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ABSTRACT. Regarding Husserl’s analysis of perception, the validity of concepts like visual
sensation and ‘raw’, viz. ‘unapprehended’ sensation has been questioned. In this paper I discuss the issue with two American interpreters of Husserlian phenomenology: William
McKenna and Quentin Smith, who respectively defend and criticize Husserl’s account. My
aim is to show that their attempts remain controversial. Moreover, I will mention a textual
source in which Husserl indirectly justifies the existence of visual sensations.
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Husserl’s descriptive analysis of perception has been discussed for decades; what
has been especially questioned is the phenomenological validity of concepts like visual sensation and ‘raw’, viz. ‘unapprehended’ sensation. Husserl takes for granted
claims such as the fact that seeing involves sensations and that it cannot be said that
a sensation must be apprehended; on the other hand, some interpreters argued that
reflecting on perception does not allow us to find this kind of entities, which therefore must be considered a mere theoretical construct. I would like to strike up a debate with two American interpreters of Husserlian phenomenology who provided a
stimulating contribution to this discussion: William McKenna, whose paper develops a defense of Husserl’s account; and Quentin Smith, who on the contrary criticizes it. I shall try to show that both the attempts remain controversial.
The first two sections are dedicated to a short introduction to Husserl’s theory of
outer perception; in the third section, I will show that the examples provided by
McKenna are not convincing, at least when analyzed in the light of Husserlian framework; in the fourth section, I will show that the objection raised by Smith is based
on an inaccurate exegesis of Husserl’s account of reflection and intentionality. In the
last section, I will mention a textual source in which Husserl indirectly provides an
answer to the question of the validity of the concept of visual sensation.

1. SENSATION, ADUMBRATION AND OBJECTIVE PROPERTY
In all his works on perception Husserl stresses the difference between sensation and
objective property. A complex of sensations cannot be confused with a complex of
objective properties such as colouring and extension. In order to justify his claim, he
resorts to the Lockean example of a red ball; as we read in the 5th Logical Investigation:
These two, the colour-sensation and the object’s objective colouring, are often confounded
[…] Here it is enough to point to the readily grasped difference between the red of this ball,
objectively seen as uniform, and the indubitable and so necessary adumbration of the subjec-
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tive colour-sensations in perception – a difference that is repeated in all species of objectual
properties and the sensory complex which correspond to them.1i

The red surface of the ball is seen as something uniform, while in the content of perception we find the adumbration, which is by definition something non-uniform. A
‘sense datum’, or more simply a ‘sensation’, corresponds to the adumbration, so
that, given its relation with this latter, it is also necessarily something non-uniform.
Since we have two contradictory predicates, the sensation cannot be identified with
the objective property. It is important to underline that the example mentioned does
not help us to show that there is something like a sensation; Husserl only invites us
to precisely distinguish what he calls ‘sensation’ from the objective property; in
other terms: the difference between the uniform colouring and the non-uniform colouring does not justify the existence of the sensation, but proves only that there
cannot be any identity of the objective property with it.
An even thornier question concerns the relationship between the sensation and
the adumbration. May they be identified one with the other? Following Husserl’s
suggestion, we have treated them as distinct entities, i.e. numerically as two things;
for, although the concepts are not always clearly distinguished – especially in the
first book of Ideas2 –, there are passages in which Husserl states a sharp duality: in
his manuscript of 1909 he defines the sensation as the «consciousness of the adumbration»,3 and in another one of 1915 he clearly separates the hyletic datum ‘colour’
from the ‘perspectival adumbration’ of the colouring, which is indicated as a part of
the noema4. We will later appreciate the value of this distinction.
Moreover sensation and objective property differ in two further respects; the first
is the mereological one: sensations are «real [reelle] contents» of the outer perception, namely they are ‘in’ it in proper sense; the objective property as such, on the
contrary, belongs to the object, which in the case of the outer perception is not a
real, but only an intentional content of the act.5 The second respect concerns Husserl’s account of intentionality: indeed, what we are intentionally related to in an
outer perception are not the sensations, but the object:
The sensations and also the “apprehending” or “apperceptive” acts are lived through [erlebt]
therewith, but they do no appear objectually [gegenständlich]; they aren’t seen, heard, “perceived” with any sense. The objects, on the other hand, appear, are perceived, but they are
themselves not lived through.6

With regard to the outer perception, we can state the following formula: while the
sensation is lived through, but is not objectual, the objective property is objectual,
but is not lived through. This means that what is said to appear in such a perception
is the objective property, not the sensation: according to Husserl what appears is
what the outer perception intends, that is, what such an experience is intentionally
related to. In other terms: what the experience is intentionally related to is what is
objectual; thus what we see is the objective colouring.

2. THE ‘CONTENT – APPREHENSION’ SCHEMA
Husserl’s fundamental idea is that the outer perception cannot be reduced to a mere
complex of sensations; as we will see in more detail, the relationship between sensation and this kind of perception is a mereological relationship: if there are no sensations, then there is certainly no outer perception. Nevertheless, sensations are a
necessary, but not a sufficient condition. In order to show this, Husserl elaborates
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two ‘arguments’, which are clearly formulated in the lecture dated 1907, the
Dingvorlesung:
These real contents themselves we call the sensory contents. Their complex does not make up,
according to what we have already discussed, the entire content of perception. We have already mentioned the evidence indicating that the complex of the sensory contents is quite varied, and yet the corresponding perceptions, by their very essence, pass themselves off as perceptions of the same object. Conversely, it is also holds that the same complex of sensory
contents can be the basis of diverse perceptions, perceptions of diverse objects, as every mannequin proves, inasmuch as here, from a fixed viewpoint, two perceptions stand in conflict,
that of the mannequin and that of the presented man, both constructed on the same fundament
of sensation.7

The first ‘argument’ states that the sensory complex can vary while the reference of
the intentional experience remains constant: if we turn around the red ball, its colouring appears in a manifold of adumbrations, i.e. in a manifold of non-uniform colourings; correlatively there is a variation of the sensory complex. Despite this variation, we can recognize the constancy of the reference: in all the phases of our rotation, the objective property is objectual as unchanged, namely as uniform. But, if it
is true that the sensory complex varies, or better if it is true that an unchanged objective property appears in a manifold of non-uniform colourings, what allows us to
see the colouring of the ball as uniform? Husserl’s answer is: the apprehension. It is
precisely thanks to the apprehension that we can perceive the objective property as
something that remains constant along the variation of the sensory complex. Thanks
to the ‘animating’ function of the apprehension, the ‘raw’ sensation becomes a presentative content, i.e. a content which presents an objective property.
The second ‘argument’ may be considered as the inverse proof: mere sensations
cannot clarify the perception, since the reference of the intentional experience can
vary while the sensory complex remains constant. In this regard the favourite example of Husserl is that of the man-mannequin: visiting a wax museum we see a man,
but suddenly we realize that it is a wax figure. If the external conditions of perception remain unchanged, then during the transition from the perception of the man to
that of the mannequin the sensory complex may remain constant as well. If, for instance, the illumination does not vary, then it is possible that the sensory complex
does not change. So, if the argument is true, we have to admit that the sensory complex cannot determine the reference of the intentional experience; however the perception entails a determined reference; hence another constitutive function is necessary, that of apprehension.
The outer perception consists therefore of at least two components: sensations,
also named «primary contents» or «hyle» (ὕλη),8 and apprehension, sometimes termed «interpretation».9 This is the reason why Husserl may say that the constitution
of the object given in such a perception complies with the so-called ‘content – apprehension’ schema. In more technical terms, the outer perception can be described
as a whole composed by two parts. In order to clarify this point, we have to introduce some laws of mereology exposed in the 3rd Logical Investigation: given two
parts x and y, we have at least two possible relations: either x can exist only in a
whole which connects it to y, or x can exist also out of the whole connecting it to y.
In the first case, x is a non-indipendent part of the whole, i.e. a moment; in the second, x is indipendent part, that is a fraction.10
So we might ask: can the sensation exist only in a whole which connects it with
an apprehension? In simpler terms: can a sensation exist only as animated? If we
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consider a great number of passages in Husserl’s writings, we see that he would
question this hypothesis. In the Dingvorlesung he makes a very explicit claim:
We find physical data, as a rule, bound up with an animating apprehension. If we make them
objects of a self-posing, then we either take as an object the whole unity of physical datum
and apprehension, thus the whole perception, or we abstract from the apprehension, gazing
exclusively at the physical. But we cannot say this involves an abstraction of the kind which
brings to separate notice inseparable moments, such as the tonal intensity in abstraction from
the pitch, etc. It cannot be said a priori that a physical datum requires an apprehension, thus
that it must function as a presentative content.11

The mentioned comparison is illuminating: the intensity of a tone is inseparable
from its pitch, and viceversa; just as the tonal intensity can namely exist only in a
whole which connects it with the tonal pitch, this latter can exist only in a whole
which connects it with the former. Thus intensity and pitch are two moments of a
whole (the tone). The relationship between the sensation and the apprehension is
something different: we cannot say that the existence of a sensation entails the existence of an apprehension. This is a case that Husserl explicitly contemplates in the
1st Logical Investigation: it is possible that a subject who stays only visually in front
of a tree «senses» like a subject who is intentionally related to it, i.e. who sees it as a
tree; the first subject will live through the sensations, but these will not «mean anything»12 to him, i.e. they will have no reference; the second subject will instead realize a perception in Husserl’s sense. This claim is reteirated in the lectures of 1925,
in which Husserl writes that we cannot say that the «sense data must stand in a presentative» or in an «adumbrating function»;13 it may not be stated that we live
through them only when we see a spatial property as something uniform in a manifold of adumbrations. So we may express an analogical proportion: it is possible that
a sensation is to perception as a fraction is to its whole. Ultimately, according to
Husserl, it is possible that a sensation can remain ‘raw’.

3. MCKENNA’S EXAMPLES
A visual sensation would be a sensation that we live through when we see an objective property. As we know, Husserl does not only state that such a sensation exists,
but also that a visual perception cannot exist without it. The concept of ‘visual sensation’ has been often criticized: some interpreters have proposed considering it as a
noematic component of the perceptual act;14 some others have simply refused that
something like that may be taken into account.15 William McKenna tried to defend
Husserl’s account. He provided several examples, in order «to establish» the «existence» of sensations and «to resolve the issue of whether they are really intrinsic or
they are noematic components of experiences».16 Two examples are drawn from the
field of visual perception:
A person approaches from a distance. Although the person is seen to be of constant size, one
may notice a gradual increase in the “size” of the figure. This increase in size is a hyletic phenomenon. […] While walking down a straight narrow corridor we may note that there is a
kind of “movement” taking place within our environment. The “walls” seem to “move apart”
as we progress and the whole “corridor” seems to “open wider”. This “movement” is one within the hyletic visual field. This example is perhaps more convincing than the previous ones,
for one is less able to describe the changes in “objective (or noematic) terms” […] In the
example of the corridor, however, the “movement” of the “walls” does not have an analog in

IS THERE SOMETHING LIKE A (‘RAW’) VISUAL SENSATION?

5

some objective movement. Our own movement down the corridor could not be cited as that
which we are “really” describing. The “movement” of the “walls” does seem to be a “subjective” phenomenon.17

Undoubtedly Husserl would state that in the described situations we live through
sensations. On his turn, McKenna considers both cases as examples of sensory phenomena, but he also believes that only the second is exempt from objections; he argues that the first case could be described in «objective (or noematic) terms». What
can be found through reflection is only an objective movement, that of the body of
the person impeding the vision of what is behind it.18
I cannot here discuss in detail the suggested equivalence between what is ‘objective’ and what is ‘noematic’ – an equivalence that is not clear at all in Husserl’s writings. I wish rather to attempt a description of the second case through the tools of
the Husserlian conceptual framework: when I walk down the corridor, I see the
walls, which are the objects of my visual perception; the walls are given to me in a
certain way, i.e. in a certain sense, and since a wall is a thing, it has properties that
are perceived in a certain adumbration; then I have sensations of these properties: I
have a visual sensation of its colouring and extension, which appear to me in a certain perspective; finally, my walking is indicated by kinaesthesias. We can perfectly
adopt this description for the first case, except for the last point, since it is not clear
whether I am at rest or not while the person approaches. Indeed, the second example
is just a non-veridical perception – precisely an illusion –, whose phenomenological
content can be quite indistinguishable from that of a veridical one; as Husserl points
out in the Logical Investigations:
If the object does not exist, if perception must be considered as a deception, an hallucination,
an illusion etc., then the visually perceived colour, that of the object, does not exist either.
Such differences of normal and abnormal, of veridical and deceptive perception, do not affect
the internal, purely descriptive, viz. phenomenological character of perception. […] The creations of the productive phantasy, most objects of artistic presentation in paintings, statues,
poems etc., hallucinatory and illusory objects exist phenomenally and intentionally, i.e., they
do not really exist at all, but rather only the acts of appearance in question, with their real and
intentional contents.19

This means that for Husserl also by describing a non-veridical perception we find a
real and an intentional content. Therefore what distinguishes the two situations cannot be the fact that in the second one a sensation is lived through; since the first perception differs from the second one simply because the object of the latter does not
exist or exists in a different way (the corridor seems to open wider, but it does not
really). Only in this sense Husserl would label such a phenomenon as something
«“subjective”». But if it is true, then the second example does not force us to admit
the existence of visual sensations: whoever intends to deny them can describe the
two situations just through the notion of ‘adumbration’, which, as we have seen, is
conceived by Husserl also as something noematic.

4. SMITH’S CRITIQUE
If we consider the outer perception as the object of a «self-posing», as Husserl states
in the Dingvorlesung, we can direct ourselves exclusively to the sensations; what in
that context is called ‘self-posing’ is nothing other than an immanent perception, namely a reflection.20 So it is true that by reflecting on outer perception we can sepa-
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rate sensations from apprehension, and perceive them in themselves. Quentin Smith
has questioned this point; he argued that
if we wish to intuit the sensations as such, we must abstract from all interpretation and meaning, and come to see them as raw sensations. […] As Husserl phrases it in an “Appendix” to
the Logical Investigations, when we “reflect on” these sensations we must “abstract” from all
that we recently or usually meant by them, and take them simply as they are. I now attempt to
do this. But I suddenly find there is an insurmountable problem. […] For the sensation that I
am trying to intuit cannot be intuited as being anything, for if it were intuited as a certain
“what”, this “what” would constitute an interpretation of the sensation. If I were to intuit the
sensation of white, I could not be conscious of it as white, for this “as white” would then be a
meaning with which the sensation is interpreted. Nor can I be conscious of this sensation as a
color, or even as something, for these are both interpretative meanings. In fact, I cannot be
conscious of it as being anything at all, for to do so would be to be conscious of an interpretative meaning of it. A sensation as such cannot appear to me, for to do so it must appear as a
“what”, and this “whatness”, as a meaning, destroys its character as an uninterpreted, meaningless sensation.21

Smith’s argument can be synthesized in the following terms: when we reflect on
sensations, we interpret them as something, i.e. as sensations; therewith we perform
necessarily an apprehension. Thus it is impossible to perceive immanently a ‘raw’
sensation.
We may notice that Smith’s argument is based on a category mistake: because
the possible ‘rawness’ of a sensation is not undermined by reflection, since it is rather established by the real possibility that in a pre-reflective experience a sensation
can be lived through without functioning as a presentative content. Ascertaining an
experience as ‘really possible’ means finding it through the descriptive analysis. If it
were so, then – in Smith’s terms – we would not intuit sensations merely as something, but as something which can remain ‘raw’.
However, I think that the question is here especially technical. If we consider the
Husserlian account of the reflection, then we can see how problematic Smith’s argument is. In fact, according to Husserl, what distinguishes an immanent from a
transcendent perception is precisely the fact that the former does not involve any apprehension; this aspect is highlighted in a passage of a manuscript dated summer
1913, written after the publication of the first book of Ideas:
In an immanent intuition […] there is no representance [Repräsentation], no “appearance” of
what is immanently objectual; there are no “presentative” or adumbrating contents that by
virtue of the related apprehensions may become representatives for the represented objectual
moments, which, being identical, can come to giveness through many other representatives or
appearances […] If we speak of apprehension or representance also with regard to the immanent intuitions, then it should be considered a mere façon de parler […].22

According to Husserl, the outer perception is a kind of transcendent perception;
since the object of the outer perception is necessarily given in a certain adumbration,
the relative sensation has to be apprehended, because otherwise we could not see an
objective property as something uniform. This is the first reason that requires us to
admit the constitutive function of apprehension; the second reason is that the reference can vary despite the constancy of the sensory complex. Now, both the variables are excluded in the case of an immanent perception: because not only what is
objectual in such a perception cannot be given through adumbrations, but there cannot even be an «horizon of opened possibilities»,23 namely a manifold of possible
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references (e.g. ‘as man’ or ‘as mannequin’). Consequently, there is no need for the
apprehension.
What we have just said does not entail that in the reflection nothing is lived
through: as Husserl explains in his lecture course of 1904, when I reflect on a part of
the outer perception, such a part is lived through, although it does not perform its
presentative function.24 So, whereas in the outer perception what is objectual is not
lived through, in the immanent one what is objectual is lived through. If I see, for
example, an objective colouring, this latter is objectual, when it is not lived through;
but if I reflect on a sensation, this latter is objectual but also lived through. In a brief
formula: we live through what we reflect on.
However intending a certain content does not mean that I have to apprehend something; we can simply state it as follows: necessarily, if an experience intends something through an apprehension, then this experience is intentionally related to
something; but the fact that an experience is intentionally related to something does
not entail that this experience intends it through apprehension. If I reflect on a content, it means only that I intend it: hence, if the content is given, and if such a content can remain ‘raw’, then I can intend it without altering its nature. The possibility
of a ‘raw’ sensation is not undermined by the nature of reflection; it would be undermined by the impossibility to find pre-reflective experiences in which we may
sense something without perceiving anything. But this is another question that we
cannot tackle here.

5. HUSSERL’S INDIRECT ANSWER
It seems that Husserl takes for granted the existence of visual sensations; from an
exegetical point of view, this thesis sounds at least plausible: in effect, in Husserl’s
early works we cannot find a proper discussion about the phenomenological evidence of such a content. This notwithstanding, it does not mean that we cannot trace
an indirect justification. In Husserl’s framework visual sensations seem to be something that emerge descriptively as soon as we want to clarify the difference between
perception and phantasy. This is the path pursued during the lecture course of 1904,
in which we read:
Perceptual appearance and phantasy appearance are so closely related to one another, so similar, that they immediately suggest ideas about the relationship of original and image. In
both cases we have objectivating apprehensions; and in both cases the same object can come
to appearance, and even come to appearance with precisely the same determinations from the
same profile falling into the appearance – in short, the appearances are indeed “the same” in
both cases, except that in the one case it is precisely perception that we have and in the other
caseit is phantasy. What is responsible for the difference? Well, obviously two things: the
contents serving the apprehensions and the apprehension’s characters themselves.25

It is really possible that a perceptual appearance and a phantasy appearance are indistinguishable with respect to their reference and mode of orientation. Husserl’s perspective is clear: consider a visual perception of a tree, and then consider a phantasy
which reproduces it or, in other words, represents the tree that was seen from the
profile in which we saw it. What here is not expressly said is that the two forms of
appearance can be indistinguishable also with respect to their matter, i.e. to the degree of determinacy by which the object is intended (e.g. ‘as green’ or ‘as mantis’).26
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However, if the mentioned factors cannot clarify the difference between the two
forms of appearance, how can we clarify it? Husserl analyses three possible answers.
a) The first states that, unlike the phantasy appearance, the perceptual appearance
derives from a peripheral stimulus. However, this is a psychological description that
cannot be accepted as such by Husserl.
b) The second answer is given at the phenomenological level, but turns out to be
nevertheless unsatisfactory: it is argued that the difference consists in the degree of
fulness, that is to say: a phantasy is fragmentary and poor if compared to perception.
Husserl remarks that this cannot clarify the difference at issue, «since the differences
within the phantasy representations of the same object are at least as great as all of
the differences that belong to the perceptual representations».27 This implies a relevant consequence: since the fulness concerns the gradations of clarity, as stated in
the Logical Investigations,28 the adumbration in which the perceived colouring is
given can be indistinguishable from the adumbration in which is given the phantasised colouring.
c) The third answer results in an analogous objection: saying that a perception is
generally more stable or steadier than a phantasy is not a solution, since both the acts
show differences in this sense. In short: what Husserl tries to show is that the proposed answers concern merely relative differences, i.e. differences presupposing an
absolute one.29
Husserl’s proposal appears in the last pages of his lecture course, and recalls the
above-quoted passage; here two solutions are proposed: according to the first, perception and phantasy can be distinguished because the latter is simply a «modification» of the former; according to the second, what distinguishes them is that in the
two acts we live through two different contents of apprehension: in perception we
live through a sensation, while in phantasy we live through a phantasm.30 It is not
my interest here to opt for the second solution instead of the first.31 However, it is
important to remark that, if the second solution was true, then we should admit not
only that the notion of ‘adumbration’ is not sufficient to clarify perception, but also
that something like a visual sensation does definitely exist.
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