of a different
way of considering its object (§ 1.2). Moreover, it differs because its investigations
turn out to have general implications about all kinds of being (i.e. transcendental

implications) that other ontological sections cannot have (§ 1.3).

1.2. The Two ‘Attitudes’ of Phenomenology and Ontology

Let us begin by addressing the first of these two aspects. One of the major differences
that Husserl sees between phenomenology and ontology is that they appear to be
driven by a completely different style of thinking and inquiring. This is what Husserl
usually refers to as the “attitude” [Einstellung]. This concept is crucial to
understanding what a transcendental-phenomenological approach is, and hence in
what way it differs from ontology. To achieve this objective, we first have to provide
a few insights on the notion of attitude in general (1.2.1), and then move on to its

main implications for the issue at hand (1.2.2).

1.2.1. The Notion of Attitude

By ‘attitude’ Husserl refers to the way in which one perceives and engages with the
object(s) at hand and the interest that underlies such experiences. In other words,
the ‘attitude’ is a metaphor to capture the conceptual and cognitive frame within
which a certain experience occurs. Alternatively, attitude can also be described as a
sort of system that selects those objectual features that are relevant within a specific
type of experience and overlooks those that are not. For this reason, each attitude
enables one to experience certain aspects of things, while at the same time preventing
one from seeing other ones.4

Thus, for instance, it is one thing to engage with the world in a practical way,
because one wants to perform an action or a technical task. Quite another is to do it

14 Husserl does not provide an extensive discussion of the notion of attitude, and his ideas on
this issue are spread all over his works. One of the works in which such a concept is explored at

greater length is lesson 42 of the second volume of First Philosophy (Hua 8). A systematic
reconstruction of this concept has been provided by Staiti (2009b; 2014, chap. 3).
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in a theoretical way because one wants to gain objective knowledge of something. As
we can see, in the one case, our interest is the goal one is pursuing, and in the other,
it is truth or the evidence about a certain fact. In yet other cases, the interest can lie
in the valuing or enjoyment of the thing; for instance, when enjoying a piece of music,
getting lost in one’s reveries, becoming absorbed in one’s feelings, or having a good
time with a friend. In these cases, we might say that it is for their own sake that,
respectively, the ‘music’, the ‘reverie’, the ‘feeling’, and the ‘togetherness with a
friend’ fall within one’s attention (or as Husserl would also say, become thematic),
and not for theoretical nor for practical purposes. Thus, instead of being theoretical
or practical, the attitude here amounts to an emotional (or feeling-valuing)
engagement, in other words, a relation to the world through emotional acts
[Gemiitsakte]—as Husserl calls them. Accordingly, in these cases one directs one’s
attention not to the objective features of one thing, nor to one’s practical aims, but
rather to the values instantiated in those objects®s

At this juncture, I think that a brief remark is in order, to avoid possible
misunderstanding. I have broached three types of attitudes that noticeably
correspond to three types of acts: theoretical, practical, and emotional-valuing.
Despite this correspondence, however, it is paramount not to conflate the notion of
‘attitude’ with that of ‘act.” In this regard, it must be observed that each attitude can
include all three kinds of acts, hence they are not to be taken as mutually exclusive.
On the contrary, the three types of acts are to some extent always intertwined in one’s
experience and constitute the various components of it, each of which can prevail
more or less in relation to the others. It is indeed the predominance of one kind of
act above the others—rather the absence of the latter—that let us speak of such-and-
such attitude.’® And we can say that we have switched from one attitude to another
when the corresponding acts subordinate all the others.

A thorough discussion of the relation between single acts and the overall attitude
is provided by Husserl in his lecture of First philosophy, notably in lecture 42 (Hua

8, pp. 100ff). Here Husserl differentiates between two ways in which different kinds

15 See Hua 4, § 2; Hua 8, 99 ff.

16 Another issue is that of the dependence or independence of the respective acts (i.e.
theoretical, practical and emotional). On this issue, Husserl argues that only the theoretical-
objectifying acts are independent, i.e. in principle, only they can be performed without a practical
and an emotional one occurring, whereas the other two must be anchored to a theoretical act. For
more in-depth analyses of these issues, see Rinofner-Kreidl (2013) and Staiti (2020, chap. 3), who
propose two alternative readings of the relation between these acts.
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of acts relate to each other: (i) either in a relation of founding, hence different acts
are unified in a single act (“the relation between the domineering and serving
function, which firstly defines the concept of a total act that is unified in all
interwovenness of acts”, ibid p. 102), and (ii) in a background-foreground relation
(“acts which are connected but not unified to the unity of a single total act”, ibid., p.
101), according to which one act can be assigned to the background, or put aside, but
not nullified.

As an example of (i), let us think of the very simple activity of reading a novel. To
enjoy the aesthetic values of a novel, I must first be able to understand the meaning.
Then, I must also be able to perform a series of technical-practical operations such
as holding the book with my hands, turning the pages, and so on. Furthermore, I
must exhibit the practical intention of reading, an intention that encompasses the
entire process of reading. But all these things are functional to the aesthetic
experience. The general interest is indeed that of reading and enjoying a piece of
literature, and not of acquiring theoretical knowledge or accomplishing a practical
task. To exemplify case (ii), Husserl himself refers to the case of the botanists, who
in their scientific activities have to put aside, in the background, their aesthetical
judgments about the beauty of the flowers and focus instead only on their objective
features.

In addition to the three attitudes mentioned thus far, the notion of attitude applies
to many other contexts. For example, the experience of play, the ‘as if’, that we enact
each time we engage with imaginative objects (such as board games or theater), is a
specific attitude that Husserl often describes as a ‘fictional attitude’ (fingierende
Einstellung, Hua 23, p. 520), whereby one ‘lives in the ‘image’-world’ (ibid., p. 518).
But, even more importantly, the notion of attitude is paramount to conceptualizing
the differences between scientific approaches, and most of all, the difference between
the naturalistic sciences and the human or cultural sciences. I will take this point up
again in the next Section (2), but for now, I will focus on how the notion of attitude
aids in understanding the phenomenology-ontology relation. To do so, we must turn
our attention to yet another context in which this notion proves useful, that is, the

distinction between a straightforward (or natural) and a reflective attitude.
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1.2.2. The Straightforward and the Reflective Attitude

As is easily seen, both phenomenology and ontology—just as any other scientific
activity—fall under what we have called the theoretical attitude. Nonetheless, their
respective attitudes differ in another respect. According to Husserl, indeed all
attitudes (be they practical, theoretical, or emotional) have in common what can be
called a certain directionality of interest—one that phenomenology has to invert for
its scientific field to be discovered and set. Thus, living by the ‘attitudes’ we have
considered thus far means in each case that we are focused on objects or on the world,
and correlatively, that we remain unaware of the subjective acts underlying these
experiences. Normally, we are indeed straightforwardly directed towards things: we
take things for granted, and what we usually do is explore them conceptually,
manipulate them practically, or enjoy and live through them in an affective-
emotional manner. In this way, however, what remains always implicit and
unnoticed by us is the experience itself, and the subjective processes through which
we encounter things, values, or persons. Things are simply and immediately given to
us, and we do not ask how this very givenness has been made possible in the first
place.

Such a position and directionality towards the world is, according to Husserl, a
form of naivety (or dogmatism), which common sense, sciences, and ontologies all
share, albeit in different forms and to varying degrees. To capture this aspect, Husserl
introduces a broader characterization of the attitudes, which straddles the
theoretical-practical-emotional distinction. This is what Husserl calls a “naive and
natural straightforward attitude” [die naiv-natiirliche Geradehineinstellung], or—
with an even more involute phrasing—“straightforwardly living into the world”
[Schlicht-in-die-Welt-Hineinleben] (Hua 6, § 38). To convey the same idea, he also
says that those who carry out their experience within such an attitude exhibit an
“ontic interest”, or alternatively that they are “ontically directed” [ontisch gerichtet]
(Hua 17, p. 43), because their concern are the entities, and never the entities ‘insofar
as are experienced.” Now, the entities as experienced are what Husserl calls
phenomena. As a result, an ontic or straightforward attitude never deals with
phenomena.

Importantly, this applies not only to common sense—often referred to as ‘natural
attitude’ in Husserl’s terminology—but also to sciences and ontology. Indeed, both

empirical sciences and eidetic sciences (ontologies) are “sciences of onta” (Hua 5, p.
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78), and so of entities. Thus, they remain rooted within the mundane or worldly
dimension. Certainly, in comparison to common sense, sciences and ontologies are
more critical: they take fewer things for granted, are always open to questioning their
assumptions, and even reflect upon the methods and procedures they employ. Yet,
they do not (and cannot) go as far as to put the worldly being into question, that is,
they do neither lose nor relinquish their interest in the knowledge of the world (in a
broad sense)—be it the world of animals (zoology), numbers (arithmetic), cultures
(anthropology), physical objects (physics), or the essences (ontologies). In this sense,
Husserl says, they are not as naive as common sense but still “remain caught up in a
half-naiveté” (Hua 8, p. 11; italics mine).

Another way in which Husserl makes this point is by introducing the technical
notion of ‘pre-givenness’ [ Vorgegebenheit]—described by Husserl as “the strongest
and most universal, and at the same time most hidden” bond (Hua 6, § 41). According
to Husserl, what marks the natural-straightforward (or mundane) attitude is that
it does not put into question the pre-givenness of its object or theme, i.e. what it is
directed at. On the contrary, the object or theme is always taken for granted, though
not in the sense that one does not (or cannot) inquire about the origin and genesis of
an object or a state of affairs, or how to attain knowledge of them; all of these
questions can indeed be answered without deviating from this straightforward
attitude. Rather, the mundane attitude is incapable of questioning the pre-givenness
of the world in the sense that one never raises the question, ‘How is the object (or
that which is thematic in our experience or theorizing) given to us?’ or, ‘How is the
world of experience continuously there?” Such questions and the very idea of a ‘pre-
givenness’ are simply meaningless in common sense as well as in science. As Husserl

writes:

[Sciences] have things that are pregiven: this means that they accept
something although they have never before critically examined this
pregiving cognition. Likewise, they engage in methodological cognition,
which, to be sure, they have perused with a certain critical eye, which they
have stamped with a critical form; and yet again not in such a way that
they would, in the most radical reflection, have made this cognizing
theoretical accomplishing a theme of its own, considered through to the
end. (Hua 8, 11; italics mine)

Importantly, the fact that science can reflect on its own knowing operations and

procedures is not sufficient. The episodes of reflection that necessarily occur in the
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knowing process of the scientists do not modify the direction of their interest. For in
these cases, episodes of reflection serve always as means to the ultimate goal of the
knowledge of their objectual themes, and never as end in themselves.” Hence, the
critical dimension of science is not yet a “radical reflection”, that is, one that is able
to modify the ‘ontic’ or ‘worldly directedness’ in which we normally move.

Thus, phenomenology requires a change of attitude that is obtained by means of
a “radical reflection”—as Husserl calls it. But both the change of attitude and the
reflection must be of a very peculiar kind, and not just like those we normally
accomplish in our normal life.18

To clarify this point, let us take up the example of reading a novel once again.
When reading a novel, it may happen that we are driven to move our interest from
the beauty (or whatever aesthetical value or disvalue we are experiencing) of the
novel to something else. For instance, because we want to know information about
its author, or about the circumstances in which the novel has been written. Or again,
it may happen that one runs into a badly printed page, making reading impossible,
or it may happen that a page of our book accidentally tears out, and we are kept from
reading and driven to fix it. Now, these are examples of a change of attitude: from an
emotional valuing to a theoretical one, in the first case, and to a practical one, in the
second case. And yet, such attitude changes cannot lead us to a modification of our
ontic interest, which is what is required by phenomenology.

As I said, to modify this directionality, a reflection is needed. But again, reflection
is something that can always take place in the natural attitude. If we reflect on
ourselves, for instance, we are not doing phenomenology. After all, any metatheory,
epistemology, or theory of judgments (“formal apophantics”, in Husserl’s jargon) are
all reflective disciplines, but they are not phenomenology. Therefore, we must
understand what marks the phenomenological reflection as one of a peculiar kind
compared to other types of reflection.

The place in which Husserl best elucidates this point is, again, in his lessons on
First Philosophy (Hua 8). In this text, Husserl clearly draws a distinction between

the phenomenological reflection and what he calls a natural or psychological one,

17 This is exemplified by Husserl’s description of the scientist’s way of investigating in terms of
an ongoing zigzag in Formal and transcendental logic (Hua 17).

18 Also distinct from the changes of attitude that may occur between the naturalistic and the
personalistic one, which Husserl describes as “apperceptive turns” (Hua 4, 185). See also Hua 4,
210.
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and the difference concerns the way the reflecting ‘T’ is related to the experiences that
it reflects upon. Let us examine it a little more thoroughly.

According to Husserl, every reflection can be described as a kind of Ego-splitting:9
when reflecting, I separate myself from the ‘T’ that has experience of something, that
is, from the ‘T’ that is (or was) believing, thinking, or acting. Hence, Husserl proposes
to differentiate between a reflecting and a reflected ‘T’, or, alternatively, between a
higher and a lower ‘1.’ Ordinarily though, the reflecting ‘T’ is interested or, as it were,
involved in what the reflected ‘T’ does, believes, thinks, etc. As Husserl says, the
reflecting ‘T’ usually participates in the enactments of the reflected ‘I.” The position-
takings of the reflected ‘T’ are usually “co-enacted” [mitvollzogen] by the reflecting
‘1.1, as the ‘T’ who reflects on my perceptions, beliefs, thought, feelings, etc. usually
“participates in the interest of the lower [i.e. reflected] I”; specifically, I co-perceives,
co-believes, co-thinks etc. what is perceived, believed, thought by the lower ‘I.” In
other words, in reflection, I am in accordance with myself: If I reflect on myself
perceiving a house, the house remains for me an existing reality, and I do not
relinquish the position-taking enacted by the reflected I.2°

Interestingly, this interest and involvement in the enactments of the reflected ‘T’
can also be observed in those cases in which I do not agree with myself, with the I
upon which I reflect. For example, let us take the case of an episode of optical illusion,
e.g. the illusion of seeing water on a road during a hot sunny day. When I reflect upon
this perception, obviously, I do not agree with myself. Rather, I deny the position-
taking ‘there is water on the road.” And yet, this denial means precisely that I, as a
reflecting I, am interested in the existence and being-thus of the perceived object. By
reflecting, therefore, I take a stance on the acts of the reflected 1.2t Similar cases are
those reflections upon beliefs one no longer takes to be true or upon opinions one no
longer has.

By stark contrast, the kind of reflection pertaining to phenomenology stands out
for being a disinterested reflection. In the case of a phenomenological reflection,
indeed, the reflecting ‘T’ neither agrees nor denies the position-takings of the

reflected I. Instead, it becomes what Husserl calls an “unparticipating observer” of

19 For more insights on the idea of the ego-splitting, see Averchi (2015) and Cavallaro (2019).

20 Interestingly, Husserl contends that emotional and even practical reflections are also
possible, and not just intellective ones, as those we are taking as examples here.

21 As a side remark, note that the skeptic falls under this latter case, according to Husserl.
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itself, “the disinterested self-observer and self-cognizer” (Hua 8, pp. 97-8). As a
result, what now “exists for me” and which I am interested in is nothing except “the
purely subjective, and my theoretical interest enacts itself in the observation and
determination of precisely this purely subjective [realm] and its purely immanent
contents” (Hua 8, p. 97). As is well known, this abstention from participation in any
position-takings is what Husserl calls the epoché, the bracketing of beliefs, whereas
what ensues from it is the reduction, i.e. the treatment of things and beings as mere
correlates of consciousness.

In this sense, such a disinterested reflection, above any other type of reflection, is
what allows us to move from the things to the way things appear to us, from entities
to phenomena. Indeed, unlike other kinds of reflection, which do not affect my ontic
directionality, this disinterested reflection brings me to a radical change of attitude
and interest. As Husserl says, such a reflection brings me to “a new universal
direction of interest”, by virtue of which we take into account the “onta” (i.e. entities),
“not straightforwardly”, but rather “as objects in respect to their ‘how’—that is, with
our interest exclusively and constantly directed toward how, throughout the
alteration of relative validities, subjective appearances, and opinions, the coherent,
universal validity world—the world—comes into being for us” (Hua 6, § 38). The
things considered ‘in respect to their how’ are the phenomena that phenomenology
wants to investigate. Without such a reflective attitude, therefore, the realm of
phenomena would be completely inaccessible. Thus, as Husserl writes, “the
phenomenological method moves entirely in acts of reflection” (Hua 3.1, § 77).

In conclusion, what distinguishes the attitude shift required by phenomenology is
the reversal of the direction of the straightforward attitude. In this way, we no longer
treat the object as we normally would, but we see it for the first time as dependent
and related to a system of consciousness acts—a system of acts that, while usually

going unnoticed, holds up our world experience.

1.3. Transcendental Implications and the New A Priori

At this point, one might ask why this new attitude and the discoveries it makes
possible should hold such significance for philosophy, and what insights of
philosophical relevance could be gained by their means. Only by addressing these
issues can we fully appreciate the importance of distinguishing phenomenology from

ontology.
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1.3.1. The Discovery of Transcendental Subjectivity

To answer these questions, let us examine the nature of this reflection more closely.
In addition to what we have observed so far, it is now important to highlight that the
two kinds of reflections (the natural and the disinterested one) unveil different
aspects of our consciousness life, and hence give access to different fields for
investigation and description.

Again, let us consider an episode of reflection. If I reflect on the experience ‘I see
a house’, in a natural-psychological way, I will achieve insight into the way I perceive
the house, and hence into the particular and unique perspective from which I see it,
the memories that it raises, as well as the feelings it generates in me. In other words,
by reflecting I come to pay attention to the way I experience things, and I become
aware of several aspects of my mental life that usually go unnoticed by me. All this,
of course, may be extremely relevant for psychological scopes, e.g. for providing first-
person descriptions. But all this can hardly turn out to be useful for the scope of the
phenomenological project.22

By contrast, the results that phenomenological reflection leads us to are utterly
different. What we achieve through it is the fundamental insight that consciousness
accomplishments are transcendental conditions or constitutive for every objectivity
and reality. For this reason, Husserl also designates the phenomenological reflection
as a transcendental one.

If T reflect on the same experience as before, i.e. ‘I see a house’, but now as a
disinterested observer, as performing the epoché, I find myself in an utterly different
situation. Just as before, I come to know the experiences through which things are
given to me, but now I am in the right condition to realize that my lived experiences
are not simply the subjective, unique personal ways in which I see things, or as it
were, a sort of subjective ‘coloring’ of a world of objective and self-standing facts. On
the contrary, through such a suspension of belief, I can realize that my consciousness’
accomplishments are the source from which every entity acquires its objectual
meaning and being (or validity of being). To put it differently, by virtue of this
reflection, every object turns out to be a correlate of a system of actual and possible

experiences, without which it is unthinkable; a correlate that constitutes itself in and

22 The difference between phenomenological reflection and psychological introspection in the
first-person has been emphasized and illustrated by Zahavi (2017, chap. 1).
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through consciousness. Accordingly, if considered without the corresponding system
of experiences in which it can be given, as a mind-independent entity, the object is
little more than an abstraction. This is the well-known and controversial Husserlian
thesis of transcendental idealism. Thus, ‘correlation’, ‘transcendental idealism’, and
‘constitution’ are three headings that point at one and the same problem.

In addition to this first achievement of the disinterested reflection, there is a
second. Indeed, this reflection modifies not only the way I see the objects of my
experience, but also my experience itself. That is, I cease to consider the findings of
the reflection, my lived experiences, “as real occurrences in the world”, namely “as
experiences of animal beings” (Hua 3.1, § 33).23

To be even more precise, we should say that in Husserl’s view, the way leading
from a natural to a transcendental reflection involves an intermediate step, which is
the eidetic consideration of the acts of consciousness. The transcendental reduction
is thus foreshadowed by an eidetic reduction, whereby I treat what I find in my
natural reflection not as something belonging to my individual factual ego, but as
exemplifications of essential features of ‘consciousness in general.” However, while it
is eidetic, such an eidetic treatment of subjectivity remains bound to the assumption
that the pure aspects of subjective life it illuminates are still thought of as
components of a human being, which therefore co-exist with another component, not
psychic but physical, i.e. a lived body. This means that an eidetic investigation of
consciousness is not sufficient to push us into a truly phenomenological dimension.

I will return more extensively onto this point in the next Section (2.2.), where I
will illustrate how Husserl draws the distinction between phenomenological
psychology and transcendental phenomenology on this basis. What is important to
emphasize here is that every transcendental-phenomenological investigation is made
possible by the aforementioned twofold acknowledgment, that is, (i) the constitutive
nature of subjective life and (ii) its non-mundane and non-anthropological
dimension. As a result, it becomes clear that the purpose of transcendental
philosophy is to illustrate the constitutive relation between subjectivity and every
kind of entity. This allows us to understand why Husserl claims that idealism is not
a premise or thesis that can be demonstrated once and for all, but a research
program. As Husserl writes, idealism is indeed a general insight into the relationship

between reality and consciousness whose “proof” is then to be obtained “in the active

23 See below Section 2.2.
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exercise of phenomenology itself” (Hua I, p. 34), that is, in the extension of the
problem of the transcendental constitution to every region and to every possible
object.

With all this in mind, we may now turn back to our initial questions: In which
sense does phenomenology stand on a different level than ontology? And why is
phenomenology not a material eidetic science as any other? These considerations on
the role of reflection and the transcendental dimension of phenomenology should
now provide an answer.

Phenomenology would be on a par with any other eidetic discipline, thus
amounting to a mere ontology of consciousness, if its subject matter did not have
general implications—notably transcendental ones—about being in general, nor
hence about any other region. For this reason, phenomenology is an eidetic discipline
that overarches any other and deserves the title of ‘transcendental science.’ But again,
these implications may come to the fore only by performing the epoché and the
reductions; in fact, doing psychology without these two methodological devices will
never lead us to anything similar to transcendental philosophy.

In this regard, it is important to also emphasize the radical difference between
psychology as an ontological investigation of consciousness and phenomenology as
a transcendental analysis of consciousness. Unlike both empirical and eidetic
(rational) psychologies, phenomenology studies intentional consciousness not for its
own sake, but insofar as consciousness is the source of all objectivity and reality. This
is what marks phenomenology as a distinctive science vis-a-vis any other ontological
disciplines. And this is the reason why psychology stands on the same level as other
ontologies, being a mere regional ontology, whereas phenomenology overarches all
ontologies, which are thereby subordinate to it.24 In this sense, it might be said that
phenomenology is concerned not just with consciousness, but with any kind of object
in relation to the consciousness’ experiences that make it valid and/or real.

To describe such a difference, Husserl employs a metaphor that I find particularly
fitting. In Crisis, Husserl writes that it is as if phenomenology discloses “a third
dimension” of the world, for it proves every entity to be the “projection” of “an

infinitely richer dimension of depth” (Hua 6, § 33), just like a square can be

24 T will explore this point more extensively in Section 2.2.
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considered as, or turned into, the face of a cube. Thus, sciences and ontologies are to

the surface as phenomenology is to the solid. He then continues:

“Everything of which men—the scientists and all the others—can become
conscious in their natural world-life (experiencing, knowing, practically
planning, acting) as a field of external objects—as ends, means, processes
of action, and final results related to these objects—and on the other hand,
also, in self-reflection, as the spiritual life which functions thereby—all
this remains on the ‘plane’ (Hua 6, § 33).

Ontologies (as well as all sciences) stand on this ‘plane’ level. They move, as it
were, within a bi-dimensional space. Hence, the difference between phenomenology
and ontology lies not so much in the former dealing with subjectivity and the latter
with objectivity. Rather, it is a question of phenomenology operating at a higher level
of complexity than ontology. In fact, phenomenology deals with objectivity just as
ontology does; what distinguishes phenomenology from ontology is not that the
former doesn’t deal with objects, turning instead to investigate only the inner mental
states of the subject.25 On the contrary, ‘being’ remains a theme for phenomenology,
but “in an essentially modified manner”, for the object can “count only as the
intentional object of its act, of that act which attributes validity to it” (Hua 8, pp. 110-
1). The object under investigation is the object as experienced, i.e. as judged,
perceived, evaluated. As Husserl often writes, in accomplishing the reduction, we do
not lose the world but retain it (Hua 1, § 15), and more precisely, we retain it as a
‘phenomenon’ and as an ‘intentional object’, which far from being a mental duplicate
of it, is rather the object itself but the object considered in connection to its
transcendental sources, in its “third dimension.” Thus, both the interpretations of
phenomenology as a variety of internalism and as a form of metaphysical idealism
(objects as parts of consciousness) are simply mistaken (see Zahavi, 2017, chap. 3).

As a result, a peculiar aspect of phenomenology emerges: its subject matter is
essentially twofold or two-sided, since it neither amounts to just the subject nor to
the object(s), but rather to their correlation. Thus, the characterization of
phenomenology as a science of phenomena is to be understood in two senses. For

phenomena are as much the ‘appearances’ (Erscheinungen), i.e. the subjective acts

25 As Husserl writes in Hua 6, § 53: “Clearly this cannot be meant in such a way that through
this method the existing world and the human world-representation are set over against each
other and that, on the ground of the world, taken for granted as actually existing, we inquire into
the subjective, i.e., into the psychic occurrences in men through which they gain experience of the
world, everyday or scientific opinions about the world, their particular sensible and conceptual
‘world-pictures.’ Scientific discipline for us is not that of the psychologist.”
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and lived-experiences, as ‘what appears’, i.e. the object as a correlate of those

appearances.2°

1.3.2. A New Eidetic Dimension: The A Priori Correlation

This brings us to a further crucial aspect of the relationship between phenomenology
and ontology. From the two-sided nature of phenomenology, it follows that the
results of ontological investigations or—more broadly—of ontic-oriented inquiries
(thus including all empirical sciences) can become starting points for transcendental
analyses, or—as Husserl also says—‘(leading) clues’ [Letifaden] or ‘indexes.” Thus,
Husserl argues that any ontological investigation can be turned into a transcendental
one, which means that “every entity” can be treated as an “index of a subjective
system of correlations” and “its manners of appearing” (Hua 6, § 48), or alternatively,
as “clues [Leitfaden] for transcendental” or “constitutive investigations” (Hua 1, §§
21-2).27 Notably, the corresponding ontological regions, in other words the subject
matters of the various ontologies, can undergo such a transcendental
reconsideration. Hence, Husserl can sketch out the project of a system of constitutive

analyses:

“transcendental theories of constitution arise that [...] relate to any spatial
things whatever (singly and in the all-embracing nexus of a Nature), to
any psycho- physical beings, to human beings as such, to their self-
comportment toward their natural and otherwise determined
surrounding world, to any social communities, any cultural objects, and
ultimately to any Objective world whatever - purely as a world intended
in possible consciousness and, transcendentally, as a world constituted
(in the manner peculiar to consciousness) purely within the
transcendental ego. All of that, naturally, with consistently exercised
transcendental epoché, from which all these theories derive a
transcendental sense” (Hua 1, § 22).

Herein lies the task of a transcendental phenomenology vis-a-vis the ontologies,
including social ontology. Thus, phenomenology is neither identical to ontology nor
totally unrelated to it. Rather, ontological descriptions are taken by phenomenology
as starting points for transcendental investigation. Moreover, Husserl also specifies

that “constitutional investigations” must be carried out “by following, as a mobile

26 For a brief yet clear and to-the-point reconstruction of Husserl’s conception of
‘phenomenon’ (and its development), see Djian and Majolino (2020, pp. 353—60).

27 See also the following passage: “every sort of intentional unity becomes a ‘transcendental
leading clue’ for constitutive ‘analyses’™ (Hua 17, § 97).
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clue” not only (i) “the system of all objects of possible consciousness”, but also (ii)
“within it, the system of their formal and material categories” (Hua 1, § 22).

What I intend to examine further here is the new eidetic dimension that such a
correlative investigation opens up. Thus far, I have emphasized the differences
between a phenomenological-transcendental investigation and an eidetic-
ontological one. At the same time, I have pointed out that transcendental
phenomenology is nonetheless eidetic in character. In light of what I have said in
Section 1.3.1, I shall determine more precisely what such an eidetic dimension lies in.

In his later works, Husserl talks of “an a priori of a completely novel kind [ein
vollig neuartiges A priori]”, which he describes as “the a priori of constitution” (Hua
1, § 59) or the “universal a priori of correlation” (Hua 6, § 46; Hua 17, § 98).
Accordingly, he also introduces a new characterization of the subject matter of
phenomenology, which accompanies those he first outlined. Namely,
phenomenology is not simply the science of the eidetically and transcendentally
reduced region of consciousness—he depicts it in Ideas I (1913), for example—but
also the systematic investigation of this a priori correlation between “world” and
“transcendental subjectivity” (Hua 6, § 55); between “constitution and constituted”
(Hua 17, § 98).

The novelty of this a priori is that what is ruled by essential laws is not such-and-
such objectual sphere, but rather the relationship between two types of entities:
consciousness and reality—which correspond to the two most fundamental ways of
being (see Hua 3.1, § 42). What is eidetically considered in phenomenology is not the
being under examination, but its relation to subjectivity and experience.

Thus, the transcendental correlation turns out to be necessarily an eidetic
correlation (cf. Hua 17, § 98, 219); and this is why Husserl contended that both the
transcendental reduction and the eidetic intuition “determine, through and through,
the legitimate sense of a transcendental phenomenology” (Hua 1, § 34). As seen
above, what phenomenology brings into view is not the psychological facticity of
one’s experience, but its invariant structures, which are case by case essentially
correlated to certain types of entities. As Husserl writes in Formal and

transcendental logic:

“Any [...] constituted objectuality (e.g., an object belonging to nature)
points back, according to its essential sort (e.g., physical thing in
general), to a correlative essential form of manifold, actual and possible,



48 Part |

intentionality [...] which is constitutive for that objectuality” (Hua 17, §
98; emphasis and trans. modified)

Interestingly enough, for Husserl, the novelty of phenomenology vis-a-vis “all
previous psychology and all previous transcendental philosophy” (ibid.)—chiefly,
Kant’s and somehow also Descartes’s28—lies precisely in this eidetic way of treating
subjectivity and its relation to objectivity. Indeed, if this were not the case, and the
discussion were rather about an empirical-causal interaction between two
independent realities (e.g. a physical thing and the mind), any transcendental
discourse would be unwarranted.2® Correlation and constitution are not—as Husserl
clearly states—a matter of “psychophysical causality” (Hua 17, § 99), nor do they refer
to a relation between “the existing world and the human world-representation”,
thought of as “set over against each other” (Hua 6, § 53). Without an eidetic
methodology, no evidence about transcendental functions could be obtained (see De
Santis, 2021a, p. 9; Staiti, 2021). Thus, phenomenology turns out to be
transcendental by virtue of its eidetic nature, namely because it discovers that the
relation between subjectivity and being are governed by a priori and essential
relations.

For the same reason, I think one cannot gain an accurate insight into the
Husserlian concept of transcendentality without understanding its notion of a priori
and essence; more precisely, without contrasting it with that of Kant. For Husserl,
indeed, something is a priori not because it cannot be found within empirical
experience—as in Kant—but because it is invariable, i.e. it cannot be varied without
the thing under inquiry disappearing or becoming unthinkable. Hence, in a certain
way, a priori amounts to necessary and non-contingent.3° Accordingly, subjectivity

is transcendental not because it is the source of the a priori forms of experiences—as

28 In § 100 of his Formal and Transcendental Logic, Husserl reconstructs a history of
transcendental philosophy, which begins precisely with Descartes and extends through Hume up
to Kant.

29 According to Husserl, for example, Descartes' fallacy was the assumption of an ontic a priori
to investigate subjectivity, which is the 'a priori of causality' (Hua 17, § 93.a, p. 202). See also this
passage: “The relation of my consciousness to a world is not a matter of fact imposed on me either
by a God, who adventitiously decides it thus, or by a world accidentally existing beforehand, and
a causal regularity belonging thereto.” (Hua 17, § 99).

30 Incidentally, one of the reasons why Husserl drew on the Greek word eidos (and the
corresponding German one, Wesen) and the adjective eidetic (or the corresponding German
wesentlich) was precisely to avoid misunderstanding and ambiguities with the Kantian (and more
broadly Modern) meaning (see Hua 3.1, 8; see De Santis 2021a, pp. 56-8).
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in Kant, but because its relationship with being exhibits invariant (namely,
necessary) correlations. In this sense, when Husserl argues for example that every
area of indeterminacy (Unbestimmtheit) of our experience is “a priori determinable
[bestimmbar]”, ‘a priori’ means not that it is given to me prior to experience, but that
it is determinable according to essential rules, according to a precise style dictated by
its essential possibilities. The focus of the Kantian and Husserlian concepts of a priori
appears therefore to be quite different.

The a priori of correlation—namely, the system of eidetic propositions concerning
correlations'—will therefore include statements such as: ‘If the object varies, the
corresponding consciousness must vary as well,” or, ‘we can vary the object as we like
but we cannot think of it without a (possible) corresponding consciousness through
which it proves to be an object, an existing object, of this kind’, and the like.

If the mark of the a priori investigated within phenomenology lies in its depiction
of the relation between two domains, then, unlike the invariant forms (the eide or
essences) of ontology, the essences of phenomenology are more complex. As Husserl
explains, the reflective-phenomenological turn entails that “the ontic essence-form
necessarily co-varies,” and brings out “as invariant a correlative and two-sided
[korrelativ-zweiseitig] essence-form” (Hua 17, § 98; trans. modified). And so again,
while every ontology is “an essential doctrine of realities”, phenomenology is “an
essential doctrine of the constitution of reality” (Hua 5, 130).

From all this, it becomes apparent that the move from an ontic interest to a
reflective one also amounts to a transition from simple or “one-sided” essences (Hua
1, § 59)—consisting of one single layer, i.e. the ontic—to more complex ones, which
describe systems of co-variations between ontic essences and essential structures of

intentionality. As Husserl writes:

“the specific element of phenomenology lies in the essential consideration
[...] that relates everything resulting from an eidetic consideration to the
eidetic essence of consciousness being, in which—as I like to express
myself—everything ‘constitutes’ itself” (Hua 5, p. 133; my transl.)

For this reason, Husserl contends that phenomenology gains a scientific character
that is more radical than any other science, and ultimately a higher level of

rationality.

3t For a more thorough clarification of the exact meaning of Husserl’s notions of ‘eidetic’,
‘essence’, and ‘a priori’ (especially as a noun), see Sowa (2007) and De Santis (2021a).
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“The task of an a priori ontology of the real world - which is precisely the
discovery of the a priori belonging to this world's universality - is
inevitable but, on the other hand, one-sided and not philosophical in the
final sense. Such an ontological a priori (for example: of Nature, of the
psychophysical, of sociality and culture) does indeed confer on the ontic
fact, on the de facto world in respect of its "accidental” features, a relative
intelligibility, that of an evident necessity of being thus and so by virtue
of eidetic laws; but it does not confer philosophical, that is,
transcendental, intelligibility” (Hua 1, § 59, p. 164; italics mine).

Now, given that phenomenology deals with an a priori, and also an a priori of a
new kind, Husserl in one manuscript even defines it as a “new ontology”, which he
characterizes as “absolute and universal” in opposition to the “positive”, “relative” or
“mundane” ones (Hua 8, p. 219). A phrase that might appear somewhat misleading
and puzzling, indeed. But not, I hope, in the light of all the distinctions we have been
making so far. Notably, Husserl himself seemed to be wary of employing this
formulation in his published works (i.e. Ideas, the French Cartesian Meditations,
Formal and Transcendental Logic, and Crisis). And I think he did so because he saw
more problems than advantages in speaking of ontology to define phenomenology.
For, while such a characterization captures well the eidetic nature of phenomenology,
it loses sight of (1) the crucial difference between transcendental and mundane,
between being as a consciousness and being as object for a consciousness. As well as

(2) the difference between an ontic attitude and a reflective one.

2. Spiritual Sciences, Psychology, and Transcendental
Phenomenology

So far, I have laid the ground for an appraisal of the relationship between
transcendental phenomenology and social ontology. Along the way, we have gained
a clear understanding of the tasks of ontology and phenomenology, as well as some
significant hints as to how to develop a transcendental theory starting from ontology.
Furthermore, I have highlighted that Husserl indicates two possible (not mutually
exclusive) ways to start: either from our pre-scientific and ordinary experience of the
world—from our life-world, in Husserl’s late jargon—or, in a mediated way, from the
more (eidetically) ‘refined’ results of the corresponding ontology; in this case, social

ontology.
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Now, before discussing what a social ontology should look like from a
phenomenology standpoint, we need to take a further preliminary step: we need to
explore the specific case of those ontologies dealing with the human person and
spirituality. Thus, in the remaining part of this Chapter, I will show that as we come
to what Husserl calls the ‘eidetics of spirit’, things turn out to be somewhat different,
and the sharp distinction between ontological and transcendental analyses observed
thus far, starts to blur. This has a direct bearing on social ontology, as it is an essential
part of this eidetics, and this is the reason why, while not being inherently a
transcendental undertaking, social ontology is more closely linked to
phenomenology than non-spiritual ontologies. As I will show, the reason for this is
that the results of spiritual ontologies don’t serve as clues for correlative
investigations so much as they supply transcendental phenomenology with eidetic
insights about human experience, and so turn out to be proto-transcendental or
preliminary to a transcendental theory. To clarify this point, I will direct attention
primarily to psychology, which in Husserl’s view plays a grounding role for any other
spiritual or human science. This comparison will reveal that eidetic and non-
naturalistic psychology can be conceived as a propaedeutic and parallel science to
transcendental phenomenology.

Having clarified these points, I will take our analysis further in the next Chapter,
by addressing the issue of whether social ontology must be thought of as a subfield

of psychology, as well as the pitfalls involved in such a view.

2.1. The Social World through the Cartesian and the Ontological Way

Before taking up this issue, I wish to briefly dwell on one implication of this way of
articulating the relation between ontology and phenomenology when it is applied to
social reality. The procedure that I directed attention to so far (from ontic experience
and ontology) implies that transcendental philosophy does not only have at its
disposal an (allegedly) ill-suited Cartesian method for dealing with social reality,
more specifically, one that approaches the topic by the apodictic evidence of the ego
in order to construct out of it every other reality, including the social one. As we have
seen, the way into transcendental theory from ontology has a different aspect.

The issue about the bearing and nature of Husserl’s Cartesianism has represented
a major point of contention among scholars, especially in connection with the

problem of the so-called three ways into phenomenology indicated by Husserl:
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Cartesian, psychological, and ontological (see Landgrebe, 1961; Kern, 1962;
Drummond, 1975; Zahavi, 2003, chap. 2; Staiti, 2013). An examination and
discussion of this issue is beyond the scope of this research; for our present purposes,
I only want to point out how this issue impacts the study of social reality.

Now, as is known, Husserl has often been criticized for suggesting the possibility
of conceptualizing the Other and any intersubjective and social phenomena by
starting from the individual subject—specifically from a solitary, solipsistic, and
empty subject.32 An individual from which—Husserl would argue—one can build up
or reconstruct the intersubjective-historical world layer by layer. This is the method
Husserl employs in the Fifth of his Cartesian Meditations, as he introduces the
reduction to the primordial sphere of ownness and goes on to describe the experience
of the Other, outlining right away in broad strokes how to reach therefrom the
transcendental “community of monads” (Hua 1, § 55), hence “the various types of
social communities with their possible hierarchical order” (Hua 1, § 58). This way of
depicting intersubjectivity and the social world easily leads to a serious
misunderstanding, as it conveys the idea of an individual subject that bears, as it
were, all the weight of the world with his conscious acts—a plainly absurd thesis
when one considers the world of history and culture.

However—as should be clear from the argument advanced thus far—this
interpretation is fundamentally misguided. Besides, such a Cartesian method is not
the sole method Husserl offers us for dealing with social reality. Indeed, a more
promising approach is to take as starting point not the apodictic domain of self-
reflection, but the already structured and constituted social world, which is the
concrete world of human societies and communities with all its historical contents,
from which it is possible to trace back essential connections and correlations to the
activities of subjects (see Perreau, 2013, § 1.5). From this standpoint, the conceptual
resources that play a pivotal role are neither the primordial sphere of the self, nor a
stepwise process of construction of the social world out of the ego (like that deployed
in the Fifth Meditation). Rather, what becomes crucial is, on the one hand, the
concept of ‘world’—which Husserl employs as a technical notion, and not just
generically—, and on the other, the method of riickfragen, understood as ‘inquiring’

or ‘questioning back’, which is to say, the method of taking a concrete and complex

32 As classic examples, see Ricceur (1954, 1982) and Habermas (1981).
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reality as a point of departure and proceeding to deconstruct it by identifying its
different layers and its genesis out of subjective acts.
This approach is explicitly adopted by Husserl in Krisis, as he describes the

method of phenomenology as follows:

“The method now requires that the ego, beginning with its concrete
world-phenomenon, systematically inquire back, and thereby become
acquainted with itself, the transcendental ego, in its concreteness, in the
system of its constitutive levels and its incredibly intricate [patterns of]
validity-founding” (Hua 6, § 55)

Such a world, rather than being built out of an empty subject, is “already pregiven”;
it is the world that

“has validity for me, the ‘T’ of the cogito, through constant self-
verification, together with everything that it is for me, [...] sometimes
objectively and legitimately so, sometimes not, and together with all
sciences and arts, together with all social and personal configurations
and institutions, insofar as it is just the world that is actual for me.” (Hua
6, § 55; italics mine).

And among the problems that one encounters along this way, according to Husserl,

are:

“the problem of generativity, the problems of the transcendental
historicity, the problems of the transcendental inquiry which starts from
the essential forms of human existence in sociality [ Gesellschaftlichkeit],
in personalities of a higher order, and proceeds back to their
transcendental and thus absolute signification” (Hua 6, § 55; trans.
modified).

In these passages, Husserl depicts in broad strokes the way he sees the relation
between social ontology and phenomenology: taking the concreteness of the socio-
historical world and the “essential forms” of sociality as points of departure, one can
raise transcendental questions. Such transcendental questions are not about how the
ego constructs sociality out of nothing, rather they amount to an explication
(Auslegung) of the constitutive interconnections between subjectivity and the
historical-social world (I will place much more stress on this point in the next
Chapter, by contrasting two manners of conceiving the constitution vis-a-vis the
social world).

Having highlighted the advantages of the ontological procedure, I want to clearly
state that in my view, the difference between the Cartesian and the ontological way

of approaching phenomenological issues in no way entails that we are looking at two
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different projects, let alone two mutually contradictory versions of phenomenology.
Hence, I do not see a strong contrast between a (supposed) Cartesianism of
phenomenology and an approach revolving around the notion of the life-world.
Again, to clarify this, let me focus here on the direct implications that this point
has for social analysis rather than on the general theory of transcendental
phenomenology. To do so, it is useful to make reference to the phenomenological
project that Anthony Steinbock develops in his book Home and Beyond (1995).
Steinbock aims to yield a generative, transcendental and non-foundational
phenomenology of the social world. Now, to bring out the key features of this
approach, Steinbock resorts to the distinction between two main types of constitutive
analysis: a progressive and a regressive procedure (1995, p. 5). Without recalling the
complex taxonomy he arranges, what is interesting for our purposes is that this
distinction partly parallels that between the ‘Cartesian’ and the ‘ontological’ one. The
progressive method is indeed portrayed as beginning with the apodicticity of the
subject, and the regressive as taking the concrete world(s) as an “ontological leading
clue” to constitutive analyses, whereas the ‘psychological way’ is depicted as an
amphibious procedure: both progressive, insofar as it starts from the subjective life,
and regressive, as it relies upon the ontological domain of psychology. These
technicalities aside, Steinbock's main claim is that, where a progressive way is flawed
in its foundational program, which places the ‘ego’ as the ground of any reality, the
regressive way does not necessarily lead to this outcome. In fact, if (and only if)
combined with a generative method—starkly counterposed to static and genetic—it
yields the new type of phenomenology of the social world that Steinbock defends.
Quite curiously, for Steinbock, the difference between the generative method and
both the static and genetic methods ultimately lies in the ontological clue that it takes,
which is the anthropological world made up of cultural identities and differences.
Now, my reading diverges in many respects from Steinbock’s. As for this specific
issue, I disagree in two respects. Firstly, while I see important differences in these
distinct procedures that Husserl develops, I do not take their difference to imply a
shift from consciousness to the world—as Steinbock suggests in the first part of his
book. My reasoning is that in both cases phenomenology is concerned with
correlations, that is, with phenomena as correlative structures. Secondly, I think that

generativity, while circumscribing a distinct domain of themes, does not mark such
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a shift from foundational to non-foundational phenomenology, specifically, a shift
that implies an overturning of the constitutive relation between subjectivity and the
world in favor of a mutual constitution of subjects and worlds; I do not accept the
reading of the constitutive relation as a foundational one in the first place.

With regard to this set of issues, I side with a more unitary reading of Husserl’s
project. Thus, while I think it is important to place stress on the distinctions and
advantages of one constitutive procedure in relation to the other, I hold the view that,
by shifting from one way to the other, the essential remains unchanged. In this sense,
the Cartesian or progressive way does not appear to me as altogether wrong as a
means of developing a phenomenological theory of social reality. Rather, it is just not
functionally so apt for this purpose. In other words, the differences between each
method proposed by Husserl relate to the scientific results one aims to achieve. In
this regard, the progressive way employed in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation is useful
for grasping the complex structure of sense-validities and acts upon which the
experience of the other is dependent, and hence for securing a conceptual foundation
for the basic notion of intersubjectivity. However, it is clearly not an adequate point
of departure to gain insights into social reality. In this sense, the point is not that it
is (in principle) impossible, but it is simply not pedagogically the best way to gain
this result.33 By contrast, an investigation that takes its clue from the world in all its
complexity and investigates it in connection to a community of subjects—in other
words, starts from our ordinary acquaintance with the complex realities making up
our social world objects—leads us to see things from a different perspective. We start
from an already complex and multi-structured world, and by inquiring back about it
we recognize that such a world is the correlate of the intertwining of the activities of
subjectivities—activities that unfold in a history. Thus, while the Cartesian way must
bring us immediately to the ego, to its indubitability, the ontological way shows us as
its first result the correlation between an open and historical intersubjectivity and
the world, with all its spiritual and historical layers.

Seen in this light, the distinction between a foundational and non-foundational
program in Husserl’s philosophy seems to me to be poorly supported, for it is the
very idea of ‘relation of foundation’ employed by Steinbock that is mistaken. Both the

primacy of subjectivity over the world and that of the individual subject over the

33 On the pedagogical role rather than substantive played by the different ways into
transcendental philosophy, see Staiti (2012) and Drummond (1975).
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Others amount to a quite different claim than foundationalism. As I see it, since
phenomenology wants to be a descriptive investigation into structures of experience,
there is no other possible way to understand experience than starting from one’s own
experiences, and hence, from the experiences of the ego. This does not imply that
there is a one-sided relation of foundation, but only that the ego cannot but remain
“the ultimately unique functional center of every constitution” (das letzlich einzige
Funktionszentrum aller Konstitution). Thus, even though I always have a pregiven
world, with all its historical and social contents, it remains true that by subtraction,
I can reach a situation identical to that of the Fifth Meditation, because there is a
hierarchy of positions of validity in the experience that is not altered by the point we
decide to start from. The reason for this is that experience is an organized structure,
exhibiting a certain order, one that does not change depending on the different
perspectives from which we can choose to observe it. Of course, my worldly
experience is always an experience in which such layers of meaning and validity are
given together, contemporaneously, and do not establish themselves in temporal
succession. It is never the case that I am a lone empty subject who then recognizes
Others, an intersubjective world, and so on. Nonetheless, if I investigate the structure
of these positions, I will recognize that the ‘I’ always remains the ultimate point of
reference. Thus, I live within an open intersubjectivity; my transcendental functions
are co-working with that of other subjects, even in a transgenerational (that is,
generative) dimension, thus leading to a decentralization of the ‘T’, a situation in
which each subject is “constitutively related to each other” in a “community of
monads” across time (Hua 1, § 55). Yet, I cannot eliminate the primary fact that the
subject that has experience is always myself, that experience is necessarily I-centered
(see Zahavi, 1996). As Husserl writes, “the world is constantly oriented around me”
(Hua 15, 499), and so even are communities and the historical dimension of the
world: “The Us or We stretches from me onwards to the present, past and future
Others” (Hua 15, 61). Thus, I am the subject who has experience of this cultural world,
who takes part in such-and-such community, with its institutions, values, and so on,
and my experience contributes towards the constitution of this world along with that
of Others. In this sense, the primacy of the ego cannot be overcome, nor can it be
amended by appealing to a mysterious prior unity of all subjects—as Fink (1976)

erroneously conveys. And, most importantly, stating the primacy of the ego does not
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blemish phenomenology with foundationalism, as it simply amounts to a genuine
spirit of empiricism, that which essentially marks the phenomenological method, in
other words the necessity to describe each reality as a reality by virtue of the
experiences that the subject has of it, and hence that such experiences are
constitutive of that reality. This constitutive relation holds true for each type of
reality—be it nature, the world of idealities, or human communities and culture—for
each reality proves to be a reality always through certain experiences, and such

experiences must be the experiences of one subject, distinct from all the Others.

2.2. The Affinity between Spiritual Sciences and Transcendental

Phenomenology

Having clarified this point, let us now move on to our central question: What is social
ontology within the phenomenological conception of philosophy and science? We
have seen in the previous chapter that ontological investigations can be carried out
without having any prior knowledge of transcendental philosophy, and hence
without requiring anything like epoché or reduction. Furthermore, Husserl states
that it must always be possible to raise transcendental-constitutive questions in
connection to the results of ontology—questions which, due to the attitude at play in
ontology, cannot be ‘seen’ or addressed within the frame of ontology, and hence
require phenomenology for them to be raised.

Obviously, all this must hold for social ontology as well. Accordingly, we are led to
draw a general distinction between a phenomenological (non-transcendental) social
ontology, and a transcendental, constitutive theory of sociality and social reality.
However, when it comes to the sciences of spirit—the group of sciences to which
social ontology is supposed to belong34+—the distinction between a transcendental
and an ontological analysis does not appear as clear as elsewhere, for if the stark
contrast between the transcendental and the ontic attitude remains true, the spiritual
sciences show nonetheless a more direct and continuous connection with
transcendental problems.

Husserl is quite explicit on this point, as he states for example that such sciences,

and chiefly psychology, are “allied [verschwistert] [...] in a peculiar and inseparable

34 For argument’s sake, when talking of spiritual sciences, I am leaving aside the division of
empirical (a posteriori) and eidetic (a priori) sciences.
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way” (Hua 6, § 58) with transcendental philosophy. To Husserl, spiritual sciences
refer to “a complex of science” devoted to “the study of personalities, socialities and
the formation [Bildung] and transformation [Umbildung] of environments for
personalities” (Hua 4, p. 348). The rationale for this kinship becomes quite clear
upon closer scrutiny: Spiritual sciences do not simply deal with the objectual
correlates of transcendental subjectivity, but with its mundane counterpart (i.e. the
human person), and hence their subject matters are more intimately related to the
transcendental one than in all other cases. This implies that to understand the
relationship between transcendental philosophy and any ontology dealing with
spirit, it is paramount first of all to shed light on the distinction between the mundane

(or real) and the transcendental concept of subjectivity.

2.2.1. The Difference between Mundane and Transcendental Subject

As it belongs to the sphere of mundane entities, the human person must be treated
as any other transcendent entity, and hence as something that is constituted by
transcendental subjectivity. Yet patently, the issue is more complex in this case, for
here the constituted entity coincides—numerically—with the constituting one. Thus,
it might seem that the alleged source of any transcendence (i.e. the transcendental
subject) ends up being itself a transcendence (a mundane being among other
mundane beings). It might seem, then, that we are faced with a sort of paradox here.

Indeed, as Husserl clearly states:

“on the one hand, consciousness is supposed to be the absolute in which
everything transcendent, thus ultimately even the entire psychophysical
world, is constituted, and, on the other hand, consciousness is supposed
to be a subordinate, real occurrence within this world. How does this
make sense?” (Hua 3.1., § 53)

And so again, in Crisis:

“I myself, as transcendental ego, ‘constitute’ the world, and at the same
time, as soul, I am a human ego in the world” (Hua 6, § 57)

“Universal intersubjectivity, into which all objectivity, everything that
exists at all, is resolved, can obviously be nothing other than mankind;
and the latter is undeniably a component part of the world. How can a
component part of the world, its human subjectivity, constitute the
whole world, namely, constitute it as its intentional formation, one which
has always already become what it is and continues to develop, formed by
the universal interconnection of intentionally accomplishing subjectivity,
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while the latter, the subjects accomplishing in cooperation, are
themselves only a partial formation within the total accomplishment?”
(Hua 6, § 53)

Apparently, therefore, either this reveals an outright mistake in the Husserlian
conception of the transcendental subject, consciousness cannot be transcendental at
all, and according to this reading, transcendental philosophy would be simply a
speculative mystification of psychological insights, or, this paradox brings out a
thorny point of transcendental phenomenology, which is however only seemingly a
paradox, one that can be easily deflated and resolved. Husserl opts for the latter. His
solution is to show that there is a unique relation here between consciousness and
transcendence, and that the constitution of transcendence must take a quite different
form than in all other cases. More precisely, according to Husserl, what is at play in
this intertwining between transcendental and real-mundane consciousness is a
“realization [Realisierung] of consciousness” (Hua 3.1, § 53) into a real
psychological entity, or better a “self-objectification [Selbstobjektivation] of
transcendental subjectivity” (Hua 6, § 42; cf. also Hua 17, § 96.a; Hua 9, 343) into the
real human person—and ultimately, a self-objectification of transcendental
intersubjectivity into the whole humanity.

The real ego, the I conceived as a human being in the world, the I that perceives
itself at a precise point of historical time, that grasps its lived experiences as
intertwined its lived body, and so on; such an ego is constituted by the transcendental
ego. However, this does not mean that there are two subjects or egos living in me,
much less that my empirical ego is constituted and activated by a sort of impersonal
transcendental subject (such as Averroes’ agent intellect). On the contrary, the
transcendental and the mundane are one and the same ego (in this sense they are

numerically identical).35 As Husserl writes in Crisis:

“...each human being ‘bears within himself a transcendental I'—not as a
real part or a stratum of his soul (which would be absurd) but rather
insofar as he is the self-objectification, as exhibited through
phenomenological self-reflection, of the corresponding transcendental
‘T” (Hua 6, § 54.b; italics mine).

“the ‘pure’ experience ‘lies’ in a certain sense in what is psychologically
apperceived [...]; with its own essence, it assumes the form of the
persisting state and, with it, the intentional relation to a human ego and
human embodiment.” (Hua 3.1, § 53; italics mine)

35 On Husserl’s theory of the I see Marbach (1974), Ferrarin (1994, 2017) and Zahavi (2021b).
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For Husserl, the acknowledgment of the difference and identity of these egos is
“inevitable” for any transcendental philosophy, but at the same time, it has always
remained “incomprehensible” (Hua 6, § 57). Importantly, it could not be otherwise
in Husserl’s view, for their difference and identity come into view only through a
phenomenological self-reflection. Without such a method, one ends up either (i)
over-emphasizing the difference between empirical and transcendental subject—as
Kant did, in Husserl’s reading—even de-subjectivizing the transcendental—as Sartre
and Foucault did (to mention just some prominent examples)—or, one (ii) ends up
overlooking altogether the transcendental functioning of the subject—as modern
empiricists did, chiefly Hume (whom Husserl considered to be among the
forerunners of the phenomenological method).

Both egos are given to me through self-experience, through a reflection on myself.
But in one case this reflection takes place after the ‘bracketing’ of any reality and
existential validity. In the other case, it takes place on the ground of a pre-given
reality, or in other words, by assuming the so-called ‘general thesis’, the position of
the world, or more precisely, by assuming what Husserl calls the psychological self-
apperception, i.e. the position of the psychological subject. Put another way, I reflect
on myself starting from the position of the world, from the assumption of its
existence and of myself as a real part of it. Thus, what offers itself in self-experience
is apperceived as belonging to my lived body, to this empirical unity of soul and body.
Ultimately, the self-objectification of the transcendental subject turns out to be
nothing other than this self-apperception of the transcendental findings of the ego in
terms of real psychological aspects of the human soul—and hence of a transcendent
entity. In fact, Husserl speaks of a mundanizing self-apperception, as in this passage

from § 45 of Cartesian meditations, which is worth quoting in full:

“We can say now: In that I, as this ego, have constituted and continually
further constituting as a phenomenon (as a correlate) the world that
exists for me, I have carried out a mundanizing self-apperception under
the title Ego, in the usual sense of human-personal ego’, in corresponding
constitutive syntheses and am maintaining a continuing acceptance and
further development of it. By virtue of this mundanization, everything
transcendentally belonging to my ownness, to me as this ultimate ego,
enters as something psychic into my soul.

I find the mundanizing apperception beforehand; and now, from the soul
as phenomenon and part of the phenomenon man, I can go back to the
universal, absolute ego, the transcendental ego. Therefore if I, as this ego,
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reduce my phenomenon, "the Objective world", to what is included in my
peculiar ownness and take in addition whatever else I find as peculiarly
my own (which can no Ionger contain anything "alien" or "other", after
that reduction), then all this ownness of my ego is to be found again, in
the reduced world-phenomenon, as the ownness of "my soul". Here,
however, as a component pertaining to my world-apperception, it is
something transcendentally secondary.” (Hua 1, § 45, 130; trans.
modified)

Importantly, however, far from being an arbitrary interpretation of our self-
experience, this intertwining and identification between mundane and
transcendental is something essential. In the transcendental reflection, indeed, we
can reinterpret what is given to us through the mundane-psychological self-
experience, in terms of a constituted entity of a peculiar kind. To put it differently,
the constitution of myself as a mundane transcendent subject can be described as the
way in which the transcendental subject ‘inserts itself’ into the real world in which it
posits its pure and absolute lived-experiences as belonging and related to the real-
transcendent world—those very lived-experiences that in the transcendental self-
experience are viewed instead as conditions of possibility for any transcendence. Yet
again, such lived experiences do not lose anything of their (i) transcendentality or (ii)
absoluteness once they are put on a par with the real psychological states and related
to psychophysical interconnections. Indeed, even when I come to posit the reality of
the psychological subject that I am, I still see that (i) the latter are possible only on
the basis of the former and that (ii) the existence of pure lived experiences is
independent of any real entities, be they minds or souls. And I can only perceive this
fundamental importance of subjectivity over any other entity through a
phenomenological analysis, that is, by reconstructing the stratification of validities
posited by my transcendental ego, i.e. the external world (with all its transcendences)
in which bodies also exist, and within which my lived-body exhibits a peculiar role as
I experience a unique connection with it, a direct relation between my lived-
experiences and my bodily movement, and so on.

An important implication of all this is that the difference between empirical and
transcendental does not amount—as in Kant—to the difference between a subject
dealing with pure forms and concepts and one with concrete experiential contents.
In phenomenology, the difference is considerably less pronounced, for everything
accomplished by the empirical subject is also accomplished by the transcendental

subject—and hence every psychological finding can take on a transcendental
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meaning if understood in the right way. As a result, transcendental subjects, while
sharing eidetic structures in common, are in their concreteness—as monads—unique
individuals.

Thus, the whole point of the mundane-transcendental distinction turns out to
concern a different way of seeing the subject—where the transcendental one
represents a higher form of self-understanding. In this sense, the itinerary of the
Cartesian Meditations is a quite clear exemplification of all this, since “der
Meditierende”, i.e. the real person that starts reflecting upon him or herself in the
first person ultimately turns out to be a “transcendental ego.”

The precise meaning of this difference is something that has not always been
understood, even by self-declared phenomenologists. Zahavi has drawn attention to
this misunderstanding both with regard to interpreters, such as De Palma, and
thinkers such as Gurwitsch and Schutz (Zahavi, 1996, 2017). As he shows, Schutz’s
famous critique of Husserl’s notion of transcendental relies on a misinterpretation of
the mundane-transcendental distinction; his critique is based on a notion of
‘transcendental’ that resembles much more Kant than Husserl. Indeed, Schutz holds
the view that the transcendental subject is “a singulare tantum”, that is, something
that cannot be pluralized. As a consequence, intersubjectivity (and hence every
phenomenon of the social world) “is not a problem of constitution which can be
solved within the transcendental sphere but is rather a datum (Gegebenheit) of the
life-world”, and therefore belongs to “an ontology of the lifeworld.” And, for Schutz,
“only such an ontology [...], not a transcendental constitutional analysis, can clarify
that essential relationship of intersubjectivity which is the basis of all social science”
(Schutz, 1970, p. 82).36

Therefore, this distinction has a significant bearing on the role we can ascribe to
transcendental phenomenology within the field of social ontology, bringing into view
major differences between Husserl’s and Schutz’s philosophical projects—as will be

clear by the end of next Chapter.

36 A brief and well-informed reconstruction of Schutz’s critique of Husserl is provided by
Caminada (2017).
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2.2.2. Psychology as Propaedeutic to Transcendental Phenomenology

Let us leave aside, for now, the problem of intersubjectivity and the social world to
take up again the place of psychology vis-a-vis transcendental phenomenology. What
follows from the points made thus far is that, if there is such a substantial identity
and correspondence between these two sides of the subject, then the key features of
consciousness that can be uncovered through one’s mundane self-experience are the
same as those revealed by transcendental self-experience. This is valid especially if
we study the mundane psychological consciousness in an eidetic (yet non-
transcendental) way. In turn, if this is true, it means that there is an overlap between
transcendental phenomenology and psychology. This is precisely what Husserl states

in several places:

“consciousness itself forfeits nothing of its own essence in these
apperceptive interconnections or in this psychophysical relation to the
corporeal. It can take into itself nothing alien to its essence; that would be
absurd, indeed” (Hua 3.1, § 53).

And again, we read in the Fourth Cartesian Mediation:

“with only slight modifications (which, to be sure, abolish its
transcendental sense), we remain with the whole content of
[transcendental phenomenology] when, on the basis of the natural world
view [Weltbetrachtung], we strive for a psychology as a positive science
and, in that connexion, strive primarily for the psychology that is first in
itself and necessary to any psychology: purely intentional psychology. To
the concrete transcendental Ego there corresponds then the human Ego,
concretely as the soul taken purely in itself and <as it is > for itself, with
the psychic polarization [...] Instead of eidetic transcendental
phenomenology we then have an eidetic pure psychology, relating to the
eidos soul.” (Hua 1, § 35; trans. modified).

Or again, in the Nachwort to the English translation of the first volume of Ideas:

“we have pure remarkable continuous parallels between a rightly
elaborated phenomenological psychology and a transcendental
phenomenology. Every eidetic as well as empirical statement on the one
side must correspond to a parallel on the opposite side. And yet this whole
theoretical content, if it is taken in a natural attitude as psychology, as its
positive science related to the given world, is completely unphilosophical,
on the other hand 'the same' content in a transcendental attitude, thus
understood as transcendental phenomenology, is a philosophical science.
Yes, it even gains the rank of the philosophically fundamental science, as
that science that descriptively prepares the transcendental ground, which
henceforth remains the exclusive ground of all philosophical cognition
(Hua 5, pp. 146-7; my transl.)
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Such an eidetic theory of consciousness was given various names by Husserl
throughout his career: purely descriptive, rational, a priori [apriorische], purely
intentional, purely immanent and finally phenomenological. In short, the main
features of this psychology are the following;:

First, it is (i) a science that adopts a non-naturalistic (personalistic) method or
attitude—hence, utterly different from what was termed ‘experimental’,
‘psychophysical’, or ‘associative psychology’ in Husserl’s time. In fact, whereas
naturalistic psychology treats consciousness as a “causal annex of the lived body”
(Hua 9, 217), thus reducing the mind to a system of responses to physical stimuli, a
psychology carried out in a personalistic way construes the subject as person, as
intentionally related to the world and other subjects, and motivated by them, that is,
as the “subject in the context of its motivations” (Hua 4, 350). Thus, psychology avails
itself to a twofold (and equally legitimate) treatment: If understood in a naturalistic
way, it belongs to the natural sciences; if in a personalistic way, it falls within the
spiritual or human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften). Husserl goes on to label the
former as Aufienpsychologie, since it is based on the outer experience of nature, and
the latter as Innenpsychologie, for it aims to examine the givenness of inner
experience, and in doing so, is able to bring intentionality into view.

Furthermore, phenomenological psychology is also (ii) an eidetic and not an
empirical science, but it is (iii) not yet transcendental philosophy (See table 1). In
this sense, phenomenological psychology has in common with transcendental
phenomenology its subject matter, its non-naturalistic attitude, and the eidetic

character of its investigations.
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Table 1: The possible ways to study consciousness

TYPE OF INVESTIGATION
Empirical-factual eidetic
.0
© .
= - [“Ontology of nature (physics,
§ naturalistic psychology chemistry, biology)” (Hua 9, 221)]
&
.0
©
8| ©
= = Empirical psychology phenomenological psychology
— n
= 2
©
=
Y Science of transcendental
G facts Transcendental phenomenology
§ (relevant to metaphysics) 37
@

As we have also seen, however, this is not sufficient to reach a transcendental
standpoint. Nonetheless, those features make this psychology the closest science to
transcendental phenomenology, and legitimize, in Husserl’s view, the labeling of it
as phenomenological psychology. To be even more precise, this psychology is called
‘eidetic’, ‘rational’, ‘aprioristic’, because of (ii), and phenomenological because of (i).
As Husserl points out in the aforementioned Nachwort, “any psychological
investigation within the framework of inner experience” can be called
‘phenomenological’ psychology (Hua 5, p. 155).

In this regard, Husserl seems to acquire an even greater clarity over the years
about the complexity of this psychology-phenomenology relation. Thus, whereas at
the outset he tends to simply counterpose (a) phenomenology as eidetic and pure
description to (b) psychology as empirical-factual science (see Hua 24, pp. 240-2),

from the early 1910s onwards he progressively refines this distinction, by

37 To be precise, Husserl thinks that conscious acts and lived experience are accessible only in
an eidetic manner. Still, he holds the view that an investigation of transcendental facts can be
relevant for “the idea of metaphysics” (Hua 3.1, p. 5). This topic lies beyond the aims of this
analysis; for a comprehensive analysis see De Santis (2021b).
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differentiating more clearly between an eidetic-transcendental study of
consciousness and a mere eidetic one. In this sense, what marks transcendental
phenomenology as distinct from psychology is not simply its interest in essences
rather than facts, but the deactivation of the position of the spiritual and
psychological subject, that is, ceasing to take for granted the existence of the human
being as an embodied mind (i.e. linked with natural reality), as a person and as
subject in a spiritual-historical world. This deactivation is not required by an eidetic
investigation of consciousness. In other words, an eidetic investigation can still
presuppose the natural attitude.3® However, the scientific results of these
investigations can be easily turned into phenomenological ones through a shift from
the natural to the transcendental attitude. Seemingly a mere “nuance”—as Husserl
himself says—albeit one that has “a decisive meaning for all genuine philosophy”
(Hua 5, 147).

At this juncture an important question naturally arises. What might not appear
entirely clear is why the position of a mundane spiritual reality should also affect the
corresponding eidetic sciences and therefore phenomenological psychology and
social ontology, which is ultimately what prevents such eidetic sciences from taking
on a transcendental meaning. One might wonder why an eidetic science, i.e. a science
interested only in pure possibilities—according to Husserl’s own definition—should
be bound to the position of an ontological domain (spirit). In which sense do eidetic
disciplines of spirit keep assuming the real world as existent, and hence the
apperception of the personal subject as a real-mundane subject? Are eidetic sciences
not sciences of possibilities independent from the existence or non-existence of the
world? Husserl addresses this issue quite explicitly in § 99 of Formal and

transcendental logic, writing;:

...in this psychologico-phenomenological judging, a psychological
apperception is performed, though what is intentionally co-posited by
this apperception, namely the relation to the organism and thus to
something worldly, does not enter expressly into the conceptual content
of the judging. Still the psychological apperception has its determining
effect on the sense and must be consciously ‘parenthesized’, in order for
that content (which is not itself altered by the parenthesis) to acquire
transcendental significance.

38 This aspect has been rightly emphasized by Zahavi (2021a) in relation to Giorgi’s
(erroneous) appeal to the epoché as an essential tool for applied phenomenology.
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Implicitly, spiritual scientists assume the existence of the spiritual world, and such
a pre-givenness of the spiritual world—as Husserl himself expresses—hinders the
assumption of transcendental significance by the scientific judgments of spiritual
scientists. Notably, for psychology, this means that even though the relation between
the intentional consciousness and its object is investigated in a pure eidetic manner,
this relationship cannot but be conceived of as a connection between two
autonomous and self-sufficient realities, thereby altogether missing the constitutive
problematic. To generalize, therefore, one could say that without a transcendental
attitude, spiritual sciences certainly grasp the meaning of the correlation between
subjectivity and the world, yet they are inherently unable to understand it as a
constitutive relationship. Thus, my contention is that something similar must hold
true for social ontology, as an eidetic but not transcendental theory that aims to study
the correlations between socialized subjects and social reality—as I will explore in the
next Chapter.

With this said, we can now understand in which sense Husserl maintains that
psychology (and ultimately the ontology of spirit) and phenomenology are akin to
one another. What it amounts to is that the transcendental problem of ‘constitution’
is imperfectly foreshadowed in psychological analysis. If this is the case, however, the
relation between spiritual ontologies and phenomenology must be somewhat
different than in all other ontologies, since what psychology (as an ontology of the
psychic) gives to the phenomenologist as ‘clues’ are not just a specific domain of
objectual correlates to be investigated in relation to their subjective sources. That is
to say, what the eidetics of ‘spirit’ lend to phenomenology is not a one-sided a priori.
Rather, they deliver eidetic findings about subjective experience, thereby including
two sides (one subjective and one objective). As a consequence, the work that the
phenomenologist has to do on this ontological material is much less in comparison
to other ontologies. Indeed, it amounts simply to a reinterpretation or purification
of the contents of these ontologies in transcendental terms, a simple ‘change of
sign’—as Husserl used to say. In this sense, it becomes clear why Husserl maintains
that the constitutive problematic revealed by the transcendental attitude can be

“projected backwards” [zuriickprojiziert] “to the natural-psychological attitude”
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(Hua 5, 158), and by the same token, why phenomenological psychology turns out to
be a “propaedeutics to phenomenology” (Hua 9, 344).39

Furthermore, it is important to note that Husserl develops these points in relation
to psychology, but it must also apply to the wider class of eidetics of spirit (i.e. the
eidetic part of the sciences of spirit), which also includes the ontological investigation
of sociality and social forms. This means, therefore, that an analogous transcendental
transformation must take place in the field of social ontology. For this reason, I think
there is nothing like a ‘transcendental social ontology’ (as held by Miettinen 2014). It
would be more correct to talk of a phenomenological approach to social ontology on
the one hand, and a transcendental incorporation of social ontology into
transcendental phenomenology—by means of a change of attitude—on the other.

To understand the transformation that social ontology undergoes in a
transcendental reinterpretation, we need to have a clearer view of the relationship
that psychology has with the other spiritual sciences. In the remaining part of this
Chapter, I will focus on this issue, which will lead us to the relation between

psychology, sociology and social ontology addressed in the next Chapter.

2.2.3. Psychology as the Fundamental Science of ‘Spirit’

As we have seen, the mark of psychology and all spiritual sciences is that they
thematize intentional experience. For this reason, Husserl—in line with many other
thinkers of his time (chiefly Dilthey)—takes personalistic psychology to be the
fundamental science of the spiritual sciences, in the same way as geometry can be
conceived of as the fundamental science (Grundwissenschaft) of natural sciences.4°
Indeed, psychology deals with the concept of spirit, which is then presupposed by
any other spiritual science. All spiritual sciences are—in Husserl’s view—sciences of
“personalities and their personal formations [Gebilde]” (Hua 9, p. 218), or
alternatively of spirituality (Geistigkeit) and its spiritual correlate; psychology is
fundamental in that it studies the concept of ‘person’ and ‘spirituality.” “Since in fact

the spirit, namely the entire realm of personal subjectivity and its formed products,

39 See also Hua 1, § 20 where a “purely intentional psychology” is described as “the parallel to
constitutional transcendental phenomenology” (p. 96).

40 See also the introduction to Phdnomenologische Psychologie (Hua 9, 3-51). An analysis of
Husserl’s discussion with Dilthey and life-philosophers on this point can be found in Staiti (2014,
pp. 174-91)
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is the exclusive theme in all spiritual sciences, they all belong under the broader title
psychology—as long as we take this title so broadly that all thematic research
directed toward subjectivity in every sense is included within it.” (Hua 9, p. 221;
trans. modified)

Of course, all these sciences consider intentional experience in different ways,
guided by different scientific aims. Thus, one thing is the work of the historian whose
aim is, for instance, to clarify the reasons that led Napoleon to launch the invasion of
the Russian empire in 1812. Quite another is the study of the conditions that, for
example, in different societies and social contexts lead to an upsurge of criminality
or racism. Yet another is the task of identifying the universal structures of knowledge,
agency, emotions, and so on.

Crucially, all these scientific undertakings share the same non-naturalistic
(personalistic) attitude, and hence assume the same concept of subject or person—
one that is untainted with naturalistic views. The crucial point here is that spirituality
and spiritual objects are not experienced in the same way as natural objects—objects
in time and space—and their interconnections are not viewed as ruled by the same
type of causality which governs the natural world. Certainly, they have an essential
connection with natural things (through bodies and lived bodies), but what makes
them spiritual is not such a natural basis. Thus, instead of spatiotemporal (real, in a
narrow sense) relations, we have intentional relations of a subject to its world, or
between two or more subjects; in place of a law-based causality we find the causality
of motivation, according to which something or someone motivates a subject to
think, act, or feel in a certain way. 4* Importantly, far from being a prescientific way
of looking at reality, the personalistic attitude is the only appropriate one for
shedding light on the key features of this type of being, precisely, a personal one. For
the same reason, such an attitude is anything but mythical, as it is well-rooted in the
experience and intuition that we have of ourselves—through self-experience—and
Others—through empathy (Einfiihlung). Through this type of experience, a different
domain of being comes into view: the personal being, the motivational relations
among such beings, and the realities bestowed with spiritual meanings.

In this regard, Husserl praises Brentano and chiefly Dilthey for stressing the
importance of a descriptive and intuitive approach to the psychic. Indeed, despite

their inadequacies, for Husserl, the great contribution of these authors lies in having

41 This point will be addressed more extensively in Chapter 4, Section 2.3.
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shown that the experience through which we have access to psychological facts is not
primarily the ‘outer experience’—i.e. the experience of things in space and time, ruled
by a nexus of causality—but rather ‘inner experience.” In certain contexts, Husserl
appears somewhat reluctant to adopt this terminology and prefers to speak of a
‘phenomenological’ and ‘immanent’ experience instead of ‘internal experience’, thus
suggesting a certain similarity between self-experience before and after the

transcendental reduction. This passage from 1916/17 is a good example:

"the science of the spirit is based [...] on 'internal experience', or rather
on immanent42, phenomenological experience; because internal
experience in the sense of the psychological experience of self and others,
insofar as it is grounded in physical experience, is a form of external
experience, of the experience of 'nature'. The immanent experience, that
which is found in myself, is considered thematically as an experience
found in the soul inherent in my living body. (Hua 4, p. 365; trans. and
italics mine).43

Elsewhere, however, he prefers to stress the radical difference between ‘internal
experience’—which is proper to psychology and spiritual sciences, and hence
mundane—and ‘transcendental self-experience’ (cf. Hua 17, § 99, pp. 223-4).44

Be that as it may, the main point here is that the “theoretical attitude” of the
human scientist “is not aimed at positing the externally experienced object as a theme
simpliciter, in the sense of something to be determined objectively [...] but at
determining it as a noema of experiencing and as an element of the surrounding
world of the experiencing subject or of the experiencing community” (Hua 4, p. 365;
trans. and italics mine). Indeed, all the objects that the human scientist deal with are
not considered in themselves, but only insofar as they are “experienced objects”,
“conscious objects of persons”, or “newly constituted by active consciousness
activities of the persons” (Hua 4, 368). In other words, what spiritual sciences are
interested in is the correlation between subjective experiences and the objects
(ultimately, the world) given in such experiences.

In this sense, Husserl contends that the conceptual framework that makes the

research field of the human scientist possible is “the phenomenological thesis of

42 ‘Immanent’ is present only in the new critical edition (Hua 4.1).
43 See also “Nachwort”, in Hua 5, 149.

44 Similarly, in Crisis, Husserl argues that the very notion of ‘internal experience’ is rather
problematic (cf. Hua 6, p. 63).
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experiencing: ‘an egological subject experiences this and that™ (Hua 4, p. 365), that
is, the position of a spiritual reality living in a real socio-historical world. For this
reason, Husserl even goes so far as to claim that “all spiritual sciences receive their
final connection in phenomenology as empirical phenomenology (turn [ Wendung]
of the transcendental)” (Hua 4, p. 364). At the same time, however, the way the
spiritual sciences understand correlation is far from that of transcendental
phenomenology. Indeed, “the theoretical subject matter” of the human scientists “is
personal subjectivity in relation to its environment”, but in order to study this
correlation, they “[do] not need a transcendental phenomenological reduction to the
phenomena of phenomenology, to the transcendental pure cogito, to the
transcendental multiplicity of cogitating subjects and their being-thought, being-
cogitated” (Hua 4, 367). In light of the distinction between mundane and

transcendental subjectivity discussed above, this should appear clear enough.

3. Conclusions

In concluding this chapter, let me briefly summarize the main results achieved thus
far. The overall aim of this discussion was to shed light on the principal ways in which
a phenomenological investigation differs from an ontological one, as a means to
elucidate the role of phenomenology in relation to social ontology. I started by
contrasting two distinct interpretations of phenomenology: the so-called realist
tradition and the Husserlian one. The former reduces its field of investigation to the
intuitive descriptions of the objectual essences, and therefore to ontology. By
contrast, the Husserlian view identifies consciousness as the subject matter of
phenomenology (Section 1.1).

The comparison between these two traditions within phenomenology prompted a
deeper examination of this opposition, highlighting that the distinction between
phenomenology and ontology does not rest solely on subject matter but also on the
difference of attitude towards their object (Section 1.2), between a reflective and an
ontic or straightforward one. This allowed us to make sense of the philosophical
relevance of the study of consciousness.

As illustrated in Section 1.3, an eidetic and disinterested reflection on subjective
life is crucial in that it reveals the transcendental functioning of subjectivity in

relation to all types of entity and reality. Building upon this, it was possible to bring
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out the main contours of the research program of phenomenology, which lies in
taking ontological investigations as starting points for constitutive-transcendental
analyses.

In the second part (Section 2), I moved on to discuss the case of the ‘eidetics of
spirit’, to which social ontology belongs, according to Husserl’s taxonomy. After
examining the relation between two ways of addressing social reality, i.e. the
Cartesian way and via ontologies (Section 2.1), I showed that the distinction between
spiritual sciences and transcendental phenomenology is not as clear-cut as in all
other cases, and that since they deal with personal subjectivity, spiritual sciences
exhibit a close kinship with phenomenology (Section 2.2). Finally, I directed my
attention to Husserl’s assertion of psychology’s central position within the spiritual
sciences (Section 2.2.3). This is a key aspect of Husserl’s theory that serves as a basis
for discussion in the next Chapter, where I address the issue of whether social
ontology is to be regarded as a sub-field of psychology, and examine the challenges

entailed by such a view.
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Consciousness, Sociality, and Social Reality

To take the analysis forward, I must now clarify what social ontology should look like
from a phenomenological perspective. As I have observed in the previous Chapter,
social ontology belongs to spiritual sciences, and in turn, psychology plays a
fundamental role within spiritual sciences. To advance the argument, in this Chapter
I shall explore the extent to which social ontology can be reduced to a psychological
type of investigation (Section 1). This issue, as I will show, turns out to be crucial to
identifying the key ontological features of social reality. Thus, after discussing what I
will label the problem of ‘psychologism’ (Section 1.1) and directing attention to some
anti-psychologistic threads in social theory (Section 1.2), I propose a strategy to
develop phenomenology in a non-psychologistic way. In the process, I scrutinize the
arguments of Benoist and Descombes about the psychologistic limits of
phenomenology and formulate a reply.

Building on this, I move on to examine two phenomenological versions of social
ontology: the Schutzian and the Husserlian (Section 2). Through this comparison, I
explain that while both authors give a central place to psychological elements in
social reality, Husserl is not as reductive as Schutz. In particular, I direct attention to
Husserl’s concept of ‘social formation’ as a means of conceptualizing social entities
in a non-psychologistic way.

This will bring us to the conclusions of this first Part (Section 3), where, after
restating that social ontology extends beyond the domain of psychology and that
phenomenology can make sense of this, I shall take up the issue of the contribution
of transcendental philosophy and constitutive analysis to a so-conceived social

ontology.
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1. Bridging Consciousness and Social Reality: Diverse
Approaches

1.1. The Psychological Reductionism

Having shown that psychology represents the fundamental science of the ontological
region ‘spirit’, we can move on to the case of social ontology. As we do so, some
questions naturally arise: What is the place of social ontology within this frame? Is
social ontology just a section or a sub-subject of phenomenological psychology? Or
is it to be considered a different research field (as much as psychology can be related
to it)?

Beyond the issue of labels and divisions into different disciplines—which in the
scheme of things runs the risk of being an idle question—what is at stake here is the
ontological nature of social phenomena, and notably, the similarities and differences
between psychological and social phenomena. For if social phenomena can be
entirely reduced or broken down into psychological facts, then social ontology must
be viewed as a mere chapter of psychology, and it would ultimately amount to a study
of social cognition, that is, the study of how subjects think, act, and feel within a
social context, just as they are influenced by it. Instead, if social phenomena are more
than this, and include entities that cannot be analyzed in merely cognitive terms, then
it must be acknowledged that a social ontology reduced to psychology would fail to
account for essential aspects of social reality. In turn then, these two options have
consequences for transcendental phenomenology, as one might ask whether or not
social ontology undergoes the same kind of transcendental reinterpretation as
psychology does.

Now, Husser!’s thesis that psychology provides the fundamental concepts and the
categorial framework to all spiritual sciences—and hence to those sciences dealing
with the social world—might lead one to think that phenomenology sides with the
first of the two options. Thus, from a phenomenological standpoint, the only proper
method for investigating any cultural and socio-historical phenomena would consist
in resorting to psychological descriptions and therefore an analysis of the intentional
relations of subjects with their social environment. And as a matter of fact, one would
find some evidence for this, if one looks at the work of Schutz—the phenomenologist

who more than anyone else developed a systematic phenomenology of the social
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world building upon Husserlian insights. It is my contention, however, that this
approach represents a central flaw of Schutz’s theory—one that makes it largely
inadequate for making sense of key aspects of social phenomena, as it steers
phenomenology towards the blind alley of psychologism—as I explore extensively
below (Section 2.1).

More precisely, the problematic aspects of this approach lie in two claims that
Schutz explicitly endorses: (i) a strong ontological and methodological
individualism, and (ii) a form of psychologism (or subjectivism) in the study of social
reality. By maintaining (i), he rules out the idea that there can be entities other than
individual agents making up social reality (‘ontological individualism’), and
accordingly, rejects any appeal to non-individual entities in order to account for it
(‘methodological individualism’).45 To put it differently: this claim entails that the
only real entities are individuals, while non-individual entities are analytical
constructs and abstractions that can always be reduced to (ontology) and explained
in terms of (methodology) individuals’ properties and relations.46

On the other hand, psychologism (ii) is the contention that an adequate
understanding of a social phenomenon amounts to nothing other than
understanding psychological facts about subjects, which in Schutz’s eyes are the
reciprocal processes of meaning-constitution and meaning-interpretation among
subjects in interaction. Thus, ontologically, the substance of social facts would
ultimately consist in the mental states of the actors involved in them, that is, their
intentions, beliefs, and the meanings with which they endow actions and things.47

Accordingly, social reality would turn out to be shorthand for what takes place in
the minds of social actors during their interactions. As Schutz argues, the social world

is “a system of reciprocal social relations, all of them built up by mutual subjective

45 As Lukes (1968) and Epstein (2015, pp. 21—2) have noted, methodological individualism is
far stronger and more controversial than ontological individualism. Indeed, ontological
individualists do not expect to give individualistic explanations of all social phenomena, while
methodological individualists do. This makes the latter an untenable position.

46 As Schutz writes: “social things are only understandable if they can be reduced to human
activities; and human activities are only made understandable by showing their in-order-to or
because motives” (Schutz, 1976, p. 13).

47 In the sociological literature, an approach of this sort is labeled ‘interactionism’, especially
when associated with the works of Mead and Blumer (1969), who, in passing, coined the term
‘symbolic interactionism’ (see Tavory, 2016).
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interpretations of the actors within it” (1976, p. 16; italics mine). The process

whereby the social world arises is described by Schutz in the following way:

“I posit meaningful acts in the expectation that Others will interpret them
meaningfully, and my schema of positing is oriented with respect to the
Others' schema of interpretation. On the other hand, I can examine
everything which, as a product of Others, presents itself to me for
meaningful interpretation as to the meaning which the Other who has
produced it may have connected with it. Thus, on these reciprocal acts of
positing meaning and of interpretation of meaning, my social world of
mundane intersubjectivity is built” (Schutz, 1972, p. 135).

By the same token, methodologically, the task of the sociologist coincides with that
of the social psychologist; as Schutz conveys, the scientific tasks of a “general
sociology” flow into an “intentional psychology” (Schutz, 1972, p. 137).

These two theses are intimately linked to each other, especially in Schutz’s theory,
where psychologism is the shape that his individualism takes.4® However, it would
not be entirely correct to take them as one and the same, for they represent answers
to two different questions: one is the question of whether the constituents of social
reality are only individuals, and the other concerns the type of being constituting
social reality, namely, psychic/agential or otherwise (see Table 2).

Indeed, one might endorse some form of methodological-ontological
individualism without advocating the usefulness of psychological descriptions. For
example, if one endorses a variant of epiphenomenalism about consciousness,
contending that the psychological level is utterly reducible to the physical one, then
one would still be committed to individualism without admitting psychologism.
Another plausible example is an individualism paired with quantitative methods to
study individual human behaviors, one that would make statements not about the
mental states of subjects, but about certain data external to such states, though still
concerning individuals.

Conversely, one might commit oneself to an anti-individualist ontology and
method: one could reject that the individual is the ultimate unit of analysis and admit
the existence of collective entities and group agents, without renouncing the idea that

social reality is analyzable only in terms of subjective beliefs, meanings, or values—

48 In a similar (yet different) fashion, Sawyer argues that subjectivism (tantamount to what I
call psychologism) as “a variant of individualism in that it argues that the only way to understand
social life is to focus on subjective mental states: intention, agency, meaning” (2002, p. 244).
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thereby endorsing a psychologistic view. In this scenario, individual actions and
intentions give way to collective ones, but the conceptual framework remains a
psychological one.

Within the phenomenological tradition, we find both individualist and anti-
individualist positions, though the latter outnumber the former (see Szanto, 2020).
Most phenomenologists do indeed endorse the anti-individualist claim that groups
and collectivities have intentional, mental, and agential properties, even a character
or personality. Nonetheless, classical phenomenologists seem to remain bound to a
form of psychologism, as they resort to an intentionalist analysis to study both
individuals and collective phenomena. By contrast, what I will argue is that a non-
psychological framework is a necessary complement to make sense of social reality.
But, in light of our previous examples of an anti-psychologistic approach, one might
wonder: Is not a psychologistic approach the most appropriate way to deal with the
human world? What is problematic about such psychologism? And what are the main
alternatives to it?

To understand this, we must direct attention to a further sense in which ‘anti-
psychologism’ can be understood, which, incidentally, is the way many sociologists
employ it. According to this interpretation, social life must be studied in a non-
psychological way not because individuals and groups are better described without
reference to their intentionality and agential properties, but because there are social
factors and entities besides individuals and groups that require non-psychological
treatment. Indeed, these come into view only by renouncing the idea that the human
social world is utterly describable in psychological terms.

Such entities and properties of social reality are what sociologists usually call
‘structures.” For the moment I prefer to refer to them in a negative fashion as ‘social
non-agential entities’ (a more in-depth characterization of this notion will follow in
Part II), that is to say, in opposition to the agential factors. These latter aspects are
directly linked to human agency, and can accordingly undergo a psychological
treatment (see Fleetwood, 2008).49 It is clear that this type of anti-psychologism, far
from being reductionist (as in our previous examples), is tied to a more layered

ontology of social reality. Indeed, while individuals and groups are amenable to both

49 For a similar approach to the notion of ‘structure’, see also Blau (1975b, pp. 7—9), who shows
that the different uses that social theorists make of ‘social structure’ can be inferred by examining
the “antithesis, the counterpoint that serves as background for bringing out the features of social
structure” (p. 7).
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a psychologistic and anti-psychologistic treatment (as observed before), the non-
agential is at odds with a reduction of social reality to persons (be they conceived as
aggregates of individuals or as collectivities). Accordingly, such a distinction allows
us to identify two parts or aspects within anti-individualism that do not come into
view otherwise. Indeed, anti-individualism can mean both the autonomy of groups
and collectivities over individuals, or it can mean a system-oriented view of the social
world, which gives importance to non-agential entities.5° Importantly, the former is
consistent with a psychologistic view, the latter is not (see Table 2)—as a
psychological treatment of non-agential things would amount to a denial of their
existence.

This duality within the anti-individualist position should be sufficient to show why
it is paramount to introduce the problem of psychologism. This indeed means that
the controversy between individualism and collectivism is of no help in settling
central issues of social ontology. As stated by Epstein, “it does not even suggest how
to approach the longstanding debates between structure-centered and agent-
centered explanations in the social sciences” (2015, p. 35). For this reason, I contend
that it is important to discuss psychologism as a distinct set of problems.

Now, what I am interested in here is the anti-psychologism that foregrounds social
non-agential entities (which I define as ‘sociological’ anti-psychologism’), as opposed
to people.st Sociological anti-psychologism goes hand in hand with an anti-
individualist position, as it is the only possible way of making sense of ‘non-agential’
entities. To put it differently: while a psychological analysis is the best-suited to
investigating individuals and collectivities, it represents a hurdle for the appreciation
of the reality of the social world’s structural dimension. Therefore, the peril of a
psychology-based approach to the social world is not so much that it is altogether
wrong, but that it is incomplete and incapable of making sense of social reality.
Therefore, the assumption that it is sufficient to look at individuals and/or groups in
order to study social reality leads to a misconception of society. Accordingly, my
contention is that a psychological treatment of social entities is legitimate only when

not generalized across the entirety of social reality.

50 Often, these two moments are not kept separate, as testified by the use of ‘collectivism’ and
‘holism’ as synonyms, which is not accurate. Indeed, one thing is to invoke the role of collectivities
on individuals, quite another is to draw attention to the structural dynamics.

5t See above, Chapter 1.
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In connection with this, I propose a differentiation between two distinct concerns
of social philosophy. First, the investigation of sociality, which is a dimension of
human (and animal) experience—cognition, agency, etc.—and hence falls within the
scope of social psychology. Second, the study of social reality as a domain of entities
(social forms and structures) that make up society.52

Historically, phenomenology has been focused much more on the former problem
than the latter. But, as I will show, there is no systematic reason for phenomenology
to confine its analyses to a mere socio-psychological investigation. On the contrary,
I submit that any viable phenomenological theory can and must seek to also account

for non-agential aspects of social reality.

Table 2: Intersections between (anti-)individualism and (anti-)psychologism

individualism anti-individualism

persons groups non-agential entities

psychologism

) ) sociological anti-psychologism
anti-psychologism

1.2. Social Reality Beyond Human Agency

To advance our analysis of psychologism, let us start by shedding some more light on
the key aspects that anti-psychologistic approaches emphasize.

By overlooking non-agential aspects of social reality, psychologism ends up
undermining the objective or real (spiritually real) dimension of the social world.
That is, it downplays the very fact that society has existence beyond individuals’ and
groups’ mental states and performances, as well as the possibility of causation from
society to people (usually known as ‘downward causation’). All this needs

clarification, as speaking of causality and reality regarding society lends itself to

52 Similarly, Bhaskar (2011 [1989]) differentiates between “the social sciences, which abstract
from human agency, studying the structure of reproduced outcomes; and the social psychological
sciences, which abstract from reproduced outcomes, studying the rules governing the
mobilization of resources by agents in their everyday interaction with one another and nature” (p.

72).
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ambiguities—traditionally stigmatized as ‘reification’ and ‘social determinism.’ This
will become clearer in the following sections and the next chapter.53

Looking at the history of sociology is an excellent way of recognizing the right of
the theoretical demands of an anti-psychologism. In the early stages of sociology,
sociologists placed heavy emphasis on this aspect in order to demarcate sociology
from psychology. Durkheim’s theory is perhaps the most instructive example.
Indeed, one of the main aims of Durkheim was to unhook sociology (the science of
society) from psychology (the science of mind), and he tried to do so by singling out
those features that mark the domain of social facts as opposed to psychological facts
(see Durkheim, 1982 [1895]). Sociology could only progress by fighting for its
independence from the tyranny of psychology. In addition, such liberation was, in
Durkheim’s view, the precondition to finding regularities among social facts and
formulating laws about them. Thus, the ejection of psychology from sociology lies
behind Durkheim’s trust in the nomothetic powers of social sciences and his
positivist view of them.

However, Durkheim is far from an isolated case, and the reactions to psychological
reductionism were diverse, and led to results that were very different from
Durkheim’s. The autonomy of the ‘social’ from the ‘psychological’ can be vindicated
by means of several different strategies. For instance, one could uphold that social
life is governed by certain macro-social mechanisms—as functionalists (such as
Parsons), structuralists (such as Levi-Strauss, Althusser) and system-theorists (such
as Luhmann) did, or emphasize the role played by material and/or symbolic
structures that shape human interactions, while defying any immediate
psychological access and control—as Marx, Bourdieu, and critical realists (chiefly,
Bhaskar, Archer and Porpora) did. Another approach is to separate the forms of
sociation from the contents (drives, beliefs, purposes, etc.) in which those forms are

realized—following the guiding idea of Simmel54, and yet another is to challenge the

53 See the discussion on causality in Chapter 3, Section 2.2.

54 In the case of Simmel, the question is somewhat complicated since Simmel himself has been
charged with providing a psychologistic foundation for sociology. As a matter of fact, however,
while Simmel contends that sociation (i.e. the subject matter of sociology) is ultimately “a
psychical phenomenon” (Simmel, 1909, p. 313), his aim is to differentiate between the scientific
aims of psychologists and sociologists, much like Husserl. Simmel does so precisely by appealing
to the abstraction through which the sociologist separates the form of sociation from the concrete
phenomena of interaction, and which brings different aspects into view. (For a more thorough
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tendency to “anthropocentrism” with regard to the social world, suggesting instead
that most social facts neither consist of nor can be exhaustively explained in terms of
the intentions, attitudes, beliefs, etc. of human beings—as argued in recent years by
Epstein in contrast to dominant views in analytical social ontology.

What comes to the fore as fundamental in all these theories is the importance of
those aspects of social reality that cannot be ascribed to human agency. Thus, even if
it is true that there would not be society without people, society appears to be more
than that; to make sense of this, any appeal to non-individual yet subjective entities

such as groups and collectivities appears of little help.

1.3. An Anti-Psychologistic Path for Phenomenology

Bearing in mind these diverse yet convergent alternative approaches, we can now
direct our attention again to socio-ontological discussions among phenomenologists,
where most of the aspects highlighted thus far are generally overlooked. In what
follows, I aim to assess the capacity of phenomenology to address non-psychological
aspects of social reality. To achieve this, I consider the critical arguments put forth
by Benoist and Descombes against phenomenology (Section 1.3.1) and elaborate a
reply (Section 1.3.2), the goal of which is to demonstrate that phenomenology is not
inherently committed to a psychologistic stance about social reality.

To begin with, let us question: In what kind of relation with this vast array of
alternative options does phenomenology stand? Is phenomenology to be seen as
necessarily at odds with them? Or are there some resources in phenomenology that
meet such theoretical demands? As mentioned, Schutz’s theory certainly represents
one possible way of developing phenomenology that deliberately sets itself in
contrast to every systemic or structuralist view about social reality. As we have seen,
this depends on the combination of a strong individualism and a psychological
method. I have also observed, however, that an individualistic position of the
Schutzian type is absent in most classical phenomenologists. Hence, phenomenology
seems to be amenable to both individualistic and anti-individualistic readings. As a
consequence, what remains problematic in the phenomenological tradition seems to

be the issue of psychologism. In other words, the crucial question is whether a certain

examination of this point, see Frisby, 2002, pp. 32—44). The same point is touched upon in Staiti’s
(2014, pp. 174—6) discussion of Husserl’s relationship with Dilthey and Simmel.
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psychological reductionism is to be understood as unavoidable in
the phenomenological approach, as somehow ‘inborn’ to it. After all, one might
think, what else could the primacy of intentionality lead to if not a reduction of ‘the
social’ to ‘the psychological’?

What I will propose here, and substantiate in the remaining part of this work, is
that despite the appearance of an inborn psychologism, phenomenology can be
understood and developed in an anti-psychologistic fashion. And besides being
possible, it appears to me to be vital also, if one wants to argue for the viability of the
phenomenological viewpoint in accounting for social reality.

The reason for this is the following. If it were the case that (i) phenomenology
implied a form of psychologism (about social reality), and if (ii) the claim for a non-
agential dimension of social reality were essentially right (as I assert), then the tools
of phenomenology would appear explanatorily inadequate: phenomenology would
enable us to achieve, at best, a theory of social experience (or cognition), a sociology
that would do justice to the “subjective points of view”—as Schutz loved to sayss—but
which could not hope to stand on its own as a philosophical theory of social reality.

For an approach with the original ambition of reforming philosophy and building
a philosophia perennis, this outcome is, to say the very least, disheartening.
Therefore, if my line of reasoning is sound, then there are two possible options: either
there is a way in which phenomenology can make sense of these aspects, or it must
be admitted that one of the basic tenets of phenomenology is flawed—specifically that
which claims that every entity and reality can be studied by resorting to the
corresponding experiences—for the simple reason that some realities are not
analyzable in such terms.

The latter is the opinion of some French thinkers, sympathetic yet critical towards
phenomenology, such as Karsenti, Benoist, and Descombes.5® Most recently,

Caminada (2023) has addressed these criticisms from a phenomenological

@

55 Schutz similarly speaks of the perspective of ““the forgotten man’ of the social sciences”, to
be vindicated against the “system of abstraction” cultivated by objectivist social scientists (Schutz,
1976, pp. 2; 6).

56 To some extent, a similar view can also be ascribed to Sartre—not in the form of outright
criticism, but certainly as an idea that underlies the project outlined in his Critique of the
dialectical reason (Sartre, 2004 [1960]), particularly as he argues for the necessity of integrating
a phenomenological-existential method—apt for making sense of micro-social (especially
biographical) situations—with a Marxist materialistic method. In Sartre’s view, the latter alone
can help to achieve insight into the dynamics of the social whole, on a large-scale.
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viewpoint, by emphasizing the usefulness of Husserl’s notion of ‘common mind’
(Gemeingeist). As I will make clear later, my reading differs from Caminada’s; I will
take up this issue in Section 2.2, where I explore Husserl’s resources to counter
psychologism. In this Section, I confine myself to formulating a possible response,
and indicate a way out of the impasse depicted by Benoist and Descombes. To do so,
I build my argument without reference to classical phenomenologists and in an
exclusively systematic fashion. Afterwards, in light of the points made, I turn again

to classical phenomenology by examining Schutz and Husserl’s positions.

1.3.1. The Divorce between Intentionality and The Social

The arguments provided by Descombes and Benoist about the shortcomings of
phenomenology are many, and involve several aspects of phenomenology, ranging
from the overemphasis on duality to the personalistic model employed to
conceptualize social reality and the very project of transcendental philosophy. I want
to take up here the main reasons they provide for dismissing phenomenology.

In two papers entitled “Intersubjectivity and Sociality: Phenomenology and the
Problem of the Third” (2001) and “An Epistemology of the Social Sense, between
Phenomenology and Structuralism” (2004), Benoist has argued that adopting a
phenomenological approach to social reality implies the renunciation of the sound
“Durkheimian intuition” that “the social exists only insofar as subjects encounter
something that escapes them, such as an order that is not subjective” (2001, p. 28).

What brings him to such a conclusion? As I read it, Benoist’s argument revolves
around a crucial point: the relationship between intentionality and sense (or
meaning), and the different ways in which such a relationship can be conceptualized.
In Benoist’s interpretation, a major tenet of phenomenology is that there is as much
social sense as there are intentional operations that constitute it. Yet in his view, such
an assumption is utterly mistaken, for social sense is something that cannot be found
within intentional consciousness, that is, deriving from the intersubjective episodes
in which it is instantiated (be they dyadic face-to-face relations or collective ones).
Instead, we need to search for ‘social sense’ outside the field of subjectivity, and he
conceives of it as something that “weighs on” subjectivity “as a constraint” rather
than deriving from it. As such, we must say that intentionality “presupposes the

social, its rules and code, and does not constitute it” (2004, p. 35). Far from being its
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source, intentionality is always embedded in and determined by this order of
meaning.

Thus, according to Benoist, social objects and social agents acquire their specific
sense not out of a spontaneous act of meaning-bestowing, nor through
intersubjective negotiation or agreement. Rather they do so by virtue of the internal
logic of society, understood as a system of meanings and rules—a logic which is not
decided or intentionally aimed for by subjects. As he writes, polemically targeting the

phenomenological theme of the intersubjective constitution:

The problem [...] is not so much to constitute the Other as to accept that
my relationship with him carries with it all sorts of determinations of
meaning, which neither he nor I have entirely at our disposal; even if
there were some ideal, collective consciousness, which would be a way of
reintroducing the mastery of meaning precisely where there is none.
Exactly at this level - and only at this level - does the social begin - which
also means that it takes on its own specific nature (Benoist, 2001, p. 28).

This factor, external to intentionality, is what Benoist calls the third, or the
institution, drawing on the Durkheimean tradition—as Descombes also does. This
notion of ‘third’ is defined by Benoist as a “system of roles” (p. 36)

Therefore, social objects like money, and such social relations as teaching-
learning, do not owe their existence to subjective acts of belief—as argued by Searle,
for instance—or subjective acts of meaning-bestowing and meaning-interpretation—
as argued by Schutz. Rather, they exist because there exists an institution of money
that defines and establishes “the rules according to which we can (and are allowed
to) employ them” (ibid.), and the institution of education. In turn—and this is, I
think, the second and most questionable claim—such institutions “have a silent and
immemorial birth”, which means that not only are they not to be confounded with
the subjective acts that sustain their reality, but not even their genesis can be referred
back to interaction among subjects. The latter aspect is what structuralism has
brought into view, and—according to Benoist—herein lies its truth.

Now, such a view on the sense-intentionality relationship closely resembles
Merleau-Ponty’s late reflection on the institution of sense, conceived as an
alternative to the overly subjectivist and voluntaristic Husserlian idea of constitution

(see Merleau-Ponty, 2003).57 It also recalls Castoriadis’ approach, who contended

57 Merleau-Ponty’s reflections on this point are far from clear (to say the very least). An
example is the following passage, which at once exemplifies his major arguments and their
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that society does not arise through a process of constitution, but rather by an
institution (notably, an imaginary one), which— unlike constitution—does not point
back to any subjectivity (be it individual or collective) and is impersonal. Indeed, for
Castoriadis, the ‘imaginary institution’, far from being a subjective faculty, is rather
an anonymous force able to establish a universe of meanings.58

Returning to Benoist’s argument, the lesson to be learned for phenomenologists
is that intentionality is not all-powerful; it cannot account for every type of reality.
On the contrary, it turns out to have some essential boundaries, and the social order
is one of them, for it works as a preliminary condition of intentionality, which
engenders—as Benoist writes—“an external structuration of intentionality” (Benoist
2001, p. 29).

A similar criticism of the way phenomenology articulates the nexus between sense
and subjectivity vis-a-vis social reality comes from Descombes, especially in his work
The Institution of Meaning (Descombes, 2014 [1996])—from which Benoist also
draws.

According to Descombes, the limit of phenomenology comes into view especially
if one acknowledges the distinction between two concepts that are usually conflated
with each other: objectified and objective spirit (or mind).5 For Descombes,
phenomenologists—nota bene, he refers mainly to Merleau-Ponty and Sartre—
conceive of culture and society exclusively as objectified, and never as objective spirit.
Objectified spirit denotes—according to Descombes—only the material traces “of the
subjective acts that precede it” (p. xxiv), “a world that others lived in before us” (294).
In other words, every time a spiritual activity embodies itself into matter—be it a set
of signs, sounds, a piece of marble, wood, etc.—we have objectifications of spirit. By

contrast, the objective spirit does not indicate the ‘leftovers’ of a spiritual presence,

obscurities: “If the subject were instituting, and not constituting, we would understand in contrast
that the subject is not instantaneous and that the other person is not merely the negative of myself.
[...] An instituting subject is able to coexist with another because the instituted is not the
immediate reflection of the activity of the former and can be taken up by himself or by others
without a total re-creation being at issue. Thus the instituted exists between others and myself,
between me and myself, like a hinge, the consequence and the guarantee of our belonging to one
selfsame world” (Merleau-Ponty, 2003, p. 76; italics mine).

58 Ferrarin (2023, pp. 331—37) has recently stressed the fruitfulness of Castoriadis’ insights
both for conceptualizing social reality and rethinking the nature of practical imagination. From a
quite different perspective, a similar idea of ‘institution’ has also been relaunched in the field of
political philosophy by Esposito (2021).

59 Descombes takes this distinction from Raymond Aron. In this respect, Caminada (2023) has
argued that the distinction between objectified and objective mind is perfectly consistent with the
phenomenological framework, notably Husserl’s.
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as it were—what remains when people are no longer there—rather it is “the presence
of the social in the mind of each of us” (Descombes, 2014, p. 294). The crucial
difference is again the different relation between sense and subjectivity in the two
cases: everything characterizable as objectified spirit refers back to a subject, even to
a specific individual subject—no matter if this subject is actually knowable (as in the
case of Leonardo’s Gioconda), or not (as with most archeological finds, or for carpets
and curtains with which one furnishes one’s own apartment). By contrast, the
objective spirit, far from being the result of past subjective activities, represents
rather the logic of relations in which social life is always already embedded. Objective
spirit is thus what Durkheim and Mauss understood by the notion of ‘institution.” As

Descombes writes:

“The word ‘institution’ designates [...] the ‘ways of acting and thinking’
that individuals, in coming to the world and acting within it, find already
established and already defined. Thus, defined in its sociological sense,
an institution is the established rule in virtue of which our conduct—in
the appropriate context—has a given meaning. And it is this rule that
defines the various statuses that we recognize one another as having,
whether they be, for example, the relation between a giver and a recipient
(in the case of a gift) or that between the owner of something and all those
who are excluded from its possession or use (in the case of the distinctive
opposition that defines the institution of private property)” (Descombes,
2014, p. xxix; italics mine).

Conceived in these terms—as an institution, a totality of rules and meanings— the
social order is something that essentially escapes the control of a single (and even of
some collective) subjectivity. Therefore, by contrasting phenomenology with this
notion, what ‘collapses’, as it were, is the very idea of correlation, the one-to-one
connection that phenomenology would establish between subjectivity and meanings,
as well as the role of intersubjectivity as a sufficient condition for social reality—for
“in order to have objective mind, what must be added to intersubjectivity is the

institution” (p. 299).

1.3.2. A Possible Way Out: Rethinking the Constitutive Problematic

Let us pause here and take provisional stock. Must this argument be accepted as a
sharp yet fair criticism, that does indeed touch on a delicate area of phenomenology?
To some extent, it can hardly be denied that such arguments bring out problematic

aspects of the accounts provided by classical phenomenologists. In particular, I tend
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to agree with these authors that classical phenomenologists seem to conflate
intersubjectivity with social reality—which is tantamount to what I have labeled as
psychologism.

However, granted that it is not possible to reach the social order (institution, the
third) from within intersubjective relations or by scaling them up, are we sure that
any understanding of them in terms of experiential correlates is ruled out? Is not
social order whose origin is unknowable too mysterious a concept? Given its “silent
and immemorial” origin, does it follow that human interactions cannot be its roots?
Do we need to assume that we are doomed to jeopardize the distinctive features of
social order—its pre-existence, objectivity and constraining power—when attempting
to detect its ties with subjects? The answer to all these questions, I contend, is a
negative. As I will try to substantiate in this work, I do think it is possible, without
contradiction, to maintain the following three claims:

1. Social reality needs more than intersubjectivity (which amounts to
‘agential entities’) in order to be explained and understood—as is
rightly claimed by these thinkers.

2, This does not necessarily lead to giving up the phenomenological
insight that every reality is first of all a reality for a subject; that it must
always be possible to find the experiential basis for them.

3. In turn, this latter claim does not lead to a conflation of the social order
with the intentional correlates of the subjects (single or collective). On
the contrary, their differentiation and interplay can be vindicated.

What prevents Descombes and especially Benoist from seeing the possibility that
results from this threefold statement are two assumptions. Firstly, their way of
construing ‘constitution’ as confined to the problem of the conditions of
manifestation of entities, which is a deflationary reading of the constitution,
especially if one considers practical and social domains®°—as I will spell out in Part
I1, Chapter 4, Section 3.2.1. If construed in such a way, ‘constitution’ could serve at
best to describe the process of internalization of social reality, but not that of

externalization—to use Berger’s and Luckmann’s (1967) concepts. That is to say, in

60 On this point, Costa (2010) draws similar conclusions. While he maintains that society must
be understood systemically and not psychologistically, he construes phenomenology as
concerned only with the explication (Auslegung) of the system of meanings making up society,
and not the description of the ways society arises out of intentional operations. See Chapter 4,
Section 3.2.1.
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such a reading, phenomenology would be able to explain how a subject lives the social
order, how one socializes and becomes a member of a community, but not the process
whereby subjective acts and meanings take on an autonomous existence independent
from subjects, and objectify themselves in institutions, social orders, practices, and
ways of thinking and doing. Thus, it would follow, phenomenology can and must
acknowledge the existence of a social order, but once done so, it cannot do much; it
must, as it were, stand by and watch. The conclusion that Benoist and Descombes
draw from this, is that phenomenology must become aware of its limits and let other
approaches—notably structuralism, according to Benoist—describe what it cannot
with intentionalist tools.6!

Secondly, 1 see a further bias in the reconstruction depicted by Benoist and
Descombes, namely the idea that if one thinks of phenomena in terms of correlation,
one cannot make sense of areas of opaqueness in the social world, and this
consequence would ensue from the one-to-one relationship between social sense and
intentionality. I think that this claim is also mistaken; while it might fit well with
Schutzian theory, it cannot be ascribed to the phenomenological method per se. I will
take up this issue in Part II, when discussing the nexus between motivation and
structure (Chapter 4, Section 2.3).

Such remarks bring me to one of the major claims of this work. I submit that one
can accept the existence of such entities as social structures or forms (as I prefer to
call them, instead of the misleading concept of institution),®2 and also study the
multiple systems of experience in which they are given, produced, reproduced, and
transformed. Once we acknowledge that there are social entities that are
ontologically autonomous from human agency (hence not analyzable
psychologically), then space opens up for a constitutive analysis, where the whole
point is not to describe subjective points of view, but to show the correlations
between social subjects and the objective social system or order. Thus, the alternative
is not as simple as it might appear: either an objective social order detached from any
intentional origin, as advocated by Descombes and Benoist, or conversely,

intentionality without social order, as classical phenomenology supposedly claims. I

61 The “analysis in terms of intentionality [...] probably retains some legitimacy, but is, so to
speak, put back in its place” (Benoist, 2004, p. 35).

62 A useful terminological and conceptual clarification of the difference between institution
and social structure is provided by Fleetwood (2008).



Chapter 2 89

assert that connections between agents’ intentionality and social structures exist,
only they are not immediate.

Put another way, there is not necessarily a theoretical decision to be made
between a macro-sociological explanation that makes agents and persons disappear,
and a micro-sociological description that seeks to derive everything from the
behavior of persons and groups; it is possible do justice to both sides by
acknowledging that there are different levels at which one can investigate social
reality while seeking to account for the connections and interplay between them, thus
linking the micro with the macro (as it is customary to say in social sciences). I will
return to this point in detail in the next chapter.

Vindicating these points, I think, is one of the most important tasks of a robust
phenomenology of the social world. In order to accomplish this, two fundamental
steps are required: firstly, to provide a general characterization of what a social
structure is (see Chapter 3), and secondly, to lay out the constitutive correlations
between intentionality and social structures (see Chapter 4). In such a way,
phenomenology can move beyond the agenda of social psychology—which stops at
minimal and elementary forms of socialization—and make sense of social reality in
all its complexity. In other words, to recall a distinction mentioned earlier in this
chapter, such a rethinking of the constitutive problematic enables phenomenology to
deal not only with sociality but also with social reality. Elaborating on the latter
aspect more systematically is the primary concern of the subsequent chapters of this
work.

In the following Section I will confine myself to assessing the conceptual
deficiencies and potentials of classical phenomenologists vis-a-vis these points, by
contrasting Schutz’ and Husserl’s accounts. The main objective of this discussion is
to demonstrate that within the framework of phenomenology, there exists a place for

a non-psychological study of social reality.

2. Sociality and Social Forms in Classical Phenomenology

At this juncture, in light of what we have been discussing so far, we may return to
phenomenology. We now have more insight into what the ‘objectivity’ and ‘reality’ of
the social world amount to. Let me state explicitly three essential features of social

structures or forms that to some extent underlie Benoist and Descombes’s
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reasonings. Drawing upon Archer’s (1995) frame, I would identify them with the
following: (i) social structures or forms are autonomous and non-derivable from
intersubjective exchanges in which they are instantiated®s, (ii) they pre-exist such
intersubjective episodes and (iii) they exert a conditioning or constraining power on
individuals.

In the scenario described by Benoist, it seems that phenomenology would not be
able to secure any of these essential features, since—ad (i)—-phenomenology would
resort to the model of the constitution of the other, according to which the meaning
of each episode of interaction is produced in the interaction itself. If this is the case,
then—ad (ii)—what can be said to pre-exist are just past experiences about other
persons, stored in one’s consciousness in the modality of ‘retention.” Finally—ad
(ili)—such retentions can guide my future social experience, helping me orient myself
in social situations and encounters with other persons, but they cannot properly exert
a causal or constraining effect on me.

As T touched upon before, I think Schutz’s approach fits quite well in this
reconstruction, rather better even than that of other phenomenologists, since he
explicitly takes a strong stance on such issues. I want to delve deeper now into his
theory and bring light to some of its main shortcomings, then I will turn to Husserl,

indicating some potential resources in his philosophy for addressing these points.

2.1. Schutz: The Pre-Given Social World

In the introduction of his book Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt (1932),
Schutz praises Weber for his radical reductionism and contends that any complex
relation and structure within the social world—what he refers to as ‘objective
spirit’®4—“is further reducible into certain elements out of which it has been
constituted”. He goes on to say that “these elements are nothing else than processes
of meaning-establishment [Sinngebung] and understanding [Sinndeutung]

occurring within individuals, processes of interpretation of the behavior of other

63 There are two key ways of interpreting this point: (i.a) either one denies derivability from
agency at all, as suggested by Benoist; or (i.b), one denies only their activity-dependence “in the
present tense”, as proposed by Archer (1995, p. 60).

64 Schutz has in mind the work of Dilthey and Hans Freyer, who related the concept of
‘objective spirit’ to the problem of the subject matter of sociology.
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people, and processes of self-interpretation” (Schutz, 1967, p. 11; italics mine).%5 This
viewpoint of Schutz’s is in alignment with a major interpretation in sociology that
takes social structures as mere shorthand for regularities and aggregate outcomes of
actors’ behaviors.6°

Certainly, one cannot say that Schutz takes social reality to be private. On the
contrary, he holds firmly to the view that the social world is intersubjectively shared
and accessible. In this sense, it would simply be unfair to charge Schutz with
neglecting the transcendent dimension of the social world or conveying a sort of
wrong-headed introspectionist version of phenomenology. Indeed, Schutz’s
conception of intentionality is essentially world-involving, as any truly
phenomenological approach is. Indeed, Schutz heavily emphasized the
intersubjective nature of the social world, its being shared and taken for granted by
every subject participating in a certain reality.

In this respect, it is useful to recall Schutz’s distinction between the subjective and
objective meaning of one’s action—a distinction of Weber’s which he seeks to refine.
This distinction is pivotal to avoiding an introspectionist misunderstanding. Schutz’s
account on this point can be summed up as follows: the action performed by the
subject S has a meaning M that S ascribes to it; M is the subjective meaning that S
can seize by reflecting upon him or herself, but which cannot be immediately given
to others. Other subjects can only seek to grasp it through the external behavior of S
and “on the basis of [their] practical experience”, i.e. the “interpretive schemata”
(Schutz, 1967, p. 31) they have acquired over the course of their experience. In so
doing, they establish a meaning M’, which denotes “the phenomena of the external
world which present themselves to [them] as indexes of the consciousness of other
people”, notably as indexes of “the constituting process within the living
consciousness of another rational being” (ibid., p. 37).

What is important to note here is that the meaning of one’s action is public and
transcendent, but such a transcendence is not univocally objective, remaining always

a matter of interpretation, for in principle, it is not possible for another subject to

65 See also this passage: “What concerns us is that Weber reduces all kinds of social
relationships and structures, all cultural objectifications, all realms of objective mind, to the most
elementary forms of individual behavior. To be sure, all the complex phenomena of the social
world retain their meaning, but this meaning is precisely that which the individuals involved
attach to their own acts. The action of the individual and its intended meaning alone are subject
to interpretive understanding” (Schutz, 1967, p. 6).

66 Representatives of this perspective in sociology are George C. Homans and Randall Collin.
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have direct access to the lived experiences of another subject. Hence, the way we
understand the action of another person may diverge from the meaning the actor
ascribes to it, from what he or she meant. This divergence can emerge over the course
of the interactions with the other. During a social exchange with another person, for
instance, something in their behavior can make me realize that I misunderstood what
the other person really meant to do. Thus, I am driven to adjust my interpretation of
their action, and in this way, the meaning I give to it gets closer to the meaning they
ascribe to it, until proven otherwise by her behavior.

In this respect, Schutz is making an observation that—among other things—is
paramount to understanding his conception of phenomenology. Schutz claims that
in everyday life (in the natural attitude), we are usually not interested in going deep
into the investigation of subjective meaning, for we tend to stop our search “when we
have found out enough to answer our practical questions”, that is, “at the point that
has direct relevance to the response we shall make ourselves” (Schutz, 1967, p. 38).
It is only in a reflective and scientific attitude that one directs attention to the
constitutive process of the intentionality of a social agent and examines it not for
pragmatic needs but for theoretical ones.

This observation is important as it involves a claim about the contribution
phenomenology is supposed to make to social sciences. It connects to what we have
explored in the previous chapter and the discussion of the distinctive features of
phenomenological analysis as compared to scientific and ontological ones. In line
with Husser!’s injunctions about the nature of constitutive analyses, Schutz contends
that the task of phenomenology lies in the “referral of constituted objectualities to
the consciousness of others” (ibid., p. 38; trans. mod.). In this reading, the social
objectualities that serve as starting points to the phenomenologist are the objective
meanings of others’ actions.

Social reality is thereby understood according to the intentional consciousness-
object model, where the objectual or ontological side is represented by the objective
meanings that make up the social world of everyday life, whereas the subjective and
phenomenological side is represented by the processes of meaning constitution that
take place in the consciousness of actors and which are at the origin of any
meaningful configuration of the social world. The realm of objectual meanings is

what we usually deal with in our ordinary life, whereas subjective operations remain
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mostly unnoticed and concealed, coming to the fore only when a discordance
between subjective and objective meaning occurs, or when others’ action lacks clarity
and intelligibility. In this reading, therefore, what phenomenology must do is study
the correlation between these two sides of social reality, that is, investigate the
objectual world of everyday life in connection with the meaning-constituting
operations of consciousness. In this way, Schutz reduces the correlation between
subjectivity and social reality to the correlation between subjective and objective
meanings of one’s action.

In contrast to this view, I contend that the problem of correlation with respect to
the social world should be construed in more complex terms. The starting
assumptions one makes about the ontological constituents of social reality reflect
directly on the phenomenological level. In Schutz’s case, his way of understanding
the constitutive problematic depends on his thesis about the basic units of social
reality. If we modify our starting ontology, we are faced with a fairly different and
more complex set of correlative-constitutive problems. For Schutz, therefore, there
is no real distinction between social ontology and a (mundane) phenomenology of
the social world, as the investigation of social reality is tantamount to social
psychology, or to a phenomenological investigation of intentional consciousness

insofar as it is social.

2.1.1. The Notion of ‘World’

Let us set aside for a moment this latter issue—which I will take up again at the end
of this section—and return again to the problem of the transcendent dimension of
the social world. If Schutz does not argue for an internalist or introspectionist
conception of phenomenology when studying the social world, we must clarify in
which sense his theory fails to make sense of all three features listed above.

At this point, one might well object that, while it could be accepted that Schutz
overlooked two of the three key features of social reality identified above that is, i.e.
the autonomy from intersubjectivity (i) and its causal efficacy (iii), Schutz cannot be
charged with denying the pre-existence of the social world (ii). Indeed, as we have
seen, if it is true that for Schutz the social world coincides with intersubjectivity and
cannot possess any causal power, point (ii) seems nonetheless to be supported by his
concept of life-world—or the world of everyday life (which is the same)—and by his

insistence on the taken-for-granted dimension of social reality.
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Besides, one could also reply to our critical reconstruction by recalling Schutz’s
emphasis on the historical dimension of the life-world, and in particular the idea that
what we know about our world is always an inheritance from past generations.
Finally, one could add that if Schutz reduces social structures to patterns of social
agency, his theory of action nonetheless stresses the importance of actors’ projects—
what he also calls the “in-order-to motives”, the aims and scopes of one’s action—and
beyond that, it gives importance to the “because motives”, i.e. all those factors that
lead one to act in a certain way. Thus, to some extent, Schutz accounts also for point
(iii), as social actions appear as much free and spontaneous as conditioned and
determined by others. Social structures as such would not be able to constrain
anyone, for they are nothing in themselves but labels for complex intersubjective
interconnections. Regardless, Schutz would be able to account for the constraining
power in his reductionist terms, as the constraints of social structures can be
ultimately reduced to the constraint of another subject.®”

What I want to show now is that, even though Schutz includes all these factors
(namely pre-givenness, historicity, and determinations by others) in his account of
social phenomena, this is not sufficient to redeem his approach of its psychologism.
In particular, it is his denial of any reality beyond that of subjects which prevents him
from making sense of the reality of the social world.

To make this point clear, it is useful to look more closely at Schutz’s use of the
notion of ‘world.’ ¢8 Indeed, it seems to me that most of the problems with his account
are concealed and disguised by this concept; while conveying the idea that social
reality exists before and independently of subjects, it allows him to deprive it of any
reality.

Now, Schutz often recalls Husserl’s concept of pre-givenness and emphasizes that
in each episode of interaction with other persons, the social world is pre-given to us.
This means that we usually have a certain pre-understanding of other persons and
the social situation in which we find ourselves. Such pre-understood contents remain

usually unnoticed, they are taken for granted. As Schutz writes:

67 Elder-Vass (2014, pp. 45—6) has labeled this kind of position about the causal relationship
between structures and individual as ‘reallyism.” According to this view, social structure would be
able to influence us only through individual actors. In this sense, what really influences us is not
a structure, but always another person.

68 See Manca (2019).
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“[we] live naively in this life-world, encounter it as already constituted.
We are, so to speak, born into it. We live in and endure it, and the living
intentionality of our stream of consciousness supports our thinking, by
which we orient ourselves practically in this life-world, and our action, by
which we intervene in it” (Schutz, 1972, p. 133).

Additionally, Schutz puts two aspects of such a world into relief: the world is
intersubjective and cultural. Intersubjective “because we live in it as men among
other men, bound to them through common influence and work, understanding
others and being an object of understanding for others”, and cultural because “the
life-world is a universe of significations to us, i.e., a framework of meaning
(Sinnzusammenhang) which we have to interpret, and of interrelations of meaning
which we institute only through our action in this life-world” (ibid.).%9

This latter point might make one think that Schutz gives importance both to the
autonomy and pre-existence of the social world in relation to social actors. However,
if one looks at what precisely this amounts to in his account, it becomes apparent that
this is not the case. One reason has already been mentioned: according to Schutz, we
can certainly speak of “frameworks of meaning” and “meaning-configurations”
(Sinngebilde), provided only that one does not construe them as entities on their
own, for they are reducible to the acts of agents. In other words, social structures are
taken to be epiphenomenal with respect to actors’ interactions.

For Schutz then, any objectification of spirit into social entities is ruled out—and
here we come to the second reason why Schutz’s position is psychologistic. In fact,
when examining such a “world of signification”, Schutz describes it in terms of
“stocks of knowledge” or “experience”—“cognitive constructs” that social agents
deploy to cope with different situations and move from one region of the social world
to another. In Schutz’s view, emphasizing this point serves to make sense of the fact
that social actions never occur in a vacuum, but always presuppose an environment,
a background of familiar meanings, pre-established styles of behavior, or stocks of
knowledge. Of course, Schutz is far from thinking that the social world is brought
about by a sort of creatio continua of subjective acts—i.e. what is usually labeled as
an ‘actualist view’ of the relationship between people and society. Yet, what is missing
from Schutz’s theory is the idea that there may be factors capable of determining and
influencing actions other than those produced by actors in the process of interpreting

and negotiating meanings. The social world is reduced to an inert repertoire of

69 This aspect permeates the entire phenomenological tradition, as testified by Moran (2021).
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meanings, handed down by past generations, each time deployed to perform one’s
own or interpret others’ actions— a world without any ontological thickness, as it
were, insofar as it exists only when such meanings are enacted by the actors. To put
it in Descombes’ terms, what is missing in Schutz’s theory is the “structural aspect”
(2014, p. 301) of meanings7°, that is, the idea that social action is defined by a pre-
established system of relationships in the form of a system of roles.

Since the concept of roles lies at the heart of many accounts of social structure, I

wish to dwell on this concept and illustrate Schutz’s account of it.

2.1.2. Roles and Typifications

Once again, one might reply that Schutz is aware of this issue; he does in fact address
it, admitting that there are social roles and pre-established patterns of interaction
that orient our social exchanges with others. For example, according to Schutz, we
interpret the man who delivers mail at our address as the mailman, and we do so not
because we create this type on our own, but because we already find it in our world:
“common-sense constructs used for the typification of the Other and of myself are to
a considerable extent socially derived and socially approved” (Schutz, 1972, p. 19).
We find the meaning ‘mailman’ that allows us to acknowledge someone else as a
mailman, i.e. to interpret and anticipate his course of action as that of a person
appointed to deliver letters to people. Furthermore, the typification of the other

brings one to also typify oneself:

“My constructing the Other as a partial self, as the performer of typical
roles or functions, has a corollary in the process of self-typification which
takes place if I enter into interaction with him. I am not involved in such
a relationship with my total personality but merely with certain layers of
it. In defining the role of the Other I am assuming a role myself. In
typifying the Other's behavior I am typifying my own, which is
interrelated with his, transforming myself into a passenger, consumer,
taxpayer, reader, bystander, etc.” (ibid.)

The preexistence of a system of relationships and roles is thus accounted for by
Schutz in terms of these reciprocal processes of typifications. “The bulk of personal
types and course-of-action types is taken for granted (until counter-evidence

appears) as a set of rules and recipes which have stood the test so far and are expected

70 Of course Descombes (drawing on Castoriadis) does not criticize, on this basis, the Weberian
concept of social action, which is precisely the one Schutz resorts to (with some modifications).
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to stand it in the future” Additionally, “the pattern of typical constructs is frequently
institutionalized as a standard of behavior, warranted by traditional and habitual
mores and sometimes by specific means of so-called social control, such as the legal
order” (ibid., italics mine).

This is the pre-givenness of the social world Schutz has in mind. What is
problematic in this account? The main deficiency seems to me to be that Schutz sees
only the subjective or cognitive side of this phenomenon. That is, he directs attention
only to the process of typification whereby one acquires knowledge of such a system
and remains blind to the very substance of social relationships. In doing so he ends
up conflating the thing with the knowledge of it, that is, the social order with the
typifications shared by a group related to it.

To illustrate this point more clearly, let us take the example the relationship
between a tenant and a landlord. Following Schutz’s model, such a relationship
should be reduced to the way they interpret their respective actions. In doing so,
however, it would be deprived of its real social (and historical) content, which
amounts to a structural relation between persons with different resources—resources
that shape the power dynamics and interactions between them. This example
effectively illustrates that while it is undeniable that reciprocal acts of interpretation
are required for social interactions to succeed, they should be seen only as the
psychological counterpart of the underlying structural relation, rather than the
primary source of the relationship itself.

If this point is valid, we can conclude that Schutz’s understanding of roles is
inadequate to account for social structures. Indeed, there is no doubt that Schutz
acknowledges the historical preexistence of the social world and admits the existence
of pre-established, structured forms of social relations. Nonetheless, his perspective
falls short of grasping the structural conditions of these roles.”

In everyday life, we deal with episodes of action and interaction with others. These
episodes of action may refer to recurring or codified patterns whereby we interpret
and typify them. In the Schutzian account, roles are the correlates of these
typifications. However, there is another way of looking at things, one that conceives

of roles not so much as correlates of processes of interpretation and typification, but

71 For these reasons, I think that the strategy proposed by Dreher and Lopez (2015) to defend
Schutz’s position misses the point, for although Schutz thinks that each act of consciousness
necessarily includes an object, and hence there exists a correlation, this cannot be helpful for
making sense of such structural conditioning.
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as fixed by structural factors—such as, in our previous example, an uneven
distribution of resources and differing control over them). In this light, the individual
episodes of interaction turn out to be directly influenced by this structural element,
and typification processes appear as a consequence of the underlying system of roles,
rather than as their source. Such typifications are the way in which one acquires
knowledge of a certain system of roles and relationships. As we can see, the fact that
sets of rules and recipes are pregiven, historically handed down, and hence
preexistent to episodes of interaction, is unhelpful for making sense of the structural
element at the base of social reality.

In brief, from Schutz’s perspective, systems of reciprocal typifications do not exist
by virtue of the existence of social order. On the contrary, social order is just a
shorthand to designate the sum of all these social typifications; it is just an accepted
and shared way of typifying reciprocal action.

In light of these remarks, it should be clearer now why, even though Schutz
thematizes the preexistence of the social world—including even institutionalized
aspects of social reality—his way of studying and conceptualizing it involves a form
of psychologism. On the one hand, Schutz breaks down the social order into
interaction and subjective acts of meaning-position and meaning-interpretations. On
the other, he recognizes the embeddedness of any social action in a social world but
reduces the latter to a matter of practical knowledge—that is to say, of the knowledge
that actors use to cope with practical situations in their everyday conduct.

Importantly, I speak of psychologism not because I reject this way of looking at
social reality altogether; the cognitive side of social phenomena is indeed paramount
to understanding the way human agents experience their social world. Rather, what
I mean to criticize with respect to Schutz’s approach is the idea that such a
psychological investigation is sufficient for understanding social phenomena. This
result is presented by Schutz as a direct consequence of the phenomenological
method. By contrast, I have argued that it stems more from assumptions he makes

about the ontology of social reality.

2.1.3. Anonymization as the Mark of Institutional and Structural Relations

To conclude this critical examination of Schutz’s theory, I want to bring out another

problematic aspect of his account, which yields further fuel for my argument. On the
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grounds of the phenomenological insight that every object and reality is first of all
given to an ego, Schutz gives primacy to direct face-to-face experiences over more
mediate and impersonal ones. As Schutz contends, the social world becomes part of
one’s experience first of all as the world within the reach of direct experience, i.e. the
world of my fellows, those who coexist with me spatially and temporally and are
experienced ‘in person’ (leibhaftig). Every further experience is grounded on the
direct experience of the other. In Schutz’s terms, the world of contemporaries
(Mitwelt) derives from the world of my fellows (Umwelt). Such a process of
derivation lies firstly in a detachment from the intuitive presence of the other—e.g.
when I think of a friend of mine who is not right there with me—and secondly, in a
progressive anonymization of the other, whereby the subjective lived experiences of
the other disappear from the range of one’s attention and one is focused only on
typical and recurrent traits of behavior. Thus, the vivid direct experience gives way
to an experience of the alter ego more and more anonymized and de-personalized,
and the concrete alter ego is replaced by a “personal ideal type” (Schutz, 1967, p.
184), which is ideal as opposed to unique and irreplicable, and hence is always
repeatable and applicable to many different persons. For Schutz, interpretative
schemes and social roles belong precisely to this less personal level of social
experience.

This view produces an unfortunate consequence for the explanation of social
structures. If we again take up our provisional characterization of social structures as
systems of roles, we can see that by adopting Schutz’s perspective, social structures
must be equated with less personal and more anonymized levels of the social world.
Indeed, roles appear when one moves away from the concrete person. This view,
however, conveys the mistaken idea that social structures only emerge when
interpersonal intuitiveness and vividness decrease and the typification of others
increases. Accordingly, it also suggests that social structures are all about a more
abstract manner of looking at others. Therefore, far from being the very core of social
relationships, even of the most intimate and direct ones, social structures are viewed
merely as a more formal and impersonal way of interacting with others.

In this reading, a typified interaction with the other in the context of a system of
roles can always be turned into a personal and direct one. Such a way of construing

structural relations, however, reveals another fundamental deficiency of the
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Schutzian approach. Lumping together anonymous interactions with structural ones
entails missing the element of constraint that marks social reality altogether.

Let me illustrate this point with an example. Consider a power relationship
between a boss and an employee. Such a relationship can certainly become very
intimate and concrete; the two can come to apprehend each other less and less
through the respective types and become more and more attentive to their lived
experiences, and hence to the nuances of their respective personal traits and
characters, etc. However, this will hardly lead to an uprooting of the inherent
asymmetry underlying this relationship, where one party holds more control,
resources, power, influence etc. over the other. In my view, this is the case because
the structural aspect of a social relationship is largely independent of the degree of

intimacy connoted by it.

To conclude, through this discussion of Schutz, I wanted to bring out some
shortcomings of a highly influential phenomenological account of social reality. As I
have shown, whereas Schutz grants significance to the intersubjective and cultural
aspects of the social world, his focus on pre-given interpretive constructs and
typification processes involves a form of psychologism. By reducing the social order
to the correlates of subjective interpretations, this approach fails to grasp the
underlying structural conditions shaping social reality. Another aim of this
discussion was to show the interdependence between ontological claims and
phenomenological tasks. One of my main contentions is that most of the blind alleys
into which Schutz leads phenomenology are primarily born of his ontological (and
methodological) assumptions. In this sense, flawed ontology and misguided
assumptions about the nature of social reality culminate in a poor phenomenological
theory.

If one recognizes a discrepancy, a non-identity or non-overlapping between social
agents’ intentionality and the social forms in which they live, then a set of new
problems opens up. Such a rethinking ultimately rests on a different way of
articulating the correlation between (individual and collective) consciousness, and
social reality understood as an autonomous, pre-existent and constraining order. In
contrast to the Schutzian paradigm, what I seek in Part II of this work is (1) to do

justice to our intuitions about social experience, which comprises both an element of
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freedom and an element of constraint, by enriching our ontological categories
accordingly, i.e. integrating an agency-based model with the concept of social

structure, and (2) to re-address on this basis the constitutive-correlative problematic.

2.2. Husserl: Collective Intentionality and Social Formations

Having established why Schutz’s account fails to capture the three main features of
social reality—thus failing to meet all Benoist’s and Descombes’s requirements—I
now want to shed light on some resources within the same tradition of thought that
can help us vindicate some of these arguments. To do so, I will shift the focus to
Husserl again.

To be sure, Husserl’s approach appears to be in line with Schutz’s to a significant
extent. Indeed, the importance Schutz grants to intersubjectivity and the
interpretive dimension of socio-cultural phenomena is directly influenced by
Husserl. Furthermore, with Husserl one also finds a great emphasis on the level of
social agents. One of his major concerns was indeed that of illustrating the nature of
those acts whereby intersubjective sociality arises, i.e. the way in which communities
constitute themselves in the social acts of subjects—acts that Husserl labels as “social
I-acts” (Hua 1, § 58), ‘I-Thou acts’, or ‘communicative acts’ (aligning himself with
Reinach’s framework). Certainly, this account of the constitution of communities and
sociality is slightly different from the Schutzian one. Yet, I think, it appears largely
consistent with it, sharing the same philosophical aims.

It is noteworthy that Husserl conceives the problem of intersubjectivity chiefly in
terms of a psychological analysis, as an analysis of the interplay of the intentional
subjects involved. As Husserl explicitly states in his lectures on Psychological
phenomenology, whereas psychology is at first to be understood as a theory of the
essential features of the individual subject, of the intentionality of an ego, it needs to
be developed as a “psychology of socialities” and “communities”, that is, a theory
whose “subject matter” [Thema] is the consciousness-life of the community and its
operating [Leistung]” (Hua 9, 533). In a similar vein, in Crisis, Husserl maintains
that psychology is to be seen as the “foundation for a sociology”, as well as “for a
science of objectified spirit [versachlichten Geistigkeit]” (Hua 6, § 66).

In this sense, it is no coincidence that Husserl greeted Schutz’s 1932 book
enthusiastically, describing Schutz as “one of the very few who have penetrated to the

deepest and unfortunately so difficult accessible sense of my life's work and whom I
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may regard as hopeful continuators of it, as representatives of the genuine
philosophia perennis, the only seminal phenomenology” (Hua/Dok 3.4, p. 483; my
transl.).

Nonetheless, while such similarities and affinities are hardly deniable, the
approaches taken by the two philosophers also point in divergent directions, both
methodologically and substantively.

While Schutz's approach lacks balance and leans towards an intentional-
constitutive analysis, Husserl’s concern for social reality encompasses two main
aspects: ontological and intentional-constitutive. Indeed, Husserl’s initial interest in
these issues can be traced back to a series of manuscripts from the 1910s, wherein
Husserl seeks to describe essential ontological features of social entities. They
resemble the approach endorsed by such realist phenomenologists’ as Scheler or
Stein more than his typical intentional analyses in other works. This dimension is
something that appears to be absent in Schutz. In other words, Husserl was not only
interested in the way social entities like communities are intentionally experienced
in subjective acts (which is the constitutive problem), rather he sought in parallel to
illustrate their ontological composition and structure.”2 Importantly, right up to his
late introductions to phenomenology, Husserl includes among the tasks of
phenomenology the description of the essential forms of social entities.”3s Husserl
even speaks of an “intentional sociology” whose “fundamental subject matter”
[Grundthema] are the “different ways and the essential forms of the all-community”
(Hua 39, p. 389).

Additionally, he developed descriptions of some types of social objects (such as
family and State)74. Some clear examples are the two manuscripts named (by the
editor) Gemeingeist I and II. In the end, I think Husserl thought of the two kinds of
analysis (i.e. intentional and ontological) as going hand-in-hand and as being
complementary. For this reason, Husserl’s investigations take a different shape to

Schutz’s, as Husserl directs his attention not so much to the meaning of social

72 On this issue, see Salice and Uemura (2018), who discuss Walther’s distinction between
intentional or phenomenological constitution and ontological constitution. The authors depict
Husserl’s position as only concerned with the former, which, in my view, is not accurate.

73 See for instance Hua 1, §§ 58-9 where Husserl addresses the problem of a transcendental
investigation of the “essence of sociality” and speaks of “an ontological A priori (...) of sociality
and culture.”

74 See Perreau (2013, chap. 5,6). On Husser!’s analysis of State, see Szanto (2023).
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actions, but to the way that intentional acts of subjects provide the foundation for
super-individual entities, as well as the different kinds of social bonds that

communicative acts can yield.

2.2.1. Common Spirit

This brings us to the two substantive issues on which Husserl significantly diverges
from Schutz. Firstly, unlike Schutz, Husserl admits the existence of collective entities,
thought of as autonomous and proper realities and not as mere shortcuts that stand
for the complex intertwining of individual acts. Thus, Husserl does not share with
Schutz the same individualistic assumptions.

In my view, this divergence is partially owing to the different intellectual
background and philosophical references of Husserl and Schutz. Husser!’s reflections
are situated in a constellation of thinkers and sociologists that includes Dilthey,
Tonnies and Simmel. By contrast, the development of Schutz’s thought took place in
the intellectual milieu of the so-called ‘Austrian economic school.” In fact, Schutz
studied as a young student in Vienna, taking part in the private seminars organized
by von Mises, and became acquainted with such thinkers as Hayek and Machlup. As
has been pointed out, the Schutzian approach—notably his methodological
individualism i.e. focus on individual action—seems to have been shaped
substantially by the Austrian thinkers. Additionally, there is ample evidence that he
endorsed a similar kind of economic liberalism as Austrian thinkers.7s

In this light, a crucial difference between the two thinkers comes to the fore. It
seems to me that one of the flaws that Husserl can be charged with—his focus on
intersubjectivity and basic forms of sociality—is something that arises from the need
to build up his theory progressively, that is, from simpler to more complex
phenomena. With Schutz, on the other hand, a similar narrowing of focus rather
represents a specific methodological principle and an ontological assumption—as I
have tried to substantiate above. Interestingly, Schutz rejected this area of Husserl’s
theory, treating it as the effect of Husserl’s lack of acquaintance with sociological

theory.

75 Kurrild-Klitgaard (2003) provides a comprehensive examination of various interpretations
regarding the connection between Schutz and the Austrians, discussing several interpretations.
The author heavily stresses the connection, contesting (in line with many other scholars) the
reconstruction provided by Wagner (1983) in his classical biography of Schutz.
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Returning to Husser!’s rejection of individualism, I want to draw attention to the
notion of ‘common spirit’ (Gemeingeist), which epitomizes Husserl’s way of studying
such issues. According to Husserl, this concept serves to pinpoint the ontological
region of spirituality in its socio-historical dimension. Common spirit is an analog of
the individual subject which, while being super-individual, is nonetheless personal,
having position-takings, habits, convictions and volitions. For this reason, Husserl
employs the technical expression ‘personality of higher order’ to describe collective
entities, as they are specific personal unities emerging out of joint and socialized
experiences of several individuals.”® Such higher-order (or emergent) personalities
indeed exhibit an analogous intentional structure as individuals: noematically, they
are directed towards an intentional unity (e.g. a common goal), whereas noetically,
their experiences (thoughts, desires, aims, etc.) revolve around a subjective center
that is conceived as similar to the individual ego.”” This level of social life must be
kept separate from all other forms of social relations, i.e. (i) empathy, (ii) the
communality of a shared life-world and (iii) specific social acts.”® Furthermore,
Husserl’s concept of common spirit and higher-order persons covers a wide spectrum
of collective phenomena, ranging from the more passive to the more deliberate, from
the more natural to the more artificial, from the fleeting to the lasting.79

Without delving any deeper into the technicalities of this intricate subject, what I
want to bring out here is the contrast between this way of thinking about social reality
and an interactionist approach like the Schutzian. The difference could not be
starker. Unlike Schutz, Husserl’s primary interest lies in “what makes up the unity of
a practical community” (Hua 39, p. 389); he is chiefly interested in detecting the
conditions under which individuals are no longer mutually extraneous

(Nebeneinander, Auflereinander) but “join together and are internally united [sich

76 As revealed by Toulemont (1962), Husserl eventually came to see the concept of Gemeingeist
as overly laden with mystical and romantic connotations, possibly due also to the Nazis’ appeal to
similar imagery. Despite this, Husserl retained the notion of ‘higher-order personality’ as valid.

77 Caminada (2016, 2019a, 2019b) has underlined the systematical significance of this concept
in Husser!’s philosophy.

78 I follow here Szanto’s classification (2016, pp. 152—154).

79 It is noteworthy that, by contrast, Schutz ruled out the possibility of something like a person
of higher order, which he judged as an “unexamined construct of everyday thinking” that Husserl
introduced into phenomenological analysis because of his “regrettable ignorance of the concrete
sciences of society” (Schutz, 1970, p. 73).
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verbinden, sind innerlich einig]” (ibid.), thereby giving rise to “an intentional being-

with-one-another” (Hua 15, p. 371).

2.2.2. Social Formations and Objective Spirit

Up to this point, I have discussed some topics that are nowadays widely accepted as
far Husserl’s social ontology is concerned. However, there is another facet of
Husserl’s theory that has gained comparatively less attention, primarily because of
its somewhat underdeveloped state, to be sure. This aspect further distances
Husserl’s phenomenology from the Schutzian path, making room for a non-
psychologistic, phenomenological approach to social reality. I speak of the fact that,
despite his emphasis on collectivities and unifications of subjects—according to
which social experience can culminate in higher-order personalities—Husserl’s
reflections take on a slightly different connotation as he shifts his focus from social
subjects and communities to the realities engendered by them. This becomes
apparent as he speaks, for instance, of those “hard realities” able to “determine our

» &«

actual life” “such as the state, the law, custom, the church and so forth” (Hua 3/1, p.

318).

These realities fall within the category of objective spirit employed by Husserl—
albeit sparsely. I broached this concept in the previous Section (1.3.1) when
discussing Descombes’s critique of phenomenology. As mentioned, one of his
criticisms is that in phenomenology this concept applies to the realm of objects
endowed with a cultural meaning, such as tools, artworks, artifacts, etc. Now, this
claim, while certainly true, is only half of the story. Indeed, if one looks at Husserl’s
account, he undoubtedly includes cultural objects within the class of ‘objective spirit’,
but across all of his work, this label is actually applied to a much wider range of
objects. Using different terminology, objective spirit designates not only the realm of
the products of poiesis—i.e. the productive and creative process of making new
objects (such as artifacts as well as poems, music, etc.)—but also the objectifications
of praxis, i.e. human practical activity. Indeed, the objective spirit can generally be
described as the realm of all the configurations or structures (Gestalte or
Gestaltungen) and formations (Gebilde) of spiritual operations.

Such configurations and formations can be quite diverse. They can be the result of
the operations of an individual as well as of a group, and they can be of varying

natures: there are theoretical formations—such as scientific theories—but also
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affective or practical ones—such as tools, legal systems, or frameworks of rules and
duties. Such concepts therefore have many possible applications. Here I will focus on
their relevance for social ontology.

As compared to the previous concept of common spirit, this aspect of Husserl’s
theory reveals a greater potential to deal with the problem of social structures within
a phenomenological framework, as it focuses on a different facet of social entities. In
this regard, my account differs from Caminada’s (2023) since I am less inclined to
ascribe to the concept of Gemeingeist the power to address the criticisms against the
phenomenological approach that I discussed in Section 1.3.

The reason for which I find this concept particularly helpful is twofold: firstly, this
concept focuses on the objectual rather than the subjective element of social entities
and sheds light on the possibility that social interaction among individuals, with its
meaningful interconnectedness, objectifies itself into something else. Indeed, what
detaches itself from the constitutive process of subject is not just a world of
interpretative schemes, as in Schutz, but something far more robust. These
formations survive the social acts that yield them, or exist non-synchronously with
those acts. Social formations are entities that are “more than the collective and the
causal connection of these people” and amount rather to an objectivity “that persist
in time [zeitlich daseiend verbleibt], even if individual people leave it” (Hua 13, p.
99, n. 3). Therefore, unlike ‘common spirit’, the concept of ‘spiritual/social
formation’ cannot be criticized for being modeled on the individual subject.

To be sure, Husserl's examples of social formations often coincide with higher-
order entities, such as the State, law, or custom. While this apparent overlap might
tempt one to amalgamate the two concepts, such a conflation would be misleading
for a fundamental reason. Undoubtedly, these formations are intertwined with the
cognitive operations of individual subjects and higher-order personalities, but just as
the theoretical formation ‘science’ cannot be equated or confused with the collective
body of scientists, a similar distinction applies to practical formations. These
formations, while intrinsically linked to the agency of subjects (individual and
collective), transcend the subjectivities who enact them. Just as a theoretical
formation is separate from the community of scientists, similarly, practical
formations cannot be identified with the subjects that bring them into existence and

enact them.
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Secondly, unlike the conceptual pair of ‘common spirit’ and ‘higher-order person’,
the notion of ‘spiritual’ or ‘social formation’ does not necessarily presuppose a
collective underlying structure, i.e. a collective integration between subjects, or an
intentional object collectively intended by them. Indeed, spiritual formations can
also be the precipitate of “the interaction of men dealing with one another” instead
of “a fixed community bond, which creates unity” (Hua 13, p. 106). The concept of
‘formation’ can therefore be useful to counterbalance Husserl’s overemphasis on
unity and place the focus rather on the structural element.8°

All things considered with respect to the points at issue, Husserl seems to
downplay the importance of the former dimension in relation to that of coalescence
and merging of subjectivities into a unity. Accordingly, he tends to identify as the
hallmark of social reality those relationships that exhibit the highest level of cohesion
and unity among the involved parties. Yet, the use of the notion of ‘social formation’
shows that Husserl had interesting insights into what I have been referring to as
social structures. Thus, despite being somewhat rudimentary, Husserl’s idea of social
formations convincingly proves that a discussion of social structures is on the
phenomenological agenda. Moreover, the way Husserl characterizes such entities
helps to avoid the psychologistic fallacy that I have detected in Schutz.

Let me now offer more insight into Husserl’s ideas on this subject. First of all, I
deem it paramount to pay attention to the vocabulary Husserl deploys to
conceptualize this facet of social reality, chiefly Gebilde and Gestaltung. Generally
speaking, the term ‘Gebilde’ indicates entities exhibiting a complex structure that
emerges through processes of construction or formation (from the German verb
bilden). It evokes the structural interconnection between the elements that constitute
a certain entity, a whole that is made up of several parts connected according to a
logic.8t Similarly, the term Gestaltung refers to the outcomes of processes of shaping
(from the German verb gestalten). Significantly, such concepts were quite
widespread in the intellectual environment of those years. Both terms have been
employed by such thinkers as Dilthey and Simmel in their investigations of cultural

and social reality. In Dilthey they make their appearance in connection with the

8o This latter facet of Husserl’s account has been highlighted by Costa (2010), even though he
never refers to the concept of Gebilde, which I give prominence here.

8t This concept of Gebilde exhibits a close resemblance to the notion of social structure
advocated by morphogenetic theory, according to which a structure must be construed as a system
of internal relations between parts. See below, Part II, Chapter 4, Section 1.2.
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problems of the ‘externalitations of life’ (Lebensdufierungen) and ‘objective spirit.’
Dilthey describes ‘objective spirit’ as the realm of “the manifold forms in which the
communality among individuals has objectified itself in the sensory world”, whose
“domain ranges from life-style, forms of interaction, to the coherence of purposes
that society has formed for itself, to customs, law, state, religion, art, sciences, and
philosophy” (Dilthey, 1958 [1910], p. 208). Similarly, Simmel employed the phrase
‘social formations’ (soziale Gebilde) to speak of those forms shaping social life that
emerge from social interaction.

Now, it is against this background that Husserl’s scant yet significant appeal to
objective spirit must be viewed. A clear passage in which Husserl makes reference to
this concept, making explicit his intended meaning, is the following; a passage that

also echoes Simmel’s ideas. Given its relevance, it is worth quoting it in full:

... Through these acts [i.e., the social acts of spirit] do also communitarian
operations and communitarian formations of spiritual meaning become
possible. These communitarian formations lead—like language, literature
and law—an objective life going through the times and actualize
themselves again and again by virtue of a re-understanding; they affect
then new individuals by motivating them, and in turn, individuals
contribute to their ongoing shaping.

Thus, such spiritual formations, and indeed every spiritual formation,
exist as being in ever new shapes, and as constantly becoming. The
ongoing life—which is in principle peculiar of any spiritual formation—in
the life-form of tradition, peculiar to them, is an even new re-producing.
But, in fact, this reproduction does not reproduce an absolutely identical
and permanent sense. Rather, in the renewal/repetition, it creates a new
sense-composition.

In all of this, it is evidently where the legitimacy must lie for speaking of
the objectivity of spiritual formations. (Hua 37, p. 309, my transl.).82

In this text, Husserl neatly distinguishes between two types of social acts—which
he also names “social acts of spirit” [soziale Geistesakte]—thereby specifying his
usual account of social acts. On the one hand, we find the social acts “whereby
persons enter into spiritual relations with each other, i.e., in relations of spiritual

motivation that go from ego to ego” (Hua 37: 308). Importantly, these acts

82 In German: “Durch solche Akte werden auch Gemeinschaftsleistungen moglich und
Gemeinschaftsgebilde von geistigem Sinn, die wie Sprache, Literatur, Recht, ein durch die Zeiten
hindurchgehendes objektives Leben fithren und sich durch Nachverstehen immer wieder
aktualisieren, dann auf neue Individuen motivierend wirken, die ihrerseits an ihrer
Fortgestaltung mitwirken.”
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correspond to the ‘communicative acts’ Husserl frequently discusses in his work (for
instance, in Ideas 2).83 The purpose of this first concept of ‘social act’ is to make sense
of the level of mere interaction among social agents—which, incidentally, is the socio-
ontological level at which Schutz’s analysis reaches its limit. On the other hand, we
encounter a type of social act that is the source of something utterly different, that is,
they not only make interaction possible, but also give rise to “communitarian
formations” or “structures” [Gemeinschaftsgebilde].

The significant improvement of this account of social acts in relation to his usual
one is that here social acts give rise to neither a reciprocal determination between
two subjects nor a personal bond or a group, but rather an entity of a new kind whose
‘life’ is said to be independent from that of the subjects constituting it.

Another crucial point is that although these kinds of spiritual formations detach
from the subjects who brought them about in the first place, they are never settled
once and for all. Rather, they need the ongoing support of new subjects, both for their
reproduction and their transformation.

If we now look back at the features of social reality listed above, we can appreciate
the difference between this and the Schutzian account. Husserl’s concept of ‘social
formation’ accounts for those features of social reality that Schutz’s theory fails to
capture, specifically the three features that, for Archer, mark social structures and
non-agential entities (that I recalled at the beginning of Section 2): (i) their non-
derivability from them in the present tense, (ii) their autonomous existence above
and beyond individuals, and chiefly (iii) their constraining powers, for such
formations are thought of as being able to affect and motivate individuals. Husserl
clearly says at the end of the passage presented above, that it is by virtue of all this
that one can use the concept of ‘objectivity’ to speak of spiritual formations.

Accordingly, if we go through the possible ways in which, in Benoist’s reading,
phenomenology would articulate these points, we realize that Husserl’s account
provides a different picture than that depicted at the beginning of this Section. Firstly
(ad i and ad ii), Husserl’s perspective extends beyond the basic model of Other-
constitution to conceptualize social reality, and the pre-existence of social formations
is not confined to mere past experiences of individual agents. Furthermore (ad iii),

in contrast to a non-causal conception of social structures (such as Schutz’s one),

83 In German: “...durch welche Personen zueinander in geistige Beziehungen treten, d.i.
Beziehungen geistiger, von Ich zu Ich hingehender Motivation.”
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Husserl acknowledges that social formations possess the capacity to motivate
subjects, that is, to exert influence and condition human behavior, surpassing the

actions of individual subjects.

In light of the above points, we can now inquire about the systematic place of the
concept of ‘social formation’ within Husserl’s social ontology. In a paper on Husserl’s
concept of collective intentionality, Szanto (2016) provides a comprehensive
systematization of Husserl’s social theory by differentiating between four levels of
social phenomena. I think it is well to recall it, in order to gain a better understanding
of this concept. The levels highlighted by Szanto are the following;:

(1) On the most basic level, there is the experience of the other person through
empathy, which serves as the bedrock for any further social experience.

(2)  Husserl then points out a different constitutional process whereby a shared
common world is established, and hence a system of familiarity and shared
apperceptions.

(3.a) Against this background of familiarity and sharedness, all explicit reciprocal
social acts take place, which, unlike empathy, require some reciprocity; these
acts are the communicative acts we have mentioned above.

(3.b) Asasubclass, Szanto also mentions the social acts of joint attention.

(4)  Finally, beyond all this lie those intersubjective relationships that give rise to
personal unities of higher order, which bear collective intentionality, properly
speaking. Such unities exhibit a distinct personal intentional life, with lasting
habits, convictions, desires, common interests, goals, etc.

Where are social formations to be located within this system? In my view, social
formations have their place between (3) and (4). Indeed, as observed earlier, social
formations are the objectified real correlates of certain social acts—social acts that
substantially differ from (3a). At the same time, as seen, such formations do not
exhibit the same collective structure underlying (4), and hence cannot fall within the
scope of the latter class of social phenomena. Accordingly, my suggestion is to classify
social formations and their correlative social acts within a third subclass of social
acts (3.c).

Therefore, what sets social formations apart from (3.a) and (4) is twofold:
similarly to (3.a) but unlike (4), social formations are linked with intersubjective yet

non-collective relations of subjects, and conversely, similarly to (4) but unlike (3.a)
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and (3.b), social formations emerge as new entities out of social acts, thus existing
above the intersubjective layer sustaining it—an element clearly missing in (3.a),
where social acts certainly possess a noematic content (for example, the meaning-
content of the request I make of another person), yet do not involve the emergence
of a novel entity.

This leads us to the central point I have aimed to bring out with the discussion
thus far. I have anticipated it at certain junctures and we now have all the necessary
elements to understand it properly.

Having brought into view Husser!’s reflections on social formation, I want to make
explicit that I am far from arguing that this account is fine as it is, nor do I take it to
be devoid of a certain conceptual roughness. Indeed, social formation can appear an
overly loose concept, not only because it applies to such diverse things such as
sciences, arts, language and social entities, but also because it does not seem to make
significant distinctions between different types of social entities. Husserl includes
both the institutional—such as the State or a formal legal system—and the
spontaneous and non-codified—such as the customs and mores of certain peoples.
The remaining part of this work is dedicated to bringing a conceptual contribution to
this topic by spelling out both the ontological nature of social structures and the
constitutive problems related to them. To conclude this chapter, though, I confine
myself to summarizing the main findings of the investigation so far, and making
some final considerations about the relation both between psychology and social

ontology, and between social ontology and transcendental philosophy.

3. Conclusions. Psychology and Social Ontology

In concluding both this Chapter and the first Part of this work, I want to recall the
trajectory of our discussion thus far, and in light of it, take stock of the relationship
between psychology, phenomenology, and social ontology.

I have highlighted that spiritual sciences are inherently concerned with
correlations, that is, they investigate systems of correlations between mundane
subjects and their correlates at different levels of scientific abstraction and
generality. Intentional or phenomenological (hence, non-naturalistic) psychology is
one of these spiritual disciplines, and it plays a central role within the class of

spiritual sciences, as it provides insights into the basics of their subject matter.
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Prompted by this remark about the primary role of psychology, I have raised the
question of whether social ontology must be understood analogously or if it needs to
be pursued differently. This led me to address the issue of psychological
reductionism, a view that reduces the domain of the ‘social’ to that of the ‘mental’,
and according to which social phenomena must be construed either as the aggregate
outcome of several individuals’ mental (i.e. intentional) activities—as suggested by
Schutz—or as lying in collective forms of experience. As I have observed, this view
may legitimately appear to be inherent to the phenomenological approach—as
testified by many phenomenologists. In contrast to this view, I have sought to follow
a less-trodden path. By engaging several theoretical perspectives and some criticisms
leveled at phenomenology (along these lines), I have argued that an alternative, anti-
psychologistic view of social reality is amenable to phenomenology. In order to do so,
I have first outlined a purely theoretical argument, revolving around the consistency
between phenomenological tenets and an anti-psychologistic view of social reality
(Section 1.3). Secondly, I have sifted through the key concepts aimed at addressing
social reality employed by two phenomenologists: Schutz and Husserl (Section 2).
This examination has shown that, unlike Schutz, Husserl’s philosophy provides a
framework for accommodating the non-psychological, non-agential, and objective
nature of social reality. Far from arguing that these elements play the most central
role in Husserl’s discourse on social reality, I have confined myself to shedding light
on them and showing their potential to reshape the objectives of social

phenomenology. Such a reshaping is the task of Part II of this work.

In the remainder, I want to bring our attention back to the metatheoretical level
on which our discussion started in Chapter 1, and address the relationship between
the two spiritual sciences at stake here: psychology and social ontology.

To do so, I shall again take up Husserl’s conception of what he calls the ‘eidetics
of spirit’, which in his view, should encompass all the eidetic aspects concerning the
material region of ‘spirit.” Looking carefully at Husserl’s conception of ‘spirit’ allows
us to understand that psychology covers just a portion of it. His position can be
systematized by differentiating between three levels: (1) an individual psychology,
(2) a social psychology, and (3) a theory of the objective spirit. Importantly, each of
these levels is concerned with different types of correlation (as I outlined in Table

3). Whereas both individual and social psychology deal with the correlation between
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an individual (or plural) subject and its cognitive, affective, and practical noematic
correlates, the third level of investigation deals with the correlation between
operations of personal subjects (both socialized individuals and collectivities) and
their objectifications, which as has been discerned, Husserl gathers under the

comprehensive category of ‘formation.’

Table 3: The eidetics of spirit

Correlations Eidetic disciplines
Individual subject noematic correlates Individual Psychology
noematic correlates Social psychology
intersubjectivity &
higher-order persons
spiritual objectified correlates Theory of Objective Spirit

In this sense, social ontology covers both social psychology and the theory of
objective spirit, for certain socio-ontological issues can be addressed in psychological
terms, while other topics require the conceptual framework provided by objective
spirit. Taking up again the classification of social phenomena mentioned above, we
can say that the communicative acts (3.a, 3.b.) and the instauration of collective
personal entities (4) belong to the domain of social psychology, whereas the social
acts that bring about ‘formations’ belong to the domain of theory of the objective
spirit.

As Husserl writes, the spiritual world exhibits two poles: (1) the “personal being”,
with its spiritual operations, and (2) the “objective spirit” (Hua 32, p. 269) or—as he
also puts it—“objective spirituality” i.e. the realm of “the formations of objective spirit
that arise from them”84 (Hua 17, p. 371) or “objective spirituality in the form of
cultural formations” (Hua 41, p. 345). Similarly, Husserl speaks of the “essential
forms of what is specific to spirituality as an intentionally active subjectivity,
constituting spiritual formations as well as spiritual community” (Hua 9, p. 6; trans.

modified, italics mine)—thus differentiating between formations and communities.

84 In German: “die daraus hervorgehenden Gebilde objektiver Geistigkeit.”
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The multifarious structure of Husserl’s conception of spirit is well represented in
this passage from a long manuscript composed by Husserl in preparation for Ideas

2, which is worth quoting at length:

“If one studies the unified personality (which manifests itself in its acts
and affections, one studies [i] how it ‘acts’ on the other personality and
likewise spiritually experience its effects, [ii] how personalities of higher
order constitute themselves, how individual personality and higher-level
collective personalities accomplish performances, how [iii] as correlate
of their mental performance cultural objects, cultural orders, etc.
constitute themselves, [iv] how individual personality and community
personality, how cultural entities develop, in which forms, in which type”
(Hua 4, 392).

In this passage, I have highlighted four different dimensions of the ontology of
spirit. Levels (i), (ii) and (iii) correspond to what I discussed before as (3.a), (4) and
(3.¢), respectively. Dimension (iv) instead indicates a further level of analysis, one
that deals with the development of social entities, as counterposed to a mere “static-
morphological” investigation, thus taking into account the inherent historicity of
spirituality and spiritual objects.85

What I wish to put into relief here is the distinction between two types of correlates
that can be associated with a subject. It is paramount to understand that the
correlates of spiritual subjects do not always fall within the domain of ‘objective
spirit.” For instance, in those cases in which one accomplishes an action, or addresses
another to make a request, the spiritual act of the person has a noematic correlate
(i.e. the goal of the action, the content of the request, etc.) but does not yield any
‘spiritual formation’, i.e. it does not produce any objectification of spirit. Rather,
such correlates must be classified as noematic correlates of subjective acts in their
usual sense, i.e. as cognitive, affective, or practical intended objects. Now, this
distinction has significant implications for social ontology: much of what nowadays
occupies the phenomenological agenda pertains to this socio-psychological level,

overshadowing the dimension of objective spirit. However, I have argued that

85 A passage in which this point is addressed more extensively is the following: “the essential
relation to temporal becoming in the form of a spiritual genesis is given a priori by the essential
relation of all spiritual entities to the personal man, who is only in his spiritual operating [ Leisten],
and who develops his personal kind in this operating. The spiritual objective [das geistige
Objektive], however, can only be created by him as an eternally moving, as a constantly changing
unity of tradition. This gives to everything objectively spiritual, in unity with all personality, a
position in a spiritual context of development, and this is the context of history.” (Hua 37, p. 310;
my trans.)
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without such a distinction, it is impossible to address one of the central topics of
social ontology, namely the agency-structure relation (as outlined in Chapter 1).86

Having elucidated how psychology does not account for the entire realm of
spiritual reality, and what the difference between the two types of correlation is, it
remains now to address one last question—one that was raised at the beginning of
this discussion and subsequently set aside: What is the relationship between social
ontology (understood in a non-psychological sense) and transcendental
phenomenology?

In Chapter 1, I recalled some of Husserl’s ideas concerning the nexus that connects
a (non-naturalistic) psychology and a transcendental undertaking. What emerged
was a close kinship between these two disciplines: the transcendental philosopher
can make use of the eidetic findings of the psychologists and let them take on a
transcendental significance by ‘simply’ putting into question and thematizing the
mundane apperception. Specifically, I have observed that an eidetic and
personalistic approach to the investigation of the psyche is capable of making sense
of the correlation between subjectivity and its correlates, thus bringing into view the
essential features of intentionality. However, such an approach is unable to provide
insight into its transcendental functioning, and hence into the whole problematic of
constitution.

The question should now be raised of whether something similar applies to the
case of social ontology, especially as part of a theory of the objective spirit. By
comparing the cases of psychology and social ontology, elements of both similarity
and difference emerge. Indeed, whereas both may undergo a transcendental
reinterpretation, the kind of contribution that transcendental phenomenology can
bring to each is somewhat different. As far as psychology is concerned, the
transcendental approach essentially serves to “close the field of the psyche,” as Staiti
(2014, p. 185) phrases it, thus preventing an interpretation of the lower level of
subjectivity (the passive and affective one) in naturalistic terms, or as triggered by
external physical-natural causes. To put it differently, the transcendental
reinterpretation of (non-naturalistic) psychology leads to a radical change of
perspective about the relationship between subjectivity and the world; one that has
consequences of the utmost importance, especially for the theory of knowledge (see

Hua 2).

86 See Chapter 3, where this issue will be spelled out.
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Instead, as far as the psychological component of social ontology is concerned (the
component coinciding with a psychological investigation of sociality), one of the
paramount functions of transcendental phenomenology seems to be that of warding
off an overly naturalistic interpretation of sociality. Such a construal is quite
widespread among social ontologists and theorists, especially among contemporary
analytical ones: a major social thinker such as Searle provides a good example of an
interpretation of social reality based on a naturalistic conception of intentionality. In
connection with this, many scholars (e.g. Caminada, Miettinen, Moran and Szanto)
have highlighted that for Husserl, the transcendental epoché helps make sense of the
intentional intertwining (Ineinandersein) of subjects, in contrast to the view that
subjects are external to one another, existing as discrete entities, just as it helps make
sense of the pre-givenness of horizons of sharedness and familiarity.

In comparison, I argue that things appear slightly differently when it comes to the
transcendental reinterpretation of the objective component of social ontology
(theory of objective spirit), that is, the component dealing with the spiritual
correlation ‘subject(s)’—‘social formation(s).” In connection to the kind of correlation
proper to the domain of objective spirit, no naturalistic misinterpretation seems to
arise. Applying the epoché to this realm of phenomena does not serve to close the
field of the psyche—as in the case of psychology. Rather, it simply helps cast light
upon the constitutive-transcendental functioning underlying every human socio-
historical activity.

Therefore, as compared with psychologists, human scientists dealing with
objective spirit find themselves in a more advantageous position. The domain of
reality studied by the latter is indeed the one in which the intervention of subjectivity
is more tangible and visible. To understand this, it suffices to note that scientists
dealing with such phenomena (ranging from technology and artworks to institutions
and social systems) are accustomed to construing them as products of human
subjects and communities. By understanding human subjectivity in such a way, the
human scientist is closer to uncovering the meaning of ‘constitution’ than the
psychologist is. In this sense, a theory of objective spirit exhibits an even closer
relationship with transcendental philosophy than psychology does. If psychology
envisages the problematic of the constitution as it investigates correlations between

acts and objects, a theory of objective spirit goes further by highlighting the active
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role of subjectivity in yielding and shaping a spiritual reality, and importantly it does
so before the epoché and without any clue about transcendental subjectivity. Now,
the area of social ontology that intersects with a theory of objective spirit falls within
this case. As such, it is no coincidence that social philosophers and sociologists often
resort to such notions as ‘construction’, ‘building’, ‘production’, ‘constitution’ and so
on, in order to portray the process whereby a human world arises out of subjective
activities.8”

However, such a viewpoint about subjectivity has some inherent limitations, as it
can detect the constitutive powers of subjectivity only for a specific domain, which is
that of human socio-historical reality. It therefore remains blind to the whole picture
within which such powers are embedded. It is only when reinterpreted
transcendentally that social ontology overcomes this limitation. In this sense,
embedding social ontology in a transcendental framework serves to understand what
this production of human reality properly amounts to, which is the transcendental
functioning of subjects and human communities, something that transcendental
phenomenology situates within the whole framework of their transcendental-
constitutive functions. Said functions extend from the most basic ones—e.g.
responsibility for the constitution of a sensory world, or the intersubjectively shared
world—to the most complex ones, such as those related to spiritual constitution.

In conclusion, similarly to what we have observed about psychology in the
previous Chapter, the distinction with transcendental philosophy remains subtle,
amounting to a mere “nuance”, as Husserl says (Hua 5, 147). This implies that social
ontology—encompassing both social psychology and the theory of objective spirit—
stands independently of transcendental philosophy and can be pursued without
resorting to a transcendental attitude. Nevertheless, just like psychology, social
ontology benefits from a transcendental reinterpretation, for by way of it, a higher
understanding of its subject matter and key concepts is gained. With both psychology
and social ontology, therefore, transcendental phenomenology works to enhance
clarity about the fundamental theme of the constitution, one that—as we have seen—
causes it to appear in both mundane sciences in an imperfect form.

The meta-theoretical inquiries into the relationship between psychology, social

ontology and transcendental phenomenology have set the stage for the further

87 This issue will be explored in the next Chapter when addressing the relationship between
agency and structure.
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development of our analysis. The primary objective was to underscore the necessity
of avoiding the conflation between social ontology and psychology, while
emphasizing the relevance and potential scope of the constitutive problematic,
thereby moving beyond what classical phenomenologists have accomplished. Part IT
will extend our analysis along these lines, by taking up the problem of social
structures, which will prove to play a central role in a broad reshaping of social

phenomenology.



PART I

Phenomenology and

the Concept of Social Structure






In the previous chapters, I have introduced the key features of the phenomenological
approach as far as the study of social reality is concerned, and both shortcomings and
potentialities in the phenomenological traditions have come into view. Notably, the
discussion conducted thus far has aimed to show the drawbacks involved in a
psychologistic interpretation of social reality, in other words, one that collapses the
domain of the social down into the behaviors and interactions among subjects. As
has been stressed, phenomenology seems to run the risk of downplaying or nullifying
this distinction, especially if one considers certain key tenets of the
phenomenological method, as well as some influential applications of it in social
philosophy (notably Schutz’s). To avoid this, I have supplied two main arguments.
Firstly, I proposed to construe the phenomenological problematic of correlation and
constitution in a more complex way than traditional accounts (especially
Schutzian)—that is, in a way that is focused on the constitutive relations between
subjects and social forms, rather than on intersubjectivity (the constitution of the
other and the meaning of one’s action). Secondly, I have underscored the relevance
of the neglected concepts of ‘social formation’ and ‘objective spirit’ in Husserl’s
work—concepts that prove capable of addressing the aforementioned issue and
preparing the ground for an anti-psychologistic conception of social reality from a
phenomenological perspective. In my view, the conclusion that is to be drawn from
all this is that phenomenology can vindicate the idea that society does not consist
merely of persons (including groups), their actions and interpretations, and hence
that non-agential entities are crucial to making sense of it.

With this said, however, I have also observed that we do not find a full-fledged
treatment of non-agential entities and social structures within the phenomenological
tradition. For this reason, I submit that phenomenology has to acknowledge the
important contributions that social theorists have provided on this topic in recent
decades, and move beyond certain outdated dichotomies that underlie its own

conception of social reality. In the following chapters, I will give prominence to the
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so-called critical realist approach, an influential tradition of social thought that has
been providing one of the most subtle and fine-grained theories of social structures
and their link with human agency.

As I will clarify more extensively later, the reason for which I take critical realism
to be particularly helpful for phenomenology is that it meets two desiderata for a
phenomenological theory of social structure. Firstly, its focus on structural
conditioning does not overshadow the role played by human agency and constitution,
in stark contrast to other approaches such as the Durkheimian one (endorsed by
Benoist). In contrast to the sociological tendency to emphasize the routinized aspects
of social agency, critical realists emphasize the purposive, goal-directed, reflexive
nature of human behavior and the irreducibility of the human person to social roles
and social identities.88 Secondly, while it gives importance to intentionality, critical
realism is capable of upholding an ontologically robust conception of social
structures, that is, one that does not reduce it to the level of intersubjectivity. The
first point is needed to anchor a modern theory of social structure in a
phenomenological terrain, whereas the second point serves to correct some
reductionist tendencies within phenomenology and reinforce the anti-psychologism
defended so far.

Moreover, critical realism provides a clear distinction between cultural and
material aspects of social reality, one that seems to be missing in the
phenomenological tradition (see Chapter 3, Section 2.2 and Chapter 4, Section 1). In
this regard, it is my contention that though useful, the concept of ‘social formation’
does not allow us to differentiate between these two aspects as it captures only the
cultural aspects of social reality, leaving out the material ones. Building upon this, I
will then introduce and discuss a further aspect traditionally associated with the
phenomenological tradition: the claim of interpretivism (Chapter 4, Section 2). In
my view, this represents the final obstacle for phenomenology in accepting the
conceptual legitimacy of social structures. I will therefore suggest some possible
strategies to mitigate and overcome the limitations of this claim.

Therefore, whereas the first Part of this work was oriented more toward

reconstructing the methodological and substantive aspects of the phenomenological

88 Interestingly, Zahavi and Zelinsky (2023) have recently offered a (phenomenologically
inspired) critique of the oversocialized Meadian subject, which partly aligns with the critical
realist view.
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approach in a historical fashion, this second Part has more systematic aims. In the
previous chapter, I introduced the problem of social structures in an indirect way, by
defining them firstly in negative terms as non-agential entities, and then by
providing a provisional and not expounded definition of it as ‘systems of roles.” As
discussed, this is the definition adopted by Benoist and Descombes for their concept
of ‘institution.” However, the same basic notion is expressed in the works of critical
realists, in a far more thorough way. It is necessary now to expand upon and define
this idea.

In Chapter 3, it will become clear that the necessity to integrate a psychology-
based approach to social reality with an anti-psychologistic one parallels the
necessity to differentiate and interrelate the level of human agency and the level of
structural conditioning. This will allow us to gain a better understanding of what
‘structure’ means in social theory. In Chapter 4, I will move on to show how a robust
concept of structure, which includes both culture and materiality, can be integrated
in a phenomenological frame. The mutual contribution that the morphogenetic
approach and phenomenology can offer each other will thus come to the fore. The
former helps phenomenology to introduce a more sociologically-informed notion of
structure and to overcome interpretivism, while phenomenology can provide a more
nuanced philosophical understanding of social experience and its constitutive

functions vis-a-vis social systems.






CHAPTER 3
Human Agency and Social Structures

Discussing the dispute over the role of psychology within social sciences, I have
broached the problem of social structures in a purely theoretical fashion, that is, as
an issue faced by sociologists aiming to define the boundaries of their disciplines and
sharpen their methodologies. Yet, social structure is not exclusively a scientific
concept that designates phenomena out of the range of our experience, and which
only social scientists with sophisticated methodologies can detect—as structuralists
have tended to conceive such phenomena. Neither is it an analytical abstraction or
scientific construct—as held by those that endorse some varieties of individualism
and psychologism. Schutz, for instance, sided with this latter view and seized upon
the (alleged) scientific, abstract nature of structure in order to eject it from his
constitutive analysis of the everyday social world, and as a justification for his
exclusive focus on the agential level.

In contrast to this, I will argue that the concept of social structure plants its roots
in our everyday life, as something we engage constantly with, knowingly or
unknowingly. Therefore, talk of structures and structural constraints implies neither
lapsing into an objectivist approach to social life that replaces people with macro-
social mechanisms, nor viewing structures as merely scientific concepts that identify
things inherently outside of our experience. Were this the case, phenomenology
would not have any say in the matter. The scientific discourse on structure has an
experiential basis, and insofar as it is rooted in experience, it can become subject
matter for phenomenology.

The aim of this chapter is twofold. First, I want to advance our understanding of
the notion of ‘structure’ by looking at some major theories in sociology that have both
spelled out the features of structural phenomena and highlighted the compatibility
of this notion with an agent-based analysis. Second, I aim to prepare the ground for

the development of an account of social structures from a phenomenological
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perspective. Indeed, my leading suggestion is that the theory of structures that
emerges from the upcoming discussion must be viewed as a viable path for
phenomenology.

I will start by reflecting on the puzzling and dual nature of social reality as
perceived through a common-sense understanding of social life (Section 1). Then, I
will move on to explore how some social theories have sought to make sense of this,
without renouncing either of the two aspects, that is to say, the two levels of analysis
on which society can be observed: the level of human agents, both individual and
collective, and the level of the social system within which agents engage with each
other. I will start by discussing Archer’s morphogenetic model, which furnishes
important insights as to how to avoid the conflation between these levels, as well as
how to conceptualize the notion of ‘structure’, especially by distinguishing between
cultural and material relations (Section 2). I will focus on Archer’s idea that besides
subjectivist and objectivist accounts of social reality, there is also a more
sophisticated form of conflation, one that while embracing the interplay between
people and social structures, tends to blur the distinction between them.

This will bring me to examine the perspective of Berger and Luckmann, which
according to Archer (and others), falls within the latter type of conflation (Section 3).
Their ideas will take on a prominent role in the analysis, as they represent one of the
most interesting attempts to carve out a theory of structures out of phenomenological
tenets. My critical discussion will bring out both the merits and shortcomings of
Berger’s and Luckmann's model, and this will help to identify further directions of

analysis which I will outline in the Conclusions.

1. The Two Sides of Social Experience:
From Common Sense to Social Theory

Human social reality exhibits unique features that we can easily ascertain through
common sense and without any sociological expertise. Such a perception is more of
a puzzle; the feeling of something elusive, rather than something crystal clear. In
order to arrive at an analysis of the relationship between human agency and social
structures, I wish to consider and shed light on these principal features of our social

experience.
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Let me start with the most trivial aspect. We tend to think that whatever happens
in our human world is the result of our actions—of what I, you, we, they do—and that
these results are therefore totally in our hands. For example, everyone who has ever
been part of institutions such as the Church has likely heard, at least once, sentences
like, ‘the Church is not a building but a community of people’, ‘the Church is us’, and
the like. However, the need to make this explicit is an indicator that we do not have
experience of society exclusively in these personalistic terms. Equally legitimate is
the experience of feeling our environment and the situations in which we find
ourselves as something independent from us, out of our control, or able to limit our
freedom and push the courses of our lives in an unwanted direction. As Durkheim
writes, social facts “are like moulds into which we are forced to cast our actions”, and
“far from being a product of our will, they determine it from without” (1982, p. 37
italics mine)—Dbe it positively or negatively. Seen in this light, the Church, although
evidently not just a building, can never quite be understood only as the people who
take part in it. Rather it is what it is due to its being an institution, with a hierarchy,
a set of rituals and roles, and so on. From this viewpoint, human history seems less
like the outcome of everybody’s doing, and more like something that nobody and “no
single man” could make, as Pasternak writes in Doctor Zhivago—not even great men.
Thus, he continues, “wars and revolutions, kings and Robespierres” rather than being
the intentional agents of history, appear to be, if anything its “organic stimulant, its
yeast” (1958, pt. II, sec. 14).

The duality inherent to any human-based socio-historical phenomenon becomes
even more apparent when looking at the interplay between these two facets.
Paradoxically, social reality presents itself as a resisting order because it depends on
people, since, as it were, it has been constructed or produced by human beings over
time. We could not fail to observe that the world in which we live bears the imprint
of the doings of past people; it has been shaped by past societies, sometimes
purposefully but often in an unintentional way or without a clear grasp of the effects.
As a legacy, social reality can influence and condition our lives, even if we did not
take any part in its construction.

This perspective is echoed by Marx, writing in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Napoleon that “men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please;
they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances

existing already, given and transmitted from the past.” (2000 [1852], p. 300).
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Certainly, such inheritances are not necessarily negative, quite the contrary; in many
cases, individuals appreciate the emancipatory character of their society’s
institutions, rather than seeing them as oppressive. Consider for example things such
as democracy, welfare institutions, and gender equality: however precarious and
modest they may still be, many feel grateful to past generations for these advances.

At the same time, this experience of passivity vis-a-vis historical social
configurations always comes with a certain awareness of the extent to which their
existence in the present relies on our ongoing contribution. If the forms shaping our
social life are an inheritance from the past, then human practices in the present are
the ‘lifeblood’, as it were, that keeps them alive. As such, it is common to hear in
political discourse that social and political achievements can never be taken for
granted, rather they are constantly threatened and in need of active defense. Thus,
to phrase it more abstractly: the process of social construction by agents can never
provide the social configurations it creates with the strength—the ontological
strength—they need to stand fully on their own. Therefore, an abiding bearer is
always necessary, and such support includes shared beliefs, social practices, and
habits.

In brief, while we may experience social reality as an inheritance from the past or
as a destiny looming over us, we believe in the possibility of transforming it. Of
course, depending on our circumstances, that possibility might come close to zero in
certain situations. Unlike nature, social reality does not exhibit any eternal form or
immutable laws, but rather appears as inherently modifiable or, as it were,
malleable.89 For we might imagine revoking its existence by ceasing to accept existing
rules and beginning instead to reproduce social institutions through our behavior,
but we also acknowledge that we have the power to shape social reality in ever new
ways, by establishing new values, practices, or institutions.

Importantly, however, even in the most idealistic moments of social change and
societal innovation, there is a certain awareness that such malleability is not
unconditioned, but encounters obstacles: simply wanting change is not enough. In
fact, once a social configuration has been established and starts working on its own,

it acquires a distinctive strength. We can conceive of this as a definite amount of

89 Of course, nature is run through and through by human activities; it is changed, modified,
sometimes fostered, and (more often) threatened by human interventions. This, however, in no
way means that nature is ontologically dependent on humans; it simply means that it is affected
by them.



Chapter 3 129

stress that it can withstand before it deforms or collapses, eventually ceasing to exist.
And, along this line of reflection, one might postulate that exact stress thresholds
apply to each kind of social phenomenon, i.e. the precise breaking point beyond
which each phenomenon starts to change or collapse. Again, Durkheim has

formulated these points with great clarity, as he writes:

“A thing is principally recognizable by virtue of not being capable of
modification through a mere act of the will. This is not because it is
intractable to all modification. But to effect change the will is not
sufficient; it needs a degree of arduous effort because of the strength of
the resistance it offers, which even then cannot always be overcome.”
(Durkheim, 1982, p. 37)

Importantly, on the side of subjects, all this translates into different degrees of
responsibility exhibited by persons and collectivities in different social positions, vis-
a-vis such-and-such social forms. Depending on the degree of impact of their actions,
responsibility may manifest as moral, personal or political in nature. It is no
coincidence therefore that these aspects are part and parcel of the public political
discourse, particularly when it comes to discussing such issues as globalization, social
inequality, or the environment. For instance, the charitable acts of a generous person
do not carry the same weight as a bold policy to fight inequalities, just as individual
efforts towards ecological sustainability often pale in comparison to what states and

corporations have the power to do.

What do all these scattered reflections point to? To the need to bring into view the
puzzling uniqueness of social reality—or what one could call its weak ontological
status—as something endemic in common sense and public political discourse. These
reflections aim to visualize more clearly the dynamics between people (individuals
and groups) and society, and hence how these two facets of social reality appear in
human social experience.

Far from constituting an in-depth analysis of such problems, these reflections
have merely served to introduce a central dilemma in social analysis and show its
roots in everyday and public-political life. This dilemma centers around the
relationship between agency and structures, as it has been formulated in social
theory, and this will be the concern of the next two Sections.

Derek Layder neatly captures the core of the issue in his book Understanding
Social Theory (1994), writing that it concerns “how creativity and constraint are

related through social activity” and how (regarding these two elements) we can
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“explain their coexistence.” Thus, the agency-structure issue deals with “the extent
to which human beings actively create the social worlds they inhabit through their
everyday social encounters”, as well as “the way in which the social context
(structures, institutions, cultural resources) moulds and forms social activity”,
making “certain things possible while ruling out other things” (p. 4). Moreover, the
agency-structure controversy partially parallels and intersects the opposition
between micro and macro analysis. Those placing stress on human agency tend to
focus on social phenomena at a micro-scale. Conversely, the advocates of structures
are more interested in exploring how society works as a self-sufficient whole, rather
than as an aggregate of multiple actions.%°

In the last six decades, a growing number of sociologists have endeavored to
overcome these dichotomies and illuminate the interplay between structure and
agency, rather than subscribing to just one. Having directed attention to the main
contours of this issue, I wish to turn now to two major philosophical-sociological
projects that place this duality at the center of their social theories. The first is the
morphogenetic approach within the critical realist tradition, and the second is Berger
and Luckmann’s sociology of knowledge.

The choice of these two models is not arbitrary. Critical realists are valuable for
offering not only a taxonomy with which to frame the different theoretical options
within this issue, but also their insightful analyses of social structures. Their theory
will play a crucial part in shaping my analysis of the notion of structure within
phenomenology. In addition, Berger and Luckmann’s work is paramount as it
arguably represents the most developed attempt to articulate the structure-agency
link within a phenomenological frame, starting from but moving beyond Schutz’s
philosophy. Given the aim of this work, it is therefore imperative to engage in a
thorough discussion of their theory. My analysis will cast light upon some key
shortcomings of Berger and Luckmann’s theory, thereby uncovering new directions
for the reconsideration and expansion of structure-agency interplay within a
phenomenological framework. I focus first on the meaning of their anchoring in
phenomenology and secondly on their sociological insights about objectivation. This
involves clarifying the issues related to ‘constitution’ and the notion of ‘structure’ by
distinguishing between cultural and material relations—a distinction I address in the

next Chapter.

90 A classic text on this issue is Alexander et al. (1987). See also Blau (1975b).
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2. Avoiding the Conflation: A Look into the Morphogenetic Model

In her seminal book Realist Social Theory: the Morphogenetic Approach (1995),
Margaret Archer starts her investigation into structure and agency by describing
what she calls “the vexatious fact of social reality” (p. 1), which she identifies as the
main concern of any social investigation. According to her, this ‘fact’ is visible in the
“experiential bivalence” that is inherent to social life, as our “daily experience”
includes “feel[ing] both free and enchained, capable of shaping our own future and
yet confronted by towering, seemingly impersonal, constraints” (p. 65). “We are
simultaneously free and constrained”, she writes, “and we also have some awareness
of it” (p. 2). Interestingly, in Archer’s view, this is not merely a technical and scholarly
issue, but also a truly existential one concerning the human condition and the
challenges we are confronted with in our daily lives, one with which we must come
to grips if “moral choice is not to become inert” and “political action ineffectual”
(ibid., p. 65). Now, the classical sociological problem of structure and agency has its
origin in this experiential bivalence of social life, and it becomes ‘vexatious’ and a
problem because of the failure to reconcile this bivalence and make sense of the
interplay between the two dimensions at stake.

Interestingly, Archer also classifies social theories (and the corresponding social
ontologies) according to which side of this ‘vexatious fact’ they place they emphasize.
Thus, on one side are those approaches that in various ways stress the explanatory
and ontological primacy of human agency, thereby “withhold[ing] real powers from
society by reducing its properties to the projects of its makers” (ibid., p. 2). On the
other side, one finds theories that do the opposite, taking human subjects to be
dispensable to the study of society, as they are overdetermined by social mechanisms.

Intentionalist models, such as the socio-ontological analytical and
phenomenological ones, have tended to focus exclusively on the agential dimension
of social reality and ignore the structural ones—as I have illustrated in Chapters 1 and
2. Both approaches, mutatis mutandis, identify the mark of social reality in human
interaction (or intersubjectivity)—that is to say, in people’s ability to think and act in
groups—and in the creative capacities of subjects to mold their situations and
environment. This is apparent, for example, in the work of Searle, where the
establishment of constitutive rules and their maintenance through collective

acceptance explains the nature of society. Among classical sociologists, Weber
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appears as the main representative of this position, with his emphasis on meaningful
action as a methodological and ontological basis for social reality.9* This type of
approach is what Archer labels as ‘upwards conflation’—where ‘upwards’ indicates
that the conflation goes from the lower level (people or agency) to the upper one
(society or structure). Furthermore, on the phenomenological side—as I have
discussed extensively—Schutz represents the most paradigmatic example of such an
attitude.

Conversely, in the history of social sciences, we find examples of the opposite view,
one which, instead of reducing structures to agency, proposes a picture of human
actors as utterly determined and guided by social structures, that is, as mere
executors of the social system. This is what Archer calls ‘downwards conflation’: the
reduction of human agency to an epiphenomenon of the social machinery—in effect
the transformation of the free choice and creative powers of subjects into mere
illusion. Durkheimian theory, Parsons’ functionalism and various types of
structuralism, from Lévi-Strauss to Marx, are all taken as representative of this
position. As Archer writes, according to this approach, “agency, it is allowed,
constitutes the motor-power but agents themselves are never admitted to touch the
steering wheel.” In other words, “actors may be indispensable for energizing the
social system (no people: no society) but it is not they whose actions give it direction
by shaping structural properties” (ibid., p. 81).

The problem in both conflations is that by rendering agency dependent upon
structure, or conversely structure upon agency, one of the two levels becomes inert,

incapable of exercising any power or influence. Archer puts it, quite astutely:

“In the one [approach], structural properties are simply pushed around
by some untrammelled dominant group or placed at the mercy of
capricious renegotiation by unconstrained agency. In the other, social
structure imposes its choreography on interaction and agents are reduced
to Trdager or bearers of its properties, whether through oversocialization
or mystification” (ibid., p. 80).

Incidentally, it is noteworthy that Archer also categorizes these two alternatives
under the conventional headings ‘individualism’ and ‘collectivism.” However, this is

not entirely accurate, especially if one considers what she attaches to these labels: in

91 Anyone familiar with Weber can realize that, despite his programmatic statements, Weber
de facto recognizes the role and influence of external social factors on social behavior, such as the
iron cage and the protestant ethic. It is no coincidence, indeed, that Weber is amenable to more
structure-based readings, as proved by the use that Parsons made of him.
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one case, an exclusive focus on the agential level, in the other, an exclusive focus on
the functioning of the social system. If we recall our discussion about individualism
and psychologism, it can easily be noticed that even anti-individualist positions—i.e.
positions that while being anti-individualist do not admit non-agential entities—can
fall under what she defines as ‘individualism’, and conversely, what she describes as
collectivism amounts not to a simple anti-psychologism, but to a stronger claim
about the autonomy of society from people (including groups), or of structures from
the human agency—which would perhaps be more adequately described in the
traditional terms of ‘holism.’ For this reason, I will avoid resorting to such misleading
labels and adopt only the less confusing notions of ‘upwards’ and ‘downwards
conflations’, and later in this text, the opposition between ‘subjectivism’ and
‘objectivism’, which has been used by other thinkers (Giddens and Bourdieu) to
convey the same type of opposition.

With this said, the more significant aspect of Archer’s position is that she takes
both approaches to be incapable of acknowledging the ontological and
methodological separation of agency and structure, which in her view represents
instead the sole condition for an accounting of their interplay and influence on each
other. Hence, a central contention of Archer’s is that structure and agency must be
conceived of as distinct entities, and therefore analyzable separately (this is the claim
of ‘analytical dualism’). More precisely, structures must be seen as emergent
entities—emerging out of human interaction, and the crucial element that serves to
make sense of this distinctness is time, for structure and agency are separate on a
temporal level. This leads to a model that Archer christens ‘morphogenetic.’ I will get
into the details of this model in the next Chapter. For now, let me simply say that
‘morphogenesis’ designates the process whereby social forms or structures are
transformed as an effect of previous social interaction.

Moreover, both approaches appear defective with regard to the systematic nature
of social reality, either because that quality is neglected wholesale (upwards
conflation), or because it is misconceived (downwards conflation), and hence equally
misconceived is the bearing of human beings as part of this system. Indeed, crucial
to the morphogenetic approach is the conception of society as a kind of system
incomparable to any other, be it a mechanical system (e.g. machines), an organism

or a language, for instance. Society is a system that “is open, and is open because it is
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peopled, and being peopled can always be re-shaped through human innovativeness”
(p. 166).

2.1. Troublesome Middle Ways: The Central Conflation

To gain a better understanding of Archer’s position, it might be helpful to place it in
a wider context, so as to grasp its distinctive features in direct comparison with other
similar approaches. As is well known, critical realists are neither the first nor the only
ones to seek to overcome the one-sidedness of either of the two positions discussed.
At the same time that Bhaskar and Archer were working out their models, the very
same problem was on the agenda of prominent thinkers such as Pierre Bourdieu and
Anthony Giddens.92

Bourdieu, for instance, took issue with the “opposition” between objectivism and
subjectivism in human sciences, deeming it to be “the most ruinous” (1990 [1980],
p. 25) for their development; in the French intellectual scene of his time, the two
positions corresponded to structuralism (esp. Lévi-Strauss and Althusser) and
existentialism (especially the Husserlian-Heideggerian blend created by Sartre). This
opposition also closely resembles the two conflationary theories criticized by
Archer.93

In a nearly identical fashion, Giddens presented his famous ‘structuration theory’
as a means to “escape from the dualism associated with objectivism and
subjectivism” (1984, p. xxvii). These two extremes are represented, in his
systematization, by functionalist and structuralist theories on the one hand, and by
hermeneutics and interpretative social theories on the other. As Giddens says, the
former are based on an “imperialism of the social object” that prioritizes “societal
totality” over individuals, and the latter are based on an equally misguided
“imperialism of the subject” (p. 2), which takes the experiences of the individual actor
as the basic unit of sociological analysis. Additionally, Bourdieu and Giddens arrived
at similar positions regarding how to overcome the structure-agency dichotomy:

both placed stress on the notions of practices and praxis as a way of incorporating

92 Similarly, in the Marxist camp, Schmidt (1971) and Luporini (1974, 2022 [1964-84]) have
sought to make sense of the interplay between agency and structure, in contrast to both
Althusser’s structuralism and Marxist humanism and historicism.

93 It is noteworthy that Archer spent one year in Paris in the 1980s, working together with
Bourdieu—even though she does not seem to be much indebted to his approach.
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structures into human agency. As Giddens clearly asserts, the subject matter of social
theory “is neither the experience of the individual actor nor the existence of any form
of societal unity, but social practices ordered across space and time” (Giddens 1984,
p. 2).

However, despite the seeming similarity between Bourdieu and Giddens’
objectives and morphogenetic theory, Archer in fact sharply counterposes her own
position to the former, although Giddens’ theory in particular—much more than
Bourdieu’s—is her polemical target. Such theories are taken by Archer and other
critical realists (such as Porpora) to be just as conflationary as the other two (upwards
and downwards). The only difference is that in the Giddens and Bourdieu models,
structure and agency—rather than either being reduced to the other—are viewed as
two sides of the same coin. Therefore, instead of neglecting one or the other side of
the structure-agency binary, such theories would conflate the two, thereby losing the
distinction altogether. This position is what Archer calls ‘central conflation’ or
‘elision’, which she sees as endemic in social theory and as responsible for creating a
new Consensus view.

In this construal, Bourdieu’s field theory is seen as downplaying the role of
conscious deliberation and human reflexivity, reducing social agency to mechanisms
of routinization and habits. It thereby yields an account of social agency as the
embodiment of social structures, where human actions via habitus are conceived as
more of an unconscious and automatic reproduction of social mechanisms, rather
than as free and spontaneous acts. By the same token, structures are taken to exist
only in such enactments by agents, or better, only as embodied in agents’ practices.
According to Bourdieu, habitus is precisely this mix of agential and structural
aspects, as it is described as the “subjective but not individual system of internalised
structures schemes of perception, conception, and action common to all members of
the same group or class” (1977, p. 86). Or, habitus is “the product of the work of
inculcation” whereby “objective structures (e.g. of language, economy, etc.) [...]
succeed in reproducing themselves more or less completely” (ibid., p. 85).

Equally, Giddens, by emphasizing the non-separability of structure and agency
and their mutual constitution, would arrive at a similar type of central conflationary
theory. As he argues, the structure is a “virtual order”, a set of ‘rules and resources’
that exists “out of time and space, save in its instantiation” in human activities, when

actors draw upon it in interaction. Accordingly, Giddens contends that “structure is
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not ‘external’ to individuals”; rather, “as memory traces, and as instantiated in social
practices, it is in a certain sense more ‘internal’ than exterior to their activities.” This
leads Giddens to claim that agency and structure are mutually constituted, which
represents the key idea of his structuration theory. As he clearly states: “the
constitution of agents and structures are not two independently given sets of
phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality”, for “the structural properties of
social systems are both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively
organize” (p. 25). Such is the ‘duality of structure’, as Giddens calls it, which means
that the rules are ‘enabling’ conditions for actions while being reproduced and
transformed by the actions that instantiate them.

Where does the drawback of this approach lie, for Archer? In her view, by stating
the duality of structure, Giddens would eliminate in one stroke (i) “the relative
independence”, (ii) the “causal influence” and (iii) the “temporal precedence of the
components”, thereby “flatten[ing] out the ontological depth of the social world” (p.
94) and downplaying the historicity of social reality.

Thus, what is distinctive about this third type of conflation in comparison to the
other two is that, while it allows for structures, it incorporates them in the social
conduct of individuals as practices. In this way, structures do not possess their own
reality but exist only as instantiated in human behavior. By the same token, this in
turn feeds back negatively on their conception of agency, for human action turns out
to be deprived of what is more peculiar to it: conscious deliberation, purposiveness,
and intentionality. Hence, central conflation combines the shortcomings of the other
two types of conflation: on the one hand, as in downwards conflation (objectivism),
central conflation depicts social subjects as overdetermined by structural
components, while on the other, as in upwards conflation (subjectivism), it ends up
depriving structures of any reality, reducing it to their instantiation in the social
conduct of agents. As Giddens asserts, “the basic domain of study of the social
sciences [...] is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any
form of societal totality, but social practices ordered across space and time” (1984, p.
2).

In stark contrast, Archer presents her theory as based upon three key points: (i) a
separation of structure and agency, wherein (ii) the former emerges out of the latter

over time%4, and (iii) a claim about the downward causation of structures. Now, it is

94 T will address the notion of emergence extensively in the next Chapter (Section 1.2).
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noteworthy to mention that Archer’s taxonomy is largely modeled on that sketched
out by Roy Bhaskar in his work The Possibility of Naturalism (1998 [1979]), a book
that represents the philosophical basis for the critical realist movement in social
science, and to which Archer’s work is largely indebted. It might even be said that the
‘transformational model’ proposed by Bhaskar represents the direct forefather of
Archer’s ‘morphogenetic theory’, especially if one compares Bhaskar’s and Archer’s
taxonomies of the several approaches to the structure-agency issue.

In this book, Bhaskar draws a distinction between four ways to articulate the
relation between people and society: (i) a voluntaristic one, (ii) one that reifies
society over people, (iii) one that conceives people and society as dialectically related
as two moments of one whole, and finally (iv) a transformational theory, which is
his own model. In the latter, people and society are conceptualized as two
interrelated yet ontologically distinct entities. Notably, (i) and (ii) correspond to
Archer’s upwards and downwards conflationary theories, whereas (iii) seems to
possess the same features as Archer’s central conflation. Surprisingly, however,
Bhaskar treats Giddens’ structuration theory as an ally of the transformational model
rather than an opponent of it. In fact, he repeats Giddens’ formula of duality, applied
to both agency and structures. The accusation of dialectics from Bhaskar is instead
directed at two works of Peter Berger: an essay written together with Stanley Pullberg
(1965) and the famous book co-authored with Thomas Luckmann (1967)—to which
I will return extensively in Section 3.

Because of Bhaskar’s alignment with Giddens, Archer, presenting herself as a
critical realist a decade after Bhaskar’s book, devotes some time to bringing out
certain ambiguities in Bhaskar’s account and divorcing it from Giddens’ theory. To
show this, she directs attention to a major change in Bhaskar’s theory, which he
allegedly illustrates in his book Reclaiming Reality (2011 [1989], chap. 6). However,
despite Archer’s reconstruction, in that text, Bhaskar—far from distancing himself
from Giddens—restates the kinship with Giddens’ account.9

Many authors have pointed out that the contrast between Bhaskar and Giddens is
indeed overemphasized by Archer’s representations, with respect to both Bourdieu
(see Elder-Vass, 2007, 2010, pp. 102—14; Sayer, 2009) and Giddens (see Bortolini

and Donati, 1999; Stones, 2005), not only because these approaches can be

95 In turn, Giddens refers to Bhaskar’s work in support of his views about how actors impinge
upon the social system (see 1984, p. 171).
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consistent with one other—for all their terminological and substantive differences—
but also because the contrast relies upon a misrepresentation of their theories.

Concerning Bourdieu, it can be easily noticed that through his concept of ‘field’,
his theory is capable of making sense both of the difference between agential and
structural levels and of the “ontological objectivity” of structural circumstances—as
acknowledged by Porpora (2015, p. 100), even though the criticism about Bourdieu’s
confinement of agency to habitus might remain valid. As for Giddens, the main point
of contention would be that he privileges conceiving structure and agency as a duality
instead of a dualism. However, going so far as to assert that Giddens would thereby
equate structures with their instantiations is an uncharitable reading of his theory,
to say the very least. Not only does Giddens place great emphasis on the temporal
pre-existence of structures in relation to interaction%, but he also repeatedly
differentiates between what he calls ‘system’ and ‘structures’—a distinction that
seems to help avoid central conflation. A brief definition of these terms is therefore
in order.

Giddens employs the notion of ‘system’ to indicate the sets of social practices and
relationships actually existing at a certain time and space, which are constantly
reproduced by agents and make up the various configurations of societies. Social
systems are “organized and regularized social practices, sustained in encounters
dispersed across time-space” (p. 83). Surprisingly, despite its central role, the notion
of ‘practice’ is never spelled out by Giddens; he seems to regard it as self-evident and
restricts himself to describing practices as “regularized types of act” or “an ongoing
series of ‘practical activities” (Giddens, 1976, p. 81).

Unlike systems, ‘structures’ comprise firstly the rules followed by actors—or more
broadly the schemas (see Sewell 1992)—and secondly the resources drawn upon by
them to pursue their goals. These resources might be symbolic or material, human
(e.g., skills, knowledge, etc.) or non-human (e.g., tools, infrastructures, geographical
conditions, etc.). Furthermore, Giddens points out several times that structure “is

bbb

marked by an ‘absence of the subject” (p. 25).97 Seen in this light, it is easier to

understand why structures are a ‘virtual order’; rules and resources are indeed what

makes an actual societal system possible, while not being that system. Rules and

96 That “institutions both pre-exist and outlast the lives of individuals born into a particular
society” is “not only wholly compatible with structuration theory but is also inherent in its very
formulation” (Giddens 1984, p. 170)

97 See also Giddens (1976, p. 126).
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resources are neither mental content nor an actual system of relationships between
actors. Rather, they are what lies at the origin of it, making its production and its
ongoing reproduction possible,%® and structures become features of real social
configurations only by means of the individual’s actions, and such a process is
‘structuration.’ For this reason, Giddens argues that “social systems [...] do not have

b2

‘structures’ but exhibit ‘structural properties’™ (p. 17).99 As neatly put by Sewell (1992,
p. 6), “structures are not the patterned social practices that make up social systems,
but the principles that pattern these practices.”

In brief, Giddens’ theory can be summarized as follows: actual societies are best
described as systems, that is, as arrays of practices. By practices, Giddens means
regularized types of actions. Systems—and hence practices—exhibit structural
properties, as they are ‘made possible’ by rules and resources. That is to say, agents
instantiate practices as they draw upon rules and make use of resources. In this sense,
structures are “carried in reproduced practices embedded in space and time” (p.
170), while not actually amounting to such practices. In turn, such reproduced
practices can themselves bring about changes in the structures. The duality of
structure and the idea of structuration lies herein, and not—as Archer conveys—in a
failed separation of the two levels. Giddens’ point is that agency always implies an
engagement with practices and with structural conditions of actions, bringing about
unintended consequences that affect structures. However, this does not deprive
agency of reflexivity and intentionality. Rather, it means that agents pursue their
goals while enabled or hindered by structural conditions.

The system of language is a case in point here. For example, the Italian language
consists of an array of linguistic practices that are sustained by the actions of many
subjects across the world (with an obviously higher density within the territory of
Italy). Such a system is made possible by the rules governing this kind of behavior—
such as grammar rules, phonetics, pragmatics, rhetoric, etc.—and the resources that

make this practice possible—ranging from the ability to utter sounds and simple

98 Porpora highlights that this use of structure is “a departure from common understanding”
(2015, p. 111). In contrast, Gidden’s usage partly stems from a structuralist conception of
structures. In Levi-Strauss, for instance, structure has less to do with the formal skeleton or shape
of an actual society and more to do with the deep invisible patterns that find expression in several
different empirical, observable configurations. In this latter sense, a structure is never existing in
time and space as such, but is more of a generator matrix for systems of social relationships.

99 To be sure, virtuality seems to befit rules more than resources, as the latter are indeed actual
and real. This point has been raised by Sewell, who has proposed a way to reconcile this
inconsistency in Giddens’ definition.
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objects such as pens and pencils, to complex technologies such as the printing press
and social media. Actual practices are, as it were, the ‘mobilization’ of such rules and
resources by agents to accomplish certain actions and pursue certain goals. Now, in
the execution of such practices, individuals are both constrained and enabled in their
agency. Indeed, as Giddens states, “no one ‘chooses’ his or her native language”, and
“any language constrains thought (and action) in the sense that it presumes a range
of framed, rule-governed properties.” One might even go as far as to say that different
languages shape thought in different ways. By the same token, however, “the learning
of alanguage greatly expands the cognitive and practical capacities of the individual”
(1984, p. 170). Thus, structures set the conditions within which subjects act, and the
alternatives from which they may choose. But that does not mean that human agency
ceases to be intentional and purposive, or reduced simply to habitualized actions.

Bearing these things in mind, we can now return to Archer’s criticism. Of course,
this in no way implies that all the points of contention between Archer and Giddens
are based on misunderstandings and unfair reconstructions. Quite the contrary,
many of Archer’s criticisms are aimed at explicit statements by Giddens that lend
themselves to misunderstanding. And however unsympathetic Archer’s
reconstruction might be, one might still find Giddens’ concepts unclear and
overcomplex in many respects. Upon closer and fairer scrutiny, however, it is
apparent that for Giddens, agents and structures—far from amounting to one and the
same entity—are two entities that contribute to social events only when interrelated,
which means only when structures are enacted and activated by individuals. As a
result, we can observe that of the three criticisms made by Archer—i.e. (i) ontological
inseparability, (ii) absence of time, and (iii) causal inefficacy—the first two are highly
questionable. Pace Archer, in Giddens’ theory, structure and agency are neither (ad
1) “co-terminous” nor (ad ii) “co-existent” (Archer 1995, p. 99). While Giddens’ model
may be obscure and at times tricky, it is hardly disputable—as I have shown—that he
keeps the agential and the structural levels distinct. Thus, one thing is to say that
Giddens’ theory is incomplete or lacks clarity on such-and-such a theme; quite
another is to take it as a conflationary.

The only criticism that one might accept is the third. Giddens does indeed refuse
to ascribe causal powers to structures, contending instead that only agents are
causally effective. That is to say, structures are not features of individuals, rather they

are outside individuals. Nonetheless, they can work and be effective as long as they
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are incorporated into human behavior. In other words, for Giddens, structures do
exist, and they do work both as enabling and constraining factors to individuals.
However, they cannot do so without any contribution of the subjects, that is, without
mediation of human “knowledgeability”’—as Giddens consistently says. In this sense,
Giddens comprehensively rules out the possibility of construing ‘structural
constraints’ as “a source of causation more or less equivalent to the operation of
impersonal causal forces in nature” (p. 174).

From another perspective, however, this does not seem to be so much at odds with
the critical realist emphasis on the causal efficacy of structures. Elder-Vass, for
instance, claims that from a critical-realist perspective, structures “do not determine
behavior but only contribute causally to its determination” (2010, p. 124). Seen in
this light, it seems that although Giddens views structures as rules instead of causal
forces, something very similar to Elder-Vass’ conception can be found in his model.

It is noteworthy that, even though Giddens gives prominence to the internalization
of structures in human knowledge (arguably an example of central conflation), he is
also concerned with making sense of the externality that structures exhibit vis-a-vis
human agency. This, while important to Giddens’ analysis, is ad hoc neglected in
Archer’s reconstruction. It is worth mentioning that when Giddens develops these
points, he explicitly refers to his critics, including Archer (see 1984, p. 169).

Giddens’ concern with externality becomes particularly evident when he seeks to
clarify the notion of ‘social constraint.” Giddens identifies three main types of
constraints over individuals’ social lives: Besides material-physical constraints and
normative sanctions, Giddens identifies a third type of constraint that he terms
‘structural’ (pp. 176-9). A structural constraint is one “deriving from the contextuality
of action”, that is, from the circumstances that limit “the range of options open to an
actor”, provided that the actor has certain goals (pp. 176-7). Giddens’ example here
is the relationship between employers and wage workers. Referring to Marx, Giddens

writes:

“..workers ‘must sell themselves’—or, more accurately, their labour
power—to employers. The ‘must’ in the phrase expresses a constraint
which derives from the institutional order of modern capitalist enterprise
that the worker faces. There is only one course of action open to the
worker who has been rendered propertyless—to sell his or her labour
power to the capitalist. That is to say, there is only one feasible option,
given that the worker has the motivation to wish to survive” (ibid.).
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Such is the externality and objectivity of structures in relation to people,
according to Giddens. Now, the appearance of society as an impersonal force driving
people to act—which objectivists emphasize—derives from the interplay between
circumstances and individuals’ goals and motivation. In the quoted example, these
are a certain unequal distribution of resources between types of persons (i.e. owners
and not-owners) and the goals guiding individual actions.

Interestingly, to some extent, this type of constraint is along the same lines as the
morphogenetic concept of structure. However, this does not seem to be enough for
critical realists. To understand why this is the case, I deem it useful to turn to the
analysis of Douglas Porpora, who, starting from the same critical-realist assumptions
as Archer, has engaged with Giddens’ theory in a somewhat more constructive
fashion. This will bring out a crucial difference between two types of structures:

cultural and material.

2.2. Culture or Structures? Porpora on Giddens’ Shortcomings

Just like Bhaskar, Porpora is sympathetic to Giddens’ idea that structures are both
the condition and the outcome of actions (1993). He also praises Giddens for
emphasizing that social actors are always situated between the unacknowledged
conditions and the unintended consequences of their actions (see 1987, p. 134). Thus,
for Porpora, Giddens’ shortcoming is not so much a central conflation but rather that
he leans towards an overly idealistic approach to sociology. That is to say, Giddens
would confine himself to conceptualizing structures exclusively as ‘cultural rules’,
thereby leaving out “one important element”: “material relations” (Porpora, 1993, p.
211). Unlike Archer, Porpora does not depict Giddens’ theory to be altogether wrong
but takes it as simply one-sided. Neither rules nor resources in Giddens’ view can be
seen as behaviors or properties of human agents, but they are not strictly speaking
structures as they pertain rather to what is usually referred to as ‘culture.” On this
reading, Giddens, unlike those who reduce structures to individuals’ behaviors,
“recognizes social mechanisms beyond the individual that generate and reproduce
the relationships, namely rules, norms, ideology, and symbolic orders” (Porpora,
19809, p. 201). Nonetheless, despite Giddens’ inclusion of resources within structural

factors, his discourse on structures is centered around the notion of ‘rule’.
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From this perspective then, rather than conflate structures with agency in a sort
of middle ground, Giddens would ‘conflate’ structures with culture—assuming that
‘conflation’ is still the apt term here.° If this is the case, however, Giddens’ theory
should not necessarily be replaced so much as augmented and completed. Indeed,
Giddens’ theory can be considered an apt description of ‘cultural structuring’, and
not of ‘social structuring’ (Porpora, 1989, p. 209), and its omission of a clear
distinction between structure and culture would need addressing.

Compared with Archer’s treatment, Porpora’s is the more interesting, in my view.
It casts light on the crucial difference between the constraint that stems from pre-
existent norms, rules, and behavioral schemes that people share, and the constraint
of material aspects of social reality. The former are intersubjective, and their
effectiveness depend on their acknowledgment by agents, to whatever degree. In
other words, it depends on their becoming part of practical consciousness. This is
what is usually referred to as an ‘interpretative’ approach.zo* By contrast, the material
factors are objective and impinge upon actions independently of human
acknowledgment. Importantly, this in no way implies embracing a deterministic-
positivist view of social reality—as I will explore more thoroughly in Chapter 4.

To show the negative consequences of neglecting material-structural elements,
Porpora cites a paradigmatic case of structural phenomenon: poverty. Few social
phenomena depend as much on material factors as poverty; and yet, the primacy
ascribed to culture has led some sociologists to treat poverty as a situation depending
more on an alleged ‘culture of poverty’ than on an unequal distribution of resources.
So arises the so-called ‘culture of poverty theory’, which suggests—very roughly—that

what keeps people poor is not so much the unequal access to resources and

too Surprisingly enough, Porpora later comes to align himself with Archer’s unfair criticisms
against Giddens. In his book Reconstructing Sociology (2015), he outlines two possible readings
of Giddens’ theory. According to the least negative, Giddens conflates structures with culture, but
he doesn’t end up endorsing an actualist view of the structure-agency relationship, i.e. one that
takes structures to exist only when instantiated and only as aggregate effects of actions. The more
critical construal of Giddens theory instead contends that once equated with culture, both
structures and culture are automatically conflated with agency “in a single, great conflation, like
a collapsing black hole” (Porpora, 2015, p. 110). Such an interpretation is, I contend, inadmissible
and without any argumentative support.

1ot Tt must be noted, however, that despite being sympathetic with interpretivism, Giddens
presents his theory as an overcoming of interpretivism, precisely because he includes a discussion
of constraint, which is absent in the interpretivist tradition (phenomenological and post-
Wittgensteinian).
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opportunities, but rather certain shared values, ways of thinking, and patterns of
(mis)behavior (Porpora, 1989, p. 206).

Arguably, this theory must be taken to be an extreme symptom of prioritizing
culture over structures. Nonetheless, I think that Porpora makes a good point here.
What he brings to light is that Giddens’ model is not able to make sense of social
relationships as “emergently material phenomena” (Porpora, 1993, p. 214), and
therefore it cannot ascribe to them an ontological autonomy. For this reason,
Giddens’ stress on the pre-existence and longevity of rules over the isolated episodes
of interaction, and his focus on the bearing of material factors alongside norms and
cultural rules, do not seem adequate.

According to Porpora, in Giddens’ theory, materiality is missing because Giddens
shows a weak understanding of social relationships. As we have seen, he ejects
structures from social relationships by depicting them rather as their underlying
principles, or as structuring principles of systems. In this way, however, social
relationships appear to be simply rule-following and resource-based actions that
intertwine with each other. Thus, certainly, social relationships are not simply single
instances of interaction (as in upwards conflation), since they pre-exist as recursive
and reproducible practices. Yet, they lack a further ontological feature, which is
materiality.

As observed, for Giddens, structures and the structural features of systems are
able to condition human behavior (both positively and negatively). For Porpora,
however, structures must also be conceived of as motivating, which is something

Giddens does not concede. This is a necessity for Porpora, since:

“positions within social structural relations [...] contain built-in
objective interests, which become distinct motives for action insofar as
actors are aware of them” (Porpora, 1993, p. 217; italics mine).

This is a subtle but crucial difference between Porpora and Giddens. As we have
seen, the latter’s discussion of structural constraints implies that structures are not
only about following rules, but also about the practical options opened up and closed
off to agents. And, as Giddens conveys, it is from the intersection between these
options and agents’ goals that the illusory impression of an impersonal social force
arises. In stark contrast, critical realists contend that such social force is not

epiphenomenal or illusory, but has its own ontological rights, owing to its ability to
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actively motivate subjects.202 Therefore, even though Giddens includes resources and
speaks of structural constraints, he does not seem able to draw out all the necessary
consequences from this. Far from being illusory, the impersonal social force
manifests in the interests and motives that a certain social position engenders in the
person that occupies it. This potency of pre-established social relations is what
critical realists are referring to when they speak of the causal powers of structures.
Porpora neatly clarifies this point through the example of the competition between

capitalists, which is useful to quote at length:

“...capitalists have an interest in maximizing profit because they are in a
competitive, zero-sum relationship with all others occupying the position
of capitalist. Here again, as something built into a social position by a web
or relationships, interests confront the actor as an external force.
Interests are a force that expresses itself in actors’ motives and, through
motives, in their actions. In other words, actors are motivated to act in
their interests, which are a function of their social position. Again, this
doesn’t mean that actors always with necessity act in their interests, but
if they don’t they are likely to suffer. A capitalist who shows no concern to
maximize profit is liable to cease being a capitalist. (Porpora 1989, p.
208).

The last two sentences are particularly significant. This example brings out the
complex interconnection between the structural ability to influence behavior and
human knowledgeability. Unlike culture, the acknowledgment by actors of the
interests built into certain social positions is dispensable for the ‘social force’ in the
affecting of individuals. However, to actively influence and modify our purposes,
objective interests must be acknowledged by the actors: as one occupies a social
position, one must make the objective interests one’s own interests, or in other
words, one is prompted to tune one’s behavior with the system. So to a certain extent,
social structures cannot act upon subjects like natural laws, that is, without any
contribution from subjects themselves. In this sense, both Porpora and Archer
repeatedly point out, through a metaphor, that material structures do not operate
‘behind the backs’ of individuals or ‘over their heads’—in a deterministic fashion—
but rather ‘in the midst’ of individuals, as something that binds them in certain
relationships with each other and with social objects.

Through this discussion, an important deviation from Archer’s treatment of

Giddens emerges. Where Archer takes Giddens’ model to be entirely wrong, since it

102 T will explain this point in detail in Chapter 4, Section 1.1.
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would not allow us to conceptualize either structure or agency, Porpora exhibits a
different attitude: he admits that Giddens’ model is perfectly apt to describe the
cultural conditioning of our behavior, but deems it incapable of making sense of “the
more fundamental structuring of our behavior by social relations”, which for Porpora
is objective and material.

In this way, it becomes easier to discern the difference between the functioning of
culture and that of material structures—which is a major tenet of both Archer and
Porpora’s models. In my view, therefore, the most significant contribution of Porpora
and Archer’s theories lies precisely in explaining how causation on individuals can
be attributed to social material relations without lapsing into an untenable form of
social determinism. Contrasting the critical-realist model with Giddens serves
therefore to bring this aspect into view. Indeed, as long as structures are viewed
merely in cultural terms, it is impossible to recognize and make sense of the material

structural factors of social life.

3. Meanings and Things: Berger and Luckmann’s Synthesis

As has been observed, Giddens can hardly be charged with holding an elisionist view
of structure and agency. At this point, however, one might ask how one should deal
with the model worked out by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. As I have said,
Bhaskar includes it in the elisionist category, and on this point, Archer concurs with
Bhaskar’s taxonomy. She counts among the central conflationary (or elisionist)
theories the “idealist version of it”, which she attributes to Berger and Luckmann,
along with the “neo-phenomenological forms of theorizing” (1995, p. 60)—which
arguably refer to the sociological tradition (directly or indirectly) inspired by Schutz,
including ethnomethodologists and Goffmann.°3

Examining the entirety of this multifarious tradition is beyond the scope of this
work. I will confine myself to examining these issues within Berger and Luckman’s
influential book The Social Construction of Reality (1967 [1966]). This book occupies
a crucial position within the phenomenological tradition; it is often cited as a

compelling example of how a phenomenological approach can be advanced toward a

103 Incidentally, it may be noted that the philosophical projects of Merleau-Ponty and
Castoriadis mentioned in Chapter 2 seem to fit the description of ‘central conflation’. The notion
of ‘institution’ (when referring to the socio-historical world) serves precisely to overcome the gap
between subjectivity and structures in one move (albeit in a way that is analytically of little help).
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more robust and complex view of social reality, thereby moving beyond certain
limitations of more traditional approaches like Husserl’s and Schutz’s (see 1zzo, 1979;
Overgaard and Zahavi, 2017; Zahavi, 2018, chap. 9; Moran, 2021) . For the purposes
of this work, therefore, I deem it paramount to examine their theory thoroughly, to
assess whether it can be a viable way to address the agency-structure relationship
from a phenomenological perspective, especially in light of the points made in the
previous section. As my analysis will reveal, however interesting and insightful it may
be, Berger and Luckmann’s theory is inherently flawed and falls short in anchoring a
discussion of structures in a phenomenological discourse. As I will show, not only is
their account afflicted by several conceptual ambiguities and unclarities, but it also
confines itself to a restrictive understanding of what structures are. I will begin by
introducing the overall objective of their work, and move on to explore two key
aspects of their account: their notion of ‘construction’ (Section 3.1) and the
relationship between social typification and institutions (Section 3.2). I will then
conclude by taking stock of their theory in relation to the two points I highlighted in
the previous section, that is, central conflation and the distinction between culture

and material relationships.

3.1. The Meaningfulness and Facticity of Social Reality

Berger and Luckmann’s book sets out to make sense of the very same twofold nature
of social reality that confronts Archer, and like her, they speak of society as exhibiting
a “dual character” and being a “reality sui generis” (p. 30). Importantly, they define
their sociological agenda by identifying the major issues that this unique kind of
reality entails.

To introduce their central concern, they refer to two traditions in sociology, the
Durkheimian and the Weberian, which they aim to integrate into a new coherent
framework. As they explain, the former exhorts to consider social facts as things, the
latter suggests looking at the subjective meanings of human actions instead; the
former emphasizes that society has “an objective facticity”, the latter that it is “built
up by activity that expresses subjective meaning” (ibid.). In contrast to the common
view that takes them as counterposed, Berger and Luckmann contend that these two

claims not only do not contradict at all, but also must be combined. Accordingly, they
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contend that every sociological theory (in its theoretical part) must deal with the

following fundamental question:

“How is it possible that subjective meanings become objective facticities?
Or (...) how is it possible that human activity (Handeln) should produce a
world of things (choses)?” (ibid.).

Now, if one looks at the great number of authors that Berger and Luckmann draw
upon throughout the book, it is clear that the contrast between the two
aforementioned views extends far beyond the cases of Durkheim and Weber. It
indicates two strands of sociological theory, which comprise—on the ‘Weberian’
side—theories such as Mead’s social psychology and Schutz’s phenomenology, and—
on the Durkheimian side—nearly any macro-focused social theory, including Marx,
Pareto, Parsons, and Lévi-Strauss.

This syncretistic program is reflected in the organization of their book which is
divided into two parts, called “Society as Objective Reality” and “Society as Subjective
Reality”, where the former describes the process that goes from subjects to society,
and the latter describes the reverse. What this bidirectional movement depicts is “the
dialectic of individual and society, of personal identity and social structure” (p. 208).

As previously noted, Berger and Luckmann ground their theory in
phenomenological insights, particularly of the Schutzian type, reinterpreting it as a
sociology of knowledge that in their view appears to be the natural development of
phenomenology. As revealed by Luckman (in Dreher and Vera, 2015, p. 33) decades
after the appearance of the book, despite discussing everything in detail in their co-
authorship, they contributed from different perspectives. Berger had expertise
chiefly in the sociology of knowledge, and Luckman in phenomenology (as testified
also by his posthumous edition of Schutz’s works).

From this starting point, they want to make sense of how reality is constructed,
and hence how it acquires objectivity from human interaction. This revisited
phenomenological approach to sociological theory appears to them to be the only one
that allows us to address the issue of the ‘social construction of reality.’

In doing so, Berger and Luckmann have won the merit of bringing phenomenology
into the very core of the sociological arena by ascribing to it a central role in
addressing the agency-structure issue. At the same time, however, by putting

phenomenology at the service of a sociology of knowledge, they inadvertently



Chapter 3 149

introduced several ambiguities concerning both phenomenology and their account
of social reality.

Therefore, the relationship with phenomenology requires further clarification, in
particular, the notion of ‘construction.” As I will show, their use of this notion is far
from unequivocal, oscillating as it does between two meanings, and this oscillation
eventually places at risk their objective of vindicating the objectivity or facticity of

society.

3.2. Two Senses of ‘Construction’

In the first part of their work, Berger and Luckmann introduce phenomenology as a
philosophical position that argues for a peculiar relation between ‘reality’ and
‘knowledge’, where—in a quite circular manner—eality’ indicates nothing but the
knowledge one has of certain things. For this reason, they view phenomenology as
the philosophical ground for a sociology of knowledge, to which they ascribe
explicative powers that go far beyond the domain traditionally associated with it.
What Berger and Luckmann want to show is that only a sociology of knowledge of
this sort can deal with the problem of the social construction of reality. Thus, what
they are concerned with is how the socially distributed pieces of knowledge give rise
to different realities. To address this issue, phenomenology appears to them to be the
“best suited” (p. 34) method because it would uphold a view of reality according to
which reality is not analyzable without reference to the knowledge or interpretations
that we have of it. A sociology of knowledge deals with the “general ways by which
‘realities’ are taken as ‘known’ in human societies” as well as “the processes by which
(p. 15).
Curiously, Berger and Luckmann avoid engaging with a thorough definition of the

bl

any body of ‘knowledge’ comes to be socially established as ‘reality

two terms, with the justification that this would be a too complicated a philosophical
discussion. Instead, they appear satisfied with defining ‘reality’—very loosely—as
what cannot change at our will, and ‘knowledge’ as “the certainty that phenomena
are real” (p. 13).

Importantly, sociologists of knowledge are solely interested in what is “taken for
granted as reality” (p. 37), what “is maintained to be real by [actions and thoughts]”
(p. 33). In other words, Berger and Luckmann are concerned simply with the sense

or feel of reality, and not with an independent reality (be it nature or society), for in
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their view, there is no such a thing as a reality beyond the various perspectives and
knowledge we have of it.

Moreover, if one also pays attention to what Berger and Luckmann intend to cover
with the term ‘knowledge’, the rationale behind their appeal to phenomenology
becomes even clearer. Knowledge designates not only scientific theories and
sophisticated theoretical interpretations of reality (such as worldviews or
metaphysical accounts) but primarily the practical knowledge everybody has and
lives by in her everyday life. Thus, first of all, reality amounts to the corresponding
knowledge, or more broadly, to the corresponding experiences of social agents. Once
again, such a position stems directly from Schutz, notably from his idea that we have
specific stocks of knowledge in relation to distinct areas of social life—what Schutz
also termed 'multiple realities’ or described with the Jamesian phrase ‘sub-
universes.’’o4 By broadening the notion of ‘knowledge’ in such a way, Berger and
Luckmann believed they were converting the traditional Wissenssoziologie of
Schelerian and Mannheimian inclination from a subfield of a sociological
investigation into “the very centre of sociological theory” (p. 29). This broadening of
the tradition’s remit enabled it to address the most fundamental questions about
social reality. The sociology of knowledge is thus concerned “with the process by
which any body of ‘knowledge’ comes to be socially established as ‘reality’” (p. 15).
Such is the first kind of construction that Berger and Luckmann have in mind.

Now, as can be observed, the scope of Berger and Luckmann’s investigation does
not simply encompass ‘society.” What is sociological about their theory is not the
object of the construction, but its subject: every reality (and not just society) is
socially constructed because knowledge is essentially social, that is, because
knowledge is always “developed, transmitted and maintained in social situations” (p.
15).

It is also noteworthy that Berger and Luckmann lean on phenomenology because
they see great potential in it for the social sciences. According to them,

phenomenology appeared as an alternative to a naive realism in social sciences,

104 In his autobiographical writings, Berger recalls that the original idea of widening the scope
of the traditional sociology of knowledge came from Schutz’s himself: “Schutz during this course
let fall, almost casually, one sentence that stuck in Luckmann's and my own mind. I'm not sure
that I can reproduce it verbatim, but it went something like this: ‘If the sociology of knowledge is
going to be true to its name, it will have to deal with everything that passes for knowledge in
everyday life.” [...] that one sentence became, as it were, the basic marching order for our
reformulation of the sociology of knowledge in the 1960s” (Berger, 2011, p. 12).
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represented in those years by an “amalgam of reductive positivism and Parsons’
structural-functionalist theory”, as described by Luckmann (2008, p. 33).1°5 In
highlighting this potential, however, Berger and Luckmann ended up construing
phenomenology as a form of constructivism and extreme cultural relativism. Yet,
both versions are untenable, especially from a phenomenological perspective. As
such, far from following on from phenomenological tenets, this development by
Berger and Luckmann stands in contrast to them. In particular, if one considers the
phenomenological concept of ‘constitution’, it is clear that phenomenology must not
lead to a dissolution of reality into social constructs, much less into every type of
reality. Indeed, as I argued in the previous Chapters, phenomenology does conceive
of reality as the correlate of a system of experiences, but this is far from a contention
that the criteria for establishing reality are cultural or social. In this sense, a
constructivist reading of phenomenology amounts to a trivialization of the notion of
‘constitution’°¢, which is at odds with a more thorough reading of phenomenology
(such as my reconstructions from Part I and Chapter 4, Section 3).

To be fair, however, both Berger and Luckmann distanced themselves from the
postmodernist reduction of reality to narratives and interpretations, and fought off
the label of ‘social constructivist’ (see Berger in Vera, 2016, p. 24). In fact, in the
decades after the appearance of their book, ‘constructivism’ came to be linked with
an anti-representationalist theory of cognition and knowledge—for example, as
elaborated in the works of Glaserfed and von Foster, before flowing into the
autopoietic theory in biology (Maturana, Varela) and sociology (Luhmann).7 There
is no doubt that their approach is different to such theories. Nonetheless, calling it a
mislabeling is far from settling the issue, as it concerns a central ambiguity in the
theoretical framework built up by the two sociologists. This brings me to the main
point I wish to bring out.

It is my contention that, despite their philosophical assumptions, Berger and
Luckmann deviate in practice from their own radical constructivist claim about

reality when they come to investigate more sociological issues. To put it differently, I

105 See also Knorr-Cetina (1989, pp. 87—8) who claims that they privileged the “being made”
(Gemachtsein) of phenomena over their “being given” (Gegebensein).

106 Szanto has highlighted that this radical form of constructivism is at odds with the vast
majority of the phenomenological tradition (see Szanto and Moran, 2016a, p. 3; Szanto, 2020, p.
296).

107 See Luckmann’s statements in the interview with Dreher and Vera (2015, p. 34).
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maintain that their sociological substantial analysis is not really shaped by their
philosophical starting points—contrary to what they purport. In this sense, whereas
their overall framework avails itself to interpretation as a dissolution of reality into
narratives (and hence, an example of radical constructivism), their concrete analysis
of institutions (in Part II of their book) appears to be built upon a more moderate
constructivism and a different theoretical model. Understood in this latter sense,
constructivism amounts to a far less controversial thesis, which incidentally concerns
uniquely social reality.18

We must now explore somewhat more fully the differences between these two
meanings of construction. To do so, I will turn to Berger and Luckmann’s own self-
understanding. According to Luckmann, for example, the key problem of his research
with Berger was that of “the weight—and occasionally heavy weight—of tradition, of
history, of past constructions” (in Dreher and Vera, 2015, p. 32), that is, of “how a
reality arises out of human activities over several generations, and how it gains
something like an objectivity” (Luckmann, 2008, p. 33). In this sense, what is
constructed is the ‘objectivity’ of society. Thus, the word ‘construction’ is meant to
convey that such a ‘thing-like’ objectivity of social phenomena (i.e., Durkheim’s
choseité) is not conceivable as a natural fact, but only as produced by human beings
(see Berger in Vera, 2016, p. 24).

If understood in this sense, ‘construction’ amounts to something quite different:
it is not the capacity of knowledge to fabricate a sense of reality, but the fact that
certain types of human interactions, along with their interpretations, crystallize and
persist over time in institutions, thereby giving rise to that type of reality that we are
accustomed to calling social reality.

Thus, the difference between the two meanings of construction can be outlined as
follows. On the one hand, we have the problem as to how beliefs, myths, and even
scientific theories contribute to what is taken to be real by a subject. Therefore—to
draw on Berger and Luckmann’s own example—demons are real for rural Haitians,
but not for a middle-class New Yorker. Conversely, due to psychoanalytical theories,
unconscious drives and libido become part of reality for the latter, but not for the

former. In this sense, different social contexts, with their respective sets of beliefs

108 This position is often labeled ‘weak social constructivism’. See Sayer (2000, p. 62) and
Elder-Vass (2012).
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and styles of experience, yield different realities. Let us call this aspect the
‘philosophical claim.’

On the other hand, we are confronted with the question: How do the manners in
which we interpret our social conduct give rise to specific realities of a new kind? This
question is not related to just any reality, rather just to those realities that we
characterize as institutional, such as the institution of family or a certain division of
labor. This, I contend, is a distinct problem, and far from belonging to—let alone
requiring—sociology of knowledge (with its sharp claims about reality), it amounts
instead to a socio-ontological problem. More precisely, it concerns the relationship
between structure and agency that I am addressing in this Chapter.1°9 Let us call this
latter, instead, the ‘sociological claim.’

Now in this respect, one might raise the question: Does the thesis concerning
objectivation follow from the previous claim that reality is tantamount to
knowledge? Or better, is the latter necessary to state the former? The answer, I
contend, must be negative. Of course, one can still maintain that knowledge plays a
crucial role within the dialectics between human beings and institutions: the
objectivation of social interaction into institutions does indeed take place by means
of certain knowledge, just as knowledge (ideologies or myths, for example) is
paramount to legitimize certain institutions. Also, the persistence of an institution
over time is guaranteed by a certain segment of practical knowledge that is fixed by
rules, ways of behaving, expectations, and so on. This is certainly true. Yet, I suggest
that to make sense of this, not only it is unnecessary to rely on more rigorous
philosophical assumptions about reality, it is more of a hindrance than a help.

Quite paradoxically, the general philosophical assumption impedes the treatment
of any socio-ontological problem rather than enabling it, for it does not really allow
one to differentiate between those types of reality that require people to exist and
those types that do not, nor between two ways in which knowledge lies at the origin
of reality. To put it in a more phenomenologically sophisticated way, which concedes
less space to a naive realism: the conflation between the two levels impedes
differentiation between two ways in which realities are constitutively dependent on
subjectivity—which is crucial to the phenomenological notion of ‘constitution.” In
brief, the philosophical radical constructivist claim makes it impossible to make

sense of the ‘construction of social reality.’

109 A similar interpretation can be found in Lewis (2010).
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For this reason, I believe that the gap between the two issues eventually
jeopardizes the theoretical consistency of Berger and Luckmann’s account. Indeed,
the account of institutions that Berger and Luckmann propose works only on the
assumption that a certain type of reality is constructed in a different sense than all
other realities. It is not just any knowledge that contributes to the construction of
social reality; quite the contrary. As a matter of fact, Berger and Luckmann contend
that knowledge constitutes reality only when it is objectivated, that is, when certain
interpretations of social conduct are turned into institutions. Before this process of
objectivation, there is as such no social reality existing as an objective facticity; at
best it amounts only to spontaneous and fleeting interactions. However, this goes
against their initial philosophical claim, for it implies that only social reality is
constructed. Thus, ironically, as one comes to the central part of Berger and
Luckmann’s work, its very title turns out to be misleading; it should instead look
something like: ‘the construction of social reality.” To put it the other way around, it
turns out that society is constructed not because every reality is tantamount to its
corresponding knowledge, but because, in each specific case, ‘knowledge’ reaches the
status of reality by means of objectivation.

If this line of reasoning is sound, it means that the relationship between Berger
and Luckmann’s (alleged) phenomenological assumptions and their account of
institutions is more problematic than it might appear at first glance. As I have
highlighted, their use of phenomenology plays no special role in their substantive
sociological analysis; if anything, it has the effect of weakening it, rather than laying
the foundation for it. It is not without reason, then, that in the central part of their
work, the references to phenomenology largely give way to other conceptual
resources, coming chiefly from Durkheim, Simmel, and Marx.

If one of the aims of Berger and Luckmann was to merge different traditions of
thought into a new model, it must be admitted that they have not really succeeded in
this task. The overall impression is that the “various ingredients” of their book—as
they say—remain simply juxtaposed, without really hanging together. Interestingly
enough, Berger and Luckmann themselves came to acknowledge a certain ambiguity
in their model, albeit a different one. While they never put into question their
sociology-of-knowledge assumption, they admitted a discrepancy between the

phenomenological basis of their work and its sociological counterpart.



Chapter 3 155

Exemplifying this, some decades after the appearance of the book by himself and
Berger, Luckmann (2008) proposed a distinction between “constitution through the
ego” and “social construction” (p. 33). In doing so, he markedly distinguished the
phenomenological notion of ‘constitution’—which deals with the mere subjective
constitution of meanings in acts of consciousness—from the sociological concept of
‘construction’—which designates instead “the production of social structures by
means of interaction”—as aptly phrased by Knoblauch (2020, p. 46) in his

reconstruction of their their work. Luckmann depicts this distinction as follows:

“... reality is constituted in activities of consciousness that intentionally
grasp something outside of itself. A part of what is given to the individual
consciousness is a historical reality. However, this is given in a particular
way. Its origin points back to social action, to human constructions, which
are, however, in their turn grounded in activities of consciousness”
(Luckmann, 2008, p. 34)

One possible consequence that can be drawn from this statement is that the
Schutzian problem of social typification becomes mainly a matter of ‘constitution’,
with externalization and objectivation being moments in the process of
‘construction.’ This point has been particularly emphasized by Knoblauch, a former
member of Luckmann’s research group in Konstanz. In his recent book, The
Communicative Construction of Reality (2020 [2017])—in which he sets out to
provide an updated version of Berger and Luckmann's theory—Knoblauch makes the
important observation that “typifications [...] are not identical with social
constructions”, as they “are a (protosociological) prerequisite in subjective
consciousness” (ibid., p. 46).

This remark is significant for at least two reasons: first, it brings into view a central
ambiguity pervading Berger and Luckmann’s book from the 1960s, especially with
regard to the use of the concept of ‘construction,” and second, it makes clear the
distance of this model from the Schutzian account, implicitly highlighting the
limitations of the latter—in line with the criticisms I made in the previous chapter.
Importantly, keeping separate the process of typification from that of construction
implies that the Schutzian method is not what makes possible the conceptualization
of the construction of social reality, rather it serves only to clarify some basic and

preliminary concepts of social life.
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3.3. The Typifications and Objectivation

This brings me to introduce the second issue that I wanted to discuss here: the
relationship between Berger and Luckmann’s stress on the ‘objective’ nature of
society and their Schutzian lineage. As I have said, their notion of ‘construction’ is
closely related to the problem of structure and agency. Indeed, the underlying idea
of this notion is that through and within human interaction, an institutional world
arises, just like a product out of a craft activity. And, as a product, the institutional
world is an independent and autonomous reality vis-a-vis the subjects, being able to
shape further interactions. In social interaction, human beings ‘externalize
themselves’, that is, they “project” their “own meanings into reality” (Berger and
Luckmann, 1967, p. 122). Once externalized, such meanings become accessible and
comprehensible by other subjects. The products of this externalization then attain
“the character of objectivity.” This process is ‘objectivation’. As Berger and
Luckmann put it, “the institutional world” is objectivated human activity, and so is
every single institution” (ibid., p. 78).

Oddly enough, however, to examine this process of construction and objectivation,
Berger and Luckmann repeatedly draw upon the Schutzian concept of typification.
At several junctures of their analysis, they even seem to lean towards the view that
institutions and structures are to be identified with the typifications and habits
produced in the consciousness of agents. What follows are a few examples of this
problematic mix.

For instance, in Part II of their book, social life is depicted as consisting of
“typifications, which are progressively anonymous as they are removed from the
‘here and now’ of the face-to-face situation.” Within this context, social structures
appear to amount simply to “anonymous abstractions, which by their very nature can
never be available in face-to-face interaction.” This resembles closely Schutz’s
equation of structural factors with anonymization, which is questionable, as I
discussed above (Chapter 2, Section 2.1.3). But what is even more important is that,
by relying on Schutz’s repertoire, Berger and Luckmann end up introducing a flawed
conceptual element in their own account. Thus, as they continue their argument, this
assumption leads them to define “social structure” as “the sum total of these
typifications and of the recurrent patterns of interaction established by means of
them” (ibid., p. 48).
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Put in these terms, it might seem that they endorse an aggregative model for
studying society (notably social structures and institutions), more specifically, one
that views structures as simply the aggregate outcome of a great deal of individual
actions—thereby resembling an upwards conflation.° If this is the case, however, it
becomes senseless for social structures to gain autonomy and objectivity over the
intersubjective practices that give rise to them—which in reality is what they set out
to vindicate from the beginning. And, after all, what other reason might there be for
them to speak of ‘objectivation’?

Similarly, as they start illustrating the process of institutionalization that confers
‘objectivity’ to social reality, they give prominence to the interplay between the
habitualization and typifications of actions. In doing so, however, they vacillate
between two rather different ideas. One is that “institutionalization occurs whenever
there is a reciprocal typification of habitualized actions by types of actors” (p. 72;
italics mine), which seems to imply that institutions are made of nothing but these
typifications. The other is that typifications and habitualization “precede
institutionalization” but do not suffice to produce them, and as such, “the reciprocal
typification is not yet institutionalization”, even if the latter is “already present in
nucleo” in the former (p. 74). In other words, every situation of reciprocal typification
is in potentiality an institution but is not to be confused with one.

Now, the first option conveys a reduction of institutions to cognitive processes of
typifications, a reduction of a psychologistic sort—which, once again, stems directly
from Schutz. By contrast, the second implies that something more than typifications
is necessary for an institution to arise or be constructed. Indeed, when it comes to
explaining what the objectivity of social reality comes down to, Berger and Luckmann
do not seem to find it problematic to conceive of institutions “as possessing a reality
of their own” or as a “sheer force”, an authority that “confronts the individual[s] as
an external and coercive fact” (p. 76). In this sense, an institutional order differs from

[113

a situation of mere reciprocal typification in that the social world ““thickens’ and

bbb

‘hardens’ (p. 76) for the agents involved. Hence, the negotiability and malleability

inherent to intersubjective interaction stand in contrast to the rigidity of an

uo As seen in Chapter 2, Section 2.1, this is a central idea of Schutz’s theory. More generally,
depicting structures as the aggregate of the actions of individuals is typical of those approaches
that take structures to be mere abstractions, and hence epiphenomenal. This is the opposite of an
emergentist view, which ascribes ontological autonomy and causal power to structures. See
Porpora’s first concept of social structure (1989, pp. 196—7).
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institutional situation. Most importantly, Berger and Luckmann even claim that it is
“only at this point” that “it becomes possible to speak of a social world at all, in the
sense of a comprehensive and given reality confronting the individual in a manner
analogous to the reality of the natural world” (p. 77). It seems therefore that they
waver between ascribing a robust and autonomous reality to social phenomena and
relapsing into the psychologism of Schutz, as they remain tied to his conceptual
framework.

This prompts some crucial questions: how can Berger and Luckmann argue for
the objectivity of the social world while leaning so extensively on the Schutzian
model? How can social structures be thought of as typifications if they are
objectivations? Is the notion of ‘objectivity’ intended all along as a specification of
Schutz’s thesis that the social world consists of socially available interpretative
schemes?t Or is it rather supposed to add something new to the Schutzian
conceptual framework? And if so, what makes reciprocal typifications turn into ‘hard’
and ‘thick’ institutions?

To address these issues, it is useful to look at how they differentiate a situation of
mere interaction from an institutional one. If one follows Berger and Luckmann’s
argument, there appear to be two features that mark the transition from one to the
other (thereby bestowing social phenomena with ‘objectivity’): the historicity of a set
of typifications and their public character.

Concerning the former, the two sociologists stress that for an institution to arise,
a certain pattern of social interaction must “continu[e] in time” (p. 73). In this way,
a type of interaction “crystallize[s]” and is “experienced as existing over and beyond
the individuals who ‘happen to’ embody them at the moment.” They make this point
by depicting a fictitious transition from an interpersonal dyad to a triad2—just like
the Adam and Eve who create a social world out of nothing. As they argue, so long as
there are just two subjects interacting with each other over time, the reciprocal
typification is more of a play, always subject to change. But, when such typifications
are transmitted to new persons, and notably to new generations, “all this changes.”
At this point, typifications attain “objectivity”, becoming institutions. Accordingly, as
they write, “only with the appearance of a new generation can one properly speak of

a social world” (p. 79). The two situations are therefore different in kind, as shown

11 See above Chapter 2, Section 2.1.
u2 For the record, the authors give credit to Simmel for this idea.
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by the effects that a deviation from them produces in one case and the other:
deviating from an interpersonal routinization of activities yields surprise in the
Other, whereas deviating from institutions gives rise to sanctions, especially since
the process of institutionalization goes along with the creation of mechanisms of
social control.

The transition from a mere interpersonal routine to an institution can take place
because certain experiences become shared and intersubjectively available.
Interestingly, to explain this intricate aspect, they once again resort to
phenomenology. More particularly, they employ the notions of ‘sedimentation’ and
‘tradition’, which one can find in the works of Husserl and Schutz. In this sense,
institutions are thought of as analogous to experiences sedimented in individual
consciousness, or to contents stored by retention. Just like personal experiences
make up one’s biography, common experiences are sedimented in the common
biography of a collectivity, giving rise to a tradition. Similarly to individual
biography, this is made possible by material supports that make the experiences in
question transmittable. In the case of tradition, it is chiefly language which plays this
role, as it “becomes the depository of a large aggregate of collective sedimentations”
(p. 87).

Let us pause here and consider the following questions: Is the kind of objectivation
at stake in this process of sedimentation the same type of process mentioned before
when portraying the objectivation of human activity into institutions? Does not the
shared history of a group of people differ in kind from its structures and institutions?
Let us think for example of the collective memories that many European countries
keep of the tragic events of the Second World War. Many of these communities retain
such experiences in their collective biography as sedimented in books, monuments,
national anniversaries, street names, and even such volatile stuff as shared values
and ideals. Thus, shifting from the individual to the collective level, language and any
system of signs and symbols become a surrogate of individual consciousness, capable
of retaining experiences and events. This is what tradition is about.

Do objectivation and institutionalization, in the previous sense, designate the
same thing? I do not think so. The objectivation that takes place in transmitting
experiences relevant to a community, on the one hand, and the objectivation whereby
institutions are constructed, on the other, are indeed quite different processes.

Following the prehistorical flavor of Berger and Luckmann’s examples, one might
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point out that the institution of family is not created in the same way as a collective
memory of “being forced to fight a wild animal with bare hands” (ibid., p. 86). What
is at stake in the process of institutionalization is that sets of typifications among a
group of actors cease to be merely the contents of their mind, and become social
formations, stable sections of the scaffolding of a certain society—Gebilde, in the
Husserlian sense illustrated above. Therefore, the objectivation at play in
institutionalization is not of the same kind as the sedimentation that yields tradition,
that is, it is not simply the objectivation into a system of signs, which to be sure, is
something Schutz certainly contemplated. In the case of institutionalization, it is not
simply a matter of storing shared experiences, or experiences of ancestors relevant
to a community. What goes on in institutionalization is that a reality of a new kind
comes into being, specifically, a social reality. The process of sedimentation explains
not why ‘meanings’ (i.e. typifications) become ‘things’ (i.e. institutions) but how the
transmissibility of knowledge relevant to institutions is possible from generation to
generation. In other words, such transmitted and retained knowledge simply
“mediates the internalization within individual consciousness of the objectivated
structures of the social world” (ibid., p. 83) but does not produce the latter.

Ultimately, I argue that by lumping together the two notions, Berger and
Luckmann appear to lack a clear awareness of this difference. To the extent that they
emphasize the role of language for objectivation and the analogy with individual
memory, they unknowingly weaken their claims about the objectivity of the social
world.

Once more, this ambiguity also seems to me to stem from a failure to integrate the
several sources they deploy, or to put it differently, from an overconfidence about the
compatibility of the conceptual frameworks deriving from Schutz and Mead on the
one hand, and Durkheim, Marx and Simmel on the other. I mention these last three
names not by chance. In fact, as the authors declare in the footnotes, their idea of the
objectivity of social reality is obtained by combining “Simmel’s and Durkheim’s
conceptions”, while drawing upon Marx (and partly Hegel) to conceptualize the
transition from interaction to institutions, as they would have explored what they call
“the anthropological necessity of externalization” (ibid., p. 221).

However, despite what Berger and Luckmann implicitly convey, the theory of
objectivation that can be extrapolated from these latter authors cannot be translated

into the language of Schutzian phenomenology without troublesome consequences.
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As amatter of fact, those conceptual sources are relevant because they add something
new to a Schutzian framework, something that cannot be accounted for by resorting
simply to the notion of type. What they add is that, as long as interaction is ruled
simply by typifications, no social institution is established or constituted. Despite
being prepared and accompanied all the way by processes of typifications,
institutions go beyond them. What the notion of objectivation is driving at is that
institutions arise only when the meanings with which actors understand their actions
become social things—when types become structures. However, the ongoing shift
between the two models—one revolving around the notion of type, the other around
objectivation—makes it challenging (if not impossible) to elucidate this transition,
thereby threatening the overall objective of Berger and Luckmann’s project. By
mixing different ideas, Berger and Luckmann get stuck somewhere between a
psychologistic perspective like Schutz’s and one that does justice to the objectivity of
social reality.

If this reading is sound, then it appears clear that, in Berger and Luckmann’s
hands, the Schutzian model does not truly mark the progression to any new level, as
it were. Rather, it simply camouflages itself beneath the ‘foliage’ of the Durkheimian,
Simmelian, and Marxian ideas that surround it. Hence, the problem of the
relationship between agency and structure remains largely unaddressed from a

phenomenological standpoint.

3.4. Do Berger and Luckmann Endorse an Elisionist and Idealist

Position?

Before moving on to the conclusions of this discussion, I want to revisit an issue that
was left pending up to this point: What about Bhaskar and Archer’s accusation of
central conflation? Does our comparatively more thorough discussion of Berger and
Luckmann offer any element to reconsider it?

As previously discussed, central conflation is marked by three features: (i) a denial
of the distinction between the level of agency and that of structure, (ii) an
underemphasis on the temporal dimension, and (iii) the absence of any exploration
into the causal powers of structures. More particularly, Bhaskar took issue with the
importance given by Berger and Luckmann to the dialectical interplay between

people and society. Indeed, the two sociologists describe the three moments of
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externalization, objectivation, and internalization as constituting the “ongoing

dialectical process” of society. As they write:

“these moments are not to be thought of as occurring in a temporal
sequence. Rather society and each part of it are simultaneously
characterized by these three moments, so that any analysis in terms of
only one or two of them falls short. The same is true of the individual
member of society, who simultaneously externalizes his own being into
the social world and internalizes it as an objective reality. In other words,
to be in society is to participate in its dialectic.” (ibid., p. 149)

As can be observed here, it seems that they deny any temporal dimension to the
relationship between agency and structure. Nonetheless, such an impression is, in
my view, misleading. As is clear from the analysis in Part II of their book, they do not
intend to deny that objectivated institutions postdate and outlast interaction, nor
that such institutions—once created—can act back to the subjects. Thus, it seems to
me that their point in this passage is simply that each of these moments has to be
taken into account in order to make sense of society. When they say there is no
temporal sequence, they simply mean to deny that such a process can be imagined as
unfolding in three distinct stages: one in which there are no institutions and only
interaction, another in which institutions arise, and a final one in which subjects
internalize.

Besides this, Bhaskar, and especially Archer, might be right in their criticism from
another perspective. Berger and Luckmann seem to overlook the fact that even
though these three moments do not appear in a sequence when looking at society
overall, they must occur in a temporal sequence when considering each institution in
isolation. For example, if one wants to study the genesis of ‘family’ as an institution,
one could differentiate between a pre-institutional moment that prepares the rise of
this institution, and one in which the institution is well established and is internalized
by subjects. In practice, this is a point that Berger and Luckmann argue in their
concrete sociological analysis without explicitly declaring it when it comes to making
programmatic pronouncements. Therefore, at least on this point, it seems to me that
their model cannot be considered an elisionist theory. Berger and Luckmann do not
intend to depict the process of social construction as occurring ‘in the present tense’
(to put it in Archer’s terms). If anything, their model in three phases resembles a
similar form of emergentism as maintained by critical realists—as argued by Lewis

(2010).
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With this said, however, I believe that one of the explanations for detecting an
elisionist strategy in Berger and Luckmann’s theory lies precisely in the ambiguity
about objectivation. As I have shown, this ambiguity is caused not by the way they
present their theory, but by a major discrepancy at the core of their theory. For
example, at times they emphasize the autonomy of institutions and structures. At
others they claim that institutions cannot “exist empirically apart from [...] recurrent
realization” (1967, p. 93) by agents, as if they were “the unwritten libretto of a
drama.” More notably still, they also assert that objectivation does not confer to
institutions “an ontological status apart from the human activity that produced it”
(ibid., p. 78). In this respect, if the accusation of elisionism is intended to highlight
this ambiguity, it seems more justified. Such claims do convey that structure and
agency are not only in a mutual relationship, but inseparable, in other words, that no
real ontological separation between them exists. It seems therefore that structures
cannot exist autonomously from human actions. Yet again, it seems to me that the
issue with Berger and Luckmann lies in the inconsistency of their terminology and
conceptual sources, leading them to make contradictory statements.

More interesting than the accusation of elisionism, however, is another detail.
Berger and Luckmann’s theory warrants scrutiny concerning the issue of causality,
which reconnects to Porpora’s point about culture and material relations (see above
§ 2.2). Furthermore, this is partly related to the confused relationship between
agents’ practices and institutions. It might be noted that Berger and Luckmann
understand structures chiefly as sets of rules and codified actions. However, this is a
quite narrow understanding of what structures amount to, and incidentally, it
explains why they employ structures and institutions as near synonyms. As
highlighted by Layder, not only do Berger and Luckmann struggle “to see
organizations and institutions as different from people”, but they also put “too much
emphasis on the importance of knowledge and symbolic forms (idealism) and too
little on how material factors are related to, and have an effect on, these things”
(1994, p. 107). In this sense, it seems that the real issue with Berger and Luckmann’s
theory is that even though structures are acknowledged for their autonomy from
individual deeds, they are still taken to amount simply to rules, meanings, and
symbolic universes. This narrow understanding of structures leads to an overly weak
conception of society—weak not insofar as it is subjectivist (as in Schutz’s case), but

in the sense that it is idealistic or interpretative.
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Similarly to Giddens, Berger and Luckmann fail to acknowledge that besides
“shared universes of meaning”, acts and the social situations in which persons find
themselves are shaped by material structures or relations, but these have little to do
with the social distribution of knowledge within groups. In this respect, however,
Berger and Luckmann’s case is more deficient than Giddens’. As we have observed,
while Giddens lacks a robust theory of causal material aspects, he acknowledges the
significance of material resources and structural constraints. Meanwhile, nothing
similar seems to be found in Berger and Luckmann’s model, and their theory
therefore seems far more reductive on this matter, falling short of illuminating the
constraint that society exerts on people.

Neglecting materiality renders Berger and Luckmann’s model lacking and partly
flawed. As I will discuss in the next Chapter, however, this problem extends to some
degree across the entire phenomenological tradition, as it appears linked to a specific
interpretative or hermeneutical inclination of phenomenology regarding social
reality (see Chapter 4, Section 2.1). Therefore, a careful discussion of it is required,
in order to assess the potential integration of a robust concept of structure within

phenomenology.

4. Conclusions

Let me bring this discussion to a conclusion by recalling its main aims and findings,
and by setting the stage for that which is explored in the next Chapter.

The issue addressed in this Chapter was motivated by our discussion about
psychologism and phenomenology in Chapter 2. I warn against the perils of
psychological reductionism and indicate which direction phenomenology could take
to escape this trap. As I have pointed out, it is a requirement for phenomenology to
include more robust concepts in order to deal with social reality and broaden the
constitutive problematic accordingly. As I anticipate, doing so in no way implies
embracing an objectivist view of social reality, such as those proposed by
functionalists and structuralists. This chapter has intended to spell out this point by
emphasizing the experientiality of structure-related phenomena, and by exploring
how the agency-structure relationship has been articulated in sociological theories in
a way that is consistent with phenomenology. The overall thrust of this discussion

has been to provide phenomenology with a nuanced conception of structures, that is,
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one that instead of dismissing the intentional subject, features as an essential
building block a fine-grained conception of it that eschews the reduction to social
practices and habitus.

In my view, this option is best represented by the morphogenetic approach
proposed by critical realists such as Archer, Bhaskar, and Porpora. Their theory
effectively proves that it is essential to do justice to both subjectivistic and
objectivistic views of social reality, and to combine them into a coherent account.
Within this context, two main issues come to the fore: the first is the issue of central
conflation (Section 2.1), which has led me to contrast the morphogenetic model with
Bourdieu’s and Giddens’, and the second is the distinction between culture and
material social phenomena, regarding which I deem it paramount to illuminate the
issue of social structures (Section 2.2).

What is particularly relevant in the critical realist model is the insistence on the
intentionality and purposiveness of the social subject as having a pivotal role in a
strong theory of social reality. In this connection, critical realists have ventured to
defend a Cartesian view of the subject—a stance that is quite debatable, however. This
not only reveals a certain philosophical naiveté, but also suggests that their models
might benefit from a more suitable philosophical theory of the subject.
Phenomenology, I contend, is well-fitted for this task—an argument that I take up in
the next Chapter.

In my view, therefore, the interaction between phenomenology and
morphogenetic theory of the agency-structure relationship must unfold in two
directions. Morphogenetic theory provides phenomenology with a more robust and
sociological-informed theory of ‘structures’, proving that to speak of structural
phenomena it is necessary to avoid conflating the level of the subject with that of the
system, thereby affording guarantees to phenomenology about its legitimate role
within social theory. Additionally, phenomenology helps the morphogenetic model
to replace a simplistic view of the subject with one that is more sophisticated and
philosophically mature.

Interestingly, the need for this has been spotted by some scholars working within
the critical realist paradigm. For instance, Vandenberghe has advocated for the
inclusion in critical realism of “a stronger phenomenological grounding and also a
stronger integration with hermeneutics than Harré, Bhaskar or Archer, who are

steeped in the Anglo-Saxon philosophy of action and ordinary language, have offered
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so far” (2014, p. 6). The dialogue between phenomenology and critical realism can
therefore be very productive.

In its history, the most advanced endeavor to integrate phenomenology with a
robust theory of social reality has been undertaken by Berger and Luckmann, back
in the 1960s. Given their objective, a critical engagement with their work could not
be avoided. However, my critical examination has revealed that their account is
wanting in many respects and does not measure up to the standards of more recent
sociological theories. Berger and Luckmann’s theory often exhibits ambiguities and
does not manage to persuasively link the two levels—structure and agency—as it sets
out to do. To demonstrate this, I have highlighted three main problems in their
theory: (i) an oscillation between two meanings of the key idea of ‘social construction’
(which also sheds light on their understanding of phenomenology), (ii) a lack of
clarity about the ontological status of institutions and structures, and (iii) an
exclusion of materiality from social reality stemming from their interpretative
assumptions.

I deemed it crucial to engage in a fair and thorough discussion of Berger and
Luckmann’s model as it appears that their theory is still regarded today as a viable
option for phenomenology. My discussion has hopefully revealed that is not truly the
case. However, the points where Berger and Luckmann fall short remain the
desiderata for phenomenology. The tasks of the remaining part of this work are to
address these issues and outline a phenomenological theory along the lines of these

criticisms, and of the points made by critical realists.



CHAPTER 4
Motivation and Constitution
Towards a Phenomenology of Social Structures

This final chapter aims to advance our understanding of social structures and clarify
how phenomenology can deal with them. The discussion of Berger and Luckmann’s
shortcomings brought out two key points: the first is the importance of clarifying the
notion of constitution, and the second is the necessity to broaden our understanding
of the objective side of social reality beyond culture and institutions by including
materiality. In this chapter, I want to address both issues.

To do so, I will begin by elaborating upon the notion of ‘material structure’ as it is
developed within the critical realist framework (in the works of thinkers such as
Bhaskar, Archer, Porpora, Elder-Vass, and Sayer). This analysis will shed light upon
three main themes that help circumscribe this notion: the constraints, interests, and
unintended consequences of social action (Section 1.1). This will lead me to address
the issue of emergence—which is inherent to morphogenetic theory (Section 1.2)—
and outline how an (ontological) emergentist model can cooperate with a
(phenomenological) constitutive approach (Section 1.3).

In the remaining part of the chapter, I will return to phenomenology in light of
this discussion on ‘material structures,” and take two important steps toward a
renewal of a phenomenological account of social reality. Firstly, I will direct attention
to interpretivism as a theoretical model that overshadows the materiality of the
social world (Section 2.1), in order to show why phenomenology must not be equated
with such an approach. I will argue that while phenomenology shares important
methodological and conceptual elements with interpretivism (Section 2.2), it also has
the resources to vindicate the difference between cultural-institutional and social-
material phenomena. To show this, I will direct attention to Husserl’s theory of

motivation as the causal dimension of socio-historical reality (Section 2.3), thus
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allowing me to provide a characterization of material structures from a
phenomenological perspective, in terms of systems of possibilities and motivational
connections (Section 2.4).

In the concluding section, I will attempt to link to the problem of constitution the
findings about the nature of structures garnered in this and previous chapters. To do
so, I will first emphasize two aspects that gain relevance in this context: the first is
the importance of the horizon-consciousness in the constitutive process (Section 3.1),
and the second is the productive or creative nature of some constitutive operations
(Section 3.2). Both aspects are key to appreciating the constitution of the social
world, which—as I outline in Section 3.3—designates not only how the structures
shaping social reality are given through our agency and understanding, but also how

subjects contribute to their ongoing reactivation and transformation.

1. Defining Material Structures

During the investigation in previous Chapters of the various ways of linking structure
and agency, some key features of the concept of ‘social structure’ came to the fore. I
now wish to gather them together and provide an overview of this concept, by
focusing on some aspects that will help us to enhance our understanding of it with a
view to the ensuing phenomenological analysis (Sections 2 and 3).

It seems that social scientists have a hard time defining the notion of ‘structure.’
For instance, Sewell finds it “one of the most important and most elusive terms in
the vocabulary of current social science.” It appears extremely hard to pin down, even
though “social scientists find it impossible to do without.” He even goes as far as to
say that “structure is less a precise concept than a kind of founding or epistemic
metaphor of social scientific-and scientific-discourse”, one that “continues its
essential if somewhat mysterious work in the constitution of social scientific
knowledge despite theorists' definitional efforts” (1992, pp. 1—2). Back in the 1970s,
the sociologist Peter M. Blau deployed a similar strategy to approach the theoretical
multifariousness surrounding this concept. By introducing the collective volume
Approaches to the Study of Social Structure (1975a)—which was one of the first
overviews of this notion—Blau sought to come to grips with the heterogeneity of these
theories, and among other things, he directs attention to the different “mental

images” (1975b, p. 18) underlying different theories of structures, which—as he
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argues—are often more instructive regarding the richness of “connotations and
implications” (ibid., p. 10) than a single definition would be, thereby emphasizing the
metaphorical nature of this concept.

Now, the morphogenetic approach advocated by Archer and others—a certain
unfairness to other theories aside—has the merit of spelling out the features and
mechanisms of structures more effectively than competing theories. Moreover,
morphogenetic theory also casts light upon the distinction between different kinds
of structures, that is culture, on the one hand, and structural material relations, on
the other. Although often overlooked, this distinction is key to vindicating the
complexity of social reality, as I have highlighted.

The neatest definition of social structure is perhaps the one provided by Porpora.
As he conveys, social structures are best defined as “systems of human relationships
among social positions” (1989, p. 198). Subsequently, this definition has been slightly
modified, as follows: a social structure is ‘the totality of material relations among
social positions and social constructs like resources’ (see 2015, p. 98). In this latter
definition, the term ‘system’ gives way to ‘totality’, as the former is viewed as too
restrictive and not necessary. Additionally, social relations are characterized as
material—thereby making explicit the contrast with cultural ones. As I broached in
Chapter 3 (Section 2.2), materiality here means ontological objectivity, that is, the
capability of certain structures or systems of relations to affect agents independently
of what they know, understand, or perceive of them. Finally, and most importantly,
a third element is added besides the social positions (or roles) occupied by subjects,
which is resources (money, power, means of production, technologies, natural
resources, etc.). This shows that structural relations are not simply those among
given roles and categories of persons (employer/employee, owner/wage worker,
landlord/tenant, teacher/student, etc.), but also those between roles and objects, i.e.
non-human elements. Hence, structural relations such as competition, exploitation,
domination, or cooperation, while being structurally associated with roles, are also

based on different distribution and access to resources.'3

u3 Surprisingly, Porpora labels the latter with the misleading phrase ‘social construct’—which
is usually employed in social theory with a totally different meaning, associated more to social
categories and symbolic constructions, that is, with the idea that parts of social reality depend on
human agreement and ideological factors. Instead, I would opt for the more convincing term of
‘material parts’ proposed by Elder-Vass (2017), and refer more broadly to them in terms of
resources.
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1.1. Constraints, Interests, and Unintended Consequences

Having settled the key terms upon which the morphogenetic theory of structure is
based (materiality, roles, resources), I now want to show how they cohere into an
account of social dynamics and the interplay between structure and agency, as well
as what gains can be made from doing so. According to the morphogenetic theory,
the talk of structures revolves around three main aspects of social life, each
observable on the level of human agency: the constraints, the interests, and the

unintended consequences of social actions. Let us look at each of them separately.

‘Constraint’ is a term that I have resorted to often during this work. It represents
the key element to establish the reality, autonomy, and causality of structures in
relation to agents. The conditioning or constraining power of structures upon agency
is observable in those situations in which actors find themselves, and which far from
being of their own choosing are rather already there, shaped in a certain way. To
recall the key elements of Porpora’s definition, we act in a world where there is
already a certain arrangement of roles and a certain distribution of resources. Such
pre-existent factors influence us as they “predispose towards different courses of
action” (Archer, 1995, p. 184), that is to say, as they open up and make available
certain possibilities of action while closing off others. As Archer writes, structures
“condition what we project as possible, attainable and even desirable” (ibid., p. 200).
Subjects find themselves situated across the spectrum of social reality, that is,
occupying different positions along the several social axes of a certain society, such
as wealth disparities or the oppositions between urban and peripheral/rural location,
industrialized and underdeveloped countries, top-heavy and bottom-heavy
demographic distributions, etc. Incidentally, it can be observed that this is something
far more substantial than the generic appeal to an embeddedness or a background
against which social action takes place, as one often encounters in philosophical
analyses, including phenomenology.!4

In this sense, the constraining influence of structures shows itself chiefly as the
conditioning of the past, i.e. the social forms that have built themselves up over the
years through the activities of past generations. Similarly, Giddens speaks of the

“unintended conditions of action” (Giddens, 1984, p. 5). The reason why this side of

114 Quite illustrative of this tendency is Moran’s (2021) article.
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structures is material or objective should not be puzzling. In fact, people might know
little if anything about this structuring from previous situations, or can even
misconstrue it'5, but they are nonetheless limited or enabled by these situations.
That structures are effective independently of our knowledge, “without our
compliance, consent or complicity” (ibid., p. 200), means just this. The conditioning
of the structures upon individuals can go along with whatever understanding of it,
and even without an acknowledgment of it. But, by the same token, reflection and
acknowledgment of such objective conditions is anything but unnecessary. For
example, reflection is required for the rich to acknowledge their privileged position
and seize upon it, and for the poor not to blame themselves for their disadvantaged
conditions.

Does this imply that agents do not really act? That nothing is left for them to do,
and that they are rather maneuvered by structural situations? Of course not. By
shaping the circumstances of social action, what structures do is set the stage for the
actions, presenting the range of options available. But those who act are always the
individuals who elaborate their own projects. And, as a matter of fact, people starting
from similar conditions and circumstances can act in completely different and
unique ways.

Besides this, however, there is yet another sense in which one can understand the
conditioning effect of structures, which brings us to the second key aim of this

discussion: to show why the system needs people to work.

As we have seen, every agent always holds a certain position within the system of
roles and resources of a given society, a position that they might have inherited from
the past, achieved as a result of one’s efforts, or owe to external circumstances.
Insofar as people are necessarily situated, they are also always endowed with specific
vested interests, which are “part and parcel of the situations in which they find
themselves” (Archer, 1995, p. 203), and built into the roles they occupy—Porpora
writes similarly of “positional interests” (2015, p. 120). Therefore, such interests do
not belong to subjects’ states of mind, but are rather to be thought of as objectively
and systematically associated with specific social positions. Hence, if one changes

social position, one’s interests also change.

us A further issue is that it might be inherent to certain structures to lead agents to misconstrue
it. This is beyond the reach of this analysis, however.
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Importantly, we are confronted here with a different aspect of the conditioning
power of social structures. Not only do structures place each subject in a specific
position within the social ‘chessboard’, as it were, by shaping their circumstances,
they also do something else: they instill in agents an inclination to certain courses of
action, that is, to those actions that are objectively compliant with their situation. In
other words, structures motivate subjects to undertake certain actions and avoid
others. Once again, this does not mean that agents are doomed to act so, or that they
are not free to choose how to act. Rather, this simply implies that if agents do not
recognize their positional interests, they are likely to be affected negatively.

Here, an even greater role of intentionality (in the sense of purposiveness) and
reflection comes into view. As can be easily observed, whereas structures affect me
whether I am aware or not of it, they motivate me only as soon as I come to recognize
the interest associated with the position I hold. As a consequence, as soon as I
recognize them, I am driven to select those action patterns that safeguard and
improve my conditions. The objectivity of structures lies precisely in this interplay
between their impact upon us independently of our awareness, and their ability to
mold our behavior via our acknowledgment.

Moreover, since structures can never operate directly upon us, as a cue does on a
billiard ball, but in a mediated way via our ‘consent’, agents appear the ultimate
“efficient cause”—as Archer says (1995, p. 195). Now, as I have already touched upon
in Chapter 3 (Section 2.2), bringing into view this interplay between the influence of
the system upon subjects on the one hand, and subjects’ compliance on the other,
helps to solve—or better, dissolve—the problem of mysterious social forces, as well
as the dilemma of freedom versus determinism. It is neither the case that agents act
freely and can achieve any outcome regardless of their circumstances, nor that the
social system controls subjects without the latter being able to do anything
autonomous. In fact, the pressure of the system upon individuals does not abolish
will or purposiveness, just as the latter do not “free agents from involuntaristic
involvement in structures and their situational conditioning” (ibid., p. 202).

Key to this argument, therefore, is a specific concept of causality that allows us to
adequately explain how human agents can become part of a system—one that
radically differs from natural mechanistic causality. Such a concept is motivation—
which incidentally is what Husserl also advocates. I will substantiate this point later

in Section 2.3.
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Finally, we come to the third key feature of structures. Besides shaping the
situations in which actors are placed and motivating them to pursue specific
positional interests, structures are interwoven with human agency in a further way.
Structures are indeed affected by intentional, conscious (inter)actions. By acting,
agents pursue something; they have a goal in mind, towards which they are oriented
in their practical activities. Yet, as unfolding within a system, every intentional action
also entails unintended consequences or effects, which either reproduce an existing
system (morphostasis) or re-pattern and re-shape it (morphogenesis), in a way that
cannot be referred back to the intentions of anyone. These effects are hardly
predictable by the people involved in such processes (although not entirely
unpredictable, at least in principle).

Importantly, this brings into view the essential discrepancy between the viewpoint
of the agents and that of the system, or—in Archer’s terminology—between the ‘social’
and ‘agential’ level, on the one hand, and the ‘systemic’ and ‘societal’ level, on the

other. Bhaskar made this point quite clearly by employing a fitting example:

“People do not marry to reproduce the nuclear family or work to sustain
the capitalist economy. Yet it is nevertheless the unintended consequence
(and inexorable result) of, as it is also a necessary condition for, their
activity. Moreover, when social forms change, the explanation will not
normally lie in the desires of agents to change them that way, though as a
very important theoretical and political limit it may do so.” (Bhaskar,

1998, p. 38).

Thus, from one viewpoint, society appears as “everyone’s doing and no one’s”—to
put it in Giddens’ (1984, p. 10) terms."¢ Such unintended consequences then make
up the content of structures, namely systems of relationships and the resources that
sustain, strengthen or transform those relationships, in turn conditioning and
motivating the people within them. Such unintended consequences, at any rate, will
concern either social roles—e.g. when, during the 18t century, British landowners
converted their serfs into tenants, thereby creating the conditions for the emergence
of a proletariat and hence a capitalist society—or resources, as exemplified by any
great technological invention or an abundance or lack of natural resources—e.g. new

machines impairing the bargaining power of wage-workers, or access to a natural

u6 Perhaps echoing Hegel’s adage that objective spirit is “the universal work, which as a result
engenders itself through the doing of each and all as their unity and equality [das allgemeine
Werk, das sich durch das Tun Aller und Jeder als ihre Einheit und Gleichheit erzeugt]” (Hegel,
2018 [1807], p. 254)
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resource relevant for the technology production chain fostering the economic

strength of a country, and so on.17

Now, differentiating these three aspects is extremely illuminating, as it helps
overcome the obscurity and elusiveness surrounding the notion of ‘structure’, which
social theorists and philosophers often deplore. Having elaborated on these three
issues around which the notion of ‘structure’ revolves, we can also gain a better
understanding of the key tenets of morphogenetic theory. In Archer’s theory, indeed,
these three aspects are articulated in a very specific way. That is, the interplay
between people and structure is conceived as unfolding in relatively self-enclosed
cycles. Notably, every cycle can be broken up into three distinct moments: (a)
structural conditioning, (b) social interaction, and (c) structural elaboration. We
might also express these as (a) a pre-existent set of conditions within which actions
take place, (b) the actual interaction between agents based on both constraints and
the interests engendered by structural positioning, and finally (¢) the structural
outcomes that such interactions give rise to. Such outcomes, in that they postdate the
actions that bring them about, serve as starting points for subsequent cycles, thereby
constituting the (a’) structural conditions of a new cycle, on which (b’) further
interaction will take place, which will in turn lead to (¢’) structural outcome and so
on. Furthermore, such cycles can be morphogenetic or morphostatic, depending on
the effect they produce, i.e. change or reproduction. Put another way, depending on
the difference or similarity between situation (a) and (c), social interaction is
reproductive—if (c¢) is identical or similar to (a)—or elaborative and

transformative—if (c) is different to (a) (see Figure 1).

17 See Porpora (2013, pp. 29—31) for an interesting analysis of this point.
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Figure 1: Morphogenetic/static cycle (1) (from Archer, 1995, p. 158)

Pre-existing structures

Previous (prior-outcomes)
cycles «ee---- T! unintended consequences  ReproductionT*
(Structural conditioning) (Morphostasis)

T? Pgodu(:tion'I'3
(Social interaction) Subsequent
----ppp Cycles
Transformation T*
(Morphogenesis)

Key to this model is temporality—as I have already touched upon in Chapter 3.
Each of these moments must indeed be conceived as taking place at a different time:
(a) T, (b) T2, (c) T3, and (a”) T4 (i.e. T* of a subsequent cycle) (see Figure 2). From
this follows the claim of ‘analytical dualism’, which is placed by Archer at the center
of her theory, as it marks the difference between morphogenetic theory and all
central-conflationary models (such as Giddens’). Instead of a generic interplay,
morphogenetic theory claims that system (structures) and interaction (agency),
though interwoven with each other, are phased over alternating spans of time, and
this means that they can be analyzed separately.:8 Thus, structures are certainly both
the medium and the outcome of interaction. However, without pinning down when
structures are medium and when they are outcomes, appealing to the ‘mutual

constitution’ of structure and agency becomes both vague and misleading.9

Figure 2: Morphogenetic/static cycle (2) (from Archer, 1995, p. 158)

Structural conditioning
Tl

Socio-cultural interaction
T? T?
Structural elaboration (morphogenesis)

Structural reproduction (morphostasis) T*

u8 On this issue, Archer acknowledges her debt to the work of David Lockwood (1964), see
Archer pp. 67-9.

19 In this sense, ‘analytical dualism’ is conceived as the direct opposite of Giddens’ duality of
structure. See above Chapter 3, Section 2.1.
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1.2. Emergence

Before moving on to consider the relationship between cultural and structural
elements in society (Section 2), I wish to go into greater detail on how structural
results are produced. As we have seen (Chapter 3, Section 2), critical realists’
arguments against reductionist views are based upon the claim that structures are
activity-dependent on people (contra downwards conflation), not in the present (as
in upwards conflation), but in the past tense. In this way, their separation can be
vindicated. In addition to this, they also defend an emergentist view of structures.:20
This serves to make sense of the autonomy and reality of structures over people.
Indeed, by definition, that which emerges out of something else exhibits properties
that its constituent parts do not possess. Importantly, such properties include, in the
case of structures, causal powers—which as we have seen, amount to the ability to
motivate subjects. Now, the appeal to emergence is key in critical realist accounts.
Bhaskar and Archer constantly speak of ‘emergent powers’ and ‘structural emergent
properties’ in reference to the single structures making up society; Porpora similarly
speaks of ‘emergently material relations.’

However, at this point a question might arise: out of what, precisely, do such
properties and relations emerge? In Archer’s and other critical realists’
presentations, the claim of activity dependence in the past often seems to overlap
with the claim of emergence. Archer, for example, speaks of the emergence over time
of the structural stratum from the agential one (see Archer 1995, p. 14), thereby
conveying the idea that somehow the higher, emergent level (i.e. structures) exists
when its constituents at the lower level (i.e. past interactions) no longer exist—a
puzzling and questionable thesis, in my view.

By contrast, I want to suggest here an alternative and more reasonable reading of
this delicate point. In my view, the two claims (i.e. emergence and activity
dependence) must not be confounded, if one is to avoid jeopardizing the whole
account that these authors provide. What the thesis of emergence over time is all
about is not that structures are emergent from past interaction—which is
impossible, given that structures post-date the actions on which they depend. Rather,

structures emerge concomitantly from the outcomes of past interactions, and hence,

120 More generally, they advocate an emergentist conception for agency as well. But I will not
discuss this issue here.
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they can be said to be dependent (diachronically) on past interactions, specifically,
dependent in a mediated manner through the outcomes and reconfigurations of the
roles and resources that agents yield.'2* Let me provide a few more details on this, to
substantiate my thesis.

Insofar as structures are systems, they must be viewed as sets of internal relations
between parts—that is, not merely external and aggregative relations, as in the case
of heaps.’22 As we have seen, these parts are social positions (or roles) and resources.
Now, it is the specific way in which such parts are organized and related to each other
that makes structures emerge, along with new properties that are not owned by the
parts in isolation. And such emergent properties are what empower or constrain the
people who happen to occupy a certain role, or who have (greater or lesser) access to
resources. As Andrew Sayer writes: “what it is to be a tutor cannot be explained at
the level of individuals but only in terms of their relation to students, and vice versa.
The powers which they can draw upon depend partly on their relations to one
another, and to relevant parts of the context, such as educational institutions” (2000,
p- 13). In this sense, as stressed by Elder-Vass (2010, pp. 80—3), each structure must
be thought of as a whole.23

Here, I do not intend to elaborate upon the complexities connected to the notion
of ‘emergence’, nor shall I seek to prove the legitimacy of employing such a model to
conceptualize social systems and structures.24 Although it does represent a central
socio-ontological problem, and therefore deserves careful attention, this would go far
beyond the aims set out in this study. Here, instead, I simply wish to highlight the
implications that this view has for our understanding of how human activity is
connected to structures.

Now, since structures are emergent entities, this means that they can transform
only when changes in their constituent parts occur. Importantly, such changes are

precisely what social interaction can bring about, intentionally or (most commonly)

121 Sawyer’s critique of Archer’s emergentism is based on a similar point (see 2005, pp. 82—4).

22 Qn internal/external relations see Sayer (1992, chap. 4). Of course, this in no way implies
that social reality includes only structural relations between parts. On the contrary, contingent,
accidental relations (which may even have a great impact) are part and parcel of human reality—
as common experience teaches us.

123 Incidentally, let me point out how closely this characterization of social structure maps onto
to Husserl’s concept of ‘formation’ (Gebilde), analyzed in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.2).

124 Needless to say, I am very much inclined to think it is fully legitimate. I refer the reader to
Elder-Vass (2010, chap. 2, 2014).
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unintentionally. As we have seen, interaction is the source of elaboration, which is
the last step of a morphogenetic cycle. What is crucial to observe, however, is that
agents never act on the level of the structures, that is, they never deal directly with
them as wholes, nor can they handle and mold them. Rather, individuals and groups
always operate on the agential level, embroiled within structural conditions—and
never squarely at the level of the system. In this sense, as both Bhaskar and Giddens
stress, they do not produce structures.

However, this does not mean that individuals cannot produce systemic effects—
they can indeed transform structure. Nor does it mean that they cannot consciously
act with a view to the systemic effect that they can produce—which, incidentally, is
what any agent with collective responsibilities—e.g. corporate executives or
politicians—do (or, at least, are supposed to do). This ‘with a view to’ is paramount,
and I will elaborate on this later (Section 3.3). It means that agents can act by seeking
to intervene and modify those aspects of reality that are likely to yield systemic and
structural effects. Such transformations are however hardly predictable, for other
unexpected and unintended variables can get in the way, nullifying or affecting the
predicted structural effect of one’s actions, but also because the intentionally-
produced change can bring about an unanticipated emergent effect, and so on.

Despite these inherent limitations, what is important to emphasize here is that
agents are one of the main sources of transformation of social structures, and hence
of a social system. By bringing about modifications that affect roles and resources,
interaction re-patterns the relations between the parts of the system, which

ultimately leads to new emergent phenomena.

1.3. From Morphogenetic Theory to Phenomenology

Now, let me conclude this discussion about emergence and social elaboration, by
spotlighting its connection with the phenomenological objectives of this work. The
reason for which I place so much stress on the interplay of interaction-outcome-
emergence is that I think it has a great relevance to phenomenology. Social
elaboration is, in my view, the exact point where phenomenology can have a say.
Notably, I am convinced that a constitutive analysis can contribute a great deal to
illuminating both the nature of social agency and the mechanisms underlying the

reconfiguration of the system, providing nuanced philosophical insights. Social
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elaboration is best understood in terms of the constitutive accomplishments of
subjects, which—as phenomenology can demonstrate—exhibit the power to remold
our world and open up new horizons within it. It follows that the emergence of social
structures, while not the result of a constitutive process (nor of a social construction
a la Berger and Luckmann), is nonetheless dependent and based upon the
constitutive accomplishments of subjects and communities, and as such, a social
world is constantly reproduced and reshaped in its constituent parts.

Thus, ultimately, I propose that a phenomenological theory of constitution and an
ontological emergentist model must combine to yield a theoretical paradigm that
can portray the dynamics of social reality, by differentiating the levels of agency and
structure in order to precisely determine the bearing of human interaction on the
system, and how structures can arise. This new model could replace alternative
models often resorted to by phenomenologists and social thinkers that are either
reductive (as in Schutz’s case), or based on obscure concepts like ‘impersonal
institution’ (Merleau-Ponty, Castoriadis, Benoist), ‘construction’, ‘objectivation’, or
‘crystallization’ (Berger and Luckmann).

In this sense, an emergentist explanation is not the competitor, as it were, of a
constitutive analysis for understanding society, but rather an aspect that
phenomenology cannot forswear if it wants to do justice to the objectivity of social
reality. To put it differently, a theory of emergence does not make constitution useless
as a descriptive concept, just as constitution cannot replace an ontological analysis
of the emergence of social structures for the simple reason that constitution and
emergence account for two different aspects of social dynamics—or, in Archer’s
terms, of the morphogenetic cycle. In this sense, phenomenology and contemporary
social theories, such as morphogenetic theory, must be seen as standing in a
relationship of mutual assistance and collaboration—which after all is what
phenomenology must do if it is to be an ongoing scientific enterprise and not merely

a theoretical relic.

2. Culture, Materiality, and the Issue of Interpretivism

Our discussion thus far has shown that the objectivity and materiality of social
structures depend on two key abilities: conditioning and affecting individual

subjects, and inculcating them with motives corresponding to their positional
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interests. What is even more important is that in both cases, subjects may not have
a clear understanding of what constrains and motivates them, or they may even
misconstrue it. Thus, structures work even when agents do not grasp the logic behind
them and do not have an awareness of how they are affected by them. This is
something that a robust concept of social structure cannot do without.

However, subjects are not only embroiled in a web of material, positional
interests. They also have ideas, values, worldviews, and so on. For instance, Weber—
in his methodological writing on The “objectivity” of knowledge in social science and
social policy (1904)—observes that in the modern world, conflicts are not only those
“between class interests [...] but also between world views” (2012, p. 104).
Furthermore, the human social world is made up not only of structural relations but
also of meanings, concepts that endow pre-existing realities with a new ontological
dimension, one that marks such realities as specifically human as opposed to purely
natural facts. To put it differently, subjects do not live only in a structural world, but
also in a world of culture and institutional facts.

In this section, I want to discuss some issues related to the cultural-institutional
dimension of social reality, in order to show the importance of differentiating
between cultural and structural levels. Thus, I will elaborate on some points relevant

to this that were already mentioned in Chapter 3.

2.1. The Shortcomings of Interpretivism

In the previous chapter, I recalled Porpora’s critical remarks on Giddens’ theory. As
we have seen, Porpora takes it to be too idealistic, since Giddens would marginalize
material elements. Furthermore, I pointed out that an analogous argument can be
applied (and fits better, indeed) to Berger and Luckmann’s model. Unlike Giddens,
the latter seem to neglect materiality altogether, as they restrict the notion of
‘structure’ to systems of normes, rules, and socially established meanings (e.g. values,
codified actions, myths, stereotypes, ideologies, etc.), thereby equating ‘structures’
with ‘institutions.” If so understood, however, ‘institutions’ are not to be counted
among structures in the sense identified thus far, belonging rather to the sphere of

‘culture.’s25 In fact, as I have shown, social structures are neither rules nor codified

125 See Lopez and Scott’s (2000) parallel distinction between institutional structures and
relational structures, where the former are portrayed precisely as “cultural or normative patterns
that define the expectations that agents hold about each other’s behavior and that organize their
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behaviors. Interestingly, those who contrastingly place stress on codified behaviors
(such as Giddens, and Berger and Luckmann), then rule out that one’s behavior could
be determined by structures without one’s acknowledgment—which is rather what
objectivity and materiality amount to. Accepting a materialist claim of this sort would
illegitimately bring within human sciences a notion of causality that, while inhering
to natural sciences, is a difficult fit for the socio-historical world. Naturally, along
with the notion of cause, the possibility of law-like explanations of human
phenomena is also ruled out.

An approach of this sort is usually referred to as interpretivist or hermeneutical.
Representatives of this paradigm are the Weberian verstehende Soziologie (in
English, comprehensive or interpretive sociology), the symbolic interactionist
tradition, and more broadly anti-positivist approaches that arose within the German
debates about human sciences at the beginning of the 20t century (chiefly neo-
Kantians and Dilthey). The presence of interpretivism within human sciences goes
far beyond these traditions, including all ethnographic methods, Habermas, Geertz,
and Peter Winch’s so-called Wittgensteinian theory.

From a methodological viewpoint, interpretivism implies a strongly anti-
positivistic view of human sciences that emphasizes the difference in their methods
from those of natural sciences. Instead of detecting laws, it is argued, human sciences
such as anthropology and sociology must formulate descriptions and interpretations
of their phenomena, roughly as an exegete does with a text. Berger and Luckmann’s
fear of reification is an expression of this attitude, that is, of a worry about
introducing a form of determinism to the study of social reality.

From an ontological point of view, interpretivism emphasizes the meaningful,
rule-governed, and concept-dependent nature of social phenomena. As such, this
view cuts across the distinction between, on the one hand, individualistic,
psychologistic and agency-centered approaches, and on the other, more stratified
ontologies about social reality, such as Weber’s, Berger and Luckmann’s, and
Giddens’, which admit and give prominence to such non-agential entities as
institutions, organizations and any set of rules and norms that pre-defines social

conduct.’2¢ In these two schools of thought, interpretation is directed, respectively,

enduring relations with each other” (p. 3). See also Fleetwood’s (2008) distinction between
institutions and structures.

126 Fay (2016, p. 30) detects “two broad categories” of interpretivist thought: “the intentionalist
and the holist”—a distinction that maps onto ours. As he explains, “intentionalists typically



182 Part II

at subjects’ mental contents and their overt expressions (e.g. utterances, gestures,
movements), and at socially established complexes of meanings (by way of
illustration, recall Giddens’s analysis of language as a set of rules and resources). At
this point I will leave the former aside, directing attention to the latter.

Now, critical realists view interpretivism not as altogether wrong, but as too
restrictive and one-sided. Where systems of meanings (such as schemas and rules)
are key constituents of our social reality, they are only a part of it. Accordingly, not
every social phenomenon can be accounted for by resorting to a subjective dealing
with meanings (however objectified or socially established they might be). For this
reason, critical realists suggest a middle way between the extremes of positivism and
interpretivism. While they reject a deterministic conception of social reality, they also
take issue with an exclusive focus on the cultural-meaningful dimension of social
reality and the acceptance of understanding and interpretation as the hallmark of
subjects’ experience. Besides meaningful entities, there are indeed material
structures, which are experienced neither as meaning-content to grasp, nor as rules
to follow.

Once again, it is quite instructive to look at a few points Porpora makes on the
relationship between material structures and culture. If one recalls his definition of
social structure, one notices that any appeal to rule-following behaviors is absent. If
understood as material systems of relationships, structures are not established by
rules that agents follow (by constitutive rules, in Searle’s terminology). Naturally, in
practice, structural phenomena are mostly interwoven with rules. For example, a
boss-employer relationship is primarily set by the rules written down in the contract,
which endow subjects with certain capabilities, rights, and duties. However, crucial
aspects of social life are not prescribed by rules or cultural schema, as they depend
instead on the structural positions of agents; as Porpora observes, “the rules don’t
usually tell the subordinate that he or she has to endure the angry outbursts of the
boss or always stay at work long after quitting time just as the boss does. It is the
subordinate’s recognition of the causal powers inherent in the position of the boss
that makes him or her act that way” (1989, p. 208).

Interestingly, the relationship between structural relations and rules can vary.

Rules and institutionalization can serve to ratify, as it were, a pre-existing structural

interpret meaning to be a function of the intentions of individual meaning-makers, whereas
holists characteristically interpret meaning in terms of social rules and practices.”
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relationship, but they can also mask or disguise it. This type of functioning is often
labeled as ideological. For example—as highlighted by Marx in his Capital—the legal
contract between the capitalist and the wage worker conceals the reality of their
uneven relationship (in terms of situation and power), having the deceptive
appearance of an agreement between free equals.

However, rules and norms do not always surface as a cover for structural
relationships, as they can also stand in quite a different relation with material
structures. For example, Porpora points out that material structures do not always
precede norms and rules, as suggested by Marx. Instead, certain material relations
emerge from constitutive rules, as exemplified by the case of the chess game. In this
case, rules come before structures and make them possible. For a player to play chess,
what is required is simply the knowledge of the rules and the game’s goal. This means
that players’ behavior is through and through rule-following. And yet, there are many
things that the constitutive rules of chess do not establish, but which nonetheless are
relevant (perhaps, the most relevant) to the game and inhere objectively to it. For
example, the chess rulebook nowhere states the strategic importance of the board’s
center, and for good reason. Players’ desire to control the center does not derive from
the rules of the game, but from “an objective, relational, opportunity structure that
the involved actors can ignore only at their own cost” (Porpora, 2015, p. 120); a
structure that emerges from the rules, as a sort of a byproduct of them. Players’
behavior is therefore to be explained not only as rule-following, but also as motivated
by the interests built into their positions—as I have explored in the previous section.
To put it differently, while breaking a rule of the game is not allowed, playing without
acknowledging the strategic importance of the center is perfectly legitimate. Without
knowing the rules you cannot, properly speaking, play at all—for if you do it is very
likely that your opponent will realize sooner or later that you do not really know how
to move the pieces, and consequently will decide not to play anymore. By contrast,
without acknowledging the objective relations, you can play, but you are likely to lose
if playing a more experienced opponent. Furthermore, while the rules of chess cannot
produce any effect on me unless I understand their meaning—I cannot be motivated
to move the knight in an L, if I do not understand the rule—the structural emergent
properties ensuing from them can, in the sense that I will be affected by the
consequences of my actions e.g., if I play e4 as an opening move, instead of h4, this

will put me in a good position to control the center, thereby enhancing my chances
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to threaten the opponent—whether I know it or not. The same occurs if I come to
develop a solid pawn structure instead of having disconnected and isolated pawns,
and so on. Rules do not require the player to know such things, but once players have
come to realize their strategic importance, they start being motivated by these
factors.

Of course, no social phenomenon is as crystal-clear and mathematically
predictable as the chess game. Nonetheless, this parallel is quite instructive as it
brings into view that, once certain rules are established, a set of structural
relationships can emerge. As a further example, let us consider again the relationship
between employers and employees. In this situation, certain explicit rules state the
hiring criteria, the skills and tasks required, the rights and duties of the parties
involved, and so forth. What the rules do not establish, however, are things like the
structure of competition that arises when job seekers outnumber job positions
available, and which dissipates when the reverse is true, or the tendency of the actual
employees to be more compliant when the unemployment rate is high. Such things
are not rules in themselves but are structural relations brought about by a set of rules.

As we have seen, the interplay between structural motivation and agents’
compliance makes it totally legitimate to speak of social forces within social reality,
and even to make hypothetical predictions about the course of events, thereby
complementing mere descriptions with explanations.'2” Therein lies a further point
of contention between critical realism and interpretivism. Importantly, however,
such a methodological move, far from making critical realists relapse into a positivist
and deterministic view, enables them to do justice to the peculiar causal dimension
of social reality. Rather than being the necessary and invariant connection of events
that can be expressed in universal laws, causality in social reality has to do with the
concomitant exercise of the powers and liabilities of objects in their relations—
powers that derive from the internal composition that each thing has (see Sayer,
1992, pp. 70—8). As we have seen before, social events mostly result from the
combination of the power of a certain structure to motivate one’s behavior and the

power of agents to act accordingly.

127 Porpora (1989, p. 199) mentions as a case in point Marx’s analysis of the tendency of
industrial capitalism to shift from a competitive to a monopolistic phase, which he derives from
the internal structure of capitalism and its competition regime.
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Playing a crucial role in this view of causality—often termed the “powers view of
causality”—is the notion of motivation. Most of the mechanisms underlying a social
structure are not purposive ones, yet their influence upon subjects is not mechanical
but motivational: one is driven by one’s position to act in a certain way. Now, this
emphasis on causality as motivation takes critical realists extremely close to the
interpretivist tradition, at least from a methodological viewpoint. In my view,
however, what distinguishes them is once more a broader and richer ontological
conception of human reality. Critical realists are not at variance with the claim that
people can only be affected in a motivational manner. However, they differ from
interpretivists in the way they understand what is able to motivate them and how
such motivations can lead to structural, systemic effects.

In this respect, it is noteworthy that Porpora complains that “motivation largely
disappears” (2015, p. 119) in the accounts of social structures of interpretivist bent,
such as Giddens’ or Berger and Luckmann’s. Such a statement might sound puzzling:
How can motivation disappear if it is a key, even constitutive, notion of this
paradigm? The reason is that while motivation is at the center of the stage, it seems
to be deployed simply to make sense of the unique, particular reasons behind one’s
behavior—thinking, feeling, etc. However, when it comes to exploring more macro-
institutional aspects and structures (understood chiefly as rules and schema), actors’
behavior appears to derive not from their unique inventiveness so much as from
internalized routines and habitualization. In this reading, people’s engagement with
structures comes down to standardized behaviors. Quite paradoxically, therefore,
thinkers sympathetic to interpretivism end up relegating motivation to ideographic,
particularistic description, instead of seizing upon its potential to explain agents’
connection to structures, which is, contrastingly, what critical realists seek to do.
Agents act in compliance with a structure not out of habit, nor thanks to a socially
shared stock of knowledge. As we have seen, compliance is rather a motivated
response to their social positioning—which of course is not to say that habits and
routines never show up and cannot play any role, just that at the origin there is always
an agent and its structural position.

Let me conclude this by summarizing the three main points that mark
interpretivism: (1) a characterization of the social, human reality exclusively in terms
of meaningful entities (be it their norms, rules, symbols, or schema)—in a word, in

terms of culture—which therefore excludes the existence of material structural
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phenomena, (2) the impossibility of social entities having any effect on the world if
they are not understood and acknowledged by human agents, and (3) a rejection of
causality and explanation from the realm of the human world, in favor of a
relationship between human beings and the social world based on interpretative
understanding (Verstehen), which can only be described, and not explained.

In contrast to this, the perspective drawn out by critical realists—which shapes the
morphogenetic account—seeks to counter all these points. Firstly, they contend that
besides cultural systems, there are also structures (ad 1). Secondly, they point out
that while structures cannot motivate individuals that do not acknowledge them, the
same individuals can be affected without acknowledging or understanding said
structures, since the circumstances in which they act and the consequences that their
actions produce are linked through and through with a system of structural
relationships (ad 2). Finally, critical realists argue that human behavior can be
explained as determined by its positioning within structural conditions (ad 3).

Therefore, there is no mysterious impersonal force governing social reality, only a
set of internal relations between social roles and resources, on the one hand, and
people’s tendency to be compliant with them, on the other. And while this excludes
necessity and universality altogether, it admits the possibility of explaining things in
causal terms. In such a way, human understanding and motivation are not ruled out
as inessential or negligible features of social systems (as in functionalist and
structuralist theories), but are placed in a wider context of structural conditions.

In the following section, I want to explore phenomenology’s viewpoint on these
issues in order to nail down the extent of its bond with the interpretivist paradigm,
and bring into view the conceptual resources of phenomenology to address such

problems.

2.2. Interpretation and Ideal Meanings

Is phenomenology committed to an interpretivist paradigm? Can phenomenology
accommodate the points made by critical realists, or are they at variance with the
phenomenological tenets? Nowadays it is quite customary to align phenomenology
with hermeneutics and philosophies of culture (see Luft, 2011, chap. 12; Geniusas
and Fairfield, 2018; Hart, 2018; and Moran, 2018). As a matter of fact, Husserl
developed a complex theory of culture and entered the debate about the human

sciences, engaging thoroughly with the positions of both neo-Kantians and life
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philosophers, such as Rickert, Dilthey, and Simmel (see Staiti, 2014; Breyer, 2017;
Antonucci, Breyer and Cavallaro, 2022). Husserl develops a position that, while
differing from all of the aforementioned, shares with them the same anti-positivistic
attitude. For Husserl, there is a radical difference between natural, mathematized
sciences, and spiritual, human ones, as well as between their corresponding modes
of experience. This is reflected in the famous Husserlian critique of objectivism in
Crisis, and his thesis of the primacy of the life world. Furthermore, Husserl places
much emphasis on the meaningful nature of spiritual entities, coming to similar
conclusions about the subject’s acknowledgment as a necessary condition for having
experience in the spiritual world. To approach the issue of the relationship between
phenomenology and interpretivism, let us start by examining this latter point.

In nature, Husserl writes, “things have a causal essence, in an absolute manner,
whether I have experience of it or not. They exist with their determination without
me” (Hua 4, p. 353). By contrast, in the spiritual world, things “do not determine
(motivate) the spirit, as long as they are not objects of consciousness (bewufit sind).”
Thus, continues Husserl, “a tool only determines the one who has understood it as
such, as a tool”, that is to say, if one does not understand what a hammer is designed
for, what its practical function is, the hammer does not appear to the subject; it does
not stand in relationship with him or her for what it is, but simply as a natural object
with physical properties. A similar example—much more questionable (to say the
very least)—is that “for the Chinese, a symphony by Beethoven is not there and
therefore does not determine them” (Hua 4, p. 348). Now, while the great popularity
of classical music in China today disproves Husserl’s prejudice, what remains valid
is the general theoretical point that Husserl makes here: spiritual things do not
determine persons in the same manner as natural, physical things do with each other,

including our body. As he contends:

“What I do not ‘know’, what does not stand over against me in my lived
experiences, in my representing, thinking, and acting, as the represented,
perceived, remembered, thought, etc., does not ‘determine’ [bestimmt]
me as a spirit. And what is not intentionally included in my lived
experiences, be it even unnoticed or implicit, does not motivate me, not
even unconsciously” (Hua 4, p. 231; trans. modified).

Something must enter my consciousness, must pass through it, as it were, to be
capable of motivating me. As Husserl writes, the experience of spiritual entities takes

“the basic form of an interpretation [Interpretation]” (Hua 9, p. 115), and it unfolds
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through “acts of understanding” or “comprehensive acts” [nachverstehende Akte]”
(Hua 37, p. 308). For example, “the arrow is sensuously seen” as a physical object,
but “at the same time, as we say, [it is] understood in its final sense as an arrow” (Hua
9, p. 115).

The German term ‘nachverstehen’ employed by Husserl in this context is not
without significance. By using the prefix nach-, Husserl seeks to capture that the acts
of understanding or interpretation always come after a spiritual activity, following
the traces, as it were, of a subjectivity that “bestows meaning” on things. Thus, what
such acts understand is the result of someone else’s activity, for example, a practical
or poietic one. As Husserl writes, the “objectivity” of such things as “books, artworks,
buildings” is nothing “without the creative subjectivity and the subjectivity that is
later capable of comprehensive acts” (Hua 37, p. 308). In other words,
nachverstehen entails understanding what others’ spiritual activities have impressed
into reality, into the objects they have produced, the actions they have performed,
the words they have said, and so forth.128

Interestingly, among the factors that can motivate the subject, Husserl also
mentions things that are extant in one’s consciousness in a non-conscious way. What
can motivate me must be included in my consciousness but can also be “unnoticed
or implicit” (Hua 4, p. 231). Along the same lines, Husserl acknowledges that the
sphere of the overt motivations investigated by the human scientist stands out
against “a background of passive motivations and constitutions, that makes it so that
the intelligibility of the human sciences always retains sides of incomprehensibility”
(Hua 4, p. 355). Therefore, Husserl’s criteria for spiritual motivation are broader than
just explicit, self-conscious ‘acknowledgment’, as it seems to him that a passive
presence in consciousness can also suffice to motivate (see Magri, 2018).129

Now, one of the reasons why Husserl upholds this view about interpretation and
understanding is that a large part of subjects’ experience in a spiritual world consists

of an engagement with objectified meanings deriving from human activities. For

128 Tnterestingly, Husserl also applies this scheme to evaluating acts. The ‘beauty’ embodied by
an artwork result from evaluative functions (“Wertensfunktionen”) of its creator. Thus, when I
enjoy it, I carry out a re-evaluating act, a “Nachwerten” (Hua 37, p. 293).

120 As a brief aside, I believe that the implications of this point are far-reaching, even though
Husserl does not seem to have grasped them all. Interesting problems about unconscious
motivations in the cultural and social sphere are uncovered by this, motivations that can arise not
only from physical nature but also, and most importantly, from the socio-historical, second
nature of human beings.
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Husserl, indeed, spiritual reality can be broken down into two main categories: on
the one hand, the spirit, along with personal subjects (both individual and collective),
and on the other hand, what is not spirit (hence not subjective) per se but it is a
reality for the spirit (see Hua 4, p. 197). The latter is a broad category, which—as we
have seen in Chapter 2—Husserl defines generically as “objectified spirituality”
(objektivierte Geistigkeit, Hua 9, p. 114). It includes all those “spiritual correlates
that have been objectivated themselves as works, objects with meanings-predicates,
as well as meaning-formation of any kind.” (Hua Mat 4, p. 220).

Playing a crucial role in this connection is the notion of spiritual or cultural
meaning, or sense (Husserl employs phrases such as ‘geistige Bedeutung’,
‘Kultursinn’ and the like). Such meanings are said to be embodied in certain objects,
endowing them with a spiritual layer and new properties:s© that Husserl labels
‘determinations’, ‘predicates of meaning’ or ‘significance’
(Bedeutungsbestimmungen or Prdadikate der Bedeutung; see Hua Mat 4; Hua 9; Hua
4), “meanings of second-degree” (EU, § 65), or “irreal predicates” (Hua 4, p. 363).
For example, thanks to practical activity, a certain configuration of wood can exhibit
the property of being a chair, besides its physical features (i.e. having a certain
weight, color, size, texture, and so on). The feature of being a chair, however, belongs
to reality (is “ascribed to reality”) but is not a “real predicate” (Hua Mat 04, p. 124),
that is to say, it is not a “layer of reality” (Realitdtsschicht, Hua 9, p. 116).13!
Alternatively, think also of symbolic objects such as flags, artworks and religious
objects.

Importantly, the new properties that objects can acquire through spiritual activity
do not come and go with subjects’ acts. On the contrary, they exist independently in
the world, they are part and parcel of the objective properties of the object. That is,
they represent a permanent objectual determination “with which [they are] pre-given
in any future consciousness” (Hua Mat 4, p. 122). In other words, once established,
these determinations remain “joined together” with the object, as an integral part of

it—a layer of meaning with which the object is constantly pre-given and apperceived.

130 T cannot address here how such an embodiment takes place. Let me mention only that
Husserl emphasizes that the meanings are “not associated in a merely extrinsic fashion”, but are
rather “intrinsically blended in” or “impressed” in the object (Hua 9, p. 112).

131 Similarly, in EU, § 65, we find the distinction between a strict concept of reality and a broad
one.
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Now, just like any other meanings, such cultural meanings are not real things, but
rather idealities.’32 What sets an ideal object apart from a real one is that it is not
bound to the coordinates of space and time, to the hic et nunc. Hence, idealities lack
individualization, remaining identical despite their several instantiations. As Husserl
writes, they “can appear simultaneously in many spatiotemporal positions and yet be
numerically identical as the same” (EU, § 64.c). Furthermore, idealities are not
individualized in an additional respect, because they are not reducible to the psychic
acts through which they appear to a subject. Hence, they are not bound to the
individual manifestations of an I and its stream of consciousness.’33 To put it
differently, idealities make their appearance both through subjective acts that grasp
them and through the objects that embody them, yet they are not individualized,
neither by the former nor the latter. Thus, they are public, intersubjectively
accessible, and available properties of objects, yet neither physical nor psychic.134

In brief, the hallmark of ideal or irreal predicates and properties is that they are
properties of real, mundane things, without being realities themselves: ideal is “every
determination [...] founded in a specifically real thing [...] but which can appear in
different realities as identical” (EU, § 65). Culture is therefore this peculiar
intertwinement of reality and irreality, mundanity and ideality.

Interestingly, the real basis for ideal meanings can also be people. Hence, subjects
can also have predicates of meaning, such as those that express social functions. For
instance a person can appear as a teacher, a politician, a workman, etc. These new
layers that add to the pre-existing personal properties of subjects are a sort of
“permanent spiritual livery [geistigen Livree]”—as Husserl evocatively says. This
can be associated in turn with a “physical livery [physische Livree]”—such as the
tunic of a monk, or the uniform of a policeman—that serves to represent “a meaning-
function” through “a symbol” (Hua Mat 4, p. 128).

Though somewhat rudimentary, this remark about social function is quite
relevant as it also indicates a way of conceptualizing social roles. By unpacking all the

implications embedded in this way of framing the issue, we can define social roles as

132 An analysis of the reasons behind Husserl’s terminological shift between ideality and
irreality is found in De Santis (2021a).

133 Psychic manifestations are, like physical things, individualized (numerically discrete), only
in a different manner, that is, not in terms of time and space, but in terms of the stream of
consciousness to which they belong (see Hua 4, pp. 205-6).

134 This claim is analogous to Searle’s idea of epistemic objectivity, as opposed to ontological
objectivity.
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follows: correlates of spiritual activities that endow the subjects in which they are
instantiated with new determinations, which, being idealities, are identical over
time, not changing as the people occupying them change.’35 Moreover, each social
function stands in a reciprocal relationship with the others. Just as the hammer
makes sense in connection to objects it can strike, social functions are objectively
interrelated: the teacher imparts knowledge to pupils, tenants rent property from
landlords, managers oversee employees’ performances, and so on. Thus, instead of
being isolated entities, cultural meanings, including social functions, constitute
systems and articulated wholes.

As we have seen in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.2), this systematic, indeed holistic
aspect, is encapsulated in Husserl’s notion of formation (Gebilde). Interestingly, in
Experience and Judgment, Husserl frames this notion within a discussion about the
nature of ideality and examines the case of a national state to elucidate the features
of “cultural systems” or “cultural formations” (Kulturgebilde). Here, he argues that
a state is “a mundane reality, at once unitary and plural” that is made possible by the
ideality embodied in it: the civil constitution. For Husserl, a constitution is “a
categorial objectivity, an expression of the national will (or of what ought to be from
the point of view of the state) which is repeatable at different times, is capable of
being reactivated, and can be understood and identified by different people” (EU, §
65). Within the constitution, we therefore find a set of interrelated meanings
(obligations and rights of citizens, rules about the mechanisms of election and
governing, etc.) deriving from a spirit (i.e. the national will) that regulate and govern
a set of relationships between people.

As already mentioned, Husserl’s account of social formations is rather
underdeveloped. Nonetheless, it is clear that Husserl’s notion of formation
designates exclusively cultural phenomena, in the sense defined thus far. In this
respect, it seems that Husserl’s position does not substantially differ from either
Giddens’ or Berger and Luckmann’s accounts of social structure. Also, Husserl’s
emphasis on ideality is reminiscent of Giddens’ notion of structures as a virtual

order.

135 Of course, this in no way implies that roles are immutable. Rather, such changes stem not
from the people that occupy them but from modifications in their meaning-content, or from the
replacement of it with something else. See below Section 3.3.2.
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That being the case, of the three hallmarks of interpretivism highlighted earlier,
phenomenology seems to be committed at least to the first two, that is, to the claim
of the meaningful nature of social reality (1), and to the criterion of understanding as
a condition for social experience (point 2). It remains to examine point (3), namely,

the one concerning explanation and motivation.

2.3. The Causality of Motivation

Although phenomenology aligns with interpretivism in these first two respects
(which is hardly contentious, in my view), I argue that the notion of motivation
defended by Husserl can be seized upon to counterbalance the interpretivist leanings
of his theory and do justice to the points highlighted by critical realists. As we have
seen, the critical realist approach seeks to overcome the traditional opposition
between hermeneutics and positivism in two main respects. Firstly, it brings into
view the existence of material relationships as emergent properties from a certain
arrangement of things in the social world (including cultural things, as argued by
Porpora). Secondly, it advocates a sound conception of causality that challenges both
the methodological restrictions of descriptive and ideographic analysis and the
construal of subjects’ engagement with structures solely in terms of rule-following
behavior and routines.

Now, while Husserl never develops the implications of his account of motivation
in the same direction as critical realists do, I contend that it provides a means to
conceptualize social reality differently from interpretivism. More specifically, I will
show that looking at social reality as innervated by motivations—by which subjects
can be determined—enables us to broaden the scope of the social beyond the merely
‘meaningful.” Indeed, without appreciating the ‘motivational scaffolding’ of social
reality, social structures can only be conceptualized in terms of meaningful entities,
whether they be rules (Giddens) or codified behavior internalized as stocks of
knowledge (Berger and Luckmann).

Naturally, meaningful and ideal contents can be counted among the motivating
factors for a subject. For instance, the law motivates one to respect it. Coming across
a church prompts believers to enter and pray. Fascist symbols evoke repugnance in
some and fervor in others. Reading the umpteenth sensationalist article in a
newspaper leads one loses trust in the media, and so forth. However, what can

motivate individuals is not necessarily an ideal meaning. As we have seen in Section
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1.1, certain things become objects of social experience, serving as sources of
motivation, without embodying meanings to be understood or interpreted. In the
following, I will attempt to broaden Husserl’s account of motivation to encompass
social structures. To approach the issue, I will first illustrate Husserl’s theory of
motivation. Then I will move on to show how it can be construed in a non-
interpretivist fashion.

Husser!’s reflections on ‘motivation’ are developed within a wider analysis of the
differences between nature and spirit, carried out firstly in Ideas II (Hua 4), and
further explored in his lectures Nature and Spirit (1919, Hua Mat 4; 1927, Hua 32)
and Phenomenological Psychology (Hua 9). In these texts, motivation is established
as the fundamental principle governing the ontological region ‘spirit’, as opposed to
the natural causality.

According to Husserl, the hallmark of natural things is that their properties
“preserve a stable causality in the change of [their] determinations”, that is, that
“stable causal properties make themselves known in their temporally changing
determinations as in causal conditions” (Hua 9, p. 101). Natural things are
experienced as exhibiting a consistent “style of causal behavior” in relation to the
circumstances in which they are embedded, which can then be converted into

universal laws by theoretical thinking. As Husserl exemplifies

“material things have e.g., changing conditions of movement, but in them
determinate mechanical properties make themselves known; they have
changing conditions of warmth or electrical, magnetic conditions, in
which stably determined thermal, electrical or magnetic properties make
themselves known, belonging stably to the respective things amid the
change of those conditions” (ibid.).13¢

By contrast, in the domain of spiritual reality, spiritual entities are related to each
other differently. The relationships in the spiritual world are not object-object
relations but subject-object or subject-subject ones. Therefore, they are not
“immediately real relation[s]”, but “intentional relation[s] to something real” (Hua
4, p. 219). This implies that subjects are determined by objects or other subjects in
the sense that they are affected, stimulated, driven, prompted, pushed, attracted, etc.

to do something; the notion of motivation aims to cover all these aspects. Thus,

136 Unfortunately, Husserl’s theory of causality remains one of the most neglected parts of his
philosophy, despite its significance. To my knowledge, the most extensive analysis of it is Rang

(1973).
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unlike the causality of nature, motivation does not capture stable (and hence
universally predictable) behaviors in given circumstances. On the contrary,
motivation captures the interplay between a subject and the solicitations and affects

coming from other people, objects, or states of affairs. As Husserl writes:

“Objects experienced in the surrounding world are at one time attended
to, at another time not; and if they are, they exercise a greater or lesser
‘stimulation.” They ‘arouse’ an interest and, in virtue of this interest, a
tendency to turn towards them. This tendency then freely unfolds in the
turning, or else it unfolds only after counter-tendencies weaken or are
overcome” (ibid., p. 216).

Importantly, the subject as a center of motivations, “the I of motivations” (Hua 4,
p. 351) must be understood also as an ‘I can’, an ‘I of possibilities’; subjects are
motivated insofar as they have experience of a specific range of possibilities linked
with a particular object or situation, possibilities that they can exploit.

Thus, a crucial difference with the natural world is that in the case of motivational
relationships, the forces and pushes arising from the surrounding world do not
exercise their effect on the subject in a mechanical way. Rather, the subject must
follow or ‘acquiesce to’ such tendencies in order for them to produce an effect on him
or her. Alternatively, the subject can resist them. For example, my gaze falls on the
phone lying on the table, and this drives me to take it. I may resist this impulse
because I do not want to get distracted as I write my dissertation, or I can accept the
solicitation since noticing my phone reminds me of my intention to text ‘good
morning’ to my mother. The same holds valid for events, intersubjective
relationships, and internal or intra-subjective motivations that connect noetic acts
(such as an idle thought provoking a memory, or my acceptance of the premises of a
theorem leading me to draw the conclusion, etc.). Furthermore, subjects do not
always respond to motivations in the same manner; what motivates me to do
something, may not motivate another person.

However, it would be utterly mistaken to infer from this that an object can produce
absolutely any motivation, or that its effect on subjects depends exclusively on
subjective peculiarities. On the contrary, motivations are always bound to the nature
of the object. For example, a phone includes a specific range of practical actions that
are built into the features of this type of object, ruling out others. It can motivate me
to make a call, text someone, check the mailbox, scroll through posts on a social

network, watch a video, and so on. But it cannot motivate me to use it as a means of
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cutting vegetables, shaving my beard, watering the plants on my balcony, etc.
Although, there is also a sort of gray zone of motivations containing viable yet
eccentric, unnatural possibilities, for example, if I use my phone as a bookmark or to
shoo a fly away from the desk.s7

Here it is useful to recall that the possibilities opened up by an object for an ‘I can’
are not logical possibilities but practical possibilities (see Hua 4, § 60, pp. 261-4; see
also Hua 8, p. 148). Now, whereas logical possibilities are utterly free, practical
possibilities are bound to the ontological structures of the objects, as well as to the
faculties and dispositions of the subject. For example, I can surely imagine flying with
my bike, and that is a logical possibility. However, I cannot do it in actuality, for this
is not a practical possibility. What is a practical possibility is taking it for a ride, on
the condition that I can ride a bike. In other words, such possibilities are motivated
by the nature of the object and by my abilities and dispositions.

Additionally, Husserl claims that the ‘law’ of motivation governs not only the
higher level of subjectivity—namely, the self-aware subject, the active and free I, the
I of position-takings (i.e. judgments, beliefs, actions, etc.)—but also the passive
subject, the subject of associations, drives, instincts, who is affected without any
direct contribution of the I (see Hua 4, pp. 220-6). To employ Husserl’s terminology,
motivation regulates the spiritual (geistig) as much as the psychic (seelisch) layer of
subjectivity. For the higher layer motivation, i.e. that of the active, self-aware subject,
Husserl speaks of rational motivation, whereas for the lower he speaks of passive-
associative motivation (see Magri, 2018).

What I want to emphasize here is that, despite its difference from natural
lawfulness, motivation is understood by Husserl not as the contrary of causality but
rather as a specific form of it. Husserl speaks repeatedly of “the causality of
motivation” and of “motivational connections [Motivationszusammenhdngen]”, in
contrast to the “inductive causality” and the “real-causal connections” of nature (Hua
4, pp- 216, 357, 381; Hua 9, p. 141; Hua 37, p. 299). Spiritual sciences are said to deal
with “personal individuality and personal causality, the causality of freedom and
motivation” (Hua 4, p. 392). Husserl differentiates between “passive” and “free
causality” (Hua 4, p. 224), corresponding to the two levels of subjectivity mentioned

before. Such “‘spiritual causalities of freedom’ and unfreedom” are portrayed as

137 This point is emphasized by Costa (2010, pp. 148—9), who differentiates between objective
(i.e. anchored in the structures of the things) and subjective, arbitrary meanings.
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constituting the “reality” of the spiritual subjects (Hua 4, p. 352). Furthermore,

%

“social objectualities” are also taken to “have their own ‘causality’” requiring study,
as found for instance in the concrete, historical becoming of human societies in their
relationship with other societies. In this light, societies can be understood as an
interplay of “motivating and being motivated” that constitutes “a self-enclosed
system of ‘effects’ [ Wirkungen] in the historical and sociological sense” (Hua 13, p.
96).

All this has crucial implications on a methodological level. This stress on causality
marks a significant difference between Husserl and interpretivist-oriented authors
such as Dilthey and Simmel (see Staiti, 2009a), and leads him to question also the
dubious opposition between description and explanation. For Husserl, indeed, the
whole point of keeping natural and motivational causality separate is not to eliminate
causality from the social world, but simply to shed light on the different functioning
of causal nexuses in the two domains. Thus, Husserl argues that description and
explanation, far from being antithetical—as held by neo-Kantians and life-
philosophers—rather constitute two complementary moments of every scientific
process in both natural and human sciences—as Husserl affirms in Ideas II (Hua 4,
p. 393). Thus, spiritual sciences are concerned as much with “describ[ing]
subjectivity, its life, its working, its creating, its productions as productions” as with

“explain[ing] them in the sense which results from the descriptions” (Hua 4, p. 376).

2.4. Experiencing Material Structures: Practical Possibilities and

Motivations

Returning to the issue of interpretivism, this discussion demonstrates that Husserl’s
views on explanation and causality exhibit significant connections and similarities
with the critical realist position. I do not intend to conduct a comparative analysis of
these approaches here. Rather, the point I wish to emphasize is that there are
implications in Husserl’s discourse of motivation that, while usually going unnoticed,
are crucial to conceptualizing social reality. In my view, directing attention to the
motivational connections that innervate the spiritual world reveals a more expansive
perspective on what constitutes social experience. Notably, it shows that subjects’
engagement with social phenomena must not be construed exclusively in terms of

acts of meaning-interpretation, but also as placed within a network of causal-
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motivational interconnections. Of course, I do not argue as such that this theory of
motivation entails an endorsement of a strong conception of social structures, and
yet, it is apparent that it provides a suitable framework to make sense also of
structural conditioning and motivations.

Motivation, thus, implies a broadening of perspective—especially when compared
with interpretative phenomena—which can be exemplified by illustrating the
difference between two types of social experience: marriage and competition. The
former is a cultural, meaning-based reality, whereas the latter amounts to a material-
structural relation. Marriage designates an institutionalized relationship between
two persons. One can have experience of it either in first person, as one gets married
to someone else, or as an external observer, such as when taking part in a wedding
ceremony. In both cases, the experience of the social form ‘marriage’ requires that
the meaning of such an institutional phenomenon be understood. For example, as I
attend a ceremony and see the two people exchange vows and rings in front of an
officiant, I understand what is going on, because I know the meaning of this
institutional fact; I understand what “getting married” refers to. Without grasping
such a meaning, a ceremony would appear utterly nonsensical to me. ‘Marriage’ is
indeed a cultural, institutional phenomenon.

To contrast, let us consider a situation of competition among a group of people. In
nearly every sphere of social life, we encounter examples of it, from politics and
economy to academia and sport. Unlike the previous example, a competitive
structure does not carry an institutionalized meaning that makes it possible. Rather,
what lies behind it is a set of circumstances that leads subjects to try to outperform
one another. For example, this is the case, for all zero-sum relationships, where one’s
profit is achieved only at another’s detriment (see Porpora, 2015, p. 99). In this
scenario, subjective experience (both in first person or as an external observer)
comes down neither to an activation of a socially established meaning nor to its
interpretation. What inhere to these phenomena is rather the experience of being
motivated to perform as much as one can. Equally, as I observe a competitive
situation between two actors, I experience it not by interpreting a cultural, codified
pattern of behavior, but by identifying the reasons and circumstances that lead
subjects to act in a certain way.

At this point, a possible objection might arise: Is it not the latter case also an

instance of understanding? That is, do I not have to understand the meaning of
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several things in order to compete with someone else? Or to figure out what is going
on among two people competing for the same job position? Of course, even in the
case of ‘competition,” subjects must understand a lot of things: they must have an
understanding of their situation, they need to understand others’ objectives, they set
out their goals and priorities, and so forth. Yet, this does not imply that they deal with
cultural meanings. The kinds of meanings that are at play in the two examples are
indeed radically different. To illustrate this point, let me turn once more to a
distinction drawn by Husserl.

According to Husserl, when dealing with spiritual-cultural reality, it is important
not to equate two different concepts of ‘meaning’ or ‘sense.” One is the “mere sense
[der blofie Sinn]”, and the other is the “sense as predicate” or “sense of second
degree.” The difference is that, while the former is “not an objectual property”, the
latter is, amounting to a property or “determination of the object.” Therefore,
‘meaning’ in the first sense is proper of every reality, as it indicates simply the “sense-
content” that “resides in every object” (EU, § 65, p. 322), and which can be
apprehended for example by perceptual experience. Instead, ‘sense’ or ‘meaning of
second degree,” denotes only those meanings that become predicates of the object, as
it is visible in every artifact and cultural object. Such meaning is experienceable only
through an understanding or interpretation. A similar point is made by Husserl in
his lecture Nature and Spirit from 1919. Here Husserl seizes on the distinction
between the German words Sinn and Bedeutung, assigning the term Sinn to the first
notion of meaning and Bedeutung to the second. Thus, every object has a sense (is
sinnhaft), but not every object has a meaning (is bedeutungsvoll). For example,
natural objects are “completely devoid of meaning” (Hua Mat 4, p. 125) and nature
can be defined as “the world treated as meaningless” (ibid., p. 34). Similarly, the fact
that the apple has a sense-content that can manifest itself in perception does not
make the apple an object with a ‘predicate of meaning’—an ideal meaning. This is the
case not because they are senseless or nonsensical, but because apples do not contain
any property that stems from spiritual activity.138

Something similar applies to the two cases illustrated earlier. Not every object or

event that works as a source of motivation for a subject instantiates a cultural

138 In an analogous fashion, Husserl tends to describe the process whereby subjectivity
constitutes objects in general as a sense-giving (Sinngebung), but the constitution of cultural
objects as a process of meaning-bestowing (Bedeutungsverlethung, Hua Mat 4, p. 123). However,
such a distinction is not consistently applied.
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meaning. Yet, that which motivates must be something meaningful (in the first
sense), and requires understanding to exert its motivational power. The notion of
‘motivation’ covers all those things that can draw subjects’ attention and lead them
to do something. This might include things that are neither other persons nor cultural
objects. For example, the cave appears as a place of shelter in the middle of a storm,
a sharp rock as a means to defend against an aggressor, new technologies as an
opportunity for industrialists to reduce the number of workers or threaten salary
reductions, the scarcity of available academic positions as a reason to be more
competitive and publish as much as possible, and so on.

The distinction between cultural-institutional phenomena and material-
structural phenomena depends on this distinction between meaning and sense. The
former are inherently meaningful; they are made possible by meaning of second
degree. The latter are not, and stem instead from the motivational interconnections
of things and practical possibilities.

To conclude this point, what the discussion has brought out is that there is a key
difference between, on the one hand, rules and meanings according to which we
regulate our social behavior and interaction—such as institutional and political laws,
as well as social habits linked with preconceptions of gender and race etc.—and on
the other hand, the structural conditionings of a situation and a system of
relationships—such as those visible in relationships of inequality, power, inequality,
etc. Indeed, while the former are in essence stipulatory and modifiable at will, albeit
only through highly complex collective efforts, the latter emerge out of the
interrelations of the parts making up a certain social situation. Furthermore, the
former are idealities, ideal meanings, but the latter are not; while the former require
acceptance, recognition and interpretation by agents in order to exist, the latter do
not, although agents must understand them to be motivated by them.39

All this means that the spiritual world is neither solely an intersubjective reality
nor simply a cultural (or institutional) reality; it is also inherently a structural
reality. While Husserl never came to isolate the latter as a distinct aspect of social

life, I argue that a more robust and fine-grained ontology of social reality—such as

139 Herein lies the main difference in interest between my approach and the research conducted
by critical phenomenologists: while the latter are more interested in exploring cultural-
institutional phenomena, I am more interested in drawing attention to structural and material
phenomena. See Introduction.
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the one I have been defending thus far—compels us to do so, by way of leveraging the
analytical resources inherent in the phenomenological approach.

Building upon these insights, I argue that it is possible to provide a
phenomenological characterization of social structures in terms of the interplay
between the objective practical possibilities rooted in objects and events on the one
hand, and on the other, the motivations that such things can exert on subjects,
leading them to act in a specific way. In other words, a social structure refers to the
system of possibilities and motivations that are objectively associated with a certain
configuration of people (chiefly, social roles) and objects (chiefly, resources) in the
spiritual world. Thus, experiencing social structures does not boil down to
interpreting meanings, following rules, or the unwritten script of social life—as
conveyed by Berger and Luckmann. Rather, it amounts to being placed and active
within a system of given possibilities and motivational connections. Most
importantly, far from depriving structures of their objectivity and materiality, this
construal does justice to it, by showing that practical possibilities and motivations

are bound to the nature of objects.

3. Constitution and Social Experience

At several junctures in this work, I have advocated the need to elaborate the
phenomenological conceptions of correlation and constitution regarding sociality in
a more complex way than traditional accounts (especially Schutzian)—that is, in a
manner more focused on the constitutive relations between subjects and social
forms, rather than on the intersubjective ones (the constitution of the other and the
meaning of one’s action). I introduced the problem of constitution in Chapter 1 and
addressed some issues about its connection with the social world in Chapters 3 and
4. Notably, in Chapter 2 I questioned Schutz’s conception of the ‘constitution’ of
social reality, which in my view is biased by his individualistic ontological
assumptions. Then, in Chapter 3, I reintroduced this as I examined Berger and
Luckmann’s view of ‘construction.’

After the reflections developed in this and the previous chapter, we now have all
the elements to take up this issue again and provide more thorough indications as to
how a constitutive analysis of social structure is to be carried out. To do so, I will first

recall some key aspects of the notion of constitution. Secondly, I will move on to show
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that the problem of constitution in phenomenology must not be restricted to the
problem of the ‘ways of givenness’ of phenomena, but should also include a more
creative and productive connotation. Finally, I will conclude the Chapter by singling
out three main constitutive problems related to the relationship between experience

and social reality.

3.1. Experience as a Constituting Process

In Chapter 1, I observed that ‘constitution’ is a problem that only a transcendental
attitude can bring to the fore. As discussed, the term ‘constitution’ designates a
specific relationship between experience, subjectivity and its operations on the one
hand, and objectivity, meaning and being on the other—a relationship according to
which the latter are constituted by or constitute themselves in the former. Thus,
through constitutive analyses, objects turn out to be correlates of a system of actual
and possible experiences. In this sense, experience is co-extensive with constitution:
consciousness is inherently constituting.

Furthermore, in Husserl’s view, constitution refers to both the meaning and the
being of objects, as it designates all the operations (Leistungen) of consciousness
that provide things with meaning (Sinn) and existential validity (Seinsgeltung).
Such operations are viewed as synthetic, insofar as they bring a transcendent,
objectual ‘unity’ out of a ‘manifold’ of subjective, transcendental lived experiences.
As Husserl writes, “a unity belonging to a passing flow of ‘multiplicities” (Hua 1, §
17, p. 78).140 In other words, the object manifests itself as a unity of meaning through
the several experiences I have and can have of it over time (in an open-ended future).
For example, upon seeing a physical object such as a pen, we have experience of the
object as a transcendent entity, existing in the world, identical over time and
endowed with specific properties (a shape, a color, a certain weight and texture, its
practical function, etc.). Such a unity of meanings is made possible by the manifold
of appearances in which this object is given to me in the course of experience. In this
sense, one may say that the transcendent object as existent with all its properties is
constituted by consciousness. Thus, while the object is not to be equated with my
lived experiences, it is nothing besides what these experiences establish the object to

be. This peculiar interplay between world’s dependence on and transcendence vis-a-

140 See Majolino (2013) on the relationship between unity and manifold.
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vis subjectivity is what the concept of ‘constitution’ aims to capture (see Sokolowski,
1964, p. 197).14!

Instead of delving into the complex metaphysical and epistemological issues
connected to this theory, I want to direct attention to a further key feature of
Husserl’s theory of experience. For Husserl, along with this ‘unity of sense’ or
‘meaning’, consciousness also constitutes the horizons of the thing, that is, a system
of possibilities and potentialities connected to the given object. On the subjective and
noetic side, this brings about a system of apperception, that is to say, a “synthetic
style” (Hua 1, § 37) according to which things are experienced and are going to be
experienced in the future, or to put it differently, a frame that is unknowingly
presupposed by subjects in any subsequent experience and which helps them
navigate the world.142

Thus, experience, while amounting to a consciousness of objects, is never confined
to singular, isolated objects. It is also horizons-consciousness, that is, a
consciousness of what is not (yet) directly given, but is pre-delineated according to a
style. In this sense, consciousness does not constitute objects discretely. Rather, the
constitutive operations of consciousness open up a world, a structured
intertwinement of potentialities and actualities, givenness and horizons, intuitive
presence and absence, and finally, fulfilled and (yet) empty acts of consciousness.

Constitution, then, is as much about the establishment of the meaning and
existence of the objects as it is about what Husserl calls ‘intentional implications’, the
“hidden sense-moments” and “sense-relations” of an “overt sense” (Hua 17, § 85, p.
185; see also Hua 8, lectures 47 and 49).143 Here it is noteworthy that Husserl
specifies the process of constitution as consisting of several ‘institutions’
(Stiftungen), that is, moments where new meanings and new systems of horizons
and pre-delineations are established, systems which remain valid in the future (see
Hua 8, p. 150). Moreover, in Husserl’s view, constitution must be thought of as

unfolding over time, as an open and never-ending process. Indeed, horizons are not

141 Similarly, Zahavi labels Husserl a “correlationist” as he contends that objects are not created
by consciousness, nor do they exist in consciousness; he argues rather that they are mind-
dependent only in the sense that “they do not have a nature that transcends what can be given in
experience” (2017, p. 115).

142 On the concept of ‘style’ see Meacham (2013); on ‘apperception’ see Geniusas (2020).

143 Nobili (2022, chap. 4) has provided one of the most fine-grained analyses of Husserl’s
notion of implication (and its relationship with the method of explication, Auslegung). See also
Staiti (2014, pp. 203-6), who also gives prominence to it.
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established in one shot; experience is an ongoing process of disclosing always new
horizons, “horizons that are yet unseized, unnoticed or incompletely known” (Hua 8,
lect. 33)—in other words, a process of discovering potentialities yet concealed within
reality.

In light of what I have already discussed about motivation and practical
possibilities, it should now be evident that this ‘horizonal’ dimension of experience is
key to conceptualizing the constitution of social reality. What such analyses must
address is how social experience discloses and shapes the systems of possibilities and
motivations making up the structures of social reality.

Before elaborating on this, however, I want to make some further preliminary
reflections, which can help us understand a further aspect of constitution that is

particularly relevant in connection to the study of social reality.

3.2. Constitution Beyond Givenness and Manifestation

3.2.1. A Deflationary View of Constitution

A potential obstacle to the elaboration of a constitutive account of social reality is
represented by a reductive interpretation of the function of constitution in
experience. Since Husserl introduced his theory of constitution in the context of
investigation about the perceptual experience (of spatiotemporal things), or more
broadly a theoretical consciousness (the constitution of meanings), it has become
customary to present Husserl’s theory of constitution as exclusively concerned with
how things manifest themselves to a subject. In other words, constitution has been
reduced to a problem of the ‘ways of givenness’ of objects. This approach to
constitution is largely motivated by the need to ward off misleading interpretations
of ‘constitution’ and Husserl’s thesis of idealism—particularly those ascribing to
Husserl the idea that consciousness somehow fabricates the material world or
encapsulates it in the mind.

However, this has led to an overshadowing of the fact that constitution is not only
about givenness. It comprises also the subjective accomplishments, whose
contribution to reality is far more substantial and includes the ability to bring about
change in reality and shape it in various ways. To put this another way, it has not
been properly recognized that in some contexts, for a thing to come to givenness, it

must be produced by the subject.
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Now, the reductive or deflationary reading, while being relatively harmless in
connection to phenomena such as perceptions and cognitive experience, is far more
problematic with a view to the constitution of social reality. As I have already touched
on in Chapter 2, Benoist and Costa provide two examples of this. Regarding Benoist,
I pointed out that his deflationary reading of constitution motivates him to endorse
a structuralist view of society, which takes any power away from subjectivity in
connection to the instauration of the social order. Costa (2010, 2021) reaches similar
conclusions, but in comparison to Benoist, his account has the merit of spelling out
more fully the nature of social experience and the bearing of phenomenological
analysis. Let me therefore take a closer look at this model, and bring out what I see
as its main shortcoming.

Costa’s account can be summarized as consisting of four claims. (i) First of all, he
identifies meanings as the fundament building block of the socio-historical world.
(i) Such meanings are construed as lying not within subjects (in their minds) but
rather “in the world”, and are therefore objective. (iii) In addition, meanings always
constitute a system, that is a “network of objective and structural references.”
Combining Husserlian and Heideggerian insights, Costa spells out this point by
arguing that, in the social world, meanings are to be conceived as the function of an
object in a “system of references”, or of “intentional implications.” For example, I
understand what a ‘key’ is only within a wider context of meanings (the keyhole, a
door, a building, the action of entering and leaving, etc.) (iv) Finally, Costa argues
that such an objective system of meanings “can be explicated but not created by
subjects’ actions and discourses” (2021, pp. 108-11).144 Social experience never
produces or constructs reality, nor does it contribute to the formation of this system,
Rather, it only explicates (auslegen) what is already (objectively) implicit in the
world. For instance, I do not create the meaning ‘key’ when I employ it to lock the
door, but simply realize or actualize, through my action, that which lies in the object
itself.

Now, I largely concur with Costa’s account of the social system—i.e. points (i)-
(iii)—despite its generality and being somewhat equivocal about the issue of
interpretivism, which is not even considered. However, I argue that the conclusion
he draws from this—claim (iv)—is not acceptable from a phenomenological

standpoint. Interestingly, this aspect is precisely what Costa’s account shares with

144 The same perspective is expressed in Costa (2010, pp. 134—54) and (2018, pp. 24{f.).
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Benoist’s. Both contend that the social system exists in its own right, independently
of human agency, and both aim to minimize the role played by subjects’ experience
vis-a-vis the system, whose origin and constitution seem impossible inquire about.

What I want to stress here, however, is that this mistaken conclusion directly turns
on a deflationary interpretation of the constitutive problem. Subjects’ social
experience is confined to such a modest role because ‘constitution’ is not permitted
to be seen as anything other than the ‘condition of manifestability’ for something.
According to these authors, social experience constitutes social reality only in the
sense that it lets a social system appear to a subject. In contrast to this, I contend
that, while this view grasps part of the truth, it gives us only a limited perspective on
the constituting operations underlying social experience. In my view, far from being
at odds with the idea of producing the social world, the notion of constitution
inherently includes this aspect.45

To show why this is the case and substantiate my interpretation, it is useful to
direct attention to those constitutive activities that cannot undergo a reductive
reading. This will allow us to identify the different types of constitutive operations

that underlie social reality, which I will outline in the final Section (3.3).

3.2.2. Shaping, Sense-formation, and Practical Consciousness

To begin with, let us consider a context far removed from social reality: the domain
of logical idealities, such as mathematical propositions and geometrical theorems. In
the case of logic, as Husserl frequently underscores, objects manifest themselves to
a subject only through an active production (Erzeugen) or construction (Bilden,
Konstruktion) by the subject. For instance, to discover the Pythagorean theorem,
which is something valid per se, we must construct it—and this is the case because a
theorem cannot be given to us through sensory experience (as is the case with natural
objects), nor can it be innate knowledge (see EU, § 64.c).

Importantly, for Husserl, the acts involved in the production (and hence
givenness) fall within a wider class of consciousness operations gathered under the
broader label of ‘spiritual activities,” and these activities are responsible for what he

designates “active genesis.” This refers to all those spontaneous (i.e. neither passive

145 Incidentally, let me observe that for all the shortcomings of his account, it is to Schutz’s
credit that he includes this productive aspect in his account of social constitution, as he identifies
the operations of Sinnbildung along with that of Sinndeutung.
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nor receptive) operations whereby subjects “originally constitute new objects” (Hua
1, § 38).

This class of activities extends to include the “activities [...] of culture.” In other
words, the existence of every cultural entity depends on specific activities of
persons—such activities are indeed constitutive of those entities. As previously
discussed, cultural things and formations are endowed with a layer of ‘spiritual
meaning’, and this meaning is constituted in the sense that it is created (geschaffen
ist) by spiritual subjects and not solely made to appear.

Now, the constructive element here is even more pronounced than in the case of
logical idealities. Indeed, logical idealities are valid before and independently of
human knowledge—i.e. independently of the constructive acts through which they
manifest to us—but this does not hold true for cultural objects. For example,
Leonardo’s Gioconda or the German Constitution do not inhabit, as it were, a realm
of universal, atemporal validities. On the contrary, they exist as such only by means
of spiritual activities, as the result of the creative powers of subjects. Thus, despite
including an ideal component, cultural objects have a tighter link with reality than
other kinds of ideal entities (such as mathematical ones). In other words, their
incorporation into reality, their translation into sensory determination, is not just a
matter of exemplification—as in the case of the Pythagorean theorem. It is something
more essential to their nature, as they are through and through historical articles.

In this light, it should not come as a surprise that Husserl often portrays the
constitution of the spiritual world in terms of a shaping (gestalten) or forming
(bilden). The human world is not only “continually given beforehand”; it also “goes
on being shaped [fortgestaltende] in its sense-strata” (Hua 1, § 59, p. 164). Similarly,
Husserl claims that “phenomenological idealism” means attributing “the I and the
absolute communicative subjectivity [...] the power and meaningful possibility of an
absolute self-shaping [Selbstgestaltung] and shaping of the world [Gestaltung der
Welt] according to their autonomous will” (Hua 8, p. 506; italics mine). In Crisis, for
example, Husserl refers to Renaissance people as an example of this process, one that
“brings about a revolutionary change” by “seeking to shape” their previous way of
existing “anew in freedom” (Hua 6, § 3; italics mine). One might think, as another
example, of the French revolutionaries, who in establishing a new political order and
overthrowing the king, constituted a new human world, reshaping it according to the

values of equality, freedom, and fraternity they aimed to realize.
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Such processes of shaping underly every historical phenomenon. Indeed, building
on this, in The Origin of Geometry, Husserl identifies the a priori of history—that is,
the essential, invariant structure of the historical world and human historicity—in
terms of “the living movement of co-presence and the interweaving of the original
sense-formation [Sinnbildung] and sense-sedimentation [Sinnsedimentierung]”
(Hua 6, p. 380; see also ibid., p. 262).

Now, following the distinction identified in Section 2.3, we can observe that such
a reshaping might refer to both the cultural ideal meaning and the structures of the
social world. Such a reshaping is as much the establishment of new meanings (new
values, principles, laws, etc.) as it is the establishment of new horizons and
motivational connections. Both these aspects must be included within the idea of
constitution. Subjects can intervene in reality to bring about a new system of
motivations, one that is, for example, conducive to solidarity and cooperation as
opposed to competition.

In addition to this, there is another important element of Husserl’s theory of
constitution we need to consider. Husserl doesn’t take constitution to be just a matter
of epistemic and cognitive experiences, as constitution inheres also to axiological and
practical activities. As we have seen in Chapter 1 (Section 1.2.1), for Husserl,
consciousness in fact consists of three main levels: not only a theoretical (or
cognitive) consciousness, but also an axiological (or affective) and practical (or
volitional) consciousness, and each of them has constitutive functions. As Husserl
writes, “affectivity [Gemuiit] and the will are involved in the constitution of the
surrounding-world” (Hua 37, p. 291). Without understanding this threefold
functioning of constitution, I think that the process of shaping the world is doomed
to remain obscure. Shaping is indeed made possible chiefly by axiological and
practical activities.

Here, I want to dwell on the latter in order to strengthen my point about the
productive or constructive nature of constitution. Indeed, the will exhibits an
unquestionable element of creativity; ‘to will something’ amounts to the intention to
bring it about. As Husserl writes, “The will is directed to reality, not ideal, but rather
individual actual reality” (Hua 37, p. 109). Practical acts come down to the actions of
a willing consciousness towards either a goal or the means for a further goal. By
acting, I aim to bring about something in the world, I strive for a new state of affairs

to occur, and at the same time, I want to be the one who makes it happen. By
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establishing and choosing the goals guiding our actions we indeed constitute or
produce their sense—whereby they become meaningful and (potentially)
understandable by others—and we bring those goals into reality. In other words, we

produce new states of affairs in which those goals are realized.

3.3. Givenness, Reproduction, and Transformation

With all this in mind, we can finally turn to social reality and illustrate how a
constitutive analysis of social reality is to be rethought.

As I have observed, subjects’ social experience is to be understood as always
unfolding within cultural formations and material structures. Making experience
means engaging knowingly or unknowingly with such realities. Furthermore, I
highlighted that experience is inherently constitutive, and that in turn constitution
does not amount solely to ‘letting reality manifest’ to the subject who has experience.
On the contrary, a transformational and productive element is integral to
constitution. In this sense, subjects’ acts must also be viewed as responsible for that
which in morphogenetic theory is called ‘reproduction’ and ‘elaboration’ (see Section
1). It is my contention therefore that a constitutive analysis of the social world must
account for all these three aspects: the givenness, the reproduction, and the
transformation of social reality.

I have partially anticipated this point in Section 1.3, as I argued that subjects can
bring about structural change by modifying the parts making up a social structure,
and that this must be thought of as a constitutive accomplishment. I then added
another crucial element in Section 2.3, by showing that from a phenomenological
standpoint, such structural phenomena are identifiable in the motivational
connections associated with people and objects in the social world. This means that
structural changes take place as such motivational interconnections are modified.

The goal of this final Section is to integrate the points presented about material
structures (Section 1), motivation (Section 2.3), and constitution (Sections 3.1 and
3.2) into a more unitary account. To do so, I want to illustrate first the problem of the
givenness of social phenomena by highlighting the different levels of evidence and
opaqueness that can be experienced. Secondly, I will move on to address how agents’
experience serves as an element of reproduction and transformation of social

phenomena.
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3.3.1. Givenness and Opaqueness

To approach the first issue, let us examine practical action as the basic unit of social
experience. Each action has an intentional correlate, which corresponds to the
practical goal one is pursuing. Such practical consciousness, however, goes along
with a multifarious co-consciousness—a practical horizons-consciousness—
encompassing several things: it includes the anticipation of the consequences of
one’s actions, how our practical sphere will be affected by them, as well as the system
of meanings and objective possibilities and motivations that are connected
objectively to my practical goal in a given context. Furthermore, such a horizon-
consciousness may vary in scope: some implications are co-experienced, while others
may remain hidden. Thus, having social experience primarily means having
consciousness of such horizons and living within them. In other words, it implies that
a system of meanings and structural conditions is to some extent given to subjects.

The most general definition that Husserl provides of ‘social experience’ is along
the same lines: as he writes, there is social experience when social objectualities
“come to givenness for us” (Hua 4, p. 199). In light of the distinctions covered in
Section 2, the notion of ‘social objectualities’ can be viewed as including not only
other persons and communities, but also cultural objectified meanings (as in the case
of marriage) and material structures understood as systems of possibilities and
motivations (as in the case of competition).

In phenomenology, closely connected to the manifestation and givenness of
phenomena is the problem of evidence. When something manifests itself to someone,
it can do so according to different degrees of evidence. Husserl often underscores
that experience is a striving for evidence, or that full evidence is the telos of
intentional life. Now, far from being an irrelevant issue to social reality, I contend
that evidence plays a crucial role in this sphere, also. It brings into view the problem
of the opaqueness of social life and reality—a problem that has gained prominence in
the most recent social-philosophical discussions for its relevance to understanding
power relationships (see Burman, 2023). What I want to explore here is how
phenomenology can illuminate this problem, linking it with our reflections on culture
and material structures.

Husserl broaches this issue in a text collected in the second volume of Ideas,

dating back to around 1910-11. Here, Husserl indicates some cases in which we are
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able to ascribe full evidence. For example, “I can ‘understand’ what a marriage is—
Husserl writes—insofar as I can, in full clarity, put myself into a marriage by empathy
if I have myself entered the married state, have lived it through, and can now grasp
its essence.” (Hua 4, p. 200). The same holds for social entities or facts such as
‘friendship’, ‘associations’, or ‘citizenship.’ Regarding the latter, for instance, Husserl
writes that I can “gain the fullest understanding” of what being a citizen means “as
an actively participating citizen, by living through all the civil activities which pertain
to the life of the community, by coming to know its constitution, and this not only in
words.” In this way—he continues—I “make intuitive to myself the laws in their
application to praxis and according to their function for the regulation of that praxis
and consequently bring their ‘essence’ to full clarity” (ibid., transl. modified).

Interestingly, Husserl’s discourse revolves around two criteria for establishing
when evidence occurs: the first involves the direct participation and engagement of
the subject in a given social phenomenon, a sort of first-person perspective, while the
second pertains to the understanding or knowledge one can possess of it—which
may arise from observation or an inquiry into the essence of the thing. However,
while these two aspects are not clearly disentangled in Husserl’s account, it seems
evident that they do not necessarily coexist; actively participating does not entail full,
comprehensive knowledge of the essence, and vice versa. To grasp the difficulty here,
let us consider the following question: who possesses fuller evidence of the Chinese
Constitution, a European scholar specialized in comparative law or a Chinese
layman? Alternatively: who possesses fuller evidence of inequality, the people
affected by poverty, or an economist who has studied this phenomenon extensively?
Regardless of what the answer to these questions might be, it is evident that Husserl’s
model does not seem able to disambiguate it.46

To solve the problem, I suggest applying to this context a distinction between two
types of evidence that Husserl introduces in his late works, notably in Formal and

Transcendental Logic (Hua 17). I refer to the evidence of distinctness and the

146 In my interpretation, Husserl introduces the notion of bound ideality (EU, § 65) precisely
to capture distinctions of this nature. He indeed differentiates between those who can reactivate
cultural meaning “in the proper sense”, such as the citizens vis-a-vis the constitution of their state,
and those who can reactive it only in “figurative” way, understanding it “in a merely ‘historical’
fashion”, such as foreign people (EU, § 65). It is noteworthy that this interpretation deviates from
more standard ones (see by way of illustration Doyon, 2009). Due to space constraints, I cannot
substantiate this alternative reading within this context, and hence I will not delve any further
into this issue here.
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evidence of clarity. The former is achieved when the meaning-content of something
is grasped, whereas the latter occurs when the thing is given in ‘in the flesh’
(leibhaftig)—as Husserl says. Although this distinction was originally designed for
cases of perception and, more broadly, of theoretical experience, I think it can be also
applied to our case. I thus suggest differentiating between three possible scenarios
within social experience, according to the combination of these two kinds of
evidence:

1. Thefirstisthe case of a subject possessing conceptual insight into the sense
of a social phenomenon without participating in it. In this case, the subject
has conceptual evidence (evidence of distinctness) but no intuitive
fulfillment (evidence of clarity).

2. Then, we have the case of one who partakes in a social phenomenon (hence
the social experience can be said to be fulfilled) but without having a clear
understanding of it. In this case, the subject has intuitive evidence and
clarity but at a low degree.»47

3. Finally, we can imagine a third case that combines the clarity of (2) with
the high level of distinctness of (1), that is to say, a subject who partakes in
a social phenomenon and possesses at once a complex and full
understanding of it.

While being somewhat artificial, this differentiation captures well the different
manners of givenness of social phenomena. Case (1) and (2) fit the specialist and the
layman, respectively, while (3) shows that the two aspects can coexist.

Most importantly, what this taxonomy brings into view is that even though
subjects have to possess a minimal understanding of the social realities within which
they are engaged, such realities can remain largely opaque to them regardless, and
this holds true both for cultural and material-structural phenomena. Interestingly,
this is a point that Berger and Luckmann also wanted to vindicate in their account,
as they claim that the meaningful nature of institutions does not rule out that “large
sectors of the social world” can be experienced “as incomprehensible, perhaps
oppressive in their opaqueness” (1967, p. 84).

In my view, such opaqueness of social reality depends not only on the autonomy

and objectivity of both cultural formations and material structures vis-a-vis the

147 By contrast, the case of intuitive fulfillment without distinctness is contradictory since it is
impossible to have fulfillment without intending the sense-content of something.
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agents, but also on the systematicity (or ‘systemness’, as Giddens says) inherent to
such phenomena. Both formations and structures are indeed complex interrelations
of several elements, and each phenomenon includes several ramifications that while
being inherent to it, may not necessarily be transparent to agents. For example, as a
customer, I must have a minimal understanding of what goes on every time I buy a
commodity (e.g. that I exchange different amounts of money for different types of
goods). However, I might not have the slightest awareness of the more covert
implications of these acts. For example, I might not be aware that by buying certain
products, I am fostering a certain way of producing and trading that has a direct
negative impact on the lives of workers far away from me.

Thus, actions in society are always interconnected, even in complex ways, carrying
underlying meanings and implications that agents might not immediately recognize,
and are not required to recognize, for their action to be performed. If anything, it
seems that in everyday experience, structural aspects tend to be marginalized and
‘sink’ in passivity—as Gunderson (2021) has recently suggested.

Another important consideration is that as I come to acquire knowledge about the
ramifications and implications of my actions vis-a-vis the social system, it may
prompt me to change my perspective. For example, as a customer, I can realize the
(far-reaching) implications of my actions for other people and decide to buy only
products that are made with respect for workers’ rights, with the hope that this will
support better trading and production practices. Or I can decide to adopt a vegan diet
as soon as I become aware of the connections between meat consumption and
environmental issues. These are implications that are objectively tied to my actions,
therefore representing their horizons. Such horizons may initially be concealed,
revealing themselves gradually over the course of social experience. Once disclosed,
however, new practical possibilities are also outlined for the subject and these in turn
can motivate them to readjust their social conduct.

All of this also highlights that subjects’ individual viewpoints do not coincide with
the viewpoint of society. The meaning that one action holds for an individual may
differ from its significance within the social system.148 Consequently, as actors realize

the systematic meaning of their actions, that is, their bearing and impact on the

148 Incidentally, let me observe that this claim would be utterly unacceptable within a Schutzian
framework, where the meaning of one action is exclusively the meaning from the actor’s point of
view.
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system, they may be motivated to carry out a sort of attitude turn—a shift of interest
from their particular goal to the broader social whole within which their actions are
embedded.

3.3.2. Reactivation and Transformation

The distinction between experiencing social phenomena from without and within, on
the one hand, and the possibility of an attitude turn on the other, leads us to consider
the other facet of the constitution of social reality. As we have seen, the social system
attains givenness to subjects and is constituted by them not only when they
understand it, but also (and chiefly) when they act within it, are involved as agents
in social phenomena, and contribute to its ongoing existence, exerting an influence
on it. I now wish to elaborate on this point, by directing attention to the reproductive
and transformative nature of agents’ constitution in relation to social reality.

What I hope to show is that by actively participating in social life, agents
contribute either to the reproduction of a pre-given social phenomenon, or to its
transformation by establishing new meanings and connections. To use a metaphor,
having experience within a social world does not mean simply being a spectator of
social phenomena; one is also their performer, and to some extent, even their
director. Interestingly, this view aligns with the element of creativeness emphasized
by Husserl. As we have seen, for Husserl, constitution is concerned with how the
world is gradually shaped and “create[d]” by subjects “through their individual
accomplishments and in reciprocal motivation” (Hua 4, p. 375-6).

Significantly, these two aspects of social constitution come to the fore only when
acknowledging the role played by cultural formations and social structures. Subjects
can reproduce only what pre-exists their actions. Equally, they can produce and
modify aspects of social reality only if their actions yield changes that outlast them.
Therefore, vindicating both reproduction and transformation within the framework
of ‘constitution’ is crucial to the new model of phenomenological analysis that I am
proposing in this work.

Let us consider reproduction first. By participating and being involved in social
life, agents bring social phenomena into reality. This holds valid for intersubjective
relationships, but also for cultural meanings and social structures. In this latter case

the subjects, through their actions, make something new exist by enacting or
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actualizing pre-existent social entities. In Husserl’s terminology, one might say that
subjects ‘reactivate’ (reaktivieren) the meaning of a social phenomenon.

Let us take again the example of marriage. As we have seen, such a phenomenon
can be given either externally or internally. If I get married to someone, my actions
and the new relationship I enter make something new exist. In so doing, however, I
do not create ‘marriage’ out of nothing, but rather draw upon pre-existing social
forms to act; I enter a type of relationship that is pre-existent in my society. In this
sense, I create the existence but not the meaning-content of this social form. To put
it in more traditional metaphysical terms, one might say that such phenomena are
new in number but not in form—new with respect to all other existing and past
marriages, but not in the distinctive features that it instantiates. The same thing
applies to material structures. By acting within social structures, subjects actualize
the practical possibilities that are inherent to said structures. For example, the
system of relationships underlying capitalism is constantly reactivated by people
working for a company as well as by those who invest their money in the financial
market. Similarly, scholars and researchers reproduce academic structures as they
publish articles, monographs, and so on.

However, as they act in social reality, subjects inevitably modify social reality,
either by changing the meanings or by modifying the roles and objects on which
structures depend. Such modifications can be transitory, disappearing when the
people behind them cease to reactivate and engage with them. Alternatively, they can
give rise to enduring social phenomena, evolving even into an entire system of new
relationships and motivational connections. Let us think, for example, of the
historical passage from feudalism to capitalism, wherein a new system of
relationships between owners and workers arises, and hence new motivational
connections (e.g. the tendency to reinvestment and capitalization in contrast to the
thesaurization of resources).

In this respect, the point I made about the possibility of an attitude turn shows its
relevance. Reproductions and transformations can both take place with or without
the awareness of agents. Since society’s viewpoint does not coincide with agents’
viewpoints, the effects of those agents on social order can occur regardless of their
intention. By the same token, since subjects can appraise and become aware of the
viewpoint of society, the reproduction and transformation of society can be pursued

intentionally, becoming a goal of agents’ projects.
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Marriage serves again to exemplify both of these tendencies. People who get
married usually have as their goal neither the reproduction nor the transformation
of a social institution. However, it is a necessary implication of these acts that they
reinforce or modify such an institution. The transformations that ‘marriage’
underwent in the last decades in Western societies were mostly brought about
unintentionally, as a result of a sequence of shifts in the meanings and values linked
with this relationship. However, this does not exclude the possibility that subjects
decide to reproduce or transform social entities purposely. For example, a couple
might reject some of the features traditionally associated with ‘marriage’ and decide
to replace them, by directing their relationship towards, let us say, greater equality.
Conversely, they may want to reproduce the extant social institution of marriage
because they deem it valuable as it is, or because they feel that its legitimacy is
threatened by social changes.

Naturally, society does not change when such isolated modifications occur.
Instead, complex collective efforts are required to bring about changes in institutions
and structures. Besides, as I argued earlier (Section 1.2), subjects can never intervene
directly in structures or shape society to their liking. Nonetheless, what they can do
is become aware of the connections between their actions and the system of meanings
and structures within which they are placed. On the basis of this awareness, they can

readjust their goals and redirect their practical life.

4. Conclusions

To conclude both this Chapter and this volume, let me recall the main motivations
that drove it and the theoretical outcomes that I have procured in connection to the
overall aim of this study.

In this final chapter, I have endeavored to outline a novel phenomenological
framework to deal with the problem of social reality, and notably, of social structures.
To do so, as outlined in the discussions here and in Chapter 3, it is crucial to introduce
a clear and specific notion of social structure, one that is not confounded with
institutions and cultural systems. I identify the morphogenetic theory of critical
realists as the most valuable source for dealing with this issue. Authors like Archer

and Porpora (among others) have provided insights that help us both spell out the
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mechanisms of structural phenomena and differentiate them from -cultural
phenomena.

Building upon this, I have pursued two primary objectives in this final chapter.
The first was to accommodate a robust conception of material structures within
phenomenology and illuminate the conceptual ‘roots’ within Husserlian
phenomenology that enable such anchoring. For this purpose, it has been necessary
to show that spiritual reality is not confined solely to intersubjectivity or cultural
phenomena. On this point, something that has proved relevant is the notion of
motivation—more specifically, the idea that spiritual reality is shaped by specific
practical possibilities and motivational connections. As I have argued, motivation is
the law that governs every domain of the spiritual world. However, this does not
mean that subjects can be determined only by other persons and cultural ideal
meanings. On the contrary, they also appear to be motivated by objects and situations
that, while lacking any cultural meaning, exhibit material structural features. It
follows that spiritual reality amounts to not only an intersubjective and cultural
world, but also a world of structures. Recognizing this aspect is crucial for
overcoming the limitations of an interpretivist approach to social reality, of which
phenomenology seems to be reminiscent in many respects.

The fundamental insight on which this reading is based is that, in the spiritual
world, it is inherent to every object and event to disclose practical possibilities for the
subject, and hence specific courses of action for it. And, insofar as such possibilities
are objectively associated with reality, with the nature and constitution of objects,
subjects are both constrained and motivated in their social agency by such reality.
Thus, the salient argument that I have endeavored to put across is that this is the
most elementary experiential basis upon which any social structure is grounded, and
on the back of which any scientific discourse about social structure gains its
legitimacy.

The second objective of this chapter was to shed light on how this broader
perspective on social experience and social structures must lead to significant
reconsiderations about the constitutive problematic. Thus, in the discussion carried
out in the final section, I picked up where we had left off in Chapter 2 (Section 1.3.2),
discussing constitution. There I had criticized both Schutz’s approach and the views
of Benoist and Descombes on the shortcomings of the constitutive model,

subsequently sketching out a new way of conceiving the constitutive problematic—
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one that, instead of having social forms disappear from the analytical scope of
phenomenology, could articulate human agency’s relationship to and distinction
from them. Here (in Section 3), I again took up and elaborated on this issue, in light
of the findings of the discussion thus far. In particular, I have indicated three
different aspects that, in my view, a theory of constitution should cover, which are:
the ways of givenness of social phenomena, and how social phenomena (and chiefly
structures) are constantly reproduced and modified by human agency.

Such a different way of conceiving ‘constitution’ has brought into view some
crucial aspects of social experience that are not covered by more traditional
phenomenological accounts of sociality. One is the opaqueness of social actions,
which as I have shown stems from the discrepancy between the viewpoints of
subjects and system, and hence from the dialectics between overt and hidden
horizons of one’s actions. The other issue concerns the possibility for human agents
to perform an attitude turn in their practical life as they come to acknowledge the
constitutive link between their actions and the consequences that they hold for
society as a whole. This has significant implications not only from an ethical and
political standpoint—which I have not addressed here—but also for an understanding
of the process of social constitution. Indeed, it implies that subjects can accomplish
reproductive and transformative actions not only unintentionally, as a sort of
byproduct of their social agency, but also consciously, with the aim of safeguarding
traditions and historical achievements, and with the effect of reviving and renewing

the social world they inhabit.
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